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CHAPTER 1
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Three Days of Dark

Lincoln, Nebraska

At sunrise, Matt and Paula strolled along the beach. The sky was painted in glorious orange and pink, contrasting with the storm in Matt's mind. He tightened his grip on Paula's hand, which offered a fleeting sanctuary from the chaos that plagued his thoughts. His SEAL team's distant, raucous laughter shattered the morning silence, bringing him back to the reality he had wanted to escape. His chest tightened painfully, a reminder of the battles he'd fought and the scars he carried that refused to heal.

In the distance, Matt's SEAL team gathered by the old lighthouse; their voices could be heard over wounds both seen and unseen. But they all stood tall, united by warfare. Suddenly, there was another pain—sharp this time, burning and agonizing. He clutched his chest as darkness closed in around him.

Matt was jolted awake, drenched in sweat, his heart racing from the familiar nightmare that haunted him. Thankfully, Lucy, his ever-faithful dog, was there, nudging his chest and showering his face with licks. Then, barking again as if to say, "Hey, it's time to wake up!" Her eyes showed concern, reminding him he wasn't alone.

Oh man, that barking scared me out of my dream! He thought she needed to go out as he tried to shake off the remnants of his nightmare.

"Hey Matt, I'll take her out now; you can get some extra sleep,” Paula said in her cheerful and calming voice. “Thanks, Paula! You’re the best.”

I'm so glad Paula is here; she helps me feel better. He grinned, grateful for the support and a chance to catch a few more z's—such a sweetheart.

I love cuddling up under these warm blankets in the morning... Matt drifted off to sleep for a moment. Lucy jumped on the bed and gave him kisses and hugs. She was wet from being out in the rain. He guessed it was time to get up; she wouldn't leave him alone now.

To get up, Matt had to roll over to his right side and onto his right shoulder, which had been bothering him lately after such second-rate surgery. Then he pushed up to a sitting position. Sitting with his feet on the floor, pain radiated from his war-damaged left hand and lousy back, which they finally fused after three surgeries. The most awful pain he'd felt in his entire life.

He'd thought he was going to die a second time.

Matt got out of bed and forced himself to stand. Getting old is hell.

Matt just stood there, trying to stay upright. He finally walked to the bedroom door and out to the hallway. He had to feel his way along the wall. With all his aches and pains, it wasn't always easy for him to keep his balance and navigate just to the kitchen to make coffee.

When he finally entered the living room, Paula was sitting on the couch, doing her cross-stitching.

"Good morning, dear."

"Good morning, Matt. I'm sorry Lucy woke you up. You were sleeping so soundly; I was trying to let you sleep. You were having another tough night. Nightmares again?"

"Yes, I am so sorry if I kept you awake! You certainly don't deserve to live with all my problems. Lucy woke me from my bad dream, however. She seems to sense when I'm having a stormy night."

"Ah, Matt! We have been married for forty-five years. We both have dealt with good times and bad. I love you as much, if not more, now as I did when we were first married. Please have confidence in my assertion. I have asked you to go back to counseling, Matt."

"OK, Paula, I hear you. Let's not talk about it now!"

"Same thing you always say. Why don't you talk to me about it? I will listen."

"Paula, I don't want to burden you with my problems; you sure don't need anything more to deal with after your brother's death this year. I'll make some coffee, and we can watch the news together and learn what's happening on Planet Earth today."

"I already made coffee, bacon, eggs, and hash browns, which are keeping warm in the oven. You can make toast if you'd like. And happy birthday, Matt. You do remember today is April 20, your birthday, don't you?

"Yes, I remembered. Another year older for this old fart."

"Bring me a coffee, old man, and I will turn on the news for you."

"Paula, you are so good to me. I marvel at how lucky I was to have found you.”

"Remember how lucky you are! Remember when we met Matt?"

"Yes! Of course, I remember when we first met. Our friends introduced us at a dance they took you to, where I met you for the first time, chatted a little bit, and danced a couple of times. And then I called you to ask you out on a date. We went to a sports bar to watch a Nebraska football game.

"If I recall correctly, you were tall and had long dark hair tied in a ponytail. You were a college track athlete, right? You started with a teaching degree and then changed to nursing. You were so beautiful; what was not to like?"

Matt went into the kitchen and poured two cups of coffee. He returned to the living room, handed Paula a cup, and placed his cup on the end table next to his recliner. He returned to the kitchen, opened the oven, pulled out his breakfast, carried it back to the living room, sat down, and started eating.

"What's the news about today, dear?"

"Much the same: The western states are burning, California is experiencing earthquakes, and the East Coast is drowning from hurricanes and tornadoes. And nobody can figure out who will be president this year."

"As if it matters. This is good stuff; thank you, dear!"

"April is going to be hot, Matt. We should take a trip to Colorado and go fishing. You always enjoy our time in the mountains."

"Paula—what just happened?"

"Matt, the TV and all the lights just went out."

"What the heck, that shouldn't happen. All our electrical lines are underground."

Paula got up and went to look out the window. "Matt, everybody's lights are out. There are no lights, no streetlights, and it's still dark."

"OK, Paula. I'll go outside and look around. I don't think it would take the power company long to restore the lights.

"But just in case, Paula, you should find some candles, and when I get back, I'll see if I can find some flashlights."

Matt opened the front door and used his knee to open the screen door. He stepped out onto the deck and looked up and down the street. It wasn't quite sunrise yet. He could just make out his neighbors doing the same thing, looking around and trying to figure out what was happening. Matt just waved, turned around, and went back into the house.

"Paula, everybody has the same problem, trying to figure out what's happening. I'll get the flashlights." Matt walked out to the kitchen, knowing exactly where the flashlights were in the junk drawer. He picked up one of the flashlights and turned it on, but nothing happened. Strange, I know; I put new batteries in this one just the other day.

Returning to the living room, he saw Paula trying to light a candle.

"Matt, I tried but can't get these candles to light; I don't understand."

"Well, I can't get the flashlights to work either."

"Matt, could you call the power company? Get somebody out here to see what's going on."

"Paula, someone would have called it in since we were not the only ones in the neighborhood without power!"

"Matt, will you please call?"

"I won't right now; let's wait and see what happens."

"Matt? Was that a knock at the door?"

"Let me see." As Matt opened the door, he saw Chuck, his neighbor from across the street, looking bewildered.

"What's up, buddy?"

"Matt, we don't have any power, and it looks like the whole block is out!"

"Yeah, Chuck, I know we don't have any power either."

"Also, Matt, none of our vehicles will start, and none of the neighbors can get theirs started either."

"Chuck, you mean you can't get that big-ass Ford diesel of yours started?"

"No, and my wife's car won't start either. Nothing's working, and the other vehicles on our block are experiencing the same issue. Matt, do you know, or have you heard anything?"

"No, Chuck. We were watching the news when the power went out, so I can't answer you."

"OK, look, Matt. You are the most educated man on the block—more educated than the rest of us! Make a guess!!"

"I don't know, Chuck; it could be an electromagnetic pulse or high-altitude explosion. It could be anything that produces gamma rays, which ionize air molecules to produce positive ions, resulting in a quick pulse of energy that would knock out all electrical equipment. Remember that I'm giving you a fairly straightforward explanation.

"So, Chuck, before you ask, yes, it's possible it could be nuclear, which is artificial; it could also be natural, such as lightning or a solar flare. I am sure it could be other things as well."

"Is that your answer, Matt?"

"Yes, and Paula is not happy with me either for not having any answers."

"OK, Matt, I'll talk to you later, see ya!"

Chuck walked down the steps and back across the street to his house.

Matt watched him walk away and then looked to the northwest. A big rolling black cloud, a fast-moving storm, appeared on the horizon. He wondered if it was what had knocked out the power.

Matt yelled out to Chuck, "HAY!!! There's a huge black cloud moving in from the northwest. Tell everyone to take cover!"

Matt walked back into the house, shut the door, and locked it, then returned to the living room to see if Paula had any luck with her candles.

"Paula, have you gotten your candles lit yet?"

"No, none of them will light. Do we have more matches? I used about all I could find."

"Yeah, there are more in the corner cupboard, a jar full of them, clear at the top. I'll get them.

"And Paula, not to scare you, but a vast black cloud is rolling in from the northwest. It's possible that within 30 minutes, the house will be pitch black."

"What are you saying? What cloud?"

"Right now, Paula, just get something to light and work on your candles. I've got a camping light in the garage cupboard. I'll get it, and we'll be okay." On his way out the door, he grabbed the car key.

Matt went to the utility room, opened the garage door, and could barely see the car. He carefully walked down the steps into the garage, past the car, to the other side and the cupboard where the lantern should be.

His good old camping light runs on white gas. He gave it a couple of pumps, grabbed some matches, and struck a match; he could hear the gas hissing. He held the match to the mantle, but it was nothing. The match burned out, and he lit another one, but there was still nothing. Strange, it should’ve started quickly; it had never failed him.

Matt went around to the driver's side of the car, opened the door, and slid in. With these new cars nowadays, you have a thingamabob in your pocket. 

You put your foot on the brake and push a button on the dashboard to start the vehicle. The thingamabob has a battery, which would be dead.

Hmm, that's why it will not start; it should have been a no-brainer. I must be slipping; I'll just call it a brain fart, ha-ha.

Walking back into the living room, he could barely see Paula sitting on the couch with Lucy.

"Any luck with the camping light, Matt?"

"No, and it doesn't make any sense at all. It uses white gas that has never failed to light before. I used a couple of matches and made no progress.

"And Paula, I tried to start the car, but it wouldn't start or even turn over, and there was no radio or lights.

"Paula, what time is it on your nurses' watch?"

"Why? Are you going somewhere?

Matt, you have a watch that tells you the time, your heart rate, and how far you walk during the day, just to name a few things."

"Yes, it doesn't work either—nothing battery-operated works. Look around the house. Your favorite old-school clock, which runs on a battery, has stopped. None of the flashlights or battery candles work. Chuck told me it was happening around the neighborhood. So, what time is it?"

"You didn't tell me everything, Chuck Mazeroski said. How come?"

"Darling, I didn't want to worry you, and I don't know if I believed him!"

"OK, Matt, it's 11:50 and too dark for this time of day."

Matt walked over to look out the living room window. "Paula, it's getting dark fast, and there still are no lights, sun, moon, or light of any kind, 

DEAD DARK!!!!"

He turned to look at Paula. There was no light, and the situation would worsen when the storm arrived.

"Paula, lock all the doors and windows. I'll get some blankets, and we can hole up in the living room. And I'm grabbing my shotgun; always be prepared for the unknown."

"Matt, I still have one more thing I would like to try."

As Paula got up from the couch, he could make her out in the darkened room, and she walked by him to the Chinese buffet.

Matt saw her light a match, and he could not believe it. One of the candles had an intense flame. She was standing holding the candle in her right hand, with the biggest grin he had ever seen on her beautiful face.

She slowly returned to the couch, shielding the candle with her left hand.

"Wow, that's amazing! Paula, please explain why only one of your candles is working.

"Matt, I remembered I brought this candle and two other candles two years ago at a church fundraiser. The candles are guaranteed to light in the days of darkness. And this other one you should recognize. It's the one with Mary engraved on the side of it. Remember our trip to Wisconsin?"

"Yeah, we had an exciting time in Wisconsin. We visited the Field of Dreams in Iowa and Sheboygan, Wisconsin, and went fishing. I caught a 

7-pound rainbow, which the guide turned loose."

"Yes, Matt, and then we went to the Green Bay Packers game."

"Yes, Paula, it was the most impressive thing I have ever seen. What an incredible thrill to see Rogers play for the Packers."

"Well, Matt, remember the Catholic Church on the hill? The one Mary was supposed to have appeared in to heal all those people? You paid $20 for this candle to help support the poor; it's also a blessed candle."

"Okay, Paula, what is all this mumbo jumbo?"

"Matt, three days of darkness, the punishment imposed by GOD!"

"Paula, are you telling me three days of darkness is some of your church's crap? What have they been filling your head with?"

"Well, Matt, what I remember from my mumbo jumbo church stuff is that when God gets pissed at humanity, he could send down a chastisement, an unmistakable sign, and everyone will know it's from God. Anybody caught outside during this time dies, and the devil gets their soul.

"So Matt, my husband, I would call this mumbo jumbo a God event: what else would you call it?"

Too-too-too-too-toooooom! Too-too-too-too-toom! Too-too-too-toooooo-toooooo-tom!!

"What the hell is all that noise? It's getting louder, Paula; my head is pounding."

"Matt, it sounds like horns—no trumpets. It's coming from the sky above us and getting so loud that it hurts my ears.

Matt, it's NOON!"

"What about noon? Is it supposed to have meaning for you and your church group? All those old ladies sewing and talking about the world's end?"

"Matt, don't you find it strange that the trumpet sounds at exactly noon? It's not the first time this has happened."

"What do you mean, Paula? This is not the first time."

"It's happened before; it's in the Bible. God told Moses in Egypt that there would be three days of darkness, and only the Israelites would have light."

"What you're telling me is this could last three days?"

"Yes, I'm afraid that's what the trumpets were at noon, the start of the three days of Darkness."

"What else is there about this dark stuff, and where did you learn all this crap?"

"Matt, while you're watching Monday night football, I went to Bible study. As I recall, I tried to persuade you to go with me. We discussed the Bible in detail, and there's so much in the Bible that is coming true, with all the fires, floods, pollution, killings, and wars. It's all coming to fruition, and God is unhappy with humankind.

"He has warned us, Matt. God promised chastisement for the entire world, which some people would pay with their lives, followed by two miracles. The darkness is the chastisement; after three days, there will be two miracles. Hopefully, everything will be fine."

"Paula, what do you mean people will lose their lives? It's just dark outside. After three days, it goes away, right? Isn't it the indoctrination you get when you go to church from priests and nuns and Old Testament stuff?"

"Matt, what's happened to you? You used to be a believer. You went to a Catholic school. We got married in the church, and our children were baptized there. You used to attend church. What happened? You still wear the Marvelous Mary Metal your mother gave you before you went to the military."

"Paula, I don't want to talk about it. I told you!! I don't want to talk about it; just leave it alone!! Let's talk about something else. We can't call anyone, our phones don't work, and we can't go anywhere because none of the cars will start.

"Paula, I'm concerned about our children and grandchildren. We can't reach them to ensure they're safe with the phones not working. There is no way I can think of contacting any of our family members."

"Matt, isn't there anything we can do? You're the military man; you have all the experience. Send a flare, pull out a secret radio and phone."

"All we can do, Paula, is hope they are all safe. They're probably all worried about us, too, and nobody can do anything now."

"Matt, I hear pounding at the front door. It sounds like my sister. She is calling my name. She needs help! Let her in!"

"Paula, you know it can't be your sister Mary. How would she get here? It's completely dark outside. She would not have found our house in this dark if she had walked. Besides, she lives on the other side of Lincoln. She couldn't have driven because the cars don't work.

"Paula, you must be careful. Don't open any doors or windows. Remember what you told me. The old saying goes that anybody who goes out in the dark dies, and the devil gets their soul."

"Yes, Matt, we're OK if we stay in the house and don't open the doors to anybody. The dog should stay in the house; if she has to pee, she can go into the sunroom. I will put some towels down for her, and she can pee there."

The day was thick with an eerie silence, broken only by the relentless scratching and banging at the windows. Matt's heart pounded as he whispered to Paula, "I guess the demons will do anything to fool us.”

Little did they know the true horror was just beginning.

Paula's candle flickered, casting light and long shadows on the walls. "I'm not paying attention to the noises outside," she said, trembling, "but the sounds are getting louder, Matt. The scratching and banging—like they're trying to break in."

A sudden crash echoed through the house. Matt said, "The storm door glass just broke." His voice rose with concern, "But our front door is solid oak, so they can't get through it, Paula."

Paula took a deep breath and grabbed a small bottle from the living room buffet. "It's Holy water," she said, her hand shaking. She went and blessed all the windows and doors, and the scratching stopped. But then, an unearthly scream pierced the air, followed by another.

"No, it can't be," Paula whispered, her face pale with fear, "what was that?"

Matt looked out the window in horror. He saw faces, tormented, burning faces, all trying to get into their house. In all his years with the Navy, he had never encountered anything remotely close to what he witnessed now.

Paula joined him at the window, her eyes wide with terror. 

"Look across the street, Paula, on top of Chuck and Mabel's house. Tell me what you see."

“A red 8-foot-tall figure with glowing red eyes, horns, and black wings,” Paula’s voice was barely a whisper, “Mabel is my best friend. What’s happening to them?”

Before Matt could answer, the figure pointed at their house with a look of pure hatred. With one mighty flap of its wings, it soared towards them at an impossible speed.

Matt grabbed Paula and pulled her to the floor. Is this the end? He wondered, just as the primal scream echoed across the desolate landscape.

With a thunderous crash, the roof gave way under the demon's immense force. Shingles and splintered wood rained into the house, and the air filled with choking dust and smoke. Matt and Paula clung to each other as they were showered with debris. The walls trembled and groaned as if the house were in pain.

The demon landed in the wreckage, its fiery eyes blazing with fury. Its vast wings unfurled, casting a shadow over the trembling couple. The floorboards creaked and splintered under its heavy steps.

As the demon's fiery form towered above them, deep choking words came out of its mouth: "Matthew, I'm here to end you."

Evil's form approached them, getting closer. The demon suddenly roared in fury, his burning eyes locking on Paula, who had just thrown the rest of her Holy water at the demon. Several spots on the demon flared up, like gas thrown on a fire.

"My mission is to kill Matthew, but it will be my pleasure to take you and rip you apart."

Returning to Matt, the flames on the creature flickered, and suddenly, the demon's wings beat fiercely, shimmering with an unearthly light that came down from above. A ray of sunshine appeared, and with one final deafening roar, the demon was consumed by a blinding burst of light, and then it was gone.

Exhausted and shaken, Matt and Paula collapsed to the floor, clutching each other. They opened their eyes after the flash of light and saw that their house was in ruins.

“Matt, what happened to our house?”

"I don't know; I only remember a white light."

"Let me help you get up; I'll walk you to the couch."

They both sat down, confused about what had caused the destruction of the house.

Lucy came running into the room and jumped up into Paula's lap.

Staring out the window, Matt could see nothing but total blackness, except for the faint glow of the fires around the neighborhood. He could also smell the smoke coming through the roof, which, for some reason, had caved in, making a big hole in their house.

Matthew had seen his share of death, so he wasn't afraid of dying. But he was damned if he was going to let anything happen to Paula. He reached over and grabbed his shotgun, holding it close. If anything came in, he would make sure that he was between whatever it was and Paula, to the last stand. He would die for her.
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CHAPTER 2
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Near Death

Present Day

“Paula, darling, are you okay?”

“Matt, it was too close; I thought we were dead.” She was sobbing, hands covering her face.

“I don’t know what to do, Paula. It’s all so crazy.”

Matt’s primary concern was to comfort her and assure her that everything would turn out fine, simultaneously thinking something serious was going on.

“Paula, let me help you get back on the couch. I’ll get you another Diet Coke. Cover your back and shoulders with a blanket, and we will just sit here together.

“You know I love you, Paula. I will do anything for you and die for you if that’s what it takes.”

“Matthew, you know I love you as well. After all, who would have put up with you all these years?

“So, Matt, now we have all this time and survived death. You can tell me what happened in Afghanistan; tell me the story! You owe me the truth about what caused your nightmares.”

“Okay, Paula. I’ll do the best I can. It’s so hard for me to think about what happened.”

*****
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It all started in Afghanistan and the Middle East following September 11. It was 2009, and we were getting much-needed rest at Kandahar Airfield. When I got a message, the captain wanted to see me immediately. 

So, I ran up to his building across the compound, to an office door with his name on it: Captain Engel. 

I knocked.

Tap, tap.

“Yes, come in.”

I guessed Captain Engel was about 50 years old, with a thin face, gray hair combed to the right, about 6 feet tall, and weighing 175 pounds. And yeah! He had seen his share of combat.

As I walked through the door, I stood and saluted, “Lieutenant Dylan reporting, sir.”

“Yes, Lieutenant, at ease. Shut the door and sit down.”

As I sat down, I noticed the green military-issued chairs, desks, light green walls, filing cabinets, and pukey green carpet.

“Lieutenant, how is your team doing after your last mission? I know it was a tough ten days in the backcountry of Afghanistan.”

“We had a lovely week of recuperating, eating hot cafeteria food, sleeping, and treating minor injuries. 

“The men are bored now; we are not used to sitting around with nothing to do.”

“Well, Lieutenant, I have a mission for your team. I realize you have been here for longer than two years, and I am sure you heard the rumors about SEAL Team 3 going home. 

“Your team has been here longer than I have. Your team has been excellent, but they should go home after two years.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

“But as I said, I must ask you and your men to take on this last mission. One that only you and an experienced team can carry out.”

“Sir, we have been lucky for the past 2 years; we should be going home!” “Yes, you should; I agree with you. 

“This mission comes from the highest level down to us; several principals must be rescued. 

“The mission, Lieutenant, is a rescue operation in Pakistan.”

“Sir, I thought we were not allowed in Pakistan.”

“That’s true, Lieutenant. However, this mission is to rescue American prisoners the Taliban took after they entered Afghan territory, raided several villages, and captured a priest and between 6 and 8 of his team, which consisted of a couple of nuns and college students from the United States. All were helping the priest inoculate the people in the Afghan mountains.”

“Sir, how long ago was this information relayed to you?” “About 2 to 3 days before we heard anything. 

“Again, I cannot stress enough that this comes from the highest level down—from the President to a general, down to my boss, and now to you. It seems that the priest was once one of ours.”

“One of ours, sir?”

“He was a Green Beret stationed at the forward operating base Gardez several years ago. And before you ask, he left the military, became a priest, and returned to help people in Afghanistan.”

“Yes, sir, I understand the priority. Do you have a plan, sir?”

“I will send you and your team, with two Sikorsky SH-60 Sea Hawks, to forward operating base Gardez. That will put you within striking distance of the Pakistan border. You will land on this side of Afghanistan.

“The helicopters will also stay on this side of the border. The idea is to march 10 miles and reach the target before sunrise. At that point, you should be able to get an idea of the strength of the Taliban forces in the area. You will decide when you are going to initiate entry. First, take out the guards and then rescue the hostages. When the situation is under control, call the helicopters to your site, load the hostage, and bring them back to Firebase Gardez. Understand?”

“Crystal, sir. I will inform my team.”

“All right, Lieutenant Dylan. It’s now 07:00. Get everything together, get your team supplied, and be ready to go by 10:00. Meet on the airfield, and we will leave at the same time, headed for the Firebase Gardez.”

“We, sir? Are you going along on this mission?”

“Yes, I’m taking the C-130 and a platoon of 24 Marines. We will follow you to the firebase.

“I plan on running the mission at Gardez.

“Any other questions?”

“No, sir. If you do not mind, I’ll leave now. I have preparations to make. I will brief the team, give them mission parameters, and answer as many questions as possible.”

“Then, Matthew, I’ll meet you on the field at 10 o’clock. Here’s a folder containing more information on the hostages. From what I understand, they dressed as village people to blend in. So don’t shoot them! “Dismissed!”

“Thank you, sir.”

I got up from my chair and gave my commander a salute. Turned sharp to the right, opened the door, and went out. I waited till I was outside the building, and then thought Oh crap.

I walked across the compound to the men’s quarters. Opening the door as I walked through, I looked about. Some men were playing cards, others reading, some listening to music, and some writing letters, I’m guessing, to their loved ones at home. Although expectations were for our unit to go home, I mean two years, two years of missions, all most deadly. We deserved to go home to our loved ones and families.

This was not going to go over well with my men!

I looked around, and there was Master Sergeant Ethan Jones, 28, black, 6′ 1″, built like a bull, with black hair always short—a good man to have on your side in a fight.

James Miller is Caucasian, 27, 190 pounds, with blue eyes and blonde hair. He was a charmer with the ladies. He was our radio operator and always had something to say. His nickname was Sparky.

Luke Sinclair, 26 years old, Caucasian, 5′ 11″, 195 pounds, had a shaved head and brown eyes. He was known for his precision skills and deadly sniper skills. He carried 308-caliber sniper rifles. His nickname was Punch.

Nathan Davenport, 24, Caucasian, the youngest member of the team, came in a year ago. A farm boy from Iowa with blonde hair and blue eyes. A good-looking kid standing 6′ 1″ and weighing 200 pounds. Sent to us because of his electronics knowledge and skill in setting up listening posts in various places in Iraq. Nickname: Iowa.

Stephen Fox, Caucasian 27, 6′ 2″, 234 pounds. Green eyes. Our explosives man. If you want to blow it up, he’s the man—nickname: BOOM.

Adam Hart, Caucasian, 26, 6′ 1″, 200 pounds, blue eyes, also liked the ladies, trained as a military medic, and in hand-to-hand combat. Pretty efficient with small arms. Nickname: Doc.

“All right, men, listen up.”

Master Sergeant Jones jumped up, “Attention! Officer on deck!”

All the men jumped up to attention and saluted me. I always appreciated loyalty. We had been together for over two years, plus the time in boot camp.

“At ease and gather around. I have something to tell you.”

They all smiled at me, thinking I had some news about going home.

“When are we going home, sir?”

There was no way to sugarcoat this. 

“Our captain requests that we go on another mission. Into Pakistan to rescue a priest, a couple of nuns, and 6 to 8 college students captured by the Taliban and moved to a small village in Pakistan.”

As I expected, moans, groans, and disappointment from them all.

“Yeah, I know you have lots of questions, and I don’t have many answers right now. We are leaving the airfield at 10:00 this morning. You will need 40-pound packs, plenty of medical equipment, any food you want to take for a day or so, water, and extra ammunition because you never know what we learn along the way. Always prepare for the unexpected! We are going on a forced march in the dark, approximately ten miles. Chopper out, land close to the border of Pakistan. We have plenty of time to cover those ten miles, so make sure you have your night vision goggles with you. Go through and check all your weapons.

“So sorry to lay this on you, but I can tell you it comes down from the president to the generals to our captain. As you know, the crap rolls downhill and stops with us. We can handle it because we are Navy SEALs. 

“After you get your gear together, take your letters to the drop at the post office. Boys, just in case, we have been through this before. They always hold our letters and return them to us when we return.

“Any questions?”

“Sir, just to understand ...”

“Yes, Master Sergeant?”

“Are we going to rescue a priest?

“Sir, what is so vital about the priest, nuns, and college students who should have never been there in the first place?”

“I can tell you this: the priest was once a Green Beret stationed in Afghanistan. He left the Green Berets years ago and became a priest. From what I understand, he returned here to inoculate the mountain people in Afghanistan and administer first aid. I’m guessing the nuns and college students were recruited to help with the project, all funded by the Catholic Church.

“Any other questions? I’ll meet you on the airfield, right then.”

Matt quickly saluted them and walked out. He had to return to his quarters across the quad in the officers’ quarters. 

Matt had his satellite phone that he always took on missions. I’ll give Paula a quick call.

Phone ringing, ringing.

“Hello, who is this?”

“Paula, I’m calling from Afghanistan.”

“Oh, are you calling about coming home? I can’t wait and look forward to it!”

“Unfortunately, I’ll be delayed for a couple of days; we have one more mission to go on.

“I wanted to let you know as soon as possible Paula.

“As soon as we finish, we will fly out and see you within a week to 10 days.”

“Matthew, I can’t tell you how disappointed I am, but I understand it’s not the first time.”

“I know, sweetheart. I love you, and I can’t wait to see you as well. So, I need to go. Love you.”

“I love you too, Matt. Be safe and come home to me in one piece.”

“Bye, talk to you later. Paula, okay?”

Matt now had to return to business and put his pack together. He checked his M4 carbine, 8-30-round magazines, two Beretta 9 pistols, and several 15-round magazines for both.

He also needed night goggles, extra socks, clean underwear, and military chocolate bars that tasted like shit. It’s all they would have, some power bars, a couple of bottles of water, plus his canteen. KA-BAR knife in a scabbard strapped to his lower leg. One attached to his bulletproof vest that he could grab with his right hand for close combat, and one in his vest, 8-30 round magazines for his M4. And of course, his lucky Packers baseball cap—he never went anywhere without it.

It looks like I’m ready to go in my camouflaged clothing and Navy-issued military boots.

Matt took a last look around. Oh! I need to close and lock my footlocker. It contained all his valuables. With so many years in the Navy, everything he was worth was in that footlocker.

Mat opened the door and stepped out—what an enjoyable day! He headed to the post office to drop off his letter.

Betsy was the post lady there, and she took care of them. She understood the importance of leaving their letters there until they returned.

Matt looked at his watch. It was time to head for the airport; it looked like his ride had arrived.

“Private!”

“Yes, sir, are you ready to go, sir?”

“Yes, private, take me to the airfield. There should be a chopper waiting for me.”

As Matt walked around to the right side of the vehicle and climbed into the passenger side, he wondered how many times he’d ridden in these Humvees.

On his way to the airfield, Matt started to think about everything he needed to do once they reached their destination.

Matt had to decide whether or not to take the inexperienced Nathan along. Matt had been sheltering Nathan and slowly bringing him on missions.

On the other hand, Matt thought this was Nathan’s last chance for mission experience, combat pay, and adding the experience to his resume.

Nathan did well on the missions when they took him along on safe missions, one without any possibility of a firefight.

Matt liked Nathan Davenport, the tall, blonde-haired, good-looking kid from Des Moines, Iowa. He was the typical freckle-faced farm boy—always smiling and very likeable.

Matt decided to wait until the last minute to make that decision.

He needed to get Master Sergeant’s opinion on Nathan, which is always valuable.

“Sir, we are coming up to the Sikorsky chopper.”

It was no surprise to Matt; his men were there as expected.

“All right, private, stop here by this chopper, thanks for the ride.”

As Matt walked up to the chopper, Master Sergeant was standing there and paying attention.

“Morning, sir!”

“Good morning, Master Sergeant. Are we set to go?”

“Yes, sir, all equipment loaded in the chopper has been accounted for.”

“Sergeant, is the second chopper ready to go as well?”

“Yes, sir!”

“Sergeant, if everything goes according to plan, the hostages should be coming home on the second one.”

Matt looked around, satisfied with the arrangements, and waved his right hand.

“Okay, let’s saddle up. We’re headed to Firebase Gardez, a short ride. Keep your eyes open; this can be a hot zone.”

As both helicopters took off in unison, whirling blades, and dust flying everywhere signaled their ascent as they started a new adventure.

It wasn’t too long before they arrived at Gardez Firebase. The choppers landed, and the men disembarked onto the field and walked into the hangar where Captain Engel was waiting for them.

Matt noticed 24 Marines sitting around checking on their gear. As he walked in, all the Marines nodded to the SEALs, recognizing who they were.

Captain Engel stood in front of a map. Several chairs were arranged in a circle in front of him. Matt’s team sat and waited for Captain Engel to give them their final instructions.

“SEAL Team 3, let me start by apologizing for keeping you over on one last mission before going home. You are the best we have for this mission, which is strictly a rescue mission.

“When I spoke with your lieutenant, I didn’t know that one of the college students was family to our president.

“Now you understand the urgency of the president and generals to move quickly to rescue the hostages.

“One other thing, it wasn’t the Taliban who took the hostages but Pakistan. It was the Pakistani military that went into Iraq intentionally to capture this young lady and take her to the capital of Pakistan because of her propaganda value as well as to force concessions from the United States.

“Our Intel is not sure exactly how many Pakistani militaries are on-site, but you are clear for weapons-free.”

Engel looked into their faces, “In addition, I’m sending you two Apache helicopters to oversee and cover your asses if necessary. Along with two F-15s as needed firepower.

“Don’t hesitate to call if you need help.

“I can’t stress enough the importance of bringing the hostages home. The president and his brother and wife, the girl’s parents, are waiting at Kandahar. As soon as you’ve loaded them on the helicopters, they will be flown to Kandahar.

“I’m passing around a couple of pictures of her. Her name is Linda. She is about 5′ 6″, 135 pounds, has long blonde hair, probably in a ponytail, blue eyes, and is somewhat attractive and athletic.

“Please look at the picture, commit it to memory, and ensure she’s the one we bring home.

“And remember they are all dressed as villagers, so don’t shoot any hostages.

“Any other questions?”

“Sir.”

“Yes, Lieutenant Dylan?”

“Sir, the priest you are talking about, is he a priority?”

“Matt, he is not the primary, but he is one of us, and we should do everything we can to bring him home along with the other hostages.

“The only pictures I have of this priest are from the records here at Gardez, where he was stationed as a Green Beret. I’ll pass this on to you also.

“As you will see, he is a good 6′ 1″ or so, weighs 225 pounds, and has brown eyes. He is Caucasian and has maintained his physical condition.

“All right, SEALs. We are out of time. You need to head out to the border. By the time you get there, it should be close to sundown.

“One change in the plans is that you will be dropped by chopper just inside the Pakistani border, and the Marines and Rangers will remain on this side of the border as a backup if you need it.

“Also, the Apache helicopters will be in a valley hidden from sight. Callsign Hellfire 1-2, the F-15’s callsign is Dragon Fire 1-2.

“SEALs callsign remains Reaper 1.

“The callsign at the base is Delta 1.

“Remain radio silent until you’re on-site, then call us at Delta 1. Message: 

WE ARE HOME!!

“Once you have secured the site and the hostages are secure, call on the Seahawks to pick you up. Once secure and in the air, call Delta 1. and advise that packages are mailed. You will remain with the hostages until their arrival and safe transfer to the Kandahar base.

“That is all, good luck SEAL Team 3.”

Matt stood up, looked at his men, and said, “Let’s go, let’s hit it.”

The flight from Firebase Gardez didn’t take too long to get past the Pakistan border.

They landed, and the chopper was gone quickly. Matt’s team kept their heads down until the choppers were gone because the wash from the blades on the helicopter picked up all kinds of dust, dirt, and grass.

Matt’s men were in darkness, except for all the bright stars in the sky.

Matt was happy there was not much of a moon, so there was no light. He gave his men the signal to put on the night vision gear.

Matt looked around and signaled to move out. Luke took the lead, followed by James, Nathan, Stephen, Adam, Matt, and Sergeant Jones took the rear.

Matt had decided to take Nathan along, so he was in the middle. They were marching along some rocky terrain, but mostly it was sand, hard enough that they could make a suitable time, so that’s a good deal. Moving along steadily, they covered 10 miles in good time.

Matt communicated with his team through a single-channel airborne radio system, which allowed them to talk to each other and to Matt.

Matt told Luke, “Pull up, let’s take a break.”

Matt told his team they were making suitable time and that they should take 5 minutes to get some water to stay hydrated. “Does anyone have any problems?”

No one responded, which meant they were good to go. “Keep your intervals between each other,” Matt stressed.

Matt changed points, Stephen switched with Luke and took the lead point. Luke fell in the rear, taking over the rear guard. “Let’s move out!”

Matt kept track of their progress. With about 5 miles to go, he told them, “We’ve maintained our pace, so keep your eyes out for any movement. We don’t want to run up on a goat herder by mistake. It happened to us on another mission. It’s hard to decide what to do with them. Either tie them up and gag them or dispatch them.”

Some time later, Matt halted the team. “We’re getting close. The village should be over this next hill. Let’s take a position on the hilltop, do recon, and see what we’re up against.”

They all crawled to the top of the hill, and with their night vision goggles, they could see a small village below.

“Lieutenant, I see at least two bogeys on top of one building with automatic weapons; there are at least two on the ground with automatic weapons.”

“Sergeant, thank you. I agree. I see 2–2. It’s a small village, but we must watch out for civilians.”

Matt asked through headphones whether anybody else had seen anything.

No answer. “Okay, let’s move in. It looks like about one hour until sunup,” Matt whispered into his headset. “The plan is simple: Sergeant Jones and Stephen will use handguns with silencers to take out the four guards. Adam and James will go with me to the front door.

“Sergeant, we will follow behind you down the hill. After you remove the guards, you will move to the rear.

“On my mark, you go through the rear, and we will take the front door and meet you in the middle.” Matt waited for confirmation from his men.

Sergeant Jones replied, “Roger, Lieutenant.”

Matt finished his plan, “Luke and Nathan stay on the hill and cover the team below. Luke, use your .308 with a silencer to get anybody with a weapon. I think there’s got to be more than just four guards. If we are lucky, we will catch them all sleeping.

“So, everybody stays frosty, weapons hot! Kill anyone with a gun!

“All right, let’s move out and take your positions.”

The night was still dark enough to move unobserved, so Sergeant Jones and Stephen moved up to the building, spreading out 5 yards parallel to each other and moving quickly; the guards were dead with four quick shots before they knew what hit them.

Sergeant Jones and Stephen quickly moved to the left and around the building into the back.

Matt moved up to the front of the building with his team.

Matt was in the middle, Adam to his left and James to his right.

Matt waited for word from the sergeant’s team that they were in position.

“Reaper 2 is in position.”

“Roger. Go, go, go!”

Matt kicked the door open. Adam went in first, swerving to the left, James went in second to the right, and Matt entered the middle of the room.

Adam and James both opened fire, killing four hostiles, and both moved to the hostages. Matt looked in front of him as a door opened and saw a hostile ready to shoot. Then he was dead. The sergeant’s team made an entrance and killed five hostiles, as well as the one standing at the door.

Matt was looking over to the left to see if all hostiles were dead when, to his right, out of the dark, came a figure right at him. Before Matt could react, he was stabbed in his stomach, and he came again at Matt with the knife from the right side, this time aiming towards Matt’s throat; Matt raised his left hand to block it, and the knife he cut right through his wrist. Matt tried to reach for his knife or pistol, but the man was too close and pushing against him.

Before Matt knew it, someone came from his left, disarmed the hostile, took his knife, jammed it deep into the hostile between his throat and collarbone, and pulled down, opening his chest.

Matt collapsed. Blood was gushing from his left wrist and spurting all over the place. Matt put his right tactical glove over his wrist, trying to stop the bleeding while he also was bleeding from the gaping hole in his stomach.

All Matt could do was sit there and bleed. Quickly, the bleeding caused him to lose consciousness. His eyes blurred, telling Matt he was near the end.

Matt was now unconscious. A person came to Matt’s left arm and put a tourniquet on it, stopping the bleeding. He then took Matt’s hand away from his wrist, applied a bandage, and splinted it to hold his arm and wrist in place. He also gave Matt a shot of morphine before he went into shock. Next, he attended to the hole in Matt’s belly. Then the morphine took over, and Matt was under.

Master Sergeant Jones came into the room, saw Matt was in bad shape, and immediately took over, taking all the hostages outside to the front of the building.

“Sparky, call Rescue 1 and 2. Also, call Dragon Fire 1-2 for backup.”

“Yes, Sergeant, on it.”

Matt didn’t know who had taken care of him until years later. The same person laid him down and covered Matt with blankets he found inside the building.

Periodically, someone would give Matt more morphine and check his bandages while waiting for the choppers to come in for rescue.

Master Sergeant went back into the building and brought out three prisoners with slight wounds, tied up their hands and legs, and leaned them up against the building.

All the hostages were accounted for except for two; at least the President’s niece was found unharmed.

The priest’s face was beaten, but otherwise, he was in decent shape. He looked around at all the rescued people, “Hey, two are missing. Two nuns are not here.”

After Sergeant Jones walked over and took him aside, “I’m sorry, I think around the building on the other side are two of your people. They had been hanged on two poles, stripped, and then gutted. It’s not a pretty sight. I promise we will recover the bodies and take them with us; no one will be left behind.”

Before Sergeant could stop him, the priest ran around the side of the building to the back where the two nuns were hanging. Then they heard a blood-curdling scream. The priest came back to the front of the building and looked at the three tied-up prisoners. The one in the middle was a heavyset-looking Pakistani.

The priest stood before the one in the middle and said, “Why did you do that?”

The Pakistani looked at him, smiled, and said, “They were so tasty, delicious, yummy!”

The other two prisoners grinned and smacked their lips, making laughing noises hurtfully.

The priest stared at them, turned, and returned to the building. He soon came out with a sword, and before anybody knew what was going on, he cut off all three of their heads, yelling at the top of his lungs,” Go to hell, go to hell.” And then he walked away, collapsed into a heap, and sobbed.

Sergeant and the rest of his team stood there dumbfounded, not knowing what to say. What could you say?

In the distance, Sergeant could hear helicopter rotors—the choppers coming in to pick them up.

Sergeant Jones took charge. “All right let’s get everybody ready to leave. Stephen, get the stretcher from the first chopper. Nathan, you and Adam will take Lieutenant Dylan to the first chopper. Adam, stay with Lieutenant since you are the medic. Nathan can help you.”

Nathan looked puzzled at Sergeant Jones.

“It will be a good learning experience for you, Nathan.”

Sergeant Jones looked at James, “Help me collect the two bodies of the nuns and load them in the first chopper.

“The rest of the team, including the hostages, will go in the second chopper. So, Adam, as soon as the bodies are loaded, take off, and we’ll follow.

“Get to Kandahar as soon as you can. The lieutenant needs significant surgery on his hand. Keeping him stable is your primary job, Adam.”

The rotors on the first chopper started to rotate at a high pitch, lifting off the ground and making a right turn off to Kandahar.

Sergeant Jones returned to the building and made one more turn-through. He then ran back to the second chopper and climbed aboard to ensure nobody was left behind.

“Sparky, call Delta 1.” The Sergeant took the microphone. “The main packages are safely mailed; the uncle and parents should be proud. Three other packages are being mailed; two are sent in bags, and one has been damaged. The damaged package is on shipment one and needs immediate care. End of message, Reaper 2.”

By giving them the Reaper 2 callsign, Sergeant Jones indicated that he was now in charge and that the lieutenant was the injured one.

Chopper 2 climbed into the air, making a right turn and gaining altitude, heading to Kandahar. The Apache helicopters were approaching; one circled behind Chopper 2, and the other took the lead, both covering the front and rear of Chopper 2 containing the hostages.

Further out, Chopper 1 was reaching the Pakistani and Iraqi borders. Adam was in the back with the lieutenant, checking bandages and his IV. Nathan sat on the jump seat with his back to the pilot. Both had headphones on to communicate with the pilots. The pilots checked the situation with the lieutenant and showed genuine concern.

Nathan was sitting back. There was not much to do but hold on to the side of the seat with both hands and then suddenly ...

The pilots were talking frantically back and forth with each other, then shouted, “ROCKET! Hold tight; we take evasive maneuvers, send countermeasures, turn left, and hang on!

“Delta 1! Delta 1! We are under fire; repeat, we are under fire. Unable to avoid rockets, countermeasures are exhausted.”

Nathan and Adam just look at each other, confused, and then ...

A rocket—BAM—went right through the pilot’s cabin and took Nathan.

Adam was still holding onto the straps that held the lieutenant to the stretcher, and now they were going down hard.

The chopper was now in two pieces. The half with the Lieutenant and Adam hit the ground with a tremendous jolt, throwing out Adam and the Lieutenant. Both landed on rocky ground. Adam landed next to the Lieutenant.

Adam was still conscious after he hit the ground. His left arm was broken. He watched as the other part of the chopper hit the ground and exploded about fifty yards away. There couldn’t be any survivors.
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