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Forward
I conceived this novel after I learned of the prosecution -- some say persecution -- of armed services personnel for alleged atrocities in Iraq. These cases followed the humiliation of several Iraqi army prisoners by untrained Army National Guard troops. Although this maltreatment was little more than hazing, it was referred to at the time as torture. However, it was a breakdown in military discipline and the American soldiers were prosecuted and imprisoned.
The first case of outright persecution was a false murder charge against Marine Reserve First Lieutenant Ilario Pantano, which is fully described in his book Warlord: No Better Friend, No Worse Enemy. He was acquitted by a court-martial but only after spending a huge sum for defense attorneys. The most egregious case was that against a Marine battalion, the troops of which allegedly committed mass murder while assaulting insurgents in the Iraqi town of Haditha. All of those charged have been acquitted, but only after financially exhausting trials. Marine leadership fired the battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Jeffrey Chesani by administrative action, forcing him to retire.
About the same time as the charges against the Marines, Army Lieutenant Colonel Allen West (later, Congressman, 22nd District, Florida) was fined and retired for threatening a captured Iraqi -- no matter that the elicited information saved the lives American soldiers who had been captured by the Iraqis. The action by West was very similar to that of then-Commander (later, Rear Admiral) Eugene Fluckey, commanding officer of the submarine USS Barb during World War II. Fluckey drew a pistol to threaten a Japanese prisoner rescued by the Barb to obtain information about a minefield. The threat worked and the Barb avoided the minefield. Later, another American sub was lost in those waters. Fluckey, the recipient of the Medal of Honor and several Navy Crosses, was never prosecuted.
Most recently three US Navy Seals were charged with mistreating a major war criminal that they had captured in Iraq. The Iraqi claimed that the Seals had punched him and bloodied his lip, although he had no witnesses. The Seals were acquitted. Other cases of this type could be cited. Indeed, as I write this forward, 114 soldiers and Marines reside in the federal prison at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. While many, possibly most, of the sentences are legitimate, many others are suspect and need to be investigated by an independent authority.
Finally, any similarity between people, living or dead and the characters in the novel is purely coincidental.
Chapter 1
Congressman Joe Norton, representing the 30th Ohio district, paced back and forth by his window in the Rayburn House Office Building. He could not make a mistake. He had to be sure of the guilt of the Marines in Iraq, those who had committed murder in Qitrit, or at least of a court-martial conviction. That much was essential. His political future depended on it. He rubbed his chin and hoped that the correct resolution of the matter would help him in the polls. He had received rumors that the other Party was touting a retired Army officer. He might be vulnerable.
Norton liked his plush private office with several easy chairs for visitors and potted plants along the side. Flags of the United States and Ohio flanked the desk, a replica of the one in the Oval Office. A small Marine Corps flag was on one side of the desk. Various awards and certificates adorned the walls, the congressman’s Marine Corps commission, his law school diploma, various awards from veterans’, business and labor groups and most important of all, his bronze star citation. He looked down at some papers on the desk. His efforts to obtain back door approval for export of the sensitive high-tech materials to Armstrong LLC had borne fruit. He had suspicions that the destination was not exactly legit but that was not his problem since he didn’t know anything about it, at least anything that was traceable. His reverie was interrupted by his press secretary, “Congressman, the press reps are ready in the outer office,” He noted that his aide was impatient as usual and had already opened the door into his private office.
“Yes, I know. Be with you in a sec.” Norton, a rotund man of late middle age rose from the chair behind his desk, straightened his tie, combed back his shock of gray hair and walked to the outer office. A cacophony of voices greeted him.
“Congressman Norton, is it true that you possess incriminating evidence for murder by Marines in Qitrit?” shouted one of the press people. Others added similar questions.
Norton hesitated. Then, “Yes I do. Cold-blooded murder. It’s the pressure, incredible pressure. The Marines and soldiers are being pressured like you can’t believe. Far worse than when I was in Vietnam. I have evidence – I’m not yet prepared to say what yet - from a source in Iraq that appears irrefutable. To me, their guilt is established and court-martial verdicts will reflect the evidence. Yes, they have to be tried and then we’ll show how the justice works out.”
“Have you consulted the Pentagon yet? What about ‘guilty until proven innocent’?” one of them asked. “And is there any truth in the rumor that one of the Marines may receive the Medal of Honor?”
He was immediately silenced by one of his colleagues, Al Schoen, a reporter for the Gotham News, “Look, Tom, I’m sure the Congressman is certain of his facts, otherwise we wouldn’t be here.”
“First, to the last questioner, thank you for your support. No, I wouldn’t make an unfounded accusation, especially against my fellow Marines. Now, in answer to the question about the Pentagon, not yet, but I will be seeing the Marine Corps Commandant and legal counsel soon. To repeat, the evidence in my possession establishes the guilt. Beyond a doubt. As for awarding an MOH, I know nothing about that,” Norton replied.
“Can we quote you, or is this off the record?” asked one of the representatives from the Capital News. Then, “How does the Iraq situation compare with Vietnam? I know that you were awarded a bronze star for your service there.”
Norton thought for a moment. Then, realizing that he must be careful in front of the press, “Off the record? Yes, we better keep it off the record for the moment. As for Vietnam, yes the pressure is much greater than in Vietnam. Not even comparable. Now, if you will excuse me, I have to catch a plane back to my district veterans’ convention this evening.” Norton turned toward his office door, signifying the end of the conference. Once behind his desk, he pondered about his comment about incriminating evidence. Could he be held for liable if the word got out and the evidence collapsed? No, he was safe since it was uttered in his office on Capitol Hill and thus protected. Still, he would have to exercise care. Then he thought back to those days in Vietnam when he had served as a captain in a joint intelligence unit in Saigon. Immediately after he applied for return to active duty in the Marines he received orders to First Marine Division headquarters. That meant going into the field and he had no stomach for that. A political connection got him a change of orders to the joint intelligence staff and eventually a bronze star. Not that he had ever done anything to earn it, but it was one more notch in his ticket into politics when he returned home the following year.
Opposition to the war had grown and with it his opportunities to extend his position in the Party had suddenly increased. It was up to him to make the most of it. Norton’s thoughts turned to the veterans’ convention. Another chore that he couldn’t avoid. It would be much better if he were speaking to a group that would raise real dollars for his reelection. Like that outfit doing business in the Middle East. Yes, Armstrong LLC. He would have to tap them again for a major contribution to counter some unfavorable publicity from one of his other dealings. Some his thoughts were broken by his press secretary.
“Mr. Norton, your flight will leave shortly. Your car is waiting to take you to Reagan International.”
“Thank you, I’m on my way.”
* * *
Norton entered the convention hall attended by one of his aides. Although he had been there numerous times, he still thought it a rather unsuitable venue for important visitors such as himself. It was much too plain, with the usual collapsible chairs lined up like soldiers in ranks. Still, he would have to accept it. Veteran support had been essential to his candidacy and reelection.
The president of the state commandery ran over to greet him. He grasped both of Norton’s hands in his. “Welcome Congressman Norton. We are so thankful that you could fit us into your busy schedule.”
Norton duly noted the man’s obsequious attitude. It was, after all, his, Norton’s due. “Glad to help our veterans,” he replied. “I’m a Vietnam veteran myself, you know. Marines, 1968.”
“Yes we do, Mr. Norton. Bronze star, I believe. We’re looking forward to your address this evening. I don’t want to ask anything out of turn, but how is the veterans’ legislation going?” Joe Norton was reminded of the state president’s considerable opposition in his run for reelection to his office and had staked his campaign on his relations with Norton, the principal sponsor of the legislation.
“Unfortunately, it has bogged down in committee, but I believe I can spring it loose. I’m working on getting more sponsors.” The congressman mused that he had not put that much effort into it, but it was all in the perception. After all, that was what politics was about. And it was about pork. Some pork was available in veterans’ issues, but it was not like highway funds or subsidies for the local farmers and businesses. Still, he had to stroke the local vets. Without them, he was dead meat at the next election. He was cut short.
“Congressman, I’m informed that we should take our seats for dinner. This way, please,” and the state president led him to the head table.
* * *
“Ladies and gentlemen, it gives me great pleasure to introduce our congressman, our very own Joe Norton.” With that, the veterans’ association president returned to his seat.
“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, fellow veterans. It’s good to be with you again. I feel like I’m home.” Norton continued gently stroking his audience, referring repeatedly to his efforts on ongoing veterans’ legislation. He concluded with “And that sums up what is going on in Washington and what your congressional representative is doing to advance the interests of veterans, especially those who are my constituents. If you have any questions, I will be happy to try to answer them.” Tumultuous applause followed.
The state president stepped over to the podium and took the microphone from Norton. “The congressman will now field a few questions.” Several members of the audience were recognized and their questions addressed.
Then, “Mr. Norton, I have heard that you have accused a squad of Marines of murder in the Iraqi town of Qitrit. May I ask your evidence for it?”
Norton had not expected the question in what was supposed to be a friendly audience and was taken aback for a moment. He would have to find out which member of his staff had leaked. Or maybe it was the press conference. They couldn’t have gotten the story into print this fast. Anyway, it was off the record. Taking his time, Norton replied, “I do have compelling information that several Marines committed murder of more than one innocent Iraqi in that town. It’s the incredible pressure that they are working under, nothing like it in any other war. Beyond that, I’m not at liberty to say more except that, as most of you may know, I’m a Marine myself. Once a Marine, always a Marine. Semper Fi!”
Unlike the ending of his address, this time Norton brought forth only faint applause followed by grumbling and snide remarks about his support, or lack of it, for the troops. The veterans’ state president hastened to reassure him, “Mr. Norton, thanks so much for coming. Your efforts on our behalf are appreciated more than you know. I apologize for the misunderstanding of a few people.”
“Huh,” was the reply. “Some of your folks don’t seem to appreciate the necessity to properly address disciplinary problems, especially when the whole world is watching. That is all part of looking after the interests of veterans. After all, we don’t want our European allies to disrespect us, do we? The good name of America is all important.”
Norton picked up his papers and left the building. Walking out, the thought struck him that what if … What if the Arab who told him of the killings was lying. What if the promised photos were faked? That could be trouble. Still, he thought himself well protected but he had been mistaken once before by the Chinese ‘dealer’ who turned out to be a sting. His sixth sense had warned him on that one and he could rely on it again. His thoughts were interrupted by the chauffeur.
“Mr. Norton, are you ready to leave?”
“Yes, let’s go.”
Chapter 2
“On your feet, Marines! Time to hit the deck. Movin’ out in ten minutes,” Sergeant Ken Carmichael ordered.
He thought about the trouble ahead, more patrols under his belt than he could count. He was confident that his men would be successful again. His officers were professionals, interested in the well-being of the men in their commands and he wouldn’t let them down. He was ready to go but he had to be sure that his men, who had slept in their battle dress, would have all of their gear. He recalled asking his platoon commander to contact battalion for permission to start well before dawn, but the request appeared to have gotten tangled by a bureaucrat somewhere up the chain of command. With pride in his men and in the Corps he watched his marines getting ready.
The first rays of the sun illuminated the marines’ pads and promised another day of one hundred plus temperatures. The marines of third platoon of Fox Company had pitched their tents in the assigned area but some found them too hot for sleeping. Carmichael had allowed them to place their pads outside in the humid air. He had insisted that their gear be stowed in the tents, however. He was thankful for the confidence placed in him by the company and battalion officers who gave him much latitude in taking care of his men.
The sergeant watched the tent outlines grow steadily clearer in the few minutes his men took to make ready. Drab affairs camouflaged in desert colors, the tents were sited in a large clearing with only one building which served as company headquarters. He looked back into his tent for a final check. Then, by instinct he looked for the perimeter sentries. He noted that they were on the job and could see clearly in all directions.
“Sergeant, what’s the drill for today?” Ramos, short and intense, had already showed his eagerness for action, which the sergeant had noted on several occasions. New to the platoon, he was quick to grasp the duties of a fighting US Marine. His acute black eyes were instrumental in his winning the marksmanship award when he graduated from boot camp. Looking closely at Ramos, Carmichael saw that he was already fully dressed, equipped and ready to go.
“Another recon patrol into dangerous territory, Ramos. I know you’ll all be ready,” Carmichael replied. As he patted Ramos’ arm, he remembered that he lacked a briefing on communications. Would it be the operational Tac 1 or some special link? But he had to get the squad going and battalion would surely let him know in the few minutes before departure.
The sergeant assembled the ten man squad and his hospital corpsman outside his tent amidst rubble left from a firefight several days ago. A building nearby had been demolished when insurgents inside launched a grenade attack on troops bivouacked in the vicinity. He glanced at the destruction evidenced by a collapsed wall that fell into the road, exposing several rooms to passersby. Shredded clothing spilled out into the dirt-lined street with potholes.
Just as they made their final preparations to move out, three Humvees drove into view. Sergeant Carmichael waved them to a stop and greeted the lead driver. “We’re ready. What’s your name, Marine?
“Kramer, sergeant,” came back.
“All right, Kramer, we’re ready. Marines, climb in,” Carmichael ordered and climbed into the lead vehicle after the last man was on board. “We just have to wait for our final communications briefing. It should be here any minute.”
While the marines were climbing into the Humvees, the battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Mike Edson, appeared beside Carmichael’s vehicle. The company and platoon commanders, Captain Joe Daugherty and First Lieutenant Craig Gordon, were in tow. Very seldom had the battalion commander appeared with the departure of a squad-strength unit, so Carmichael suspected something out of the ordinary.
“Sergeant, I apologize for the snafu in getting your squad started. The authorizing order was misplaced somewhere far above my grade. Now for your operation, it’s tricky,” Edson said. “Expeditionary force intelligence says the route is probably clear. My sixth sense tells me otherwise. Hence the reconnaissance, which is essential. The objective at the end of your route will be attacked in strength and destroyed later. You have to find the critical points. You have the map. Keep a sharp eye and be prepared to disembark before entering the danger area just before your objective. Take cover when you have to. We just received a warning from an Iraqi informant that trouble is likely. Good luck. I’m sure you can handle it. I wish I could give you better armor protection but the Humvees are the best I have. Both the XO, Major Hall, and the operations officer, Major Williams, send their compliments and best wishes for your safety and success. They’re preparing another operation.”
“Very good, colonel. What about communications? The usual Tac 1?” the sergeant asked.
“I was just about to get to that. No, you will be on Tac 2, the operations network in direct contact with me. Captain Daugherty and Lieutenant Gordon will be with me. Our call sign is Mobilize Delta 6. Yours is a temporary assignment, Fireball 6. Everything clear?”
“Yes sir, it is.”
“Very well, shove off and good luck.”
Carmichael had been briefed on the operation the previous evening, but the appearance of his officers reassured him and now he had his communications link with battalion. He waved a salute and told the driver to start the engine and get moving. The drivers of the other Humvees signaled that they were ready to go. Carmichael recalled his battalion commander’s warning of trouble ahead. but all of the country ahead was hostile.
* * *
The squad reached the first danger point for which Carmichael had received warning. Led by their sergeant, the Marines disembarked and left the Humvees behind. Two vehicles had been blown up the day before and battalion considered it too risky to enter the area except on foot. Carmichael watched the squad spread out so that they covered each other without needing orders from him.
He had instructed them to advance slowly with him on the left flank from where he would direct the action. Again he recalled the warning that intelligence had learned of possible trouble in the area. They had done well, he thought, to leave the unarmored Humvees behind. They could be, and often were, death traps. He saw the possible insurgent hideout directly ahead and he felt his adrenalin pumping. Focus on the objective, he told himself.
Carmichael grabbed his radio handset and keyed the link. “Mobilize Delta 6, this is Fireball 6. We’ve reached the objective. Any further instructions?”
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