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To our fallen













AUTHORS’ NOTE



What you hold in your hands is a book the government does not want you to read.


We know this because the Department of Defense spent a year throwing spike strips in our path to publication.


The Pentagon does not want you to read about its catch-and-release detention system that allows the same enemy fighters to ambush, bomb, and shoot at America’s sons and daughters over and over again.


The Pentagon does not want you to read about unworkable rules of engagement that tie our troops’ hands behind their backs while sending them to fight against an enemy that has no such rules.


The Pentagon does not want you to read about a system in which young soldiers are court-martialed, kicked out of the service, or even imprisoned, while enemy spies who kill Americans are set free.


Dog Company tells the story of one Army unit’s tragic experience with all those evils. But Dog Company, a unit of the famed 101st Airborne, is not alone. Her story is being replayed again and again in a lawyered-up war in which, the enemy leverages our rules of engagement by blending into the local population while our warriors, operating in a combat environment, are held not just to the laws of armed conflict but to unprecedented standards of criminal law. Senior civilian and uniformed leaders allow our soldiers and Marines to be tried and convicted for war crimes when, in bygone eras, their actions, motivated by the desire to protect their mates, would have been viewed as collateral damage in the fog of war.


The military prison at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, is the next assignment for these young Americans, whose battlefield judgment is second-guessed by lawyers who have never been under fire, and a military-diplomatic mindset that elevates enemy lives over American lives.


As you read this, one young officer is serving a nineteen-year sentence at Leavenworth. His crime? He ordered his soldiers to fire on three riders who were speeding toward his platoon on a single motorcycle. The officer was convicted of murder and attempted murder, though it later came to light that the assailants were registered in U.S. databases as known enemy fighters—a fact the prosecution failed to disclose. The case is now on appeal.


Dog Company exposes such systematic persecution of America’s soldiers and Marines, nearly powerless against a system bent on labeling them for the rest of their lives, all in the name of placating enemy actors who have sworn to eradicate the United States in the name of tribe and jihad.


That’s the story the military doesn’t want you to read.


We, the authors, used to work for the Department of Defense (DoD). Roger Hill served more than ten years in the Army. Lynn Vincent served eight years in the Navy. Lynn held a Secret security clearance while on active duty; Roger held a Top Secret clearance.


Today, we are veterans and patriots. That is why, throughout the writing of this book, we were careful to omit or “write around” any material that might be considered classified or a threat to national security.


But that was not enough for the Pentagon.


In March 2015, we submitted the manuscript to the DoD’s Office of Security Review (OSR)—a condition of the nondisclosure agreement Roger signed in connection with receiving his Top Secret clearance. The OSR website says that a security review—that is, screening a manuscript for material that is classified or represents a threat to national security or troops in-theater—takes about thirty days. Our book was a bit long, OSR said, so we could expect to receive it back in two months.


Four months later, the manuscript you now hold came zinging back via email—riddled with censored material, under the dark black bars known as “redactions.”


Two things surprised us. First, the sheer number of times the Army had blacked out information. There were scores of redactions, and if you count items redacted multiple times, hundreds.


Second, we were surprised at the type of information the Army censored from public view.


While we could concede that a handful of items that we had not considered problematic could be construed as sensitive, we believed—and could prove—that more than 90 percent of what the Army redacted was not only already public information, but information already made public by the government itself.


Okay, we thought. This is all probably just a mistake—bureaucratic bungling, or maybe an overzealous second lieutenant armed with a Sharpie.


We decided to remove without question those sensitive items the Army identified. For redactions that were already public information, we prepared a detailed appeal, itemizing the sources of our data.


To evaluate our conclusions, we retained attorneys specializing in military intelligence and information security, as well as a former Army intelligence officer who now works in the private sector as a military security expert.


In September 2015, we sent our appeal—with confidence. Surely when Pentagon reviewers saw that the information they redacted was already available on multiple federal websites and in print publications, they’d agree to reverse those redactions.


This time, we waited five months.


On January 19, 2016, we received our answer from Michael Rhodes, director of the Office of the Deputy Chief Management Officer at the Pentagon:


“The DoD conducted a thorough review of the authors’ supporting documentation and proposed rewrite of the pages identified in the appeal letter. The amendments identified during the initial review of the manuscript are affirmed in their entirety. The DoD does not approve the rewrite or any of the submitted alternative language in the appeal submission.”


Translation: “We reject your appeal. All of it.”


Minds. Blown.


Why on earth would the Pentagon forbid us from publishing material that it had already made public? Why would the government not concede even a single redaction, such as those blacking out common military weapons and operations, or terms used in the news media every day?


In retrospect, perhaps we should not have been surprised. In December 2008, officers of the 101st Airborne tried to shield the case at the center of this book from FOIA—the Freedom of Information Act. They didn’t want anyone to learn about this story at all, and they tried to prevent the American public from its rightful access to documents at the heart of the case.


Fast-forward seven years: The FOIA dodge didn’t work, so the Army tried to gut the book. In case that sounds like hyperbole, consider this: In two of three cases, the government censored events in the manuscript that expose the catch-and-release, revolving-door system of prisoner detention that puts American soldiers and Marines at constant, unnecessary risk of injury and death.


While the Pentagon’s spike-strip review process delayed this book by two years—and nearly derailed it altogether—here it is, Dog Company: A True Story of American Soldiers Abandoned by Their High Command.


To get the book to press, we left the redactions in. We trust that you, the American reader who cares about our men and women in arms, will be able to fill in the data the government hoped would remain shrouded in black.


Because many of the men in this story are now out of the Army, they are able to speak freely. But other soldiers and Marines face similar persecution, often under gag orders from their higher commands, as they fight a military justice system in which the deck is stacked against defendants.


Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis said that sunshine is the best disinfectant. We hope that Dog Company sheds light on an unintended consequence of the Terror War: the sacrifice of the American soldier on the altars of careerism and enemy appeasement.




Lynn Vincent and Roger Hill


San Diego, California, and Atlanta, Georgia


November 2016
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BOOK 1



Insider Threat




Boy, the enemy is inside your wire.


U.S. Army Colonel Dave Brostrom, speaking to his son, Lieutenant Jonathan Brostrom, May 2008
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Overleaf (L to R) Specialist Paul Conlon and 3rd Platoon leader Lieutenant Donnie Carwile, with Sergeant First Class Shon Haskins, 3rd’s platoon sergeant.


















CHAPTER 1



14 August 2008


Forward Operating Base (FOB) Airborne


Wardak Province, Afghanistan


THE PHONE CALL was one Lieutenant Larry Kay would always remember, not for its content but for its consequence. Sergeant Raul Lopez, the platoon sergeant at Sayed Abad Base, coming through his cell: “The CLP didn’t bring any food and water with them this time, sir.”


The CLP—Combat Logistics Patrol.


Lopez paused for emphasis, then said: “Sir, I am black on food and water.”


An epithet shot through Kay’s mind. Black on food and water? How could soldiers in the most powerful fighting force ever to march on the face of the earth not have food and water?


But Kay kept these thoughts to himself. Most of the time, being Delta Company’s executive officer (XO) was great; other times, being an enlisted Marine had been better. At least then, he could vent aloud about this kind of insanity. Something along the lines of Those CLP guys are a waste of the entire macroevolutionary process. That would have been perfect.


Instead, he said to Lopez, “Okay, I’ll get some supplies down to you ASAP. Is there anything in particular you want?”


“Yeah. Hot dogs and some of those blueberry sausage-stick things we eat for breakfast.”


“Not a problem. I’ll try and be down there tomorrow.”


“Okay, sir. Thanks a lot.”


Kay didn’t hang up the phone but thumbed the Talk button, waited for a fresh dial tone, and punched in the number for Forward Support Company at 1st Battalion headquarters in Ghazni Province, about three hours south. As the ringtone whined in his ear, the red heat of righteous anger crept up his neck.


Stocky and barrel-chested with huge arms, Kay, twenty-three, fit the dumb-jock mold from a distance. But as soon as he opened his mouth, you found out a couple of things right away: One, he had a razor-sharp intellect and an astonishing knowledge of politics, religion, and culture. And two, he was utterly incapable of bullshit. If Kay perceived dead weight in his own ranks, he would unapologetically say so. The way he saw it, his men would literally die if they didn’t get proper logistics support, and he had zero tolerance for sectors of the Army that weren’t working twenty-hour days to support the tip of the spear.


Finally, a voice came through the telephone line. “Forward Support Company, Lieutenant Taylor.”


Kay unloaded. “What the hell is going on over there, Josh? My guys at Sayed Abad are black on food and water! How can the CLP forget to bring food and water?”


But Taylor knew nothing. It wasn’t his fault, but it still pissed Kay off. It wasn’t the first or even the dozenth time Delta Company—call sign “Dog Company”—had been shorted on supplies. But this screwup wasn’t over sleeping cots or spare vehicle parts. It was over basic essentials for staying alive.


At the daily synchronization meeting that evening, Dog Company commanding officer Captain (CPT) Roger Hill folded his six-foot-three frame into a plastic chair at the end of a conference table, picked up a pen, and set his ears on listen. There was a lot to discuss. Since Dog Company took over Forward Operating Base (FOB, pronounced “fob”) Airborne in Wardak Province, Afghanistan, Taliban aggression had heated from a simmer to a rolling boil. That had been six months ago, in March 2008. Since then, fully one-third of Hill’s men had been wounded in action. Suicide bombers had hit a 4th Platoon gun truck just a few days before. Mercifully, the bomb failed to detonate on impact.


Dog Company had suffered no fatalities yet. But Hill’s vehicles were in shambles, repair parts, ammo, and batteries were in short supply, and the number of replacement soldiers he’d received from Battalion was exactly zero. Hill’s heavy weapons platoons—1st through 4th, just over sixty men—were now spread across four static outposts. His platoon sergeants, veterans with multiple combat tours and more than fifteen years’ service each, said they had never seen a company stretched so thin.


Now in the synch meeting, Kay, the platoon leaders and platoon sergeants weighed in on a series of briefing items: Intel updates, upcoming missions, personnel status, base security, and progress in developing the provincial government. Logistical issues such as vehicle readiness, weapons, fuel, ammo, food, and water were also covered.


Hill, thirty, a West Point grad with a degree in environmental engineering, was an organized man. At the beginning of the Wardak deployment, he’d run each of these daily meetings personally, using a printed, bullet-point agenda. But as his men learned what was expected, Hill had let Kay take over as master of ceremonies while he listened and jotted notes.


Near the end of the meeting, Kay brought up the Sayed Abad supply snafu, winding up with, “Lopez and his guys are black on food and water.”


“Battalion didn’t bring food and water? What the hell?” said Lieutenant (LT) Donnie Carwile, 3rd’s platoon leader. Formerly enlisted, Carwile, twenty-nine, had put himself through college while working as a policeman in Oxford, Mississippi, then returned to the Army as an officer.


Similar incredulous curses sizzled around the conference table like sparks on a fuse. Hill glanced up at his mission board. He tried to keep it meticulously current, but with the spiraling operational tempo, it stayed stubbornly out of date. He was glad it was dry-erase.


“We’re about two weeks past due for some vehicle and equipment checks at Sayed Abad,” Hill said. “If we have to go down there with food and water, we may as well knock those out, too.”


He tapped 3rd Platoon for the job.


15 August 2008, 0600 Hours


The next morning dawned a scorcher, and Sergeant First Class (SFC) Shon Haskins cursed the heat. It would be 110 degrees in full kit by lunch. Haskins, thirty-six, a wily 260-pound bruiser out of Mattawa, Washington, was platoon sergeant for Dog Company’s 3rd Platoon. He marshaled his men and checked his Humvees. Haskins would ride in the lead truck, call sign 3-1, with Specialist (SPC) Joel Ochoa in the gun turret. (The call signs for Humvees in a heavy weapons platoon begin with the platoon number; the second number varies according to mission and personnel.) Also in 3-1: Khan, a young Afghan interpreter who reminded Haskins of a college kid from the ’80s, all polo shirts and skinny jeans. Once, when he was a boy, the Taliban caught Khan listening to “infidel” tunes and sentenced him to walk his village wearing a sign around his neck that proclaimed his shame.


Haskins’s best friend and platoon leader, LT Donnie Carwile, would ride in 3-2, second in the order of movement, with SPC Paul Conlon as gunner and SPC Joseph Coe driving. Back in June, Conlon, twenty-one, of Mashpee, Massachusetts, had taken heavy shrapnel wounds during a vicious firefight. This trip to Sayed Abad was his first chance to get back into the field with his platoon brothers, and he was pumped.


Coe, twenty-four, and Sergeant Todd Parsons, a forward observer, were sitting in 3-2, engine running, when an officer they’d never met approached. “Hey, I’m Captain LeMaire, Alpha Company. I’m going to be riding with you guys.”


“Okay, sir,” Coe said. “Hop in.”


At noon, the patrol rolled out. Four Humvees rumbled through the FOB gate, the lead truck towing a trailer stacked with cartons of food and bottled water for the guys at Sayed Abad.


In 3-2, Carwile rode TC, or truck commander, sitting in the front passenger seat with an ever-present wad of dip in his lip. “Hey, anybody got a spit bottle?”


“Hold on a second,” Coe said. Driving with his left hand, he whirled the cap off a bottle of Cool Blue Gatorade with his right, downed the whole thing, and handed the bottle to Carwile. “There you go, sir.”


“Thanks, brother.”


Coe steered the Humvee past the village of Maidan Shar, Wardak’s provincial capital, which lay just outside FOB Airborne’s gate. Then he bumped the truck from dirt to pavement and turned south on Highway 1. The road was a main transportation artery linking the city of Kandahar in the south with Kabul, Afghanistan’s capital city, an hour north of FOB Airborne.


On Google Maps, this slice of east-central Afghanistan looked like a crumpled brown paper sack with handfuls of moss sprinkled on it for relief. Up close, it didn’t look much different, at least along this stretch of Highway 1. Dusky green scrub dotted thirsty plains that marched away to mountains the color of dust.


Riding third in the order of movement in HQ-6 (Headquarters Six), LT Larry Kay could see August heat shimmering on the highway, arguably the infrastructural centerpiece of the U.S.-led counterinsurgency. The security of Highway 1 was Dog Company’s primary mission. Were the road to fall to the Taliban, the loss would cripple the Afghan government, cutting off the supply of food, oil, and gas.


Two years earlier, in 2006, NATO had made history, assuming control of the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan. It was NATO’s first-ever operational commitment outside Europe. That same year, ISAF took over command of international military forces from the Americans. At a NATO summit, Secretary General Jaap de Hoop Scheffer set for Afghanistan a target date of 2008 for “a more stable political architecture… with a strong interface between NATO and the civilian agencies, and effective, trusted Afghan security forces gradually taking control.”


Now it was late summer of 2008, President Hamid Karzai was in charge of the country, and Kay didn’t think Scheffer was going to make his goal. What he had seen on the ground—corruption, infighting, and a general lack of will to win—did not match the shiny oratory emanating on the global stage.


The patrol moved into a long, flat-floored valley veined with wadis, natural tear ducts in the earth that channeled down rainwater from the mountains. Where the wadis intersected the highway, culverts burrowed underneath. Kay thought “highway” was a pretty glorious name for the piebald patchwork of third world wannabe asphalt cobbled together in haphazard shapes of black, brown, gray. The irony was that American taxpayers paid millions to have Afghan contractors pave the road, then paid millions more to have it repaired after Afghan fighters blew it up, killing U.S. soldiers with pressure-plate IEDs (improvised explosive devices.) Worse: U.S. soldiers had to provide security for the Afghan contractors to repair the road so that Afghan fighters could turn around and blow it up again.


Another insane calculus of the counterinsurgency, Kay thought, right up there with forgetting to bring his soldiers food and water. Kay kept an eye on his Blue Force Tracker, a GPS-enabled display that provides battlefield and personnel data. Friendly forces appear as blue icons, hostile forces as red.


When the patrol had moved about twelve kilometers south of Airborne, Kay’s driver, Specialist Eric Westerhaus, guided HQ-6 toward a dust-swept Afghan National Police (ANP) station. When Kay noticed that there were no ANP guarding either the station’s perimeter or their assigned stretch of the bomb-cratered road, he cursed. Not ten days earlier, he, CPT Hill, and their first sergeant, Tommy Scott, had driven down this same road and found the exact same lapse in security.


The ANP were supposed to guard this and other stretches of the highway to prevent Taliban ambushes and the emplacement of IEDs, the leading cause of death among Coalition troops. The ANP’s absence had infuriated First Sergeant (1SG) Scott, who leapt from the Humvee, stormed into the station, and made his displeasure known as only a battle-crusted, ex–drill instructor can. Scott’s ass chewings were so thorough that he didn’t even need an interpreter.


Kay glanced down at the X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​ and noticed that the Airborne Tactical Operations Center (TOC, pronounced “tock”) had just issued a warning:




Be on the lookout for a small arms ambush in the vicinity of Haft Asiab Village.





The village was on the way to the convoy’s destination, Sayed Abad. These little nuggets of intel usually trickled in from sources U.S. forces had established among the Afghan population. Since Dog Company landed in Afghanistan, a steady stream of rockets, IEDs, and full-blown firefights had established a kind of intel algorithm: eight out of ten times, the sources were right.


Kay keyed up the net and passed the data to his gunner, Sergeant (SGT) Andrew Doyle, and the rest of the crew, and knew that each of the other TCs was doing the same. The convoy’s gunners were already locked on, but the update made them cradle their heavy weapons a little tighter.


The patrol rolled past the ANP shack, and Kay thought the Afghan police inside were lucky SOBs: If Tommy Scott had been in the truck, he would’ve demanded the convoy stop so he could get out and enlighten the guys inside with another vintage Army ass chewing on the topic of abandoning one’s post. This pleasant image had just finished playing in Kay’s head when, up ahead, the road underneath Carwile’s Humvee erupted.















CHAPTER 2



KAY SAW THE blast before he heard it: The earth vomited up a massive volcano of dirt and asphalt, and all of the colors of the world disappeared in a veil of dust.


From the gun, Doyle screamed: “IED! IED!”


The explosion sucked the air from around the patrol then slammed it back down in a blast wave of sound that crashed in at the same instant Westerhaus slammed on the brakes. Kay watched in sick disbelief as Specialist Paul Conlon rocketed like a human missile from 3-2’s turret, reached an apex three stories high, and plummeted back to the pavement.


Westerhaus skidded the Humvee to a halt a hundred meters from the edge of the blast crater. The smells of burning rubber and asphalt choked the air. A thousand thoughts ticker-taped through Kay’s mind: Conlon is dead. What about Donnie and the others? How many? How many KIAs?1


Small arms fire peppered in from both sides of Highway 1. Doyle and SPC Joel Ochoa answered in a series of staccato bursts. Shon Haskins jumped from the lead truck and ran back toward 3-2. Weapon in hand, Kay started to join him, but the cord to his radio headset yanked him back, reminding him it was first his job to report the contact to higher.


Fingers flying, he dialed up Airborne on the TacSat, a satellite communications link.


“Wardak TOC, Dog 5! Wardak TOC, Dog 5!” As Kay yelled into his mic, he caught a glimpse of Haskins leaping into the blast crater. It was an image he would remember forever: Haskins’s huge form midair, body armor flying up around his ears, exposing his belly as he jumped into the pit to aid his brothers.


The choir of American guns blasted away at ambushers on both sides of the road. Kay transmitted: “This is Dog 5! We hit an IED at Highway 1 and Durani Village! Request immediate air MedEvac, QRF,2 and air support!”


Kay yelled the message over and over, but he was broadcasting in the blind and couldn’t tell if other equipment was jamming his transmissions. His heart tried to pull his feet toward the bomb crater, but he willed himself to stand fast as his mind clicked over options for calling in essential support. He had no way of knowing whether or not his satellite comms had been received, and the convoy was currently out of range for line-of-sight transmission—


Cell phone.


Kay yanked his cell from his vest pocket. Just then, Wardak TOC came back over the net: “Dog 5, this is Dog 6. Dog 5, Dog 6, over.”


In the Airborne TOC, CPT Roger Hill’s heart dropped into his belly. He heard an urgency in Kay’s voice that he hadn’t heard since they landed in Afghanistan. He knew the worst had happened, just not who or how many.


Hill keyed his mic and kept his voice calm. “Dog 5, tell me what you got.”


Kay’s transmission scratched across the frequency in tight bursts: “Sir, we’ve got one KIA. We might have more. At least three to four wounded. Still working on that.”


“Got it,” Hill transmitted. “The TOC’s going to work on getting the MedEvac, and I’m on my way with the QRF.”


“Roger, sir.”


“Dog 6 out.”


As if Kay’s grim report were somehow telepathic, the TOC had already drawn a crowd. The artillery platoon commander and his men rushed to draw up target reference points for enemy exfiltration routes near the patrol’s location. Already kitted up, Hill grabbed fresh batteries for his field radio. Kay’s words squirmed in his mind like worms: At least one KIA…


He snapped his chinstrap and chambered a round in his M4. “Dog 6 is moving!” he yelled over his shoulder and headed toward the TOC door.


“Sir, you’re still within 105 range down there,” the artillery officer, Charlie Weaver, called to Hill. Weaver pronounced it “one-oh-five,” as in “105 mm artillery.” Hill acknowledged with a nod then turned to see his first sergeant, Tommy Scott, filling the TOC door with his defensive-back frame. The two men locked eyes.


Usually controlled, Scott could not hide his anguished rage. “Sir, I just need to grab a radio and I’ll be ready to go with you.”


Hill knew Scott wanted to go after the bastards that had blown up his boys, and it killed Hill to say what he had to say next. “Tommy, you’ve got to stay here.” He emphasized his next words gently: “The most important thing now is the MedEvac. Right now, the MedEvac is more important than getting the guys who did this.”


Scott was silent. His jaw muscles clenched. Then he nodded, a quick, shallow movement. Professional. By this point in the deployment, Scott had handled MedEvacs for more than forty wounded, but no KIAs. They both knew this one had to be right.


“Dog 6 out.”


As Kay registered Hill’s last transmission, a fresh storm of bullets kicked up dirt around his feet. He let go the radio mic and dialed Sergeant Lopez at Sayed Abad on his cell.


“I need you right now!” Kay yelled. “I got guys dead!”


Instantly, through the phone, Kay heard Lopez yelling orders, Humvee engines roaring to life. Kay snapped his cell shut and sprinted toward the blast crater. He’d only gone thirty meters when he saw Paul Conlon lying faceup, spread-eagled, body armor blown off. His camo pants hung around his legs in tatters like a castaway’s. The side of his head appeared road-rashed and dented in, but his expression was peaceful. Grief sucked the air from Kay’s lungs and for an instant the rattling guns, burning truck, and shouts from the crater faded into a surreal bubble of silence.


He was only twenty-one…


Kay tried to blink away the image of the young man’s broken body, but it would remain forever, burned into his retinas like a brand.


“Contact, left, three hundred meters!”


Doyle’s warning shout yanked Kay back into the moment. He heard a bubble-wrap snap as a round zinged past his head, then the smack-smack-smack of an M240B machine gun from the trail vehicle in the patrol. To his left, giant rings of dirt blossomed near the wadis as Doyle served up MK19 grenades.


Kay raced back to his vehicle for cover as two men on a single moped broke cover and raced west, away from the highway.


Taliban spotters, Kay thought. Fuckers probably detonated the IED with a cell-phone trigger.


As Kay took aim across the Humvee hood and snapped off shots with his M4, an incongruent thought shot through his mind: I’ve got to get home and see my wife.


He kept firing until a Dog Company gunner’s 40-millimeter grenade burst dead-on in front of the scooter, killing the spotters. Kay safed his weapon and turned his attention to the burning gun truck. He dispatched Westerhaus to aid CPT LeMaire, who was hanging out of the driver-side door murmuring incoherently like a heat stroke victim. Kay then sprinted to Carwile. Haskins had already dragged the lieutenant out of his seat onto the ground. Doc Scott, an enlisted medic, had cut away Carwile’s body armor and uniform. Blood streamed from the lieutenant’s right ear, and a mixture of blood and clear liquid streamed from his nose and mouth. Battery acid dripped down over his arms and torso, leaving a trail of chemical burns.


Specialists Daniel Siler and Andrew Huston knelt close as Ochoa, crying openly, cradled Carwile’s head in his lap.


Khan, the Afghan interpreter, was on his knees near Carwile, screaming, arms thrust at the sky.


Doc knelt in front of Carwile and got six inches from his face. “Lieutenant! Hey, Lieutenant Carwile! Look at me, Lieutenant… I need you to look at me!”


Carwile tried. His eyes were open, but they seemed to Kay to drift in their sockets like lost ships.


“Don’t close your eyes, sir!” Huston pleaded. “Just push through it… just stay with us!”


Carwile’s color drained fast as shock dropped over him like a lead curtain. He coughed—a gruesome, bubbling sound—and a gout of blood spilled down his chin.


“Collapsed lung,” Doc said crisply. He threaded out a spool of plastic tubing, preparing to intubate.


Carwile’s body began to jerk and twitch as if attached to electrodes. Kay forced himself to look into Carwile’s eyes, and was surprised when an image of Carwile’s wife, Jennifer, and the couple’s two little girls, flashed into his mind. He had seen them back in the States while on midtour leave. Jennifer wore a pink blouse. The girls wore matching pink dresses. Kay and his wife, Jill, visiting Jennifer in her kitchen. So normal.


Carwile’s body shivered and bucked. Ochoa laid him on the ground and began mouth-to-mouth. He blew in a breath, then spit out blood, blew in a breath, spit out blood.


“It’s not working, man!” Huston cried. “Let me try—”


They traded places for a few moments, then traded back again, Ochoa now bending to the task between sobs, tears streaming down over his blood-smeared chin.


Khan had collapsed on the dirt hardpack and was descending into shock. Haskins saw him, hoisted him back to his knees, and tried to soothe him. “It’s going to be okay, Khan. Conlon’s okay. Lieutenant Carwile’s going to be okay.”


Haskins then rose, grabbed Doc Scott, and whispered fiercely in his ear. “Khan’s going into shock. Go over there and tell him everything’s okay. I don’t care if you have to lie your ass off!”


CPT Hill and Dog Company’s QRF roared up in a swirl of sand and fine debris. Hill surveyed the scene and registered the damage: a massive blast crater. A knot of soldiers on the ground, working to save someone. Larry Kay walking toward him through gun smoke and the shimmer of burning fuel.


The enemy had already begun to exfil the ambush using the maze of deep wadis. Hill’s driver pulled his vehicle up to the blast site as 1st and 4th Platoons’ vehicle crews peeled off to form a perimeter. Sporadic small arms fire crackled in as Hill jumped down from his truck and went to meet Kay.


“Hey, sir,” Kay began, but his eyes welled up and he stopped. He stanched his tears by sheer force of will.


Hill kept his voice soft. “Hey, buddy, what’s going on? What do you need from me right now?” He labored to keep his eyes and attention fixed on Kay and not on the devastation all around.


Kay swallowed, steeled himself, and rattled off a complete sitrep (situation report): status on the enemy, number and type of casualties, how first aid was being rendered. A detailed triage on the injured had not yet been feasible, because the blast had thrown soldiers in so many different directions relative to the vehicle. Paul Conlon was dead, and Doc Scott was working furiously to save Donnie Carwile.


“Haskins is organizing a casualty collection point, and we need security,” Kay finished. “Most of the guys are helping with CPR.”


Behind Kay, Hill could see SPC Joseph Coe’s lanky form lying on the other side of the Humvee. Someone had already wrapped his head in a bandage, and his dark hair poked from underneath. Ochoa was hunched over Donnie Carwile administering CPR, with Khan in hysterics nearby. In his grief, Ochoa had begun to punctuate his CPR breaths by screaming at the sky.


Hill clenched his jaws as if he could cut off the horror with his teeth. He dragged his eyes from Ochoa. “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do,” he told Kay. “Mo and Hulburt are taking up positions on both sides of the road.” Sergeant First Class Grant Hulburt was platoon sergeant for 1st Platoon, and Sergeant First Class Tim “Mo” Moriarty was acting platoon sergeant for 4th.


“MedEvac birds and CAS3 should be here soon,” Hill continued. “Let’s start consolidating everybody on the LZ. Where do you want the birds to come in at?”


Kay pointed to a flat stretch of desert floor just east of the highway where Haskins was now setting up security. That would be the LZ, or landing zone.


“Got it,” Hill said. “Keep doing what you were doing. I’ll send this up to higher and check on our air and MedEvac.”


Kay nodded and started to turn back toward the blast crater when Hill grabbed his shoulder. “Larry, you did a good job. You did a good job today.”


Kay’s eyes welled again and he turned away.


Hill started toward his truck then caught sight of Paul Conlon lying faceup, as though gazing at the sky. Hill flashed to a snapshot of Conlon and Carwile mugging for someone’s iPhone camera: Carwile in a gray ARMY T-shirt, his arm draped around Conlon, flashing a peace sign; Conlon rocking a fake mustache, head thrown back, ripping his T-shirt apart at the neck to show off some fake chest hair he’d drawn on with a Sharpie.


Looking at Conlon now lying dead in the road was like looking at a bright light gone out forever. A phantom garrote closed Hill’s throat.


Hill ran back to his truck, called in the sitrep, then sprinted to the crater to lend a hand with the casualties. Haskins had moved to get Coe and others clear of unexploded ordnance surrounding the burning Humvee. SFC Tim Moriarty—“Mo”—a buzz-cut bear of a man, was on the ground, bending to breathe life into Carwile. Now an infantryman, Mo had been a medic in the ’80s and ’90s. He let another soldier take over compressions on Carwile, and moved to triage the wounded.


Conlon’s head wound declared he was beyond help. Mo directed some soldiers to pull Carwile near him, away from Coe, Parsons, and LeMaire. During Desert Storm, Mo had pulled dead American boys from under the tracks of Bradley Fighting Vehicles, and tended a young corporal killed by a mine blast to the head. He’d learned then that it was best to separate the living from the dying and the dead.


Mo knelt near Conlon and Carwile, and laid a hand on each man’s head. Other soldiers saw what he was doing, gathered in a hushed circle, knelt and bowed their heads. As the first MedEvac helo thumped over the horizon, Mo began to pray: “Dear Lord, please take these fallen warriors and keep them. Be with their families now as they are about to face the most difficult times of their lives…”


One night during the initial invasion of Iraq, Mo’s unit lost three men. The mother of one soldier later grieved in a blog post that her son had died alone. In a dark, lonely place with no one to pray for him. Since that day, Mo prayed for the fallen whenever he could. But he believed that mother’s boy had not been alone; that God was everywhere, even in the hell of a battlefield, and that He could be seen in the actions of men.















CHAPTER 3



15 August 2008, 1400 Hours


Bagram Airfield


Parwan Province, Afghanistan


JUST OVER TWO hundred kilometers northeast of FOB Airborne, SPC Allan Moser was on his way back from chow. He wound through the rigid ranks of olive-drab tents that formed the Bagram Airfield bivouac area for transient troops. In the near distance, the mountains of the Hindu Kush raced skyward, their razored peaks smudged pink by a dusty haze.


Moser, twenty, of Post Falls, Idaho, was a squad leader in Dog Company’s 2nd Platoon, the Jolly Rogers. The platoon had spent the previous six months fighting farther east, in Kapisa Province, and was transitioning back to Wardak to rejoin Dog Company on FOB Airborne. In Kapisa, Moser had taken over as a squad leader in charge of roughly half the thirteen-man platoon. This though he was only a specialist, or E-4.


A squad leader is normally a sergeant (E-5), but the Jolly Rogers were short on sergeants. To fill the gap, one had been detailed from another unit. The guy meant well and had the book smarts, but his people skills were lacking, and the job was suddenly open again. Moser got the nod and, after just eighteen months in the Army, was leading a team of 101st Airborne soldiers in combat. He couldn’t have written the script any better if he’d tried.


A church youth-group kid from a refreshingly ordinary childhood, Moser had always dreamed of being a soldier. Inspired by the HBO series Band of Brothers, Moser wore his prized 101st Airborne T-shirt for years before he learned toward the end of boot camp that he’d received orders to the famed unit. But LT Dick Winters and his boys weren’t the first to spark Moser’s dream of serving in the infantry. That honor went to the Duke. Moser’s mom—a cheerful, neighborhood den mother type—raised her son on John Wayne movies. Moser’s favorite was The Longest Day, in which the Duke played Lieutenant Colonel Benjamin Vandervoort.


“You can’t give the enemy a break,” Vandervoort tells troops as they embark on the D-Day invasion of Normandy: “Send him to hell.”


Moser joined the Army immediately after high school. During basic, when the drill instructors screamed in his face, he loved it. He loved the eye-pleasing orderliness of the barracks, the camaraderie, the drilling, even the skanky chow hall food. He missed his tight-knit family badly and hated getting “smoked” all the time with extra running and push-ups, but by the time he finished boot camp, Moser had dropped almost forty pounds: Hell, yeah! Then, upon graduation, he received orders to the 101st Airborne, 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment, the dream team: Double Hell, yeah!


Under the umbrella of the 506th, Moser was assigned to Dog Company, 1st Battalion. Now, eighteen months later, he’d been recommended twice for Soldier of the Month and was up for early promotion to sergeant. He was looking forward to rejoining Dog Company, though he would miss the amenities at Bagram. He’d had three hot meals a day since arriving—including the cheeseburger he’d just packed down at the chow hall—as well as daily hot showers. At Firebase Pathfinder in Kapisa, there had been one hot per day and a cold shower whenever he could squeeze it in.


The bivouac area was in sight of the airfield and a C-17 cargo jet landed, its turbine engines screaming as Moser threaded through the tents to the Jolly Rogers’ temporary quarters. SFC David Anderson, his platoon sergeant, met him at the door.


“Get your guys,” Anderson said. “I need our whole platoon here. Right now.”


“Roger that, Sergeant,” Moser said.


It was something bad. He knew it from Anderson’s face. A few minutes later, Moser and the other squad leader had rounded up the Jolly Rogers, and they huddled in the tent around Anderson and their platoon leader, LT Mason Ward.


“I’m letting you guys know that D Co got hit,” Ward said. “We don’t know what platoon it was. We just know there are two KIAs, and there are three other guys who were wounded pretty bad.”


A dark hush settled over the men. They looked at each other and then at the floor. Moser clasped his hands together and stared at them, his rising dread pulled along in a slipstream of names: Was it Kamp? Or Steinle? Gibson? Or Conlon or Coe or Wilson?…


As the faces of his eighty-nine platoon brothers ticked through his brain, Moser realized it didn’t matter who it was, because he didn’t want it to be anybody. While he liked some better than others, he loved every one of them, down to the last man.


15 August 2008, 1500 Hours


CPT Roger Hill sat in the TOC staring at his computer, a pall of grief encasing his body like a toxic cloud. The brotherhood Dog Company shared surpassed every expectation he’d ever had for an infantry company, stretching back to his years at West Point. Even before his arrival in the unit, its leaders had nurtured genuine concern for one another. It was a brotherhood beyond blood.


And he had failed them.


Donnie Carwile had made it onto the MedEvac bird alive but died en route to the aid station. Hill thought of Jennifer Carwile, Donnie’s wife, and their girls, Reece and Avery Claire, their heartbreak. Jennifer and Hill’s own wife, Lauren, had become best friends during Dog Company’s garrison time at Fort Campbell, Kentucky. Both women were new to Army life and far from home, Lauren from Atlanta and Jennifer a nurse from Oxford, Mississippi. When they met, Jennifer’s southern cadences had sounded to Lauren as welcoming as sweet tea.


Hill had called Lauren from Highway 1. As head of the Dog Company Family Readiness Group, she would be a key person providing aid and comfort to the Carwiles and Conlons. As he told her what he could, he sensed shock and dread coalescing in her mind. Like waking from a nightmare, but in reverse.


In some ways, it had seemed only a matter of time before she received that call. Since March, Lauren had carried a special cell phone and company call-down roster everywhere, had walked out of the classroom where she taught special needs kids; out of dinners with friends; once out of a wedding shower, to take emergency notification calls. Lauren had already passed news on more than two dozen of Hill’s soldiers who were WIA, wounded in action. It had been like carrying the war in her handbag.


Now, the worst had happened.


Sitting at his desk, Hill found that his grief seemed to have actual weight, made it difficult to raise his hands to his keyboard. Willing himself forward, he opened an email from his intel sergeant, Luis Tamariz, “Taz” for short. Fourth Platoon (the Shockers) had been hit by suicide bombers a week and a half earlier. According to Taz, human intelligence sources said there were more suicide bombers coming out of the Jalrez Valley, the Taliban stronghold near FOB Airborne. A warlord named Abdul Razak, along with a man named Noor Sayed, supported by Pakistani jihadists, maintained iron-fisted control of the valley.


Hill considered where the suicide bombers might be headed. Kabul? Airborne? Or maybe another Coalition base in Wardak Province, like Sayed Abad, which sat like a catcher’s mitt on the outskirts of its namesake town. He pondered how to track this new intel, especially with a key clearing operation called Nomad less than a week away.


This assignment, as a combat commander in the 1-506th (1st Battalion, 506th Parachute Infantry Regiment) had been Hill’s dream. During more than ten years’ service, his Army career had marched him through West Point, Korea, and the prestigious Old Guard. After a 2006 tour in Iraq, Hill had talked with Lauren about leaving the Army for a civilian career. Eight years would be a tipping point—if he was going to make a change that was the time. But when a chance arose to serve in the 506th, Hill changed his mind.


These were the Currahees—a Cherokee word that means “Stands Alone”—a unit name taken from the mountain near Camp Toccoa, Georgia, where the 101st Airborne began. This was the unit where Dick Winters and the Army’s first airborne unit had made history, seizing high ground behind the Normandy beaches at the cusp of the D-Day invasion. They liberated Eindhoven during a daring daylight drop into Holland known as Operation Market Garden. In one of the most brutal winters on record and lacking cold-weather gear, medical supplies, and ammunition, they drove back a massive German panzer attack on the strategically critical city of Bastogne. The 506th had been among the first Allied units to storm Hitler’s Eagle’s Nest, and her commander, Colonel Robert F. Sink, accepted the surrender of the German 82nd Corps at Gestein. For its heroism in Normandy, twenty-five members of the 506th received the Distinguished Service Cross.


These soldiers past inspired soldiers present, showing personal courage so great that it became the standard by which every infantryman measures himself. Hill’s men, the men of Dog Company, had measured up. Now, six months into deployment with a third of his company stricken by injury and now death, and a province to hold that equaled the size of Connecticut, it was becoming difficult to make mission. And Hill didn’t have near the optimum combat power to contribute to a key operation like Nomad.


He sighed and turned his attention to the memorial service for Donnie Carwile and Paul Conlon. Normally, a company’s first sergeant—in this case, Tommy Scott—would handle every detail. But Hill’s experience in the Old Guard, a regiment that conducts memorials for the fallen, drove him to help in planning the service more than most commanders might have. He wanted it to be perfect. He wanted one last time to show Donnie and Paul how much they meant to him, to show their families. It crushed him that he hadn’t taken the time to tell them when they were alive.


Chaplain Steve Moser had sent Hill some PowerPoint templates for memorial service bulletins. Each bulletin would include an order of service, along with bios and photos of Carwile and Conlon. Hill began to work on the bios immediately, thinking the task would keep him busy, move him forward. But as he wrote, he found himself having to refer to both men in the past tense. He stopped typing, unable to process the idea that they were never coming back—


Stop. Hill arrested his thoughts. Focus, he told himself. Keep moving forward. Change tasks.


His patrol calendar was supposed to project out at least ten days’ worth of missions. With all the QRFs, patchwork manning, and last-minute patrols, it had been a week since he’d updated it. Hill walked into the empty conference room, picked up an eraser and, beginning at the top, began wiping the board clean. Then he saw it: The last entry on the board was today’s disastrous mission. Hill’s arm froze, and an illogical notion swept over him: To erase the mission would be like erasing Donnie and Paul.


Guilt crashed in like an avalanche. He had failed. He had not been able to protect them. He had not been able to bring them home to their families.















CHAPTER 4



15 August 2008, 1700 Hours


A CHINOOK HELICOPTER touched down in the moondust outside FOB Airborne, dispensed a dozen counterintelligence (CI) agents and support staff, then chugged away into the northern sky. The CI team leader, known only as “Dave,” grabbed his duffle and led the way to the FOB gate. For the millionth time, he braced himself for the reaction of the gate guards to his unconventional-looking crew.


Dave himself sported shaggy hair, a scruffy beard, and utility civilian clothes. Every time he stood in a lineup of awardees, his staff intel officer said he looked like an air conditioner repairman. It was a perfect look for counterintel: Be forgettable or, better yet, invisible. A relatively junior agent, Dave had been perceived to color outside the lines of good order and discipline. His fondness for using the F word in government email rankled his major, for example. But he had laser-like analytic skills and did his job strictly by the book, which earned him the respect of his bosses, as well as a pass on gentlemanly manners.


A soldier driving a Gator met Dave and his team at the gate, casting a skeptical eye on their appearance, all plainclothed and anonymous looking. But they had the proper ID, so the soldier pointed the way to the TOC. Dave left his guys with stacks of tuff boxes containing their gear, and walked past plywood huts and olive-drab tents looking for the base commander, CPT Roger Hill.


Dave had studied Wardak, along with the rest of Regional Command (RC) East. The east-central Afghanistan province was 3,800 square miles and home to half a million souls. Some called it “the south gate of Kabul” because of its proximity to Afghanistan’s capital city. As he headed toward the TOC, he noted the FOB’s topography. The base sloped down toward Highway 1, which lay about half a click away. Beyond the highway, a gradual incline led toward the Jalrez Valley, a Taliban nesting ground.


The RC East deputy commanding general had planned a large-scale clearing operation in Jalrez dubbed Nomad. The general hoped to disrupt Taliban operations in the valley, capture enemy fighters, and net actionable intel. In the process, a participating Special Forces team hoped to certify an Afghan National Army (ANA) special ops battalion as ready to ditch their training wheels.


Dave’s interest in Wardak had begun months earlier at Bagram when he learned of suspect signals in the province that fit in with another set of intel variables he’d been working on. The proximity of these signals to Jalrez Valley and Operation Nomad was serious enough that the general had sent Dave and his team to lock it down.


Dave reached the TOC, knocked on the door, and poked his head in. Whether it was a palace or a shack, his tour of the Afghanistan badlands had taught him never to walk into a commander’s office uninvited.


“Come in,” said a young lieutenant whose face was set in grim lines. The name “Kay” was embroidered on the lieutenant’s desert-camouflage uniform. Across the room, Dave saw a captain he knew to be Roger Hill—tall, dark hair, a vaguely Asian cast around the eyes. A black soldier built like an NFL defensive back stood at Hill’s shoulder. Dave glanced at his rank insignia and name: First Sergeant (1SG) Scott. From the look of it, Hill and Scott were in the middle of something serious. The first sergeant glanced up briefly, then looked away.


“I’m Dave with the Division counterintel cell,” he said to the lieutenant. “We just landed. Is it possible to have a minute with your commander?”


Larry Kay’s voice was flat, emotionless. “It’s not really a good time. Come back tomorrow. Or the next day.”


Dave remembered the general’s final words to him—“Don’t let my op get compromised. Hear me?”—and felt his blood pressure tick upward. In his pocket, Dave had a FRAGO, a fragmentary operations order, requiring Hill’s full cooperation. But he didn’t want to play that card if he didn’t have to, so he struck a note between cordial and firm.


“Sir, I really don’t have that kind of time,” Dave said.


Kay tried not to look annoyed. “What is it then?”


“My team and I just arrived. We’re here to help you with some security issues, screen some Afghan employees, that kind of stuff. Where can we put ourselves?”


Kay relented. “Look, stop back in later. We’ll figure something out. There’s an ODA across the FOB. Stop in there and talk to Captain B.”


Works for me, Dave thought.


The ODA (Operational Detachment Alpha) Kay referred to was a Special Forces team that operated out of FOB Airborne. Dave bowed out of the TOC, crossed the FOB, and tracked down the team leader, “CPT B,” who showed the CI guys a couple of plywood B-huts where they could bunk down.


When the counterintel team had settled in, CPT B pulled Dave aside. “Listen, Dog Company got hit this morning. A couple of guys got blown up just down the road a ways. A lieutenant and a specialist. Not a good day. Figured you might want to know.”


Now Dave understood the cold reception at the TOC. Hill was busy dealing with casualties, and here he was with his merry band of misfits trying to get his foot in the door. He was glad he hadn’t come in hot with the FRAGO.


Over his time in Afghanistan, Dave had learned that when he stepped off a bird at a combat base, he was on the commander’s sovereign territory. There were entire bases in Afghanistan from which counterintel agents were banned because one of them had gotten into a chest-thumping match with a combat commander like Hill. Or worse, had gone all spooky and said something like “Sorry, sir, I can’t tell you who I’m with… but you can call me Bob.”


Dave’s first meeting with CPT Hill and 1SG Scott hadn’t gone as expected. But he and his guys could still set up shop and start working. He’d loop Hill in when it seemed appropriate.


When Dave left the TOC, LT Larry Kay was glad. He had not wanted to spare the emotional bandwidth to deal with whatever this new guy was selling. Now he returned his attention to his computer screen and checked the status on Carwile and Conlon. The bodies of both men were being flown to Bagram Airbase for their final transit home.


After the QRF cleared the rest of the wounded from the IED blast site, Hill had dispatched patrols, including a section of 1st Platoon—the Dirty First—into the nearby village of Andar to knock on doors looking for the bombers who had killed their brothers. Hill and Kay had known it might look like retaliation. But the reality was that these bastards attacked Americans then melted into the local population.


The patrol’s emotion had been well beyond rage. In Andar, Grant Hulburt, 1st Platoon’s platoon sergeant, teamed with SGT Jason Dudley and busted down a dozen doors without compunction. In 2006, the two men fought together at the dawn of the Surge in Ramadi, Iraq. Had cleared whole buildings—just the two of them, alone. By comparison, Andar was a nothing little village, and they moved from house to house with fluid aggression.


Five foot ten and wiry, Hulburt, thirty-seven, was old-school crusty, a dedicated chain-smoker, “motherfucker” every other word out of his mouth. He gave the impression that he had possibly never been a child but had arrived on some secret Pentagon loading dock packed in a clear case bearing a sign that read IN CASE OF WAR, BREAK GLASS.


Dudley, twenty-eight, of Plano, Texas, had earned a psychology degree before enlisting. He could have joined the Army as an officer, but he did not feel that a college degree gave him the right to lead men. That, he felt, had to be earned.


At each mud-brick qalat in Andar, householder males squatted with fearful women and children, and the answer was always the same: “We saw no one! No Taliban!”


By the thirteenth qalat, Dudley had had enough of that answer. When an Afghan male in his thirties claimed ignorance, Dudley whipped his combat knife from its sheath and began tapping its gleaming tip against his thigh. The Afghan’s eyes grew wide and his story changed: “We heard the explosion,” he said through Hulburt’s interpreter. “We saw two men ride off on a motorcycle.”


“Which way?” Hulburt said through clenched teeth.


The man pointed northwest. “Badam Kalay.”


It was the village where the Dirty First had been nearly overrun by Taliban fighters a few weeks before. But further patrols to the area did not yield Carwile’s and Conlon’s killers.


Word of their deaths spread quickly throughout the AO (Area of Operations). Now Kay sat at his desk reading the messages of condolence that poured in. He read a note from his former company commander, CPT Spencer Wallace of Bravo Company. He opened another from Major Christopher Faber, an engineer who had served with Dog Company as operations officer from April to mid-July. Faber had been with Paul Conlon during the firefight in the Jalrez Valley that took Conlon out of the fight for a while. Conlon had earned a Purple Heart that day.


Faber’s sympathy note was earnest and touching, remembering how Conlon had been the one to care for the stray puppy Dog Company had adopted and how the Afghans had loved Carwile with his easy southern manner.


Among the messages of sympathy, however, Kay noted a glaring absence: There was nothing from Lieutenant Colonel (LTC) Anthony DeMartino, Hill and Kay’s battalion commander.


Dog Company was one of five in 1st Battalion, 506th Parachute Infantry.4 Alpha, Bravo, and Charlie were infantry “line” companies, 120 to 130 soldiers each. Line companies are the proverbial “boots on the ground.” Echo was the Forward Support Company that handled supplies and logistics. Delta Company—call sign “Dog Company”—which Hill commanded, was a heavy weapons unit, about ninety men at full strength.


As 1-506th Battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel DeMartino was Hill’s immediate superior. Kay was astonished that he had thus far not acknowledged the loss of his men, especially LT Donnie Carwile, one of his officers. Kay felt DeMartino should have been first in line.


A hand grasped the top of Kay’s laptop screen and he looked up. It was the chaplain, Steve Moser, an Army major.


“Larry, if you ever want to talk, let me know,” Moser said.


“Thank you, sir. I will,” Kay said.


Kay wasn’t ready to talk to anyone just yet, perhaps most particularly not a chaplain. Some soldiers carried those little camouflage-covered Bibles in the sleeve pockets of their uniforms. Kay carried a copy of the Constitution. He lived in a tangible world, focusing his energy and intellect on what was in front of him, what could be done, and what resources he, personally, could bring to bear to make that happen. Or, in this case, how to keep what had happened from ever happening again.















CHAPTER 5



15 August 2008


Bagram Airfield


AT BAGRAM AIRFIELD, the sun slid low, casting the mountains in a glow like dying embers. Since learning that two Dog Company soldiers had been killed in action, SPC Allan Moser hadn’t been able to think of anything else. He sat brooding in the transient tent, names from the company roster tripping through his mind. Finally, LT Ward broke the news: It was 3rd Platoon that had been hit. The KIAs were Donnie Carwile and Paul Conlon.


Sorrow flooded Moser’s brain: LT Carwile? He was such a great L.T., not a tight ass like some. He had two little girls… how could he be gone? And Conlon? He was only twenty-one. He hadn’t even been in the Army for a year.


Then anger rocketed in. Moser found himself wondering, Did they get the motherfuckers who did this?


All three of the wounded—Joseph Coe, Todd Parsons, and Al LeMaire—had been MedEvaced to Bagram, and the Jolly Rogers had trooped over to the hospital to see them. LeMaire was sequestered in intensive care.


Hours later, the platoon learned that Carwile’s and Conlon’s bodies had arrived at Bagram. They would be flown home on a C-17, an Air Force transport plane. There was to be a “ramp ceremony,” the solemn rite of loading the men on their final flight. Asked if they wanted to be the ones to bear Carwile’s and Conlon’s caskets, the Jolly Rogers responded, “There’s no ‘if’ we want to. We are.”


Late that evening, the platoon formed up at the airfield under a glittering midnight sky. Nearby, a cavernous cargo plane hulked on the tarmac. An Army chaplain was there, along with about a hundred other soldiers, arrayed in silent ranks. Meanwhile, along Bagram’s main thoroughfare, Disney Drive, soldiers, sailors, Marines, airmen, and civilians streamed out from their work spaces and lined the street.


Hundreds came. Military from every service. Men and women. Soldiers and airmen from other nations. Some had just come off double-digit shifts, gone back to their barracks, put on their cleanest uniforms, and returned. Few, if any, knew Carwile or Conlon. They were there out of respect. Athletes and movie stars often touched down at Bagram to boost troop morale, but none of them drew as large a crowd as a single soldier going home in a coffin.5


On the airfield, Moser and the Jolly Rogers waited in formation. SGT Brandon Vega, one of Carwile’s 3rd Platoon soldiers, had been at Bagram for an appointment when the IED hit. A Jolly Roger gave up his spot in the ceremony so that Vega could help carry his platoon leader on his journey home.


Near midnight, a procession crawled down Disney Drive, including a pair of A2 series Humvees configured with beds like pickup trucks. Each cradled a casket draped with an American flag. Along the street, those in uniform saluted as the trucks rolled past.


The procession turned onto the tarmac, rolled slowly to the waiting plane, and stopped. Moser listened as the chaplain intoned a brief sermon under a chapel of a billion stars. On signal, a bagpipe sounded, and the plaintive notes of “Amazing Grace” floated across the night. Beneath the strains, Moser could hear men crying.


The men of 2nd Platoon marched to the Humvees, eight to a truck, and lifted their fallen brothers down. As they marched slowly toward the C-17, the weight of Donnie Carwile’s body rested on Moser’s shoulder like the sands of all the ages. Grief swelled up in his chest, broke up through his throat. As he trudged up the aircraft ramp, the first tears spilled from his eyes. The men set the caskets down and slid them home.


All sixteen men marched down the ramp. As the plane’s massive cargo door closed, a bugle note cut the clear night like a blade, and “Taps” began to play. Those who knew the century-old lyrics recited them inwardly:




Day is done, gone the sun


From the lakes, from the hills, from the sky


All is well, safely rest


God is nigh.






Fading light dims the sight


And a star gems the sky, gleaming bright


From afar, drawing near


Falls the night.






Thanks and praise for our days


Neath the sun, neath the stars, neath the sky


As we go, this we know


God is nigh.





16 August 2008


In war, death leaves no room for rest. The day after the IED claimed Carwile and Conlon, CPT Roger Hill had to make time for an in-brief with Dave, the counterintelligence agent. The two men settled at the long table in the TOC conference room.


Dave launched into his brief Army-style, bottom line up front: “Sir, you’re looking at one or more insider threats.”


At first, Hill was taken aback. One or more threats from inside his own organization? Then he felt the click of resolution in his mind, like a puzzle piece sliding into place. Hill picked up his pen. “Go on.”


“I work in the Division counterintel shop at Bagram. A few months back, I noticed a trend in the intel reports.”


There had been a repeated pattern, Dave explained. It ranged from low-level Afghan workers selling scraps of data to the Taliban to actual attacks—on both Coalition bases and personnel—perpetrated by people thought to be allies. With his commander’s blessing, Dave had spent a couple of months visiting small, exposed bases. His tour revealed a startling discovery: U.S. forces had somehow missed flourishing networks of infiltrators.


“I asked myself, ‘How had that happened?’” Dave said as Hill scribbled notes. “Were Coalition forces not reporting what they saw? Or were they reporting it, and counterintel simply wasn’t seeing it?”


He ran down the answers, which were yes and yes. The reporting was available, but not easily accessible. And there weren’t enough counterintel personnel in-theater to circulate the battlefield on a regular basis. Plus, with literally thousands of intel reports streaming in from 130 bases in RC East alone, the twenty-five CI personnel at Bagram had a workload akin to drinking from a fire hose. Insider threat reports were easily lost in the shuffle.


Still, Dave knew the problem had to be wrestled down, and his OIC (officer in charge) agreed. “I spent a month combing through a twelve-month pile of intel reports,” Dave said.


What funneled out at the end was daunting: four hundred reports of infiltrators and spies working on Coalition bases in eastern Afghanistan alone.


Hill was stunned. “Four hundred?”


Dave nodded. Some reports included Afghan allies on U.S. bases working specifically to get American and Coalition forces killed. In January in Waygul, they might have succeeded: An Afghan National Army soldier had leapt from a bunker, shot and killed 1SG Matthew Kahler, twenty-nine, and run. Investigators called it an accident, but Kahler’s soldiers witnessed the shooting and swore the Afghan killed Kahler intentionally.


Dave’s OIC authorized small, ad hoc teams to visit RC East bases to try to get out in front of what appeared to be a rampant problem. At one base, Dave and his guys busted a particularly nasty crew of local national infiltrators. The base commander was livid and fired them all. Soon afterward, the base received accurate indirect fire—rockets and mortars—for the first time in months. The attack became a briefing point for future commanders dealing with insider threats: If you let spies go, expect a retaliatory attack.


Months passed. While his OIC focused on gathering resources to scrub the data gathered thus far, Dave zeroed in on learning more about advanced-threat areas like Khost, Logar, Paktika—and Wardak.


Hill’s pen froze. He could hear the rumble of Humvees outside, rolling on and off the FOB as the glimmer of a red flag waved in his mind. It was beginning to sound like Divison intel had been tracking a threat on his base for some time.


Dave didn’t skip a beat. He ticked off questions he’d been running down for weeks: How were enemy infiltrators getting on base? What systemic issues allowed them to elude U.S. screening protocols and gain employment? And who were the bad guys working off base and directing the bad guys working on base?


Hill thought of the local national workers on Airborne. Each man, from the bulldozer operator to his own interpreter, had undergone a vetting process ultimately overseen by ISAF, the International Security Assistance Force, NATO’s arm in Afghanistan. Hill’s mission in Wardak fell under ISAF, an authority with its own set of rules.


Dave continued. “Just like any army, terrorist networks rely on logistics, recruitment, training, financing, and intel, as well as communication between commanders and foot soldiers,” he said. “When I started dissecting the main networks, I immediately saw trends.”


For example, main Coalition logistics lines weren’t being attacked by local criminals, as a recent national-level assessment had concluded, but by organized insurgent support structures. This had not been a popular discovery, but Dave backed it up with data from thousands of intel reports stretching back several years. Then, at a morning briefing in Bagram, he learned of suspect signals emanating from FOB Airborne, Dog Company’s base in Wardak. After a series of briefs up the task force intel chain of command, the commanding general made a decision: bust the insider threat so that it didn’t compromise Operation Nomad.


“And now,” Dave said, “here I am.”


Hill sat back in his chair, astonished. How could Division know about, or even suspect, an enemy on his base—inside his wire—and he, the base commander, not be privy to that information? By Hill’s accounting, counterintel assets at Bagram had been tracking the threat for at least six weeks.


If Hill had known, maybe Donnie and Paul…?


But his mind couldn’t go down that road.


Dave slid Hill the FRAGO, or fragmentary order, that had brought him and his team to Airborne. Hill scanned the document. It was dated 12 August 2008 and came straight from the Division commander. According to the order, the CI team’s sole purpose at Airborne was to protect the operational security of Nomad, the clearing operation in Jalrez, the Taliban stronghold that lay in view of the FOB. Dave’s team was to provide counterintel support to units executing the op, and thereby prevent the operation from being compromised by intel leaks.


But there was a twist, and for Hill it was a big one: Because of the combination of units involved in the operation, Nomad was to be conducted under Operating Enduring Freedom (OEF) rules of engagement, not ISAF rules. For Hill and Dog Company, this was a huge advantage. ISAF’s rules of engagement were highly restrictive, particularly its rules on taking and holding prisoners.


Under ISAF, all prisoners enjoyed something called the 96-Hour Rule. Under the rule, every prisoner captured had to be transferred either to Afghan custody, or to the next-higher level of U.S. detention, within ninety-six hours—or they were set free. And not only set free, but given a few bucks to see them on their way.


In Dog Company’s case, the next echelon of detention meant Battalion headquarters at FOB Ghazni, where Hill’s boss, LTC DeMartino, was in command. But for six months, the problem had been this: Every time Dog Company sent captured enemy fighters to Ghazni, Battalion let them go. Without exception.


This had been true whether the fighter was caught with bomb-making materials or in the act of firing on American soldiers. Hill and his men found the pattern bizarre, as though they were engaged in some kind of catch-and-release trophy-fishing contest instead of locked in lethal combat with Osama bin Laden’s deadly acolytes.


Now, Hill stared at the FRAGO as if it held a miracle: Operation Enduring Freedom rules of engagement did not include arbitrary detention time lines. If there were spies on his base, capturing them under OEF rules meant D Co might actually get them off the battlefield. No threat of the ISAF revolving door. It meant Hill would be able to make his men safer. In the long run, Operation Nomad might weaken the enemy’s intel apparatus in the province, possibly even lead to the dismantling of the warlord Razak’s entire Jalrez cell.


This wasn’t the first time Hill had had to purge his base of an insider threat. In April, D Co had busted a dirty interpreter, or “terp.” They also caught a local national worker “walking in” rounds—providing azimuth and range information to enemy fighters firing rockets and mortars into the FOB. After Dog Company rolled those guys up, a Brigade-sourced counterintel team was requested and sent to screen all local nationals working on Airborne. They pronounced the base clean.


Still, Taliban attacks had grown increasingly accurate, cutting into Hill’s unit by attrition as the number of wounded mounted. In view of Dave’s brief, he was beginning to understand why.


An incident earlier that summer now seemed darkly comic. To shore up D Co’s manning shortage, the Army had sent thirty-two privately contracted Afghan security guards to help protect the FOB. When they showed up without uniforms, weapons, bullets, or food, and asked that their families be housed on base, 1SG Scott smelled a rat. He decided to run the contract guards’ names through the X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​. Twelve of the thirty-two popped up with ties to the Taliban, including eight so hot they were to be detained on sight.


Hill called the procurement officer on Bagram who had approved the Afghan guards. How was it that the Army could send Taliban-linked contractors to staff his base, he wanted to know?


The procurement officer told Hill that only one of the thirty-two men who presented themselves at Airborne had been personally interviewed. “It’s standard protocol,” he said, no apology in his tone.


Standard protocol to send arrest-on-sight Afghans to pull security on an American base?


Hill blew a gasket, dialed Battalion at Ghazni, and unloaded over the phone. How could they sign off on a system that carried so much potential for harm? And when he asked what to do with the detain-on-sight prisoners, he was told: Let them go.


Now Hill laid the FRAGO on the conference table and looked at Dave. “Okay. What’s your plan?”


“Well, X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​ indicates one or more threats on your FOB. My team will conduct a comprehensive screening of every one of your Afghan workers. How many do you have?”


“About fifty.”


“Okay. X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​” Also, the CI team planned to employ the X​X​X​X​X​, Dave said. X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​X​


“Sounds good,” Hill said. “I’ll have First Sergeant Scott and the FOB mayor help you with the LNs.” Local nationals.


Hill’s tone was even and confident, but it masked a new urgency. Dave’s brief had switched on in him a ticking clock. It hadn’t been proven yet, but it was very likely that the spy or spies conspiring on Hill’s base had cost Carwile and Conlon their lives. His platoons were still operating outside the wire, running missions every day. How long would it be until the insider threat struck again?















CHAPTER 6



IN THE TOC, Larry Kay’s phone rang. It was a battle NCO—a noncommissioned officer—calling from Battalion at FOB Ghazni.


“Hey, Lieutenant,” the NCO said. “You guys need to go back out to the IED site. That crater is pretty big and it needs to be filled. We’ve gotten a lot of complaints from the Afghans.”


Kay’s anger was instant and white-hot. “I’ll tell you what, you can fuck off. I don’t give a shit what the Afghans think. In fact, if they want it filled, they can go out there and fill it themselves.”


Kay hung up, steaming. He knew there was a contractor in Wardak available to repair roads. Dog Company damn well didn’t need to fill what amounted to a freshly dug grave for her own men. But Kay had been in no mood to explain that to the NCO. He predicted the number of minutes until the phone rang again. In about the time it would take for the NCO to notify his XO, it did.


“FOB Airborne, Lieutenant Kay speaking.”


“Larry, did you just tell one of my NCOs to fuck off?” It was the 1-506th XO, Major Rob Smith.


“Yes, sir, I did. We are not going to fill holes less than twelve hours after some of our boys got killed. Especially not that hole.”


Smith’s voice turned sympathetic. “Listen, Larry, I’ve lost men in combat, too. But you have to pick yourself up and move on, continue the mission.”


“Sir,” Kay replied calmly, “Dog Company will not fill that hole.”


Dave and the CI team set up shop in an empty green tent. From what he’d gathered so far, it appeared that were more advanced problems on Airborne than he’d thought. Hill had already fired two local nationals, the dirty terp and the guy walking in rounds. In the old days, Dave imagined Hill and his men would simply have lined them up against a wall and shot them.


In the new Army, however, commanders’ options were limited mainly to kicking suspect locals off their bases, even if caught red-handed. Booted workers often got a new national ID card with a slightly different spelling of their name, hiked down the road, and got hired at another base. Then maybe a couple of years later they’d get caught again. From a counterintel standpoint, it was maddening.


Dave’s plan to interview every local national on the FOB would establish baseline data on them all. These initial interviews were critical, but the approach casual. Kind of a “Hey guys, let’s work together to keep the Taliban from blowing us all up.” No need to trigger tight tribal loyalties that might result in Afghans calling their coworkers and telling them it might be a good idea to call in sick for a few days.


One by one, the local nationals streamed through the tent, where they were engaged in friendly ten-minute chats with the CI team, a bunch of guys who looked nothing like soldiers. Dave and his team kept the questions basic and benign: name, base access info, cell number, what part of the province they were from. It was a good drill, Dave felt, as his next interviewee, Aziz Dalmar, took a seat.


Dave put on his friendliest Gullible American face and said, “We really appreciate the work you do here. We’re just concerned about terrorists working on our bases.”


Dalmar and his brother, Malik, ran the little coffeehouse at the top of the FOB. “Yes, of course,” Dalmar said. “Whatever we can do to help.”


Dave noticed that he spoke excellent English.


“If you know of any terrorists working on Airborne, you can tell us now and we will protect your identity,” Dave said. “We just don’t want anyone to smuggle a bomb onto the FOB. It’s happened at other bases and we don’t want that to happen here.”


His tone said, Rah-rah, we’re all on the same team; his pen jotted cryptic notes.


“I understand,” Dalmar said. “I don’t know of anyone like that, but I will stay alert.”


“Thank you,” Dave said. Next, he thought.


All told, the first round of interviews took a couple of hours. Dave collated the data then fired it over to a Bagram colleague, “Ben Travlin,” a veteran of special operations combat deployments who was generally an amiable pain in the ass if he had not recently convalesced on some Caribbean island somewhere. Dave allowed a couple of hours for Ben Travlin to walk the intel through existing databases then dialed him at Bagram.


“Ben Travlin, brother, what’s up, man? You decided to finally come to work?”


“Whatever, dude,” Ben Travlin snorted. Then he lowered his voice, almost whispering. “We’ve got some good shit for you, man. You’ll be proud. We just have to find a way to get it to you.”


He meant an instantly secure way, Dave knew, and he wished for the thousandth time he had a Bat Phone, or at least a portable cone of silence. “Well shit, son, email it to me pronto. I’ve got shit to deal with here that can’t wait.”


“Okay, I’ll get on it. What’s it like down there?”


“Same ole. Moondust, FOB smells like diesel and shit, and everybody’s tired of dying and bad guys.”


“Yeah man, pretty much the same up here except for everything you just said. The chow hall served lobster last night. Not bad, either.”


Dave laughed, but knew that the disparity between the luxuries of Bagram and Spartan conditions at outlying FOBs were a sore spot for grunts in the field. “Drink a near beer for me, man. When should I expect to see something from you?”


“I’m attaching a dumbed-down version now. Check your secure email in an hour or so.”


“Hey thanks, buddy. Later.”


An hour later, Ben Travlin’s analysis arrived via encrypted email. Dave saw a couple of knocks on some highly placed local national workers. But nothing firm, really. Just shadows and smoke.


17 August 2008


Hill had received some good news: There was an Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) Special Forces team participating in Nomad along with CPT B’s team. The team had agreed to come to Airborne after the op and take custody of any spies rolled up during Dave’s CI hunt. Hill was elated. The catch-and-release detention pattern with Battalion that had plagued the company for months seemed to be crumbling in the face of the deputy commanding general’s FRAGO.


Now, though, there was a task Hill had been putting off: calling LTC DeMartino, his Battalion commander. He was disappointed that DeMartino had not been among those who’d sent messages of condolence after Carwile and Conlon died. Through Larry Kay, DeMartino had requested Hill call him.


Hill grabbed Kay and 1SG Scott, and the three went into Hill’s TOC office. At this juncture, he wanted his leadership in the loop. Scott dialed and put the call on speaker.


Without preface, DeMartino said, “I’m thinking about bringing Second Lieutenant Zach Morris up there to take over 3rd Platoon.”


Hill glanced at Scott and Kay, who both shook their heads.


“Sir, I’d appreciate it if you could hold off on that,” Hill said. “I don’t think it would be good for the soldiers to have a new platoon leader so soon after—”


He couldn’t finish. Hill’s throat closed and he walked out of the room, and out of the TOC. Air, was all he could think. I need some air.


Outside, the wreckage of Carwile and Conlon’s IED-blasted gun truck sat near the FOB gate. A recovery crew had been forced to heave it onto a flatbed and deposit it back on Airborne, where it hulked like a grim monument, scorched and broken.


Hill paced the dirt nearby, searching his brain for the benefit of the doubt. Maybe DeMartino didn’t handle loss well. Maybe he was one of those people who felt uncomfortable in times of high emotion and therefore went straight to dotting i’s and crossing t’s.


It was not urgent that 3rd Platoon get an instant replacement for Donnie Carwile. Months earlier, Hill had reassigned the Shockers’ platoon leader to Battalion’s logistics shop. The platoon sergeant, Sergeant First Class Kris Wilson, had run the Shockers for weeks before DeMartino sent a replacement.


You could still count the time since Donnie’s death in days.


This wasn’t the first time Hill had felt that DeMartino was tone-deaf when it came to his men. He just hoped his CO would have the respect and compassion to listen to him and not try to fill Donnie’s shoes right away—at least not until after 3rd Platoon had some time to stand down at Bagram and grieve.
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