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For Tom Burke, in memoriam
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Prologue
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Kandahar Province, Afghanistan

The SEALs, the Congressman, and the three USAID workers were pinned down in an isolated building in the middle of nowhere.  SEAL platoon Two-Four numbered eighteen men, but this mission was supposed to be kept low-key, so as not to call attention to the presence of Congressman Longstreet.  Besides, it was a simple “in-and-out” (no Taliban were supposed to be anywhere near this area), so Jake had left a half-dozen of his men back at base.  Now he wished he hadn’t; he could have used those six additional riflemen about now.

“Conciliation Base, this is Two-Four Leader, over.”

“Conciliation Base here, go ahead Two-Four Leader.”

“We have a situation here, Base. Taliban have location surrounded.  Have six friendly natives down, presumed dead, one SEAL wounded, needs medevac.   Four civilians and eleven SEALs okay for now.  Could use some help, over.”

“Roger that, Two-Four.  Gunship or jets?  Over.”

“Gunship, Base.  Over.”

“Gunship and one medevac, aye, Two-Four. Need coordinate readout.  Over.”

Jake Lawlor looked at the numbers on his satellite radiotelephone, and read them off: “Two-Four is at coordinates 31.523-330, 66.190-648.  Over.”

“Conciliation Base has your posit 31.523-330, 66.190-648, verify, over.”

“Two-Four verifies.”

“Roger that.  Uh, Base requests status of Rebel, over”

Should have known that was coming, Jake thought.  “Rebel” was the code name for Congressman Longstreet.

“Rebel is okay.”

“Roger that, Rebel okay, will get gunship and medevac on the way.  Conciliation Base, out.” 

* * * * *
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Jacob Joseph Lawlor Jr. was third-generation Navy, and his father and grandfather—both submariners—had achieved flag rank.  But Jake had eschewed submarines and, instead, had opted to become a SEAL.  Now, it occurred to him, fleetingly, that perhaps that may have been an unwise decision.

Even before the shooting started, Jake had evaluated the tactical situation: The building, situated on flat ground and in a relatively open area, was made of fitted stone, no mortar, about ten meters wide and four meters deep.  The back, north wall was solid, no windows.  Only opening in the front, south wall was a low doorway.  Windows at both ends.  Turf roof.

The congressman and the USAID workers were huddled together in the back of the hut, against the north wall.  The SEALs had set up the wooden table in front of them, between them and the entrance.  It didn’t provide much protection, but that’s all there was. 

Jake realized that the safety provided by the solid stone back wall cut both ways. Sure, Taliban bullets couldn’t penetrate the wall, and even a rocket propelled grenade—an RPG—couldn’t go through it.  But it gave the Taliban fighters excellent cover for approaching the building from the rear. There was nothing to prevent them from sneaking around from the back and then suddenly appearing at either of the windows, or at the doorway, and firing into the hut.  With that in mind, Jake had stationed three of his men in strategic positions inside the hut, each one assigned to cover an access port.

Of course, there’s nothing to stop the Tallies from firing an RPG from a safe distance through any access port and wiping out everyone inside, Jake thought.  Nor could we stop them from putting a mortar round through the roof and accomplishing the same thing.  And Tallies always have RPGs and mortars.  So exactly why haven’t they already wiped the place clean? Because they want live prisoners, that’s why, or at least one live prisoner—they want Longstreet!  Shit! Nobody was supposed to know he was even in country! So much for security! One of the Afghan “friendlies” at the base must have sold him out.  Nothing to do now but sit it out and see what develops.

Just for a second, Jake’s thoughts drifted off to a black cat named Moses, and the cat sitter, a dark-haired Italian-American beauty ironically named Julie O’Leary, back in East Beach. Then he wondered, Why now? Of all times, why am I thinking about Julie when I need to pay attention to business . . .

“The Tallies want to take the VIP alive,” Chief Petty Officer William Cole, Jake’s platoon chief, said aloud, waking him from his momentary reverie, and echoing his earlier thoughts. Cole had been the senior enlisted man in Jake’s platoon from the beginning, and the two of them had become fast friends. 

“Right,” Jake agreed.  “They could have wiped this place clean out long ago, with an RPG round or a mortar shell.”

“Exactly,” Cole said.  “Don’t think they’d much care if they killed us, or the USAID guys for that matter, so it has to be Longstreet they’re after.  Feather in their cap if they can pull off capturing a U.S. Congressman, and he’s apparently no good to ’em dead.”

Then there were explosions heard coming from outside the hut.

“That’s coming from the road,” Cole observed.

Jake approached the doorway cautiously.  The doorway, like the windows, was covered by just a ragged curtain.  Jake, keeping low, moved the curtain just enough to see out onto the roadway.  He was greeted with a bullet, glancing off the side of the building, just to the right of his head—but he had had enough time to see what the explosions were about.  The SEALs’ two armored personnel carriers (APCs) and the USAID workers’ Chevy Suburban were in flames. 

“There went our rides, Billy,” Jake said with obvious dismay.

“Well, now we know for sure they have RPGs if they want to use them,” Cole replied.

“Roger that,” Jake agreed.  “It’s Longstreet, all right.  They could care less about the rest of us, but the Tallies definitely want Longstreet alive.”

* * * * *
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The Fourth Platoon, SEAL Team Two, was embedded with the Third Battalion, Second Marine Division at Conciliation Base, in Kandahar Province, Afghanistan.  The SEALs were in the last month of a six-month tour.  They were due for rotation back to the States in three weeks, give or take a day or two.  The SEAL platoon leader, Navy Lieutenant Jacob Joseph Lawlor, Jr., had been quick to point out, to anyone interested, that thus far on this deployment, none of his men had suffered so much as a paper cut—not until today, anyway.

What a laugh.  All the SEALs had to do was to quietly escort the USAID workers and their special guest to the meeting with some Afghan tribal chieftains, stand guard while they talked, and then escort them back to base.  That was all.  Nobody said anything about the meeting being broken up by the Taliban.  To the contrary, Intel had said that nobody knew the congressman was in country, and, besides, all the Taliban in the area had skedaddled across the southern border into Pakistan.   No Taliban, no sweat, right?

The day had dawned hot and bright, not a cloud in sight.  Now, early in the afternoon, it was even hotter, the air heavy, with the desert glaring back at an unrelenting sun.  The SEALs were in modified kit: desert fatigues, Kevlar helmets and flak jackets, standard M4 rifles (as distinct from the M4a1 rifles they carried on special ops), and no packs—but plenty of water.  Failing to stay hydrated in this climate was not an option. 

Jake’s introduction to the congressman had been brief, but cordial.  The Marine major escorting Longstreet had made the introduction: “Representative Robert Longstreet, this is Navy SEAL Lieutenant Jake Lawlor. Lt. Lawlor, Representative Longstreet.  Congressman Longstreet represents Mississippi’s Twenty-Sixth District, Lieutenant, and is the House Minority Whip.”

“Pleased to meet you, Sir,” Jake responded, wondering what it was, exactly, that a “House Minority Whip” did.

“And, I you, Jake.  But please call me Bob!”

“Yes, Sir  . . . err . . . Bob”

Representative Longstreet smiled broadly. “Your reputation precedes you, Lieutenant.  Understand you’re third generation Navy, and that the Lawlor name is the stuff of legend.  The major, here, tells me you’re more than living up to it.”

“The major’s too kind, Sir.”

“Call me Bob.”

“Yes, Sir . . . Bob.”

“Wanted to join the Marines, myself,” the congressman mused, “but they wouldn’t have me because of a miserable heart murmur.  Fortunately for me, that couldn’t keep me from running for public office, instead—although some of my constituents might not agree!”   He grinned at his little joke.  “Sorry to complicate your mission,” he continued, “but education is my job in the House, and I understand this little meeting with the Afghans is all about that—building schools for the children, and such—so I thought I’d tag along.  Maybe learn a few things!”  He flashed another smile.

Jake smiled back, deciding he liked the man.

* * * * *
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The six tribesmen at the meeting had just gone outside the building to confer in private when the shooting started.  Now, Jake’s second in command, Lieutenant Junior Grade Henry “Hank” Greenburg, lay in quiet agony with a shattered femur.   Hank had been hit when a stray AK-47 round came in through the front door.  Special Warfare Operator First Class (SO1) Clarence “Slewfoot” Wilson (the closest thing the platoon had to a medic on this trip) had put a tourniquet on Hank’s leg, and set it as best he could.  A morphine shot dulled the pain somewhat, and a hastily-applied dressing at least hid the gaping wound and the exposed, splintered bone.  But Hank had lost a lot of blood in the process.  He needed that medevac.

“How you doing, Hank?” Jake asked.

“Lousy, Skipper, really, really lousy.  I hurt like hell.  I can hardly stand it.  Honestly don’t think I’m gonna make it.”

“Bullshit, Hank.  You’re only at forty percent.”

Despite the pain, Greenburg laughed. In BUDS (Basic Underwater Demolition/SEALs) training, all officers and enlisted candidates went through “hell week.”  Hell week consisted of five and a half days of continuous torture, featuring swimming, running, and rock portage in rubber raiding craft.  The trainees endured cold, wet, and exhaustion—and did it all on four hours sleep, total.  When they were thoroughly blitzed, and didn’t think they had one iota more to give, that’s when their observer/instructors would say: “You’re only at forty percent.”  The implication was, of course, that if you would only dig down deep enough, you would find that other sixty percent, and be able to give that too. 

“Screw you, Skipper.” Greenburg said. “I’m at least at fifty.” 

* * * * *
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“Mr. Greenburg needs that medevac bad, L-T,” Chief Cole volunteered.  L-T: The spoken letters that described his rank.  That was pretty much how all the enlisted members of his platoon addressed Jake.  It was a sobriquet that expressed at once both familiarity and respect.

“I know, Billy, I know,” replied Jake.  “Now all we have to do is convince those Tallies out there that they need to be so kind as to clear out and let the medevac chopper land.”

Earlier, before the Taliban had wounded Greenburg and wasted the Afghans, the four tribal leaders had sat on cushions behind that selfsame, low table that now shielded the USAID workers.  For the most part, the Afghans wore light, flowing robes of muted earth colors, their heads swathed in scarves.  Their apparent leader, an ancient man with flowing white whiskers, was, unlike the others, dressed entirely in white.  The USAID workers were dressed like tourists: cargo shorts, tee shirts, and ball caps.  Congressman Longstreet had worn sharply-creased khaki slacks and a white dress shirt with an open collar.

Two other tribesmen had stood guard inside the hut, while two others stood guard outside.  The guards were the only ones armed (although the others carried ceremonial knives).  Each guard carried, of course, the ubiquitous AK-47 rifle, also the weapon of choice for the Taliban, as well as most of the word’s insurgent groups, and quite a few national armies as well. 

The tribesmen and two of the USAID workers were speaking Pashto, a language Jake didn’t understand, nor did the congressman, who just stood off in the background, the other USAID worker interpreting for him.  He said nothing, as he intently observed the give-and-take between the USAID workers and the Afghans.  

One of Jake’s team, SO1 (Special Warfare Operator, First Class) Foster Fowles, spoke Pashto fluently, and was able to follow the negotiations.  The tribal leaders were arguing with the USAID workers, and Jake could see by the frown on Fowles’ face, that the discussion was not going well.

Jake sidled up to Fowles.  “What’s going on?” he asked.

“The old man, the guy in white, the ‘Elder Dude,’ is their boss, and, well, he’s not thrilled that the USAID guys won’t build his village a school unless he agrees to let girls attend,” Fowles explained. 

“ ‘Elder Dude’ says Allah doesn’t want his people to waste time educating girls,” Fowles continued, “and the USAID guys are saying ‘No girls, no school,’ and neither side is willing to back down.  The ‘Younger Dude’ was trying to get ‘Elder Dude’ to reconsider, and the ‘Elder Dude’ just gets more pissed.”

“And the congressman’s not saying anything.”

“Not so far,” Fowles agreed.

Then the tribesmen got up and made ready to leave.  “What now?  They done?” Jake asked Fowles.

“Not exactly,” Fowles answered.  “ ‘Elder Dude’ says he and his people need to talk privately, so they’re going outside to parley.   He says they’ll be back.”

And no sooner had all six of the tribesmen cleared the front door, when the firing began.  It all came down so fast that the two guards outside the door never got off a shot, and Hank Greenburg was rolling on the floor in pain, clutching his shattered leg. The two inside guards had run outside and started shooting, but they were dropped not far beyond the doorway.  None of the Afghans made it back to the hut.   When the occasional breeze parted the door curtain, Jake could see their fallen bodies scattered like so many dry leaves in the wind.

While Wilson attended to Greenburg, Jake and Cole herded the civilians to the back of the hut and set the table up in front of them.  

“What’s the prognosis, Jake?” Longstreet asked calmly, “We gonna be able to make it out of here?”

“We’re sure as hell gonna try, Sir,” Jake replied.

“Bob,” Longstreet corrected, smiling.  “Do what you need to do, lieutenant.  And don’t mind us.  We’ll just try and stay out of your way while you do your job.”   He looked at the three USAID guys and nodded.  They nodded back, but Jake noted that they were nowhere near as composed as Longstreet. 

“Will do, Bob,” Jake said. 

* * * * *
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It wasn’t long after the RPG rounds had destroyed their vehicles, and Jake was about to get on the horn to base to tell them that they now also needed a ride home, when the groaning was heard from outside the doorway.

“Somebody’s alive out there,” Cole said.  “We goin’ after them?”  It was more of a statement than a question.

“That’s what we do,” Jake replied.

“I’ll go, L-T,” Cole said, his handsome black face lit with a grin.

“Not so fast, Billy.  Somebody’s got to stay and mind the store.  I’ll take three guys, and we’ll drag back anyone who’s alive out there.  You and a fire team cover us.”

“Why do you get to have all the fun?  The brass always sends out the grunts to do the tough stuff!”

“Don’t be such an asshole, Chief.  Just make sure we don’t get killed out there, okay?”

“Got your six, L-T, always, but no heroics.”

“No heroics, Billy.  So, before I go out there, I’m gonna call some artillery down on those Tallies’ asses.”

Jake got on the satellite radiotelephone.  “Conciliation Base, this is Two-Four Leader.  Over.”

“This is Conciliation Base.  Over.”

“Base, SEAL Two-Four under fire, need some artillery.  Over.”

“Base has your posit 31.523-330, 66.190-648, verify.  Over.”  Jake rechecked the numbers on his phone just to be sure.

“Two-Four verifies.  Please stay at least a hundred meters from posit.   Otherwise all about fair game.  Over.”

“Roger that, Two Four.  First rounds overhead in about five minutes.   Anything else?  Over.”

“Affirmative, Base.  Taliban have destroyed our vehicles.  Now need rides back to base.  Also note that enemy force definitely equipped with Romeo Papa Golf.  Over.”

“Roger that, Two-Four.  Definite Romeo Papa Golf.  Have already dispatched Marine gunship and medevac.  Will follow with transport.  Understand you’re busy, but keep Base advised.  Over.”

“Roger that, Conciliation Base, Two-Four Leader, out.”  Jake was turning to Cole as shots rang out from inside the building, coming from the west wall, M4 rounds aimed at the east window.  Jake looked over in time to hear the grunt as a scarf-covered head in the east window turned to hamburger. 

“Good shot, Janelli,” Jake said.

“Okay, Billy, I’ll take Smith and Claridge with me.  Leave Janelli and Bonsignore covering the windows.  You take the other guys, and cover us.  Watch your flanks.  The Tallies will surely try sneaking up the side of the building to get to us from behind.  Maybe even go up on the roof.  We go when the first shells land.” 

Jake frog-walked over to Longstreet and the USAID workers and told them what the SEALs were planning, and warned them to stay low and sit tight—and that things were about to get very loud. Longstreet listened calmly and carefully to the plan, and just nodded.  Looking frightened, the USAID workers also said nothing, but they too nodded their understanding.   Then Jake turned to Cole.  “Set it up, Billy,” he said.  “We’ll move when the first shell lands.”

“Roger that, L-T.”  Cole sounded out the orders.  “There appear to be some of the friendlies outside who are still alive, and the lieutenant is going out after them.  Smith and Claridge, you’re with the lieutenant.  Slew, Tansey, Fowles, Lindsey, and Chou, you’re with me.  We’re covering the lieutenant and the others from outside the doorway.  Janelli and Bonsignore, you still have window duty.  Now when we move, gentlemen, be sure to stay the hell out of Janelli’s and Bonsignore’s lines of fire.”

Just about then, the first of the artillery rounds landed.  BA-BOOM!  Cole grinned.  “That’s our cue, men.  Lindsey and Chou, you’ll watch our flanks.  Tallies will try to come ‘round the side of the building.  Might even try scaling the roof.  Now let’s go.”

To say the rescue operation went like clockwork would be a downright lie.  Noise and confusion reigned.  Jake and the two men with him crawled out the doorway, and drew immediate fire.  If the artillery kept any Taliban heads down, and it must have, it was hard to tell from the overall amount of the initial incoming fire.  It wasn’t until the other SEALs fanned out behind them and returned the incoming fire, that the rounds aimed at Jake, Claridge, and Smith became less intensive.

There was noise everywhere, and from every direction.  Shots were being fired from behind them and in front of them.  There were the brrrp! brrrp! brrrp! of the M4s, and the ragged brapt! brapt! brapt! of the AK-47s.  There were shots being fired inside the building as well: Janelli and Bonsignore firing at peeping Toms.  And the artillery, shells exploding BA-BOOM! BA-BOOM! BA-BOOM! continually, incessantly, none thankfully nearby.  It was bedlam. 

Fortunately for the SEALs, and thanks to the artillery, the Taliban fighters were unable to stick their heads up long enough to aim and fire accurately.   One SEAL, however, SO3 Jim Tansey, took a round full in the chest.  His flak jacket stopped the round, but the impact knocked him off his feet.  About twenty seconds later, cursing, clutching at his bruised chest, he regained his feet and emptied the rest of his clip in the direction of the offending round.  “Easy, Tansey,” Cole shouted above the din, “we don’t have any ammo to waste.”

Meanwhile, Jake and the two men with him were crawling on their bellies at double-time (if such was really possible) to get to the bodies of the tribesmen.  Bullets fired by the SEALs behind them and the Taliban in front of them were whizzing close by all around them, and the artillery shells could be heard piercing the air high overhead and exploding everywhere.  Occasionally, a bullet would kick up some soil ahead as well.  Jake noticed that some of these were kicking the dirt forward.  “Somebody’s shooting at us from behind,” he shouted above the din to Claridge and Smith.  They turned to see that an intrepid Taliban had climbed up onto the roof and was shooting at them over the heads of Cole and the others.  Smith aimed and fired, the M4 set on three-round burst mode, brrrp! brrrp! brrrp! and three 5.56 mm NATO rounds dropped the roof climber where he stood.

Back to crawling forward.  The first two downed tribesman Jake and the others had encountered were the outside guards, and they were very dead.  Smith and Claridge took their AK-47s, and crawled onward, right behind Jake.  The cacophony continued around, above, and in front of them.  They were surprised when the next body they reached, one of the younger tribesmen, the one Fowles had called “Younger Dude,” spoke.   He spoke Pashto, of course, so nobody there could understand him, but apparently, he had been playing possum, and was unhurt.  Smith handed him the guard’s rifle he had been carrying.  The tribesman took it and began to fire back at the Taliban from the prone position.  He was careful to fire only when he had a target.  Jake noted with satisfaction that when one of the Taliban exposed himself, the tribesman invariably dropped him with a well-aimed bullet.

Jake, Smith, and Claridge continued to crawl forward, with the Afghan tribesman following.  The next bodies they reached were dead.  Two had been armed, and Smith retrieved another AK-47 from one of them.  The next body encountered, however, was the older, white-bearded and white-garbed, man: Fowles’ “Elder Dude.”  He was alive, had a decent pulse, but was unconscious and breathing raggedly.  He also bore no apparent wound.  Jake reasoned that he may have suffered a heart attack, or even possibly a stroke, and may well have been the man they had heard groaning.  Smith and “Younger Dude” began dragging him back to the hut, both still also clutching the rifles that Smith had retrieved. “Younger Dude” occasionally paused to selectively fire back at the enemy.  

Jake and Claridge reached the last tribesman, one of the younger men.  The clothing over his abdomen was stained a wet red—Jake guessed he’d been gut-shot.  He felt for a pulse, and found one—weak—but still a pulse.  They began to drag him back toward the hut, Claridge still clutching the confiscated rifle.  All the while the bedlam of shelling and rifle fire continued.   Just as Jake and the men with him reached the door of the hut, a Taliban fighter, shouldering an RPG launcher, stood up and took aim.  Seeing him, Jake figured it was all over.  But then the man disappeared in a blast of fire and dirt as an artillery shell scored a direct hit.

Once the SEALs and the three surviving Afghans made it inside the hut, the firing from the Taliban pretty much stopped.   The shelling, however, continued unabated, and would continue until Jake called it off, or whenever the helicopters arrived.

As Wilson attended to the two wounded Afghans, Jake and “Younger Dude” conversed (Fowles acting as interpreter).  Jake learned that the man was Azzami, eldest son of Azzat, the tribal chieftain.  It was Azzat who was the older, white-bearded Afghan in white robes.   The third, gut-shot man was Baddar, a nephew, who was a kind of an aide-de-camp to Azzat.

Jake got back on the satellite radio to Conciliation Base, while Fowles and Azzami conversed in Pashto.  “Conciliation Base, this is Two-Four Leader.  Over.”

“Two-Four Leader, this is Conciliation Base.  Over.”

“This is Two-Four, what is chopper ETA (Estimated Time of Arrival).  Over.”

“First chopper’s ETA approximately twenty, I say again, twenty minutes.  Over.”

“Roger twenty minutes, Base.  Be advised that we have two more wounded Afghan friendlies.  Over.”

“Roger that, Two-Four. Does Base understand, correctly, that you now have total three wounded?  Over.”

“Correct, Base.  Total three wounded.  Over.”

“Very well, Two-Four, will advise medevac.  Advise current status of Rebel.  Over.”

“Rebel still okay.”

“Roger that.  Anything else, Two-Four?”

“Negative, Base.  Two-Four Leader, out.”

Fowles brought Azzami over to Jake.  “L-T,” Fowles began, “Azzami here says he can have his fighters here in about fifteen minutes, and he’s pretty sure they can send the Tallies packing.”

“And how is he going to get them here?” Jake asked.

“Says they’re not as primitive as we seem to think.  Can you tune to four-six-four point seven megahertz?”

Jake tuned the satellite phone to the requested frequency and handed it to Azzami.  The tribesman began transmitting in Pashto.  After about a half-dozen exchanges, a self-satisfied looking Azzami handed the radio-telephone back to Jake and spoke to Fowles. 

“They’re on their way,” Fowles reported, translating.

In just thirteen minutes, a cloud of dust appeared from down the highway to the west. Four Toyota light trucks stopped on the roadway and disgorged what seemed to be about three dozen armed men, who fanned out, firing as they ran forward to engage the Taliban. 

“Conciliation Base, this is Two-Four Leader.  Over.”

“Two-Four Leader, this is Conciliation Base.  Over.”

“This is Two-Four, cease firing.  We have friendlies in the area.   I say again, artillery to cease firing.  Over.”

“This is Base, Two-Four, understand artillery to cease firing, friendlies in the area, over.”

“That is affirmative, Base, cease firing.  Over”

“Roger that, Two-four Leader, Base, out.”

By the time Azzami’s fellow tribesmen were anywhere near the building, the artillery fire had stopped.  Jake, for one, appreciated the new relative quiet.

“Conciliation Base, this is Two-Four Leader.  Over.”

“Two-Four Leader, this is Base.  Over.”

“This is Two-Four.  Please alert gunship and evac helicopter crews that surrounding area is secured, and not to fire unless fired upon.  Over.”

“This is Base. Understand area secured? Choppers not to fire unless fired upon?  Over.”  Incredulous.

“That’s affirmative, Base.  Natives now on ground are friendlies.  Choppers are not to fire unless fired upon.  Over.”

“Roger that, Two-Four.  Will pass the word.  Conciliation Base, out.”

When the Marine helicopters arrived, and judging from the infrequent small arms fire outside the hut, Jake figured that the Taliban had pretty much vacated the area and had fled to the surrounding countryside.  Jake was concerned, however, that Conciliation Base had not gotten to the Marines in the choppers on time, warning them not to fire at anyone on the ground who didn’t fire at them first. 

There were four choppers, total.  The two that arrived first were the medevac, a Boeing Vertol, CH-46 Sea Knight, and the attack helicopter gunship, a Bell AH-1Z Viper.  The medevac landed just outside the hut, while the Viper remained airborne.  The Viper managed to look menacing even while just hovering, and the friendly tribesmen, not wishing to tempt fate, hid themselves as best they could.  Apparently, and thankfully, Jake had worried about nothing, and Conciliation Base had successfully conveyed the word to the Marines that they were not to fire unless fired upon; the Viper’s guns and missiles remained silent that day.

The three wounded men were loaded quickly aboard the Sea Knight, which then took off straightaway, heading directly for Kandahar Airfield and the NATO Role 3 Multinational Medical Unit there.   The Viper flew escort.

Ten minutes later, two Bell UH-1Y Venom light transports arrived, Marine gunners stationed in the doorway.

In the interim, Jake had briefed Longstreet on the role the Afghans had played in the action, and after the Congressman and Jake had shaken hands with Azzami, the SEALs, Longstreet, and the USAID workers took off for Conciliation Base on the Venoms.

A week after the incident, Jake learned that Representative Longstreet had written a letter of commendation for him and his men, and that it had been placed in their personnel files. 

Jake never did find out if the school was ever built, but did learn that the two Afghans survived, and were returned home.   Likewise, his assistant platoon leader, Lt. j.g. Hank Greenburg, survived, but the incident in Kandahar was, for him, a painful series of surgeries and rehabs in the effort to restore his shattered leg.  He was transferred, first, from the MMU to Landstuhl Medical Center in Germany, and then to Bethesda Naval Hospital, in Maryland, for recovery and rehab. 

Three weeks and a day after the incident, Jake and his platoon followed Greenburg stateside, their Afghanistan tour completed. 
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Caged

Konarak, Iran

The six Americans were praying together, in verbal communication, even if the three woman couldn’t actually see their husbands.  It was just as well.  Each was filthy, arms and legs covered with blue-black and purple bruises, and those hiding flea bites.  Their hair was soiled, greasy, and scraggly.  The men had grown unkempt beards.  The women wore only the filthy, full-length, orange, baggy dresses.  The men only equally-filthy, orange jumpsuits.  Yet they thanked God for their having survived another day, and prayed that they would have the strength to endure until He came to their rescue. 

Without a window to the outside, and with their jail continuously bathed in bright artificial light, they had no idea how long they had actually been held prisoner.  Their communal guess was perhaps a month.  It had actually been less than two weeks.

Their prison consisted of two large iron cages, set in a subterranean room with damp concrete walls and floors, and ceilings black with mold.  The toilets were buckets in the far corners of each cage.  The place stank.  It stank of the mold, filthy bodies, and human excrement.  Each of them was a banquet for the fleas and lice that lived on them, and, despite the glaring lights, an occasional rat would scud along the walls.  

Access to the room, from whatever was outside, was through a single black door of riveted steel plate.  The door was beyond the vision of the three women in the cage farthest from it, because the two cages were separated by a cement block wall.  The relative cleanliness of the block led the prisoners to conclude that it was of recent construction, its only apparent purpose being to hide the women from the view of the men.  While each cage now contained just three prisoners, they were large enough to each hold many more—perhaps as many as fifty—prisoners.

* * * * *
[image: image]


Three months earlier, the rahbar-e mo'azzam, or Supreme Leader, of the Islamic Republic of Iran, met with six members of the Guardianship Council in his official residence, the House of Leadership, in the capital, Teheran.  

The meeting room was not unlike a corporate board room, with all four walls covered in grey-flocked wallpaper with an indistinct pattern. The Supreme Leader was seated at the head of a long, oval table of polished mahogany.  All present wore clerical garb.  All sported full beards.  The bespectacled Supreme Leader wore a black turban, and a white, ankle-length garment, not unlike the cassocks worn by Christian clergy.  Over that, he wore a black-and-white, hounds tooth-patterned prayer shawl, and a long brown smock.  The others had chosen the identical white ankle-length cassocks.  Over these, they also wore smocks—four of these were black, one cerulean blue, the other a deep maroon—but none of them wore prayer shawls.  Off in a corner, the Supreme Leader’s trusted private secretary, Dariush, dressed in just the white cassock-like garment worn over black trousers, and a white, salad-bowl cap, observed and took notes.

The Supreme Leader, in accordance with the Constitution of the Islamic Republic, has essentially dictatorial power over every facet of public life in Iran.  He controls the armed forces, the judiciary, state television—in essence, every key governmental agency. The Guardianship Council and the Majlis (or Parliament) are merely advisors to the Supreme Leader.  And while the Guardianship Council has the final say in who may or may not run for President, or for a seat in the Parliament, it is the Supreme Leader who appoints the members of the Guardianship Council to begin with. And the Supreme Leader is appointed for life.  And ‘round and ‘round it went.  The current Supreme Leader was eighty-two years old, and controlled a personal fortune estimated at ninety-five billion dollars.

“The sitting President of the United States is an avowed enemy of the Iranian people,” the Supreme Leader pronounced.  The six members of the Guardian Council who were present were the six faqihs, or experts in Islamic law, who were, in theory, at least, “conversant with present needs and issues of the day” per the Iranian constitution. (The six members absent were judicial experts, whose advice, this day, was apparently unneeded.) 

“The man is a loose cannon,” the Supreme Leader continued.  “He is an ignorant, orange-haired clown, a devil, and a fool, who is more concerned with self-aggrandizement and disturbing international harmony, than with a peaceful and stable world order.”  The six Islamic law experts nodded in agreement, but maintained a respectful silence.  “His predecessor, at least, was a reasonable man.  He could be dealt with.  He was perfectly willing to accept our position on peaceful nuclear energy development, and a pause in nuclear weapons development, in return for abolishing the so-called ‘sanctions’—those unlawful restrictions to legitimate commerce—imposed on us by the West.  He had even convinced all the other major western powers to sign with our Russian ally and accept these terms in a formal agreement.”  The council members again nodded their assent.  They had heard all of this before.

“But this man, this fool American djinn,” the Supreme Leader continued, “tore up that agreement, and almost convinced the other western nations to do so as well.”  He paused for effect.  “In six months, this devil comes up for reelection.  According to the American press, the man’s chances for reelection are slim.  But the American press also said, four years ago, that the fool would never be elected in the first place.  If they were wrong then, they could well be wrong now.  The person running against him this time was a member of the previous, more reasonable, regime, and would be infinitely more acceptable to us.  We must do whatever we can to see that that person wins election, and that the devil living in the White House does not.”

One of the six made ready to speak, and the Supreme Leader nodded to him.  “Supreme Leader,” he began, “the Russians attempted to influence their last presidential election, and failed.  They will most likely try to do so again, and this time, perhaps, be more successful.”

The Supreme Leader dismissed his comment with a wave of his hand.  “Be that as it may.  But we cannot assume that they will do any better than before. I believe they will fail again, because again they will again go about it the wrong way.  We need to provide an embarrassment for this president now—before the election—an embarrassment from which he cannot and will not recover.

“Do you recall,” he continued, “during the glorious tenure of my late exalted predecessor, the incident where patriotic Iranian students overwhelmed the American embassy here in Teheran, took fifty-two hostages, and held them for four hundred and forty-four days?”

“Of course, Supreme Leader.  Who could ever forget such an auspicious event?” the same man allowed.

“An event which was not orchestrated by our government, mind you, but was a free expression of the Iranian people, and was, in the end, used by our government to its advantage.  The sitting president then was Jimmy Carter, a scold who could speak only of his own narrow view of morality.  We brought him down.  We did it then, and we can do it now.  All we need now is a similar incident, a spark, which can then be exploited.”

The assembly fell silent.  None of the six dared mention that the president who followed Carter, dismissed by the world press as a “grade B movie actor,” and by the then Supreme Leader as an “ignorant dunce,” proved to be a far more formidable obstacle to Iranian foreign policy than Carter ever was.  Eventually, however, one of the six felt impelled to fill the awkward silence.

“Holiness, an incident on a similar scale involving Americans will be difficult to produce.  Not since 1980 have the Americans had diplomatic relations with us.  There is now no significant American official presence in Iran.  Unless we can find, and expose, a CIA spy ring, or an American plot to overthrow the government, or something else of that sort, we are as tigers without teeth.  With no significant American presence in our country, how can there ever be a similar international incident which might succeed in causing this devil to lose the upcoming election?”

“Indeed,” the Supreme Leader agreed, “there may be no American diplomatic, and certainly no military, presence in Iran at this time.  But there are American visitors coming to Iran all the time.  Our visa process strives to weed out the troublemakers, and there have thus far been no exploitable incidents involving Americans.  But what I propose, and what I will direct the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to do, is this: for the next few months, any American who wishes to visit Iran for any reason whatever will be issued a visa.  Then we will keep our eyes open for the right opportunity—any egregiously wrong step by any American, or, better yet, by a
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