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"Incoming!" Lieutenant Taylor shouted.
The screech of 5.56 mm NATO rounds impacted the crags next to our heads. I could feel my nerves starting to come apart like the brittle rock above us. Wasn't too sure everyone heard the lieutenant's warning. He had yelled pretty damn loud - but the explosions were louder.
Then a mortar shell hit. This one closer than the last. Ten yards or so away from our position. Would've blown the helmet off anyone fool enough to have it on unstrapped.
"Everyone all right?" the lieutenant called out. "Okuda? Jenkins? Roberts?" All in fast succession.
"We’re good, sir," Specialist Jenkins called back.
"Okuda? Roberts?" Nothing.
Then, "good here," Sergeant Roberts replied.
Another mortar hit, slamming the Humvee. Great, there goes our ride. Okuda had the rest of the platoon taking cover near the vehicle.
"Sergeant Okuda?!" the lieutenant called out again, this time louder, more imperative.
"Sir, I don’t hear him," I offered as I started to get up, crumbs of fresh dirt falling off me.
"Stay put, Sergeant," he warned. "Pick ya off as soon as you pop your head up." Lieutenant Taylor had been in Afghanistan for over two years. A young West Pointer. Smart, career Army. He was slated to go up a pay grade next month. Fast track to Captain. Not bad for a single guy, no dependents. Unlike me, who had an 'ex' with an appetite for unaffordable LV bags. What was I thinking?
"Roger that, sir. Staying put." I sank back down and tightened up my helmet strap a bit more until it just dug into my neck.
"See if you can get him on the squawker there," he instructed, pointing to our backup transceiver. Sergeant Okuda had the other one, our primary unit. Oaks, as we called him, was our official radioman for the squad.
"REDRUM 3-2, REDRUM 3-1," I called out on the frequency we were designated to use. Nothing.
"REDRUM 3-2, REDRUM 3-1, Oakster, you out there buddy?" A small bit of noise that sounded a little bit like words was mixed in with the static. I had trouble keeping the frequency setting. I lowered the squelch tolerance, letting in more noisy static, but it was necessary to grab the fade out. The newer digital frequency adjusters were crap on these things. The old dials were much better for riding the signal. When sand got in the digital buttons, they'd jam. Progress. Yeah, right.
"Nothing, sir," I reported to the lieutenant.
"Keep trying Brigsy."
I listened, ear to the box, like a doctor to a patient's chest, straining to hear a faint heartbeat. I started to get something.
"We’re all - ," then it cut off. A solid wall of static. Again, something, "Just got the wi - ." He broke off at the end.
"REDRUM 3-2, This is REDRUM 3-1 - say again!" I was really working the gain now.
Without warning a fusillade of rounds, again right over our heads, kicked up rock and threw a mess of dirt directly on top of the lieutenant.
"Son of a...," he uttered, wiping his eyes. We ducked back down again just as it tossed up chunks of shale.
"REDRUM 3-2, say again!"
"We’re okay, dammit!" an angry, yelling Okuda replied. A relief. The lieutenant smiled. Okuda was known to have a cool head among the platoon. To hear him lose his temper was always a treat.
"Got the wind knocked out of us, is all," the sergeant's voice crackled over the speaker.
Lieutenant Taylor wiped the grimy sweat off his forehead with a dirty palm. "I tell ya, sometimes that guy cracks me up."
Suddenly, the radio emitted a low pitch warble. The status indicator blinked red. I jumped at the box again. "Sir, FLASH traffic coming in," I shouted, still looking at the reading indicator. It was an urgent message from HQ.
"Like we’re not busy enough here? What do they want now?"
"Coming in now..." I leaned under a lip of large rock, to cover the sound around me. More screaming rounds of 5.56 skimmed above our heads. I hated that sound. Reminded me of a game arcade and I didn't want that happy memory transformed into something awful. I wished somebody would take those jokers down, already. Not having any luck with the urgent message, I yelled out, without taking my eyes off the set. "I can’t get it. Keeps going in and out."
"Well, keep trying!" commanded Taylor as he wiped more dirt from his eyes.
"Sandsto - ." Cut off. Signal dropped. More static. I pulled my ACU bag over my head, enclosing the radio headset as well. Then hunkered down against the rock like a curled-up beetle. This worked better. Why didn't I do this before?
More M-4 rounds hit the rocks, chipping them off in all directions. One shard hit me in the head and tore the webbing. That hurt. "How did they get our guns?" I yelled through a flap of my make-shift camo cocoon.
"How do I know? From KIA or from some green pricks who forgot 'em out there on night patrol and didn't bother to tell anybody."
"Great!" I half-joked as I buried my head under the synthetic cover again.
More whistled past, some piercing the ground above, punctuating the point. "Goddamn it!" yelled the lieutenant.
"Sir, I got it," poking my head out from under the front of my ACU cover, appearing like some mad, unshaven little red riding hood. When I did so, I immediately noticed it had gotten darker out, considerably darker since I had covered up only minutes before.
"What they’d say?" the lieutenant asked, turning toward me and covering the ear that faced the shooters.
"You’re not gonna like it." More little tan riding hood.
"Everything, I already don't like."
"They want us to send the squads back," I informed him.
"Sounds good to me."
"Yeah, that was the good part. Now the bad part. You gotta pick two guys, three including you, to push westward."
‘West? Are they kidding?"
"West to grid point 1701- F for Foxtrot. K-Base is getting clobbered with sandstorms. Nobody's flying. At grid point, they got Intel - say they need your eyes on it. And soon."
"My eyes? Wonderful." He slumped down in a sitting position, arms folded as rounds clipped the top of the ridge above his head for what seemed like an eternity.
Then, calmly, as fine dirt and sand gently cascaded down on us like flurries only brown, "Brigsy, if anyone ever asks you if you went to school, tell 'em you never graduated first grade."
"I’ll do that, sir," I called out amidst the falling debris.
Still raining dirt, the lieutenant, in a animated voice raised above the noise continued, "Mom said, 'Learn French, Ronny! You'll be able to order at a restaurant!' I say, 'No, mom. I want to learn something exotic!' - Dumb ass, that I am, I choose Persian."
I kept laughing as we both took cover from more rounds that slammed right over our heads. The dirt kept falling.
"Goddamn it!" barked the lieutenant again, as we both hunkered down as low as we could, earth falling all over us, non-stop. I couldn't see much anymore beside the waterfall of earth and I thought I heard the distinctive sound of a CH-47 Chinook, rotors straining to cut through the air, pass in the distance. In trouble, I thought. God help those guys. Those things fall like rocks.
Less than an hour later, the firing had completely stopped. It was so quiet, like it never happened. Nightfall was upon us. Mitch had already spotted the shooters, three of them, he said, and watched as they parted off toward the hills. They knew that nighttime was death for them.
"Sergeant. get the rest of the squads in shape to return to base. You, me, and Mitch will remain here."
"Yes, sir." Terrific.
"I’ll go over the maps, while you do that," he added.
I went and briefed the rest of the men and then ensured all their gear was good. Weapons free of sand, NVG and compass working order, GPS active - all good. One guy from Boston even had a cell phone which still had two bars of battery on it. No signal though. That would have been something.
"This is no good," Lieutenant. Taylor mumbled partly to himself, partly to me.
"What’s that?" I crouched down, both of us now looking over the map on the flat ground where the lieutenant was graphing.
"We have to go west, right?" he confirmed.
"Only if we wanna get paid," I joked.
"Then we’re gonna run right into a landmine area."
"That’s on the map?" I asked, a bit surprised.
"No. I got it from some RECONN boys two days ago. They were up in a Kiowa and picked up some locals on the FLIR burying belly bombs out a kilometer or so to our direct west. Best part is, I’m not exactly sure just how far out, either."
"That’s not good news." I thought about it for a second and an idea popped up. "What if we go southwest, to the river, backtrack behind these turkeys out here," I pointed to where Mitch said the snipers had retreated to, "and then loop back?"
"Yeah, that’s what I was thinking, too."
"Will take longer, but it’ll be safer." I smiled, crossing my fingers.
"Yeah, and judging by recent history, that crucial intel that I’m supposed to translate is gonna end up being a dowry list showing which daughter goes with the goats." We both laughed. The lieutenant looked around. "Okay, where’s Mitch?"
"He’s keeping watch." I gestured with my head in the direction of the young corporal. We couldn't see him, but that was good.
"He’s got eyes. If anyone’s coming up on us, I’d hate to be them," added the lieutenant, as he peered out looking for the E-4.
Corporal Mitch Maluski was credited with five kills so far - that were official. He probably had more unrecorded. He took out three suicide bombers in one week. And two others who sprayed a crowded Kandahar shopping market with a SAW off the back of a covered Toyota. Mitch was having coffee at a cafe in the alley nearby when they came through. He grabbed some guy’s motorbike and tore off after the bastards. Oaks saw the whole thing and said Mitch, firing from the speeding bike looked like Toshiro Mifune in Hidden Fortress. He took out the tires and the Land Cruiser flipped - killed both of 'em to death.
"Let Mitch know we’re gonna head out in thirty minutes. So you’ll take over for him in fifteen, I’ll do the last ten. Secure gear and get a quick nap."
"Roger that, sir."
The lieutenant crawled down into the ridge fissure that we were using for extreme cover and fell asleep right away. He knew with Mitch on lookout, and me in charge, I guess, he could relax a bit. I took it as a compliment from the experienced soldier.
I awoke to the lieutenant vigorously shaking my arm.
"Wake up, Brigsy. Time to earn that pay."
"Just another eight or nine hours, sir," I pleaded into the darkness.
"Up and at ‘em, Sarge," chuckled Mitch. I could see him sitting right next to me, as he blew the sand out of his M-14 scope covers.
We moved out and made our trek south - southwest for 2 kilometers, then readjusted hard west straight-on for the next 2.5 to 3 kilometers. We weren’t too sure.
"How we lookin’, Mitch?"
"All quiet on the western front, sir," he joked.
The corporal's distance vision was awesome - like a falcon’s. He grew up in New Hampshire on a farm. Didn’t like to hunt, he told us. But his father was a hunter and his father before him. So he figured he got the good vision from them. We told him, "Mitch, you may not like it, but you’re a hunter now." He didn't like it. But he figured, us or them. We figured the same.
"Shouldn’t be much further and we’ll come upon a big river," said the lieutenant, adding, "It gets nice and narrow up ahead. The tributary flows out of that rise." He pointed to the northwest darkness blotting out the stars on the horizon.
The stars. I had never seen stars like this back in Rantoul, Illinois. Or anywhere. Simply unbelievable. Their brightness. And so many. I couldn’t get over how many you could see with the naked eye. But we didn’t have naked eyes now. We travelled with Night Vision, both on and off. You couldn’t trek fast with NVG, Night Vision Goggles, down over your eyes all the time - you'd get sick. There was no peripheral and lousy depth perception. We had the new generation gear, too. It was the latest, enhanced AN/PSQ-20s, which were much better with that - because they combined thermals and NV, needed much less original light source, and were easier on the eyes. Weighed less, too. Only about 4 pounds. In the 10th Mountain, we were lucky, we got to test gear like this in the field. The only other units to have them already were SF. The old PVS14s were solid gear, but now, not the best. Not by a long shot.
Mitch whistled in a sharp and quick high tone. We all stopped instantly. He lifted his hand, motioned toward our right, northwest, toward the big rise.
I couldn’t see anything. So I looked at the lieutenant. He shook his head. But Mitch saw something. "What?" I whispered.
"Two, maybe three." He paused. "Got a shine off the moon. Hill, mid-level."
The moon wasn’t full, not even close. Less than a quarter moon, I wished I could remember what they called that, waning or waxing. Depended on whether it was coming or going, I guess. But whatever it was doing it showed enough to throw down some light on a reflective surface, like a gun barrel, or scope lens, and shine it our way even if for a brief moment. A brief moment was all Mitch needed to see it and mark it.
He motioned again. This time, go low. No questions. We did.
Laying there, ready, we waited for movement - sound - anything. But what we didn’t want to happen is what suddenly did. The ground around us erupted. Dirt exploded up from gunfire as we tried to dodge the impacts, not knowing which way to go.
"Get back to the riverbed!" Lieutenant Taylor barked as we crouch-ran back and to our left, toward the river we just trekked parallel with. That made sense.
"You see 'em?" I asked Mitch, trying to catch my breath.
"Think so. About half way up the rise," he replied. "Pretty sure there's three. A got a shine from one, then spotted the others nearby and above him." He looked back over at them then back to us. "I’d say they got a crack shot among them," he added whispering, as I stared out at the darkness, trying to see them with my goggles. Nothing.
Crack shot? He wasn’t kidding. Those rounds were almost hits. Only almost, thank God. But from that distance, to get that close on first try, with no check-fire, and no Night Vision is like Tiger Woods hitting a hole-in-one from his balcony at the Hilton, blindfolded.
"What do we do?" I wondered aloud. But I knew the answer, I just didn’t want to know the answer.
"What do you think?" the lieutenant asked rhetorically.
"Wait ‘till help arrives?" I joked. We all laughed.
"Yeah, that sounds good."
"You know I’ve been having trouble with my heights lately," I added, as if talking to my doctor.
"That's against regulations in the 10th Mountain, son," Taylor said in a drill instructor voice. Mitch and I laughed some more. "Yeah, I know your ears aren't tip-top, buddy," now serious, "but we gotta get above those bastards, or we’ll never get out of here alive."
I knew it, we all knew it. But we also knew levity was as much needed as our NVG or weaponry.
"Let’s move," the lieutenant rallied our little group, as he led the way, on his stomach down along the river bed to the sharp bend, which was completely dark of any moonlight. From there, we took a sounding, a good three minutes of silence and no movement at all. Nothing. As I sat there in the silence, I thought again about how we were a good team together, the three of us. I was lucky to have those two not just as fellow soldiers doing a job, but friends and buddies who would look after me as I surely would them. Laying there in the dark, silent, with the stars above and prone on the good earth, i realized it was actually pretty nice feeling. Well, it would've been if not for being shot at, scoped by a sniper and these damn heights. I just didn’t like these heights, wearing the goggles, especially.
Okay, the signal. Move. We went up and over the side quickly, along the slight crest that led off to the big rise to our right. We climbed up higher and higher, keeping in sight at all times the location where the shooters had been, and still were hopefully. I started to feel dizzy. These ears of mine. The doctor at the base clinic back in Kandahar said I had an inner ear infection and instructed me to get plenty of rest and avoid dry air and loud noises. Boy, that guy. Great sense of humor. But now, it was at least quiet - still no talking. But I had to stop again. So, I motioned for a rest.
The lieutenant signaled affirmative and we all took five as I removed the NV and got my bearings. The goggles did strange things to your depth perception. You could see really well in darkness. But the distance to things was misleading and the tunnel vision you experienced was like watching an old nature show on a black and white TV through a bright green fish tank - and with a hangover.
That was quick. Rest time now over, we moved off again. Up further and further, we made the crest. Now, down below us, we figured, should be where our friends are hanging out. Mitch readied his M-14 EBR and moved off ahead. Very low. Silent. It would be his job. That, no one disagreed on. Not even him, though I knew he would if he could.
The lieutenant and I were to keep watch on his flanks. It was our routine. You never knew if there were more out there. There usually were, too. So, you had to assume it. And when there were, they were at different levels, never at the same height or ridge. Sometimes they even popped out of a cave above you. This country was one big anthill, the lieutenant often joked.
Then, after a minute, one - two spits. One more. Then, finally a fourth. Light, pops, like tapping your finger against a window pane. Silenced rounds. It was good we had screwed on the suppressors earlier. The night advantage was gone if the enemy could see a muzzle flash, let alone hear the crack of Mitch's M-14, or one of our M-4s, also not the quietest weapons in the world.
The corporal came back up in a low crouch holding something. He was up on us so quietly we barely saw him until he was right in front of us.
"Yup, three of ‘em," Mitch reported. He was carrying a long barrel, one of the ancient Afghani rifles the old timers used. They kept these things in working order forever.
One look at it, and I couldn't believe it. "Hard sights? Holy shit," I swore, realizing the shooter must have been a bat or a phantom.
"You got that right, Sarge. No glass. That man had eyes in his head."
"But not as good as yours, Corporal, " said Lieutenant Taylor.
"I think better, sir," said Mitch as he crouched down facing us. "Took out his buddies, fine. But our shooter, well, he saw me and ran. Dropped this where he was." He held out the antique gun. We could all see that it didn't even have any kind of bipod or other leveling device to keep it steady.
"That's a relic." Then it hit me. "Shit, now we gotta go get him." I stood up looking out into the darkness.
"No way," injected the lieutenant. "He’s in some cave by now. We’ll never find him. He’s harmless. He no longer has his weapon," patting Mitch on the back as he stood up from our little circle.
"Right. We do...don’t we?" I half joked looking over my shoulder at the lieutenant.
"Let’s hope so, Sarge," joked Mitch under his breath, throwing me a wink as he got up, looping the strap of the old gun over his shoulder. Souvenir.
We moved on, along the top of the rise, but not directly on top, of course. That would make us easy targets, silhouetted even against a night sky. Mitch out front, me in the middle, Taylor rear, alternating off center. Standard.
I looked up. The sky above was breathtaking. So many bright lights. "Guys, look up!"
"Yeah, it's something, isn't it?" remarked the lieutenant. "They got a real nice sky here."
We were all looking up when suddenly a shooting star, or a meteor or something big flashed across the whole sky. It lit up the heavens like a giant flare or a rocket on the Fourth of July.
"Christ! You see that?"
"See what?" said Taylor, his reply immediately breaking us all up.
"How could we not, Sarge?" Mitch added, looking back at me briefly.
"Boy, that was cool," I confessed. "Make a wish, everybody."
"Already there."
"Oh, yeah? What'd you wish, Mitch?"
"Well, I better keep it secret. You know how these wishes don't come true if you say them out loud."
"Nah, that's for pullin' wishbones," I mocked. "What'd you wish, Lieutenant?" I asked, glancing back.
"I wished for an end to this war. No secret there," he grinned. "How about you?"
"I wished for...oh shit, I forgot to make a wish!" I confessed. "Is it too late now?"
"It's never too late to make a wish," Taylor answered.
"That's right, Sarge. Never too late," Mitch added.
We had been riding the crest for an hour or so when the lieutenant instructed, "Drop a knee. Take five."
We pulled off our gear with pleasure. I removed my helmet, as did both the lieutenant and the corporal. It was real good to get that weight off. My neck was aching bad from the ear infection and the strain of supporting the NVG - they were light, but anything heavier than sunglasses on your head for hours on end is gonna feel heavy - and the constant need to scan right and left. You had to, once again, lousy peripheral with those bug eyes on. Mitch dropped his gear to the ground, too, and walked forward a few feet, looking off toward the darkness of the hills and valleys beyond we couldn't see.
Like a cat, I stretched a real good stretch. "Oh, that feels good," I sighed. "Sir, can we remove our boots? Just for a second?" I already knew the answer.
"Better not."
I turned back again to Corporal Maluski, who had now walked out further in front. He was still facing the hill line with his back to us. Beyond him the night blackness was like a hole in the air.
"You see something, Mitch?" called the lieutenant in a low voice.
He didn't answer.
"Mitch?" I added a little bit louder but still low. Both concerned, Taylor and I got up and walked a couple of feet toward where Mitch was. He was still about twenty feet away when he raised his hand to gesture to us, but we didn’t see any signal, just his hand up - like a scarecrow. We froze.
"Mitch?" the lieutenant sharply whispered. "What do you see?"
Then it came. It was like a train. The sound. Like a train, a screaming locomotive. But out here? My brain didn't register it right away. I looked up and realized there were no more stars. Then suddenly, I realized what it was. We had been told about them, but I never saw one. Then it hit. A powerful gust of wind blasted into us. It was an impossibly strong gale that belonged not here on Earth, but on Mars or some other planet. My eyes instantly filled with sand and dirt.
"Sandstorm!" I heard the lieutenant yell, his voice muffled in the din.
I tried to see Mitch but he quickly became a blur - a scarecrow in a tornado - then he disappeared into the cloud of black blindness. I couldn't see him at all anymore. I turned and looked back behind me, again, away from the unearthly gust and saw the lieutenant go down, hand in front of his face as the sand cloud enveloped him. Our goggles and the rest of the gear were only feet away, but I couldn't find anything in the swirling maelstrom of dirt, sand and rock to help us. We had to wait it out. The worst thing you could do was to try to outrun it. You'd be lost in seconds, and if you fell, you'd be covered up before you knew it. No, stay put, keep together, they told us. These things could be gone in ten minutes or ten days. It was already starting to feel like days, but luckily it was clearing after a few minutes. The night sand storms weren't supposed to last as long as the day ones for some reason. That was good. It was bad enough for me being up here at this height with my ears. But to have all your senses go blank was just too much. Claustrophobic to the max. I started to get nauseous. Before I lost it, luckily, the storm completely subsided - gone as quick as it arrived.
"Mitch?" I called out. "Lieutenant?"
"Where are you Brigsy?" It was the lieutenant.
"I think in front of you, but still can't see so good."
"Don't move. I'll come to you."
I called out again. "Mitch?" In front me I heard something. Then again, but louder.
"I can't see," moaned Mitch a second time.
"Me neither, buddy. Still too thick. Getting better, hang on."
"No. I can't see. I really can't see." His voice was strange.
"Mitch?" I repeated.
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