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Advance Praise for The Last Platoon

“Bing West knows combat, the Corps, and the infantry. He is also a masterful storyteller. In The Last Platoon he gives us a raw, passionate feel for what warriors go through on the ground and the price they pay in blood to try to accomplish ill-thought-out missions.”

—GENERAL ANTHONY C. ZINNI, USMC (Retired)

“Among the many virtues Bing West brings to any military/political enterprise is that he knows his shit from the level of the grunt in the foxhole to the SecDef in the Situation Room. He has been there. He has done that. Every page of The Last Platoon radiates authenticity, whether it’s the chaos and carnage of a firefight in Afghanistan or the kitchen-table back-and-forth between a Marine husband and wife on the eve of a deployment. And the man can write! If you’ve only read Bing West’s nonfiction (which is universally five-star), you will sit back with satisfaction seeing that he doesn’t drop a step shifting into the realm of the novel. The Last Platoon reads like a cinematic thriller with nonstop action and conflict, but it is also informed on every page by the maturity and depth of understanding of a Marine combat officer, a war journalist, and a former assistant Secretary of Defense, who has been in the tall grass for decades and has seen and done it all. The Last Platoon is dark because its subject matter—the folly and arrogance of those at the strategic level and the price in blood that young men and women have to pay at the tactical—is grim and permanent. I read it in one sitting, and I will read it again.”

—STEVEN PRESSFIELD, Bestselling Author of Gates of Fire and The Legend of Bagger Vance

“Combat veteran, historian, and front-line war correspondent Bing West writes a graphic odyssey into the tragic absurdity of the Americans’ twenty years in Afghanistan—a gripping paean to those brave men who fought there and survived the ordeal with dignity.”

—VICTOR DAVIS HANSON, Author of Carnage and Culture and The Second World Wars

“I rarely read fiction books, but when Bing West writes one I know that it will be a page turner. This one is no exception! Bing knows his subject matter like no one else does and writes in a way that draws you in as if you were there. Once I started it, I couldn’t put it down until it was finished. I highly recommend this book!”

—MAJOR GENERAL RAY “E-TOOL” SMITH, USMC (Retired), Navy Cross recipient, Hue City, 1968

“Bing West is one of America’s great combat writers. Whether penning history or action fiction, he knows what it is like to be out on the pointy end because he has ‘been there and done that.’ In The Last Platoon, West tells the story of our Nation’s Warriors with the hard, tough, and factual clarity ground combat is and will likely remain. A team of individuals, overcoming their fears and emotions, working together to accomplish a tough tactical mission, which becomes intertwined with politics, international relations, and the complexity of the inter-agency. But that’s what war is, right? Thanks Bing for reminding us of what it is to serve well and honorably.”

—GENERAL ROBERT B. NELLER, USMC (Retired) 37th Commandant of the Marine Corps
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In doing what we ought we deserve no praise, 
because it is our duty.

—AUGUSTINE
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Time

This novel takes place over seven days.

The time in Afghanistan is 81/2 hours in front of Washington, DC.

For example, when it is 5:30 P.M. in Afghanistan, it is 9:00 A.M. in Washington.





Prelude

A Decade Ago

The Marines were walking in single file across a farm field that lay bare and muddy on a dreary winter day. To a civilian observer, they looked like a scraggly bunch of tired teenagers, ambling along with no place to go and all the time in the world to get there. Scudding gray clouds spat sleet into their faces, and frozen poppy stalks snapped beneath their feet. Slender sheens of ice covered the irrigation ditches, and after hours of trudging through soggy fields and wading across frigid creeks, their shabby cammies were dripping and brown water sloshed from their boots. Only their weapons looked clean and burnished, the black lacquer rubbed off by months of hard use.

From a distance, it was hard to tell them apart. The only oddity was a thin whip antenna bobbing high on the back of a stocky grunt in the middle of the column. As he had on his previous tours, Lieutenant Diego Cruz carried his own radio. Snipers usually tried to pick off the radio operator. He wasn’t showing off; it was his way of sharing in the danger.

Cruz had logged the highest number of patrols in the platoon, and was proud of his people. Seven months earlier, fifty grunts, fit and cocky, had deployed to Helmand Province. Since then, they had lost five killed and seventeen wounded, including five amps. But the troops hadn’t slacked off, and they rarely bitched.

Their base, if it could be called that, consisted of an abandoned farm compound with thick mud walls and a rusty hand pump that tapped into a deep well. A mile of poppy fields and irrigation ditches separated them from their company headquarters. Cruz liked the isolation. It gave him the time to wring out the immature impulses of newly minted Marines and shape them into alert, lethal grunts. With no access to the internet and sleeping in caves hacked out of the walls, they had grown close to each other, even as their numbers dropped week by week.

Located at the bottom of Afghanistan, Helmand was a vast, flat expanse of dusty desert and tired hills. One major river snaked through the province, bringing ample water from the snowfields far to the north. Most of the Pashtun tribal people lived and farmed along its fertile banks.

Officially, the platoon was protecting the farmers from the Taliban. In violent Helmand, however, the farmers ignored the Marines or ran away when approached. Cruz didn’t dwell on the irony. If a senior officer had ever asked his opinion about why they were in Helmand, he would have said he had no idea. No farmer’s heart would be won and no farmer’s son would fight for the government in Kabul, somewhere on the other side of the moon. The way Cruz saw it, his job was to kill Taliban by out-thinking and outmaneuvering them. That left fewer of them to blow up his Marines. Each patrol was an invitation to a gunfight, nothing more.

After two hundred days under Cruz’s care, the young grunts had adopted his stoicism. They trudged along silently. Walking across the open fields invited a sniper’s bullet, while staying on the paths along the canal banks risked tripping buried explosives. It was a game of scissors versus stone, risk a bullet in the face or shrapnel in the testicles. Sooner or later, some Taliban would shoot at them, and it would be game on.

The Marine at point, Corporal Blake Hanley, was sweeping his VMR metal detector back and forth like a beachcomber searching for coins in the sand. Hanley concentrated on the ground in front of him, rarely looking up. Behind him, Lance Corporal Hector Sanchez kept his eyes on the tangles of birch and junipers where a sniper might lurk. In his left hand, he held a can of shaving cream, occasionally squirting a dab to mark the cleared passage. The grunts behind him were looking in different directions, each scanning a separate quadrant. None spoke, and no birds twittered. The only sounds were the hissing of their handheld radios and the slurping of their water-filled boots.

When Hanley reached an irrigation canal, he stopped to check the digital map on his iPad tablet. The GPS downlink showed the patrol route running across the canal. The stream wasn’t wide, but the brown water was flowing steadily. The villagers had cut down a scrub oak to provide a path across. Hanley turned to Sanchez and shook his head, pointing at the tree trunk.

“I don’t like using it,” Hanley said.

“Bro, my toes are numb,” Sanchez said. “I don’t want to wade across no creek.”

For Sanchez, that was a long sentence. Back at patrol base, he could sit by the cooking fires for an hour without speaking, letting Hanley prattle on. Sanchez knew how to butcher and cook a goat, while Hanley bartered choice MRE food items for both of them. Inside the squad cave, they slept in adjoining bags. As a team, in the past seven months they had uncovered thirty-eight IEDs and killed four Taliban.

While the two bickered about whether to wade the freezing creek, Cruz signaled the others to take a knee. In the field behind them, a farmer in a ragged jacket was hacking away, clearing a small space for each poppy plant. To Cruz, he looked nervous, but that wasn’t unusual. Americans were bullet magnets.

Hanley and Sanchez glanced from their lieutenant to the farmer, who was scratching the dirt with his hoe. He seemed to smile at them.

“Gross,” Sanchez said. “Dude’s got only one front tooth.”

“That means he’s old,” Hanley said. “Most die before their teeth fall out.”

“You don’t know that,” Sanchez said. “You born a bullshitter.”

“Read it in Wikipedia,” Hanley said.

“That proves what I’m saying,” Sanchez said. “We got no internet. We both know it all comes out your ass.”

The farmer was scratching vigorously with his hoe, all the time shaking his head back and forth.

“Snaggle Tooth’s acting weird, bro,” Hanley said, “like he’s signaling us or something.”

Sanchez responded by shouldering his rifle to look through the scope. That caused the startled farmer to drop his hoe and scuttle hastily toward his dun-colored compound on the far side of the field.

“Show’s over, man,” Sanchez said. “Now can we stop grab-assing and beat feet? I can’t feel my toes.”

Hanley resumed sweeping the hard-packed earth leading to the crude footbridge. Sanchez let out a sigh of relief and fell in behind him. WHAM! The ground heaved up when Hanley’s foot hit the buried pressure plate. He evaporated in a curtain of thick dust, while Sanchez was bowled over and thrown into the canal.

Several feet behind them, the pressure wave rocked Cruz. Mud, pebbles, and bits of flesh slapped against his face, snapping his head back. For a few seconds, the force of the concussion blocked out all hearing and speech. Then, even while the black cloud hung like a shroud over the stunned Marines, Cruz was screaming orders.

“Freeze!” he shouted. “No one steps outside the shaving cream! Corpsman up!”

Hanley was lying facedown next to the tree trunk. Sanchez had regained his footing in the chest-deep canal and, covered in mud, was frantically clawing up the slick bank. Cruz reached down and with a heave jerked him out of the water. From back in the file, a Marine scrambled up with the backup metal detector and began sweeping forward.

Inside thirty seconds, the corpsman, Navy HM3 Stebbins, was kneeling beside Hanley. He was unconscious, his right leg below the knee ripped off, blood pulsing out in steady spurts. Stebbins tore open a tourniquet, wrapped it around the gushing thigh, and twisted the knob, cinching hard. Sanchez stumbled over, sat down in the gore, and cradled Hanley in his arms, murmuring to him. Stebbins jerked open his aid bag, pulled out a morphine syrette, and plunged the needle into Hanley’s thigh.

Cruz called for a medevac and deployed the Marines to guard the landing zone. This was the interval when any local Taliban would try to sneak in. But no shot was fired, and no person moved in the barren fields.

Sanchez and Stebbins tended to Hanley, while Cruz kept checking his watch. Ten minutes passed. Fifteen.

“We need that fucking bird!” Stebbins yelled.

Hanley was semiconscious and breathing hoarsely, his thigh ballooning like a giant sausage swelling over a fire.

“Can you stabilize him a little longer?” Cruz said. “Bird’s five mikes out.”

Sanchez was holding Hanley’s hand, rocking his body back and forth. Hanley’s gray face had a faint bluish tinge. Stebbins slid over next to Cruz.

“His pulse is fading,” he whispered. “He’s hemorrhaging internally. Organs all messed up. He’s closing down.”

Hanley slipped from life without saying a word as two Hueys roared in from the southwest. One hovered overhead while the other flared into the field. The body was quickly placed on board, with a Marine handing the crew chief Hanley’s right boot, the foot intact inside.

After the choppers left, Cruz called in the perimeter guards. Once back at their outpost, he’d have to spend two hours laboring over this, his sixth letter on the deployment. He was thinking how to phrase it. Painlessly? No, he’d used that in the last letter. Dear Ms. Hanley, Brad felt no pain. Yes, that sounded better. Once he wrote the first line, all he had to do was compose five more sentences. He hadn’t thought in Spanish for years, and talking in English was no problem. But he froze each time he had to write to the parents or the wife. The words never came out right. He rewrote each letter, over and over again.

He pushed away the thought and looked around to gather the troops. Sanchez was standing on the embankment, head down and cammies soggy with blood. Hanley’s helmet and torn armored vest lay nearby in the mud. Sanchez grabbed the helmet and hurled it into the brown waters. He looked furiously around. A few feet away lay the hoe dropped by the farmer. He grabbed it and swung viciously at the mounds of poppy. Cruz left him alone for several seconds before speaking.

“Let’s form up, Sanchez,” Cruz said.

Covered with blood and mud, Sanchez was swaying from side to side. Rivulets of tears ran down his filthy face. He glared and pointed at the walled compound on the far side of the field.

“That fucking farmer knew,” he said. “He lives right there. What the fuck we waiting for, Lieutenant?”

Cruz had sensed something like that was coming. Time and again, he had to cope with the rage of the survivors.

“We don’t know he did it,” he said. “We’re not snuffing some farmer who’s scared shitless.”

“They blow away Hanley,” Sanchez said, “and we walk? They kill us and we don’t kill them? We should fucking burn his place so it don’t happen again!”

“And put our whole battalion in the shit?” Cruz said. “No. This is over.”

Sanchez raised the hoe high above his head, opened his hips, and swung fiercely. The iron blade buried deep into the earth, and the pole splintered. He hurled the broken handle into the creek.

“This country sucks,” he yelled. “It sucks all to hell!”





Day 1

APRIL 6





1

The Night Watchman

The San Diego courtroom looked as austere as a jail cell. The judge on the raised podium, her graying hair tied back in a bun, was briskly sorting through papers. She habitually settled the guilty pleas in the morning before court opened. A few family members were shifting uncomfortably on narrow wooden benches. Off to one side, the bailiff was shooing the guards to their assigned places. With manacles on his hands and feet, the prisoner in an orange jump suit stood erect, head bowed as though in shame. He was solidly built, with a military-style crew cut, a swollen right eye, and bandages across his cheek.

“Mr. Sanchez,” the judge said, “I’ve read the letters written on your behalf. In view of your military service, I have agreed to hear from your former commanding officer.”

She gestured at the Marine sitting in the front bench. Captain Diego Cruz got to his feet, his broad chest stretching the seams of his crisp khaki shirt with four rows of colored ribbons. His eyes seemed strangely soft in a face stern and unyielding.

“Captain, Mr. Sanchez pleaded guilty,” the judge said. “And he has three prior convictions, all drug related.”

She held up a few handwritten letters.

“What can you add to these appeals?” she said.

“Sanchez fell apart, Your Honor,” Cruz said. “He didn’t intend to harm anyone, only himself.”

The judge had expected to hear a booming voice, but Cruz spoke with a high-pitched, lilting cadence. Surprised, she shook her head as she looked down at her papers.

“He drunkenly stormed into a 7-Eleven with a rifle,” she said, “and opened fire! Life imprisonment is the guideline for attempted murder.”

The public defender who had requested Cruz’s presence had warned him to be brief. The judge had a full docket and a brusque manner.

“Your Honor,” Cruz said, “he fired into the ceiling. I think he wanted the police to kill him. I’ve seen Sanchez make a head shot at five hundred meters. If he wanted to smoke someone, he would’ve done it.”

“He’s misguided?” she said. “The war made him do it? That’s the excuse you’re offering?”

Cruz hesitated to find the right words.

“No, Sanchez deserves punishment,” he said. “He got sick of his life and dove off the deep end. But when he was in my platoon, he obeyed orders, didn’t flinch, and took care of his brothers. He’s not a punk criminal.”

The judge looked at him quizzically.

“Not a criminal?” she said. “We’re in San Diego, Captain, not on some battlefield. The past has no bearing on his actions.”

Cruz felt the anger surge inside him like an electric current. How do you know? he thought. You weren’t out there. He almost blurted it out. Then he thought of Jenny’s warnings and amended his reply.

“Sanchez came home carrying a heavy load, Your Honor,” he said quietly. “He hasn’t cut it loose.”

The judge leaned forward to appraise his hard face. Cruz returned her stare without blinking.

“In your laconic way, Captain,” she said, “I believe you’re telling me something.”
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AFTER LEAVING THE COURTROOM, Cruz drove to the Marine Corps Recruit Depot near the downtown airport. On the enormous grinder, a 180-man company of trim recruits was marching past the reviewing stands to the cheers of their proud parents. The band was playing John Philip Sousa’s “Pass In Review,” the snappy tune echoing off the stucco walls of the beige Spanish-style buildings with their domed walkways and terra-cotta roofs.

Unnoticed, Cruz stood behind a group of captains watching the ceremony. Two years ago, he had been a series officer training recruits like those he was now watching. He had loved that job, supervising the drill instructors who in thirteen arduous weeks turned green teenagers into fledgling Marines. Then last year, he was assigned to the admin staff, where his discomfit with paperwork and lack of proper syntax became all too evident. On his fitness report, he was rated “average,” a failing grade.

The list for promotion to major had been posted on the internet last night. Of the five captains eligible for promotion, four had been picked up. Cruz was the one left off the list. Despite his Bronze Star and Purple Heart, he would remain a captain, to be reevaluated next year.

When the parade ended, the other captains turned around to greet him with the usual smattering of “bros,” quick pats on the shoulder, and a few knuckle-knocks to celebrate having the rest of the day off. Cruz mumbled short replies and forced a halfway grin that looked like it was chiseled in stone. For a few minutes, they stood around awkwardly, none wanting to bring up the subject.

“I better hit the books,” Cruz finally said. “I got an afternoon class.”

He walked away, feeling isolated and alone, shut off from friends who were now his superiors. His work schedule allowed flextime to work on his master’s at San Diego State. He liked the art appreciation class. Maybe that would distract him.

When he arrived at the classroom, he sat in his usual seat in the rear tier. The professor was clicking through the Impressionist Period. The screen showed a painting of two women strolling through a field of blazing scarlet flowers under an azure sky.

“Notice,” the professor said, “how the sky sheds light upon the poppies.”

Cruz slightly shook his head just as the professor happened to look in his direction. He rarely spoke in class, and she remembered his name only because on each Friday he wore his uniform.

“Mr. Cruz,” she said, “you disapprove of Monet?”

Surprised, Cruz blurted out what he had been thinking.

“I didn’t know,” he said, “there were corn poppies in France.”

“Corn?”

“Imitation. The petals on real poppies have softer shades,” he said. “Their sap looks like fried bacon or cow dung. Monet wouldn’t paint that.”

A few in the class snickered. Caught off guard, the professor responded defensively.

“Monet lived in Paris, Mr. Cruz,” she said, “not in some Third World country. Your reference to fauna is not relevant,”

With a wave of her hand, she clicked on the next slide.

Not relevant, Cruz thought. Meaning you think I’m out of place in your classroom. You’re right. Damned if I know anymore where I belong.
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FOLLOWING CLASS, CRUZ PICKED UP his four-year-old, Josh, at the prekindergarten school on base and drove through a quiet neighborhood to his neat bungalow. Josh was strapped in the infant seat in the back, and Cruz absentmindedly mumbled a few replies to his son’s perky questions. When he lifted Josh to the ground, his son clung to his leg. Surprised, Cruz looked down.

“Daddy’s sad,” Josh said.

Cruz dropped to one knee, hiding his tears as he hugged his son. I haven’t taken care of you, he thought. I didn’t make the grade.

“No, no,” he said. “Daddy’s not sad. Now let’s get you into the pool!”

Soon, Josh was splashing merrily in the rubber wading pool in the backyard. Cruz sat in a beach chair, tapping a beer bottle against his front teeth, trying not to drink or think. He forced his mind to remain blank. Around five, Navy Lieutenant Jennifer Cruz arrived home from the nearby naval base at Point Mugu. After she changed out of her uniform, they sat in the backyard sipping beers.

“Add any names to the list?” Cruz said.

“Yep,” Jennifer said. “One O’Brien and a John Smith.”

It was their standard joke. Jennifer ran an intel team on the 3rd Fleet staff, providing a threat folder for each ship sailing to the Gulf. The Secretary of the Navy, a defeated governor, had criticized the folders as racial profiling, composed of only Muslim names. Since then, every folder included a few Caucasians, selected randomly from the FBI Most Wanted list.

Cruz nodded in a distracted way.

“Why the glum face?” she asked. “How’d court go?”

“Sanchez got seven years.” he said. “The public defender said that was light.”

“Did you mention the phone calls?” she said. “You’ve tried to settle him down, what, eight or ten times?”

“That was between Sanchez and me,” Cruz said. “The 7-Eleven stunt was different. I did tell the judge he was mission reliable.”

She looked down at her hands before speaking carefully.

“We’re back to that again?” she said. “You have to stop comparing everything to performance in the field. You put people off.”

That isn’t the half of it, Cruz thought. All day he had been mulling how to tell her he’d been passed over. When he didn’t respond, Jennifer gently kicked at his foot.

“Earth calling Silent Sam,” she said. “Anyone home up there?”

He smiled a grimace and didn’t answer.

“OK, next question,” she said. “How’d class go?”

“I told the professor that Monet didn’t paint real poppies” he said. “That irritated her.”

Jennifer drew in a breath.

“In one day, you’ve angered a judge and a teacher. That’s above quota, even for you. But stop brooding. Cheer up! You’re taking Josh and me to the beach tomorrow, and we have that barbeque on Sunday.”

Having played on the women’s soccer team at Cal State, Jennifer shared Cruz’s compulsion to stay in shape. By far the better long-distance runner, she chattered merrily on their weekend ten-mile runs as Cruz plodded along, adding an occasional “uh-huh.” Where she was bubbly, he was terse. Small talk didn’t come easily to him, and she organized their social life.

Jennifer was self-confident and Josh was a joy. Cruz felt he was the miserable failure. As he was brooding, his cell phone rang. Seeing the number came from on base, he answered formally.

“Captain Cruz.”

“Cruz, Inchon Six here,” Lieutenant General Paul Killian said. “I have a bit of problem you might help with.”

Cruz walked inside to take notes. Inchon Six had been Killian’s radio call sign in Afghanistan. Back then, he had accompanied Cruz on several patrols. In the five years since, Cruz had spoken to Killian only a few times at review parades. Now the general was the Marine deputy commander at the Central Command, with headquarters in Tampa, Florida. On the phone, his manner was still preemptory.

“Standing by to copy, sir,” he said.

“I’m sending an artillery battery back into Helmand,” Killian said. “A temporary op. The security platoon commander has come down with an appendicitis, and I’d like you to replace him.”

Cruz felt he’d been punched in the gut. He was a captain, yet the general wanted him to take a lieutenant’s job. A platoon? He’d done that twice. He blurted out his hurt.

“A security platoon, sir?” he said in a strained voice. “You want me to babysit arty tubes? Check the wire twice a day?”

“Captain, take a deep breath and listen,” Killian said in very much a general’s voice. “I saw the major’s list. In my opinion, you slipped on a banana peel. You’re not cut out for admin duty. Now open your ears. Commanding this platoon puts distance between you and that fitrep. Once you’re evaluated in your natural environment, you’ll make major. Are you clear on what I’m offering?”

Cruz calmed down and gathered himself. All he had to do was check guard posts and he’d be rated “Outstanding.” It might look absurd—being rated first in a field of one—but it would help with the next promotion board. Killian was extending a lifeline.

“I understand, sir,” he said.

“Took you long enough to get the message,” Killian said crisply. “And stow that talk about babysitting. Hell, I’m stuck in the Pentagon doing liaison work for this op. At least you’ll get your boots dirty. Are you in?”

“When, sir?” Cruz said.

“That’s a slight problem,” Killian said. “It’s wheels-up in twelve hours. Not much time. Want to talk to your wife and call me back?”

Cruz didn’t hesitate. This was his way out.

“I’d be glad to take the platoon, sir.”

“Good. Take this down and get your ass in gear.”

After writing down the details, Cruz hung up and walked outside. Jennifer, her back to him, was wrapping Josh in a towel. She didn’t say a word.

“I’m making a short hop to Helmand,” he said apologetically. “The general…”

She whirled around and cut him off.

“Helmand! That horrid place?” she said. “The general calls and all of a sudden our lives change? You’re shipping off again, thinking only of yourself? We were sitting right here and you never even looked at us. What’s the matter with you?”

She was trembling with anger, and Josh had buried his head against her legs.

“It’s not a real deployment,” he said, “only a week of checking lines for an arty battery.”

Jennifer flared up.

“Do you know how absurd that sounds?” she said. “You’re going over with artillery, and you expect me to believe there’ll be no trauma? Something happens every damn time.”

The prior deployments had taken their toll on her, the calls from the command centers, the vales of tears, and the trips to Balboa Hospital where those with missing limbs comforted those who came to console them.

“Someone has to take care of those kids,” Cruz said. “I doubt any of them have been there before.”

Cruz knew how flimsy that sounded. Jennifer wasn’t buying it.

“The troops? Weren’t four deployments enough? I thought that was behind you. What about Josh and me and…”

She almost let it slip that she was pregnant. She stopped talking, determined not to heap on guilt. Her husband had to make up his own mind.

Cruz felt penned in, his thoughts churning. It was stupid to tell Killian yes before talking it through with Jenny. Fuck, he thought. I’ve messed up royally.

“You’re right, babe,” he said. “I was selfish. I’ll tell the general no.”

Jennifer studied his square, stoic face.

“I don’t mean to whine,” she said. “Before you call, look me in the eye and tell me why you said yes in the first place.”

Cruz looked down at the floor for a few seconds.

“Hey, buster,” Jennifer said, “don’t wimp out. I’m waiting for your answer.”

Cruz let his hurt burst out.

“I’m a thirty-four-year-old captain,” he said, “prior enlisted, a mustang with a state college degree. You know I hate my job on the admin staff.”

Jennifer smiled wryly.

“So you were flattered the general called?”

Cruz nodded.

“He was out there with me,” he said. “So yeah, I felt good he called.”

“At last, the truth,” she said softly. “It’s an ego trip.”

Her disappointment in him hit home. Cruz let his depression burst to the surface.

“The truth is we’re not fighting anymore and I’m not needed. In a few years I’ll be lucky to teach Spanish in some high school.”

Jennifer drew back in disbelief.

“You’re twenty years beyond that,” she said. “You didn’t learn English until you were ten, and now you’re working on your MA. You don’t speak Spanish even to Josh. People say your diction’s more from Boston than Bogota. The Marine Corps is your career. What’s gotten into you?”

Cruz wanted to crawl inside himself and disappear. He drew a breath and let it out, the words strangling him.

“The list for major was posted. I didn’t make it.”

Jennifer stood still for a moment. Then she reached out, tears welling in her eyes.

“Oh, baby, I’m so sorry. You worked so hard. This is absolutely unfair. No wonder you’re upset! There has to be a mistake.”

Cruz shook his head.

“I suck at admin,” he said. “Colonel Tobin counseled me about it. I didn’t tell you.”

Jenny flared into full defense mood.

“Tobin has the IQ of a file cabinet,” she said. “He wouldn’t hack it on my staff.”

“He signed my last fitness report,” Cruz said. “I’m the one who didn’t hack it.”

He felt deflated. He’d let down Jenny and Josh, but didn’t want to lose them. He’d call the general and say no. As he picked up his cell phone, Jennifer touched his arm.

“The general called to help? That’s what this is all about, isn’t it?”

Cruz thought back on Killian’s words.

“He did say the deployment would be a plus,” Cruz said. “But I should’ve talked it over with you. Forget I mentioned it. I’m not going.”

Jennifer dabbed at her eyes and tried to smile.

“Put that phone away,” she said. “I want you to go. It’s a chance to show what you’re good at. But honey, you have to improve your technique for telling people bad news. Now give me a hug. And, I expect a tasteful present by way of apology.”

As she buried her face into his chest, Josh mimicked the gesture by wrapping his arms around Cruz’s knee. Cruz felt a sense of relief and a tinge of hope. The general had handed him a mission he could perform in his sleep.

“This op’s so short,” he said, “that I’ll be back before I’m gone.”

Jennifer picked up Josh and hugged him tight. She knew no deployment was ever short. Some like Sanchez would come back messed up. They’d call late at night, drunk or high, and Cruz would try to straighten them out. She shook it off.

“No wild stuff over there,” she said. “You’ve had your wars. Don’t try to impress anyone. Promise there’ll be no last hoorah. Remember what really counts. We need you back.”

“No pain on this op, Jen,” Cruz said. “My job is to make sure the sentries stay awake. I’m just the night watchman.”
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Mission Approval

Secretary of Defense Michael Towns had a few minutes to reflect during the short drive to the White House. Eight months into the top job at the Pentagon, he still couldn’t predict what President Dinard would do next. The only habit of POTUS was no habit. A creature of impulse, he agreed one day and reversed direction the next. This was the third time Towns thought this decision was firm, only to be summoned at the last minute. Glancing at his talking points, he could think of nothing new to add. This meeting seemed gratuitous; a short phone call would have sufficed.

When he entered the Situation Room in in the basement level of the West Wing, he was again struck by its tiny size. Over the terms of seven presidents, the room had never been enlarged. That a dozen principals had to squeeze around the rectangular mahogany table gave intimacy to discussions among the most powerful persons in the world. On this breezy April afternoon, there was ample room because President Paul Thomas Dinard liked small, short business meetings.

Only the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the National Security Advisor were waiting. Towns had barely exchanged pleasantries when POTUS walked in. Gesturing for them to remain sitting, he theatrically strode to the electronic screen showing a large map of Afghanistan. A blue symbol near the bottom of the map was blinking on and off.

“That’s Helmand Province?” he said. “It looks like the end of the earth. You sure about this, Professor?”

Towns disliked the title. While his PhD in astrophysics from MIT impressed POTUS, Towns took pride in how he had built a world-class company specializing in miniature satellites. Before every launch, he ensured that two separate teams had examined the risks. Although he hadn’t served in the military, he had double-checked this operation in the same thorough manner. If he showed the slightest hesitation, POTUS would cancel the operation.

“The Taliban are close to capturing the provincial capital, sir,” he said. “The task force can prevent that.”

The president sat down at the head of the table and pressed his fingertips together.

“Our country beat the coronarvirus in nine months,” he said. “That was tough, but I got it done. You Pentagon guys have been stuck in Afghanistan for twenty years! What’s this going to cost me?”

Dinard saw himself as the CEO of the world’s largest business. In his mind, the federal budget was his budget.

“Our request for Afghanistan is seventy-five billion,” Towns said. “The task force doesn’t cost extra. I’m testifying before the Senate tomorrow.”

“Don’t give those pricks an opening,” Dinard said.

By long-standing tradition, the Pentagon avoided domestic politics. Unlike other cabinet members, the Secretary of Defense did not participate in political campaigns. Dinard resented that. He couldn’t understand why the generals didn’t openly support him. The troops were the opposite. They loved it when he visited, flocking around him to take selfies, laughing at his quips. Hell, he thought, the brass should take a lesson from the troops, God bless ’em!

He waited several seconds, determined to elicit some token of loyalty from his Secretary of Defense. Finally, Towns nodded in agreement.

“I’ll be careful, sir,” Towns said.

Satisfied Towns was in line, Dinard looked down at his briefing notes. Tapping the paper for emphasis, he pointed at Admiral Bernard Michaels, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

“Admiral, you sure we have to send troops?” he said. “We can’t just bomb the bastards?”

The trim four-star, sitting erect in his uniform with six rows of campaign ribbons and no combat experience, was an accomplished bureaucrat, thoughtful, reserved, and confident. He rarely smiled and spoke as solemnly as a prophet. His staff referred to him as Moses. He’d been over this ground in two previous meetings and kept his reply short.

“I’ve checked with our commanders, sir,” Michaels said. “Air support is too episodic. Artillery will provide the Afghan soldiers with covering fire twenty-four hours a day. They won’t get to the provincial capital without it.”

Towns sensed an opening to appeal to the president’s vanity.

“Sir, the Taliban promised to reduce the violence. Instead, they’re trying to capture a major city. They’re breaking the deal they cut with you.”

“You see it that way, Security Advisor?” Dinard said.

The National Security Advisor, sitting in a wingback chair, bobbed his head. An extroverted retired Air Force officer of enormous girth and bellowing laugh, Richard Armsted had parlayed his bonhomie into a mega lobbying firm before joining the administration. He possessed a courtesan’s sense of flattery, effortlessly adjusting to Dinard’s erratic moods. To keep him in his place, Dinard called him “Security Advisor.” Armsted was the third to have that title.

“You’re right to teach the Taliban a lesson, Mr. President,” Armsted said.

Pleased to be judged correct, Dinard turned to Towns.

“OK, Professor, but don’t get sucked in deeper,” Dinard said.

Towns nodded. As Secretary of Defense, he saw his job as preparing for the high tech wars sure to come in the 21st century. His task was to wean the services off vestigial habits, like building aircraft carriers that could be sunk by cheap drones. To Towns, Islamist crazies were not the main enemy. Afghanistan was a tiny part of the Pentagon’s budget.

“We’re sending a small force, Mr. President,” Towns said, “with a strictly limited mission, the same as we’re doing in Syria and Africa.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t go south,” Armsted rumbled in a voice sounding like a trombone.

His tone put Towns on guard. POTUS didn’t touch liquor, but did imbibe pleasure in pitting his appointees against each other. As National Security Advisor, Armsted popped in and out of the Oval Office several times a day, rarely providing Towns with any feedback.

“You know something we don’t?” Towns said.

“Helmand’s a long way from anywhere, that’s all,” Armsted said. “Not to be a nitpicker, Admiral, but to open that road to the capital, what’s the distance?”

“Twenty miles,” Michaels said.

“That’s not much,” Armsted said. “That should take less than a week, right? I mean, even Afghan soldiers can walk three miles a day. Hell, I do that on the treadmill in an hour.”

The gratuitous remark seemed deliberately challenging. Towns tried to deflect it.

“We don’t place a time limit on our objective,” he snapped. “The enemy gets a vote.”

The press lauded Towns for his epigrams, but their pedantry irritated POTUS. He leaned forward, assuming the scowl that had delighted his reality TV audiences. It was time to deliver a hard business truth.

“Professor,” Dinard said, “I need a number, not a philosophy.”

Towns flushed, but knew better than to reply. Dinard turned to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs.

“Admiral, before I agree to a project, my engineers give me a completion date,” he said. “What’s yours?”

Admiral Michaels tried to balance his answer.

“A week seems reasonble, sir,” he said. “But as the Secretary said, we shouldn’t limit…”

Dinard cut him off with a thumbs-up gesture. Here was something concrete to grasp.

“Excellent!” he beamed. “Get it done. One week!”

POTUS extended his arms, dispensing a farewell benediction. Armsted bobbed in agreement, his massive frame shaking the sturdy Doyle chair. The meeting was over. Towns walked out sensing that more than one deal had just been struck. POTUS had the maddening habit of disapproving while approving. Dinard had agreed to launch the mission, and then set a deadline for withdrawal.

Armsted remained behind, waiting silently while Dinard drummed his fingers and scowled.

“Security Advisor, that was good work on your part,” Dinard said. “They’re not going to string me along.”

“I’m sure that’s not their intent, sir,” Armsted said. “It’s the military mindset at work. They believe that conditions on the ground are more important than deadlines.”

“I don’t care what they believe. I want that task force out of there in a week.”





3

The Wild Ox

The tan Toyota Hilux sped down the center of the two-lane dirt road, forcing donkeys, tractors, and worn-out cars to give way. The thick, unkempt black beard of the driver identified him as a mujahideen, an everyday sight in Helmand, a province controlled by the Taliban. His plump passenger with smooth cheeks and a trim beard wore the tightly bound black turban common among mullahs.

“We’ll collect from twenty farms today,” the mujahideen said, “starting with the largest.”

Mullah Khan was tapping the screen of his iPad.

“That will please the shura,” the mullah said. “We’re behind schedule, Zar.”

“Don’t provoke me, Persian,” Zar said. “The shura told me to help you, not to listen to your whining. It’s you who’s working too slowly, not me.”

They passed an abandoned police station, a scruffy, unpainted concrete building surrounded by a decaying dirt berm and a tangle of rusty barbed wire. Near the sagging main gate, the drooping leaves of the marijuana plants begged for water under the hot sun. They rode in truculent silence for several more minutes until Zar’s cell phone rang. He answered with a grunt, listened, and smiled.

Rounding the next bend, Zar saw a van and two motorbikes parked off the road. Two Talibs in Levi’s, T-shirts, and Skechers, with AKs strapped over their shoulders, were rummaging through thin plastic shopping bags. The portly driver stood next to his van, looking at the ground. A woman in a full black burka was squatting in the thin shade of the van. Her husband, wearing work boots and a red-checked turban, stood beside her, clutching the hand of a frightened ten-year-old boy. A few feet away, two young men were kneeling in the dirt, their arms tied behind them.

Zar pulled over and got out. As usual he was wearing a white Western shirt, an affectation that displayed the girth of his chest. Even at a distance, he wanted everyone to recognize the new Taliban chieftain.

“Well done!” he shouted.

The young Talibs smiled and bowed slightly. The Persian looked at the dejected prisoners.

“Do they work for the Baloch?” he said. “Are they buying poppy?”

“Persian, with you everything’s money,” Zar snorted. “No, they’re army deserters.”

He picked up a broken tree branch, walked behind the two men, drew back the stick, and swung down. Thwack! With a gasp, one of the prisoners pitched forward and lay groaning, his face in the dust.

“You’re askars, aren’t you?” Zar shouted. “You defied the Prophet! You are takfir!”

Thwack! Thwack! The long tail of Zar’s turban swayed in rhythm with his strikes. With each blow to his ribs and kidneys, the prisoner screamed.

“We did nothing wrong,” he shrieked. “We sold our bullets to the mujahideen in the market. We want to go home. I am Pashto, like you.”

“Do the other askars want to leave Lashkar?”

The soldier nodded.

“We haven’t been paid in two months,” he said. “The people avoid us.”

Zar kicked the other prisoner once, twice.

“Where were you going?”

“Turerah.”

His voice sounded soft and dull, without hope. Zar could barely understand the word.

“Turerah? That’s Tajik! You don’t even speak Pashto. You’re a puppet paid by Kabul!”

From several kilometers to the north, they heard the deep bark of a PKM machine gun, followed by a sharp explosion. The two Talibs exchanged an excited glance.

“You’ll get your chance,” Zar said. “Soon people will know you fight under Zar.”

Zar’s forehead was indented with an ugly black callous from touching the ground in prayer five times daily for thirty years. He was proud that the scab marked him as a pious man. But while other Taliban gangs were fighting, he had to help this Persian. He felt this assignment from the shura was beneath the dignity a true warrior of Allah. As he tapped his scab, an idea came to him.

He knew the mullahs in the rahbari shura, safe in Pakistan, called him araia unbzat, the Wild Ox. Well, how could he be smart? He’d never been to school. But he was the best wrestler in Helmand. And so what if he couldn’t control his temper? No one insulted him twice.

He dimly connected two ideas. The shura had entrusted the Persian to him. Now he would demonstrate his total dedication to Allah. When the shura saw that, they would appoint him as the emir, the absolute ruler of Helmand.

He strode to his pickup and pulled out his small white battle flag, with its jihadist fealty verse inscribed in black Arabic symbols: “I bear witness that there is no deity other than Allah and that Muhammad is his servant and Messenger.” After smoothing it into a long strip and wrapping it around his head as a bandanna, he gestured at the older of the two Taliban guards.

“In battle, half of victory lies in the enemy’s fear of you,” he said. “Bring over your camera.”

In a baldric slung over his right shoulder, he carried a curved saif with an engraved ebony handle. Zar drew out his sword and held it aloft, the razor edge of the blade glinting.

“Like you, I pray five times each day,” the frightened Pashtun prisoner pleaded. “There is no god but Allah!”

“Ask his mercy,” Zar said, “when you see him.”

He rolled up his sleeves, straddled the soldier, and jerked him up so that his face pointed at the camera.

“Turn on the camera,” he said.

Zar waited until he saw the small red light flick on.

“This is the fate of all takfir,” he shouted. “Allahu Akbar!”

With one powerful slice, Zar slit the prisoner’s throat. As the blood spurted out, he jerked back the severed neck so that the wound gaped open like a second mouth, garish and vermillion. He set to work as he did with a sheep, hacking deeply, snapping the spinal cord and twisting off the severed head. Dropping the body, he smiled wolfishly at Mullah Khan.

“Hey, Persian, you’re related to Tajiks, right?”

Mullah Khan, his face drained of color, struggled to answer.

“I am as Pashtun as you, a Mashwani descended from Umra Khan, the Napoleon of Afghanistan.”

Zar shook his head.

“That was a century ago,” he said. “You fled to Iran. Watch. This is how a Pashtun mujahideen deals with Tajiks.”

Zar reached for the other prisoner, who snarled and lunged forward, trying to head-butt him. Startled, Zar stumbled back, losing his balance. Realizing he looked foolish on camera, he jumped on the prisoner and drove the knife deep into his neck. The blood spurted upward like red water from a fountain. After a few spastic kicks, the Tajik sagged and the stream of blood subsided into a trickle. Zar hacked and hacked at the tendons until a small vertebra snapped. He grabbed an ear to wrest the head free, but it stubbornly clung to the body by a clump of skin. Another backhand slice and the head popped loose.

Zar rose erect, blood-smeared hands raised holding the heads by their hair for a closing frame shot, red rivulets splatting into the dirt. Feeling the thick, rich blood splattered across his face and shirt, Zar sensed—no, he knew—this was his moment. It had been fifteen years since Zarqawi had beheaded an americani in Iraq and ten years since al-Baghdadi had burned alive a Jordanian pilot in Syria. Now the world was witnessing Allah’s protector in Helmand. Zar too would be a legend.

In the background, the Persian stood stock-still, stunned by the savagery. The camera continued to record the scene.

“Behold the wrath of Allah!” Zar yelled. “We drove Alexander the Great from our land, and the Russkis, and the americani! No one can seize Helmand from us!”

Zar threw aside the two heads.

“This is the fate of all invaders!” he said. “The dogs eat them!”

To give time for Zar’s blood lust to subside, the Persian bowed and backed away. He tried to calm himself by estimating the profits he would soon gain. But he felt a deep unease. Why had the shura entrusted $100 million to this blood-soaked illiterate intent on resurrecting a ninth-century caliphate, one dripping head after another?





4

Shakedown

Nantush squatted next to an irrigation ditch, idly poking a stick at goat turds, pushing them downstream toward his neighbor’s melon patch. From inside the compound, he heard his wife yelling at the little ones to herd the cows out to graze. He looked at his fields where the long-stemmed poppy bulbs were bursting open in a profusion of scarlet, pink, white, and purple. His older sons and daughters shuffled past him, fiddling with their cloth poppy sacks and short, sharp knives. He watched as they entered the nearest field and began to lance the side of each egg-shaped bulb.

Every slice was razor thin, deep enough for the sap to ooze out. Over the next few days, the sun would bake the resin into muddy blisters, and the laborers would return to snip off each teardrop of pure black opium. Like thousands of other farmers, Nantush hired nishtgars—migrant laborers who were mostly Taliban. They slept on the ground in makeshift lean-tos, rising each morning to collect the raw opium, one snippet after another. Nantush could see the wisps of their breakfast fires out in the farther fields.

He leaned his back against the hard compound wall of baked mud and straw. In early April, southern Helmand Province was hot but bearable. Despite his torn brown tunic and soiled turban, he looked vaguely like a Western tourist catching the sun’s rays, content in his moment of comfort. He daydreamed of his wealth from this poppy harvest—a color television, a new tractor, and a Honda motorcycle.

He dozed until he heard the whine of a car engine. A tan Hilux was jouncing up the tractor path to his compound. As the pickup braked to a stop, Nantush stumbled forward. He tried to hide his shock when he saw the blood smeared over Zar’s shirt and face.

“Salam alekim,” Zar said more in command than in greeting, “all are blessed who worship Allah.”

“Allahu Akbar,” Nantush stammered. “Zar Mohammad is always welcome at my farm.”

Standing a head taller than Nantush, Zar gazed around benevolently, despite looking like a butcher who had hacked to pieces a panicky goat.

“If I am welcome,” he said, “why did you turn aside my guest yesterday? He traveled far to buy your crop.”

Nantush fidgeted and bowed toward the plump young man wearing soft leather boots and carrying an iPad.

“Yesterday,” Nantush stammered, “we were negotiating…”

“Then continue,” Zar said.

Without a word, the Persian brushed by Nantush, strode into the field, plucked a lanced poppy and squinted at the sap, like a jeweler pricing a diamond. He adjusted his iPad, took a close-up photo of the bud, and snapped pictures of the surrounding fields. He walked back, nodding his approval.

“You’ll have a good harvest, Nantush,” he said, speaking Pashto with an Iranian accent. “Let’s settle on eighty dollars a pound for your poppy. Or do you prefer rupees?”

“The Baloch pays in dollars,” Nantush said.

Zar, his beard matted with blood, bent his head toward Nantush.

“The Baloch is not coming this year,” Zar said. “The Persian is now the buyer.”

The workers had straggled in, some carrying AKs, others unarmed. Their tunics and hands were stained an ugly brown from the opium sap. Including family members of all ages, dozens now formed an outer circle to listen to the haggling. To Zar’s satisfaction, several were whispering on their cell phones. News of the beheadings and of this poppy sale would flash across the district. He ignored the onlookers, rolling his prayer beads as though he were a feudal lord visiting a serf.

The Persian finished tapping his iPad.

“Nantush, you have twenty jeribs?” the Persian said. “I’ll offer sixteen thousand for your harvest. That’s more than the Baloch ever paid.”

Nantush stroked his beard, playing for time. The Baloch from Pakistan had remained during the bad times when the Marines patrolled the Green Zone. Now this Persian had arrived, offering a higher price.

When Nantush did not reply, The Persian tried a different approach.

“All right,” he said, “I’ll give you seven thousand now for half, before you harvest the poppy. I’m taking all the risk. If a haroum ruins your crop, I get no poppy and you keep my money.”

It was a shrewd offer, appealing to every farmer’s instinct to hedge against bad weather. Nantush hesitated. What if this Persian didn’t come back next year? Then the Baloch would refuse to buy his crop.

“Perhaps if we held a jirga…” Nantush said.

That broke it for Zar. No stupid farmer would embarrass him in front of his own fighters.

“A jirga?” he roared. “You don’t need other farmers to decide for you. You are a malik! Others follow you. Sell half or all of your harvest now! Make up your mind! One or the other.”

Nantush stumbled back.

“Half, half,” he stuttered.

The Persian opened a camel-skin valise and pulled out wrapped packets of hundred-dollar bills. With a salesman’s smile, he handed Nantush the money.

“May Allah bless your crop,” he said. “Soon you will be rich.”

A murmur of awe at the size of the cash bundle rippled through the crowd. For a moment, Nantush felt proud. Like his father and the generations before him, he had toiled without complaint throughout his life. None of them, though, had the wealth now visited upon him. Perhaps this Persian, who smelled faintly of perfume, was bringing good fortune.

“Your price is fair, honorable preacher,” Nantush said.

This display of deference ignited the anger in Zar. He, not the dainty foreigner, had arranged this. He deserved the credit. He held out his hand.

“Pay the usher,” he said. “We Taliban protect you.”

Nantush’s good humor drained away.

“How much?”

“Seven percent,” he said. “One thousand dollars.”

Nantush blinked, but he dared not speak. One thousand was 13 percent, twice the usher. Zar could barely add. Perhaps the Persian would correct the error. A few seconds of silence passed.

“Now!” Zar shouted.

Nantush gave him one thousand dollars. Without a word, Zar walked to his pickup, threw the money in the back seat, and got behind the wheel. The Persian hopped into the passenger seat and they drove away.

“That didn’t go well,” the Persian said. “I was hoping to buy Nantush’s whole harvest. Instead, you overcharged him.”

Zar slammed on the brakes and raised his fist.

“Persian, don’t tell me how to deal with my people!” Zar yelled. “This is my province, not yours.”

The frightened Persian blurted out the shahadah to appease him.

“There is no God but Allah,” he stammered, “and Muhammad is his messenger.”
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