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			“Ray McPadden can write. His first novel was named best military novel in 2019. Now he follows it with a combat memoir, We March at Midnight, that should be required reading for every deploying platoon leader. McFadden’s writing is sparse, punchy, and aggressive. He nails the essence of American infantrymen. They are not seeking to understand what brought them to Afghanistan’s endless valleys and Iraq’s endless deserts. They are seeking the enemy. McFadden is unapologetic and unromantic in his depiction of modern combat. The result is a fast-paced account of combat from the point of view of both traditional Army infantry and special operations forces that captures the essence of the few young men that volunteer to fight for us, over and over.”

			Owen West,
former assistant secretary of defense, special operations

			“We March at Midnight is the finest, fiercest account from our recent wars. Bone-clean writing, the author’s ability to capture men or mountains in a phrase, and his rare gift for rendering combat’s confusion clearly serve a uniquely frank account of post-modern (and eternally primitive) war at the torn-flesh level. Far from the crybaby military memoirs ever in vogue, this book presents the fear and the losses but also the exhilaration of the days that count as wins—with the enemy lying dead and comrades unscathed. Above all, this is an honest book from a soldier who has chosen to hide nothing. At his best, McPadden is Hemingway without the bullshit.”

			Ralph Peters,
author of Beyond Terror and Cain at Gettysburg

			“Where most Afghanistan and Iraq memoirists chronicle either the grueling daytime slog of counterinsurgent infantrymen or the nighttime first-person-shooter war of counterterrorist commandos, Ray McPadden writes compellingly and candidly of his experience as a young battlefield leader in the thick of both. Covering the exhaustion of a marathon sixteen-month deployment to Afghanistan’s rugged east, the thrills of shorter, sprint-like tours with the night-raiding 75th Ranger Regim ent, and the guilt and weirdness of life in between, We March at Midnight offers an invaluable account of such key events at the height  of America’s post-9/11 misadventures as the 10th Mountain Division’s plunge into the infamous Korengal valley and the Rangers’ secret hunt for Iranian-backed bombmakers during the Iraq surge.”

			Wesley Morgan,
author of The Hardest Place:
The American Military Adrift in Afghanistan’s Pech Valley

			“Novelist and former US Army Ranger McPadden delivers a raw and intimate memoir of his tours in Iraq and Afghanistan and his struggles with PTSD…McPadden describes firefights and psychological traumas with equal precision, and makes a devastating case that the cost of America’s ‘forever wars’ on its soldiers is too high. This visceral story leaves a mark.”

			Publishers Weekly
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			To my son, Audie. You’ll get it someday.
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			Prologue

			hindu kush range, afghanistan

			spring 2006

			We can’t find the bodies.

			The crater beside me keeps smoking. The stench of diesel fuel hangs. Fifty of us are gathered in darkness along a road carved into a mountain. The names of our dead are whispers. One is Vince Bell, my Ranger buddy. He was the type who always stood up for a handshake. Only in death can we call him Vince. A good infantryman has to die to get his first name back. I’m still Attack 3-6, and I’m pissed at Vince for getting killed.

			I wear night vision and an assault rifle. I chew on what could have happened. A tank mine struck an unarmored ATV. The blast could have vaporized our missing men or daubed them all over the road. More likely they’ve been launched from the vehicle, perhaps landing in the stone village below, where all lanterns and fires were put out quickly after the explosion. No one will be left behind. This is our vow to each other. We’ll rally the cooks and mechanics if we have to. We’ll torch this whole country to find our men.

			Crows scream before winging out of an orchard beside the village. A sergeant emerges from the trees. He leads one of the search teams from Charlie Company. Looking totaled, he walks up to me and says, “Went all the way down. The canal is clear. So is the village.” He gulps from a canteen then stalks into shadows, where he slams his buttstock against a tree, hissing, “They have to be here.”

			The search area must be expanded. Farming terraces loom over the bomb site. Starting at the bottom, we divide into twos and fours and wade into chest-high beanstalks. The terrace levels are all somehow connected, the retaining walls between standing six feet high. No surprise, navigating upward is a goat rope. We swim and tumble, the stalks swishing against us as we forge little paths from level to level. To avoid friendly fire, each search team turns on an infrared strobe. Blinking lights fill the terraces.

			I stall and manufacture ways to get stuck. I want to find Vince, but I do not want to be the one. The search goes on. And on. High above the road, a thirsty ravine slashes through the terraces. Lying among stones at the bottom is Vince. He is broken, flash-cooked. At twenty-five years old, Vince has died in the open air below a beautiful summit in what had once been a beautiful war.

			The search team radios for a litter. Up comes the medic. He slides his arms under Vince’s shoulders and lifts him onto the litter. In full battle rattle, Vince weighs two hundred twenty pounds, so even with a litter, this is going to be sweaty work.

			First, the team straps down the body. A corporal calls, “One, two, three, lift.” With rocks flipping underfoot, the litter team hauls the load up from the ravine and onto the terraces. They shuffle to a terrace lip and set down the litter. They are careful not to abuse the load. It doesn’t matter in a practical sense; just the right thing to do. Two men jump down to the lower level and shoulder the litter, scooting it past the ledge, grunting with the weight on their shoulders.

			The others jump down and take the back half. They shuffle ten feet and do it again. All said, it takes a full squad to get the body down from the terraces. Then, we must find Vince’s rifle. When we are done, the bean crop is ruined.

			This is how we clean up the mess the enemy has made of us. We are infantry. A good unit is tidy. And when Boys get killed, you don’t go to base for a week and cry it out.

			You punch back.
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			Crawl
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			Where a Foot Soldier Belongs

			fort drum, new york

			fall 2005

			I am an infantry officer right out of school, which makes me dangerous. I can make a mess with two-thousand-pound bombs. My first assignment is to report for duty in a battalion just returned from Iraq. They may not fight again for two years. For now, peace and good health are assured.

			But I feel gutshot.

			My whole identity is wrapped up in this job. That’s not saying I wear combat boots to the mall on Saturday or sit for the barber and order the high-and-tight with skunk stripe. And for God’s sake, dinner is at seven, not 1900. What I am saying is there are people in this world who burn to do something noble, who must prove everything to everyone. That’s me. Joining the military didn’t take much thought, was easy in fact. My dad had been a career naval officer. Marine and navy bases were the backdrop of my youth, though I never took to water. When airplanes hit the towers in New York, I could not turn away. Soon after, the first images of the war in Afghanistan jumped right out of the TV. Machine gun–toting soldiers were fighting on a mountain shaped like a fang. One look and I was taken. The infantry called to me. The marines, I was told, had night-vision goggles from Vietnam, so I joined the army.

			Five years of training got me to Fort Drum, New York, home of the 10th Mountain Division. I am expensive, having graduated from a handful of the army’s elite schools and Texas A&M University. I have practiced a lot, in woods and swamp and stinging snow. I’ve rappelled from roaring helicopters. I’ve killed a thousand make-believe bad guys. I am the terror of plastic targets.

			Practice has me weary. I want to be tested. What better way than hunting al-Qaeda? They are easy to demonize, with their werewolf faces and medieval ways. Their god is an angry god. Their beliefs are shit. I want to destroy them.

			I am in division headquarters today, asking to see the colonel in charge of personnel assignments. A cherry lieutenant has probably never tried what I am about to. This is way outside the chain of command.

			I march into the colonel’s office, finding her seated behind a wooden desk. A mountain of paper is stacked in front of her. She glares at me for a moment before scratching her pen across a form. “What?” she snaps.

			“Ma’am, it’s about my orders.”

			She keeps writing, never looking up. “What about your orders? Let me guess, you’ve injured your back. You can’t deploy.”

			“No, it’s the opposite. I belong in Afghanistan. The sooner the better.” I stand with my left shoulder pointed toward her, showcasing the Ranger tab on my woodland camo. I name off the schools I’ve graduated from, five-mile run time is thirty minutes, and so on.

			Every little win in life pours out. I’m ready to spew high school football stats when she puts her pen down and studies me. Drawing a breath, I puff up and hold it at length. She turns to her computer, works the keys, then slides in her chair to the printer before flicking a sheet of paper into my hand, telling me, “Go away.” I read orders saying report to 1-32 Infantry. They will deploy to Afghanistan in four months.

			I speed home, piloting an old Toyota Corolla through the dour facade of Watertown, the community beyond the base. Neon signs flash in the windows of rub-and-tugs run by Korean ladies. I’m drumming the steering wheel while the radio blares. I’m about to break this news to my wife, Elizabeth Vasquez. Our marriage is one month old. We met in high school, both of us fourteen. She was a track star who rolled with the stoner crowd. In her eyes I saw evidence that her Aztec ancestors built skull towers and ripped out human hearts. From the beginning she had me by magnetism. I asked, “Hey, pretty, you wanna go around with me?”

			Now we are twenty-two. We have come here to start our lives together. The housing supply in Watertown is tight, so we live in the upstairs level of a two-story Victorian. The house has flaking lead paint and pink carpeting. The landlord’s mom lives downstairs. Her voice is like doom, from a lifetime of smoking.

			I park on the curb outside the house and ascend the stairs in threes. In the living room, Elizabeth is hammering a nail into the wall, hanging pictures. I wave my sheet of paper banner-like, saying, “Guess what? I’m going to Afghanistan.”

			Elizabeth turns to me. A strained silence passes, during which it appears I will be murdered with a hammer. She turns back to the wall and smashes a nail in. At last she says, “That’s great.”

			“We talked about this.”

			She busies herself with another picture. She knows I want to be in the fight. This is the plan: first a combat tour with big army, then I join the Ranger Regiment to become a parachuting superman. The details of this plan are vague. Largely it is a desire to be something, with little thought given to what might be accomplished as such. This, I suppose, is a common aspiration of youth.

			She levels a picture, turns to me, and grins. “Can I come?”

			“Shit, girl.”

			“I mean . . . I, I don’t know anyone here.”

			“Let’s get a dog.”

			“Really,” she says. “What am I supposed to do?” She pauses and thinks on this. “What am I supposed to do?”

			I say, “When I leave, you don’t have to stay here. Go back home to Texas.”

			“I will,” she says. “How long will you be gone?”

			“A year, more or less. Hey now. Don’t give me that look. What’s a year?”

			I reach for her, but she spins away, saying, “We are off to a great start.”

			She is right to be mad.

			Whatever.

			* * *

			Next week I report to 1-32 Infantry. The battalion is conducting twenty-five-mile foot marches, nighttime machine-gun ranges, and land navigation. All the platoons already have lieutenants. I am excess. Someone must get wounded, dead, or fired before I become a platoon leader; we deploy on March 1, so it shouldn’t take long. With little else to do, the battalion sends me to more training. In Nevada I attend a tracking course, where I learn to hunt men by the prints they leave. Next it’s Wyoming, where I lash supplies to donkeys and mules and lead them through the mountains.

			I return to Fort Drum just in time for the deployment briefing. Platoon by platoon, eight hundred infantrymen file into a cold theater on base. Our battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Cavoli, takes the stage. He has this Napoleonic look about him, and he is God to this pissant lieutenant. I can see Cavoli loves this moment in front of his men. His voice is complete authority.

			“We will fight in the Hindu Kush Range, against the Pashtuns.” Our destiny is Kunar Province, right beside the Pakistan border, where big mountains have no names. The Pech River Valley will be the fulcrum of our combat operations. We are replacing a marine unit that has spilled a lot of blood establishing a presence on the Pech. Every week or so, the marines drive upriver to meet a tribal elder. They share a meal with some old craggy face and talk about building a girls’ school. On their return to base, the marines get blown up and ambushed. Enemy bombs are shaking the whole province. Dinner parties with the locals aren’t fun when it means driving home on Afghanistan’s deadliest road.

			As the enemy wakes from winter and the mountain passes shed their snow, our battalion will take ownership of this patch of the Kush. The larger strategic objective is to secure population centers, big cities. Our unit will push deep into enemy territory, take the war into the enemy’s backyard. By moving the fight to the mountains, we’ll help the new Afghan government solidify its control of cities and major infrastructure. At the tactical level, this strategy means platoons and companies must build outposts deep in the mountains. Each small unit will be isolated. We must be capable of fending for ourselves.

			The mood in the theater is somber. The jaws of war are bloody. We are counting down.

			* * *

			Weekends with Elizabeth are precious. We pretend there is no war, no bloody jaws yet. Watertown is besieged by a blinding winter, just like last winter and the one before and, come to think of it, all winters here for as long as anyone can remember. On the fringe of town is a park with a steep hill where the local kids sled. Elizabeth and I buy a toboggan and head for the hill. At the base we build a ramp. An eight-year-old boy with a dirty smile coaches me on angles. Then Elizabeth and I ascend the hill, mount the toboggan, and bomb down. The ramp sends us airborne. Our crash is a plume of snow and limbs. We repeat. The local kids keep yelling, “Yard sale!” I throw snowballs at them. Soon we are at war. A child army coalesces from the neighborhood beside the park, little groups yelling to each other as they maneuver into position.

			On Monday at work, the battalion commander sees my face and asks, “Who kicked your ass?”

			In late January our medics put on the combat lifesaver course. Everyone who will deploy learns basic medical and surgical tasks. In a darkened barracks room, we practice starting IVs, something I dread, as needles are my secret terror. With an eighteen-gauge needle in my shaking hand, I lance my partner, missing the vein repeatedly then punching through it until the crook of his arm is black and blue. Now his turn. I go into a cold sweat and look elsewhere while he makes carnage of my arm. When we are done, the tile beneath us is slippery with blood.

			The first weekend in February, Elizabeth and I head to a bar in Sackett’s Harbor, a town on the shore of Lake Ontario where infantry go to pretend they aren’t infantry. Booths with vinyl seats line the wall. Old Glory hangs above the liquor bottles. It is like any other bar, except all the customers are military, everyone coming from and going to war. It is easy to distinguish the vets from the newbies. The noobs are easy laughs. They shotgun beers and thump their chests. The vets have a dark look about them, like devils have infected their brains. In this bar veterans and newbies stick to their respective gangs.

			Elizabeth still has the track-star figure, so I rush her past the gangs to an open booth in back. We slide in. Wasting no time, Elizabeth orders three shots. She winces after gulping each one. The countdown is eating at her, I figure, as drink after drink go down her throat. After five shots—or ten—she stops wincing. At midnight she digs in her purse, fishes out black lipstick, and applies liberally. Some is smudged on her teeth. She slurs, “I’m Simone Ragoo.”

			Her booze-induced alter ego has arrived, as expected. Not good.

			She scoots out of the booth and teeters onto her feet. “I need another drink.” She staggers toward the bar and plows into a bevy of vets. She spins off a tall guy wearing red flannel, stumbles, and makes a wobbly recovery, then screams at him to, “Fucking watch out.” She waves her drink around, spilling alcohol on her boots, telling him, “My husband will kick your ass.” Now the flanneled hero is yelling at me to watch my bitch.

			One trait you should know about me is that I am not quick with words. When someone casts a sharp line at me, my typical response is to blush, and only much later do I think up something smart to say. So for lack of a quip, I spring to my feet and attack this man, gathering his flannel in my hands and slinging him sideways. The vet windmills his arms but manages to keep his feet. He grabs hold of my shoulders and tries for a headlock. We jostle into the crowd, knocking down barstools, while onlookers rush in to break us up. It occurs to me I’m in a bar fight and that everyone is watching. I let go of him and raise my palms, saying, “Let’s not.” I grab Elizabeth’s hand. “We’re leaving now.” Elizabeth downs the rest of her drink and slams the glass on a table, then turns to my opponent, now restrained by the coolheaded among us, to say, “Eat shit and die,” which would have taken me two weeks to think of.

			Outside, a blizzard is sweeping in. A streetlamp casts a yellow hoop of light, making the blowing snow look like sawdust. In the parking lot mush, two guys with cropped hair are fighting over someone’s wife. The husband, I gather, is deployed. The two Romeos throw sloppy punches as they roll between parked cars.

			On the way home Elizabeth and I scream at each other like we’ve lost our wits. The screaming goes on until I can’t remember how it started. She escalates to, “I hate you,” which she’s been slinging in fights since we were teens. She wants out of the car. We are doing fifty miles per hour, and she’s fumbling at the door handle, yelling. Another mile and she passes out.

			Arriving home, I clomp up the stairs with her in my arms. I deposit her on the couch and wipe the skift of snow from her hair. “I’m sorry,” I say. She’s out cold with all her clothes on. I pull off her alcohol-wet boots and lie on the pink carpet beneath her. Her gentle snoring is heavenly. In the middle of the night, she wakes up sobbing about me leaving for the war. Afghanistan is a big hiking trip, I tell her. It’s in the bag.

			We do this many nights in February. Mostly we fight for fun. We are learning how to be married. On Valentine’s Day, I buy her a black Labrador. We name him Bruno Valentine. Right away Elizabeth loves this dog with all her heart. Bruno is running interference. He will make the leaving easier. We both know it.

			The countdown ends. We wake to a gilded sunrise. Elizabeth and I get in the Corolla. Bruno hops into the back seat. I am going to drive us to the base because Elizabeth always wants me to drive, and because I like chauffeuring her around. Our plan for today is to say goodbye in the car. Elizabeth won’t come into battalion headquarters. We can’t risk an ugly cry in front of soldiers. I key the ignition. Elizabeth says, “Let’s go the long way.”

			I say, “Of course.”

			We pass dairy farms buried in snow. I am holding her hand. In silence we ride, wondering what today might mean a decade from now. We pull up in front of battalion headquarters and sit quietly. Bruno is whining in the back seat, his breath steaming the window. He knows something’s up.

			Elizabeth says, “You know what you’re doing, right?”

			“Of course I know what I’m doing. Big hiking trip.” I pause as a pack of soldiers walk by our car. “Let’s not make a production of this.”

			She says, “No, I’m good. Are you good?”

			“Yeah. I’m good. We are super calm, right?”

			Her voice trembles when she tells me, “Don’t be a hero.”

			“I won’t.”

			From the back seat, Bruno licks my ear. I say, “Bruno, you look out for your mom.”

			I kiss Elizabeth, and then I’m gone.
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			War is Freedom

			pech river valley, afghanistan

			winter 2006

			We arrive in the dark, a vast formation with glowing eyes, driving Humvees along the border flats, past sand people with their camels, and up into the mountains. Our engines growl at the grade as we snake through a dun valley, then another and another. We snatch ground from the enemy, platoon by platoon, in the floodplains along the muddy river.

			At last I get the job I want. My radio call sign is Attack 3-6. Attack is A Company, 3 is third platoon, and 6 means platoon leader. From day one I aim to be perfect. I strive for “the moment”—a chance to prove to myself that I’m a true combat leader.

			My forty-three-man platoon holds a position along the Pech River that consists of nine Humvees arranged in a triangle in a knot of trees. The landscape has a heroic beauty. We are nestled against the toe of a mountain. Canyons pinch our flanks, and a battery of metallic summits frames the sky. Below us the swollen Pech River has piled boughs against the piers of a swinging bridge. Upstream, the river boils past a hamlet shadowed by cliffs.

			It is everything I have hoped for.

			The Boys in my platoon have bronzed faces and sun-dried bodies. Their uniforms are torn at the crotches. It is a scorpion existence along the river, laid up in boulders, hunting after dark. I’m learning their names as we climb shingles and slither through ruins on night ambush. During five years of training, someone was always looking over my shoulder, telling me what I did wrong. Now, no one is telling me anything. I have total responsibility for planning and executing missions. I love every minute. I’m thinking, War is freedom. And for a few weeks, the heralded enemy bombs and attacks stop. We have a few dustups but nothing major. Quiet means winning in our war.

			Sleep is elusive. I am hyperkinetic, joining all the patrols. We climb and balance across steeps overlooking the Pech. Thunderheads boom. My thighs twitch. My stomach cramps. Red invades my eyes. Flies won’t stop fucking my face. I’ve got the burning squirts. I must pace myself. Between two patrols is the first window for rest. It’ll be a four-hour nap in the dirt of our lean perimeter. Around midnight I troop for the sandbags where I keep my pack. Trees overhead filter moonlight so it appears like broken glass covering the ground. I flop down in my nook and peel off my armor. Changing socks, I pause to savor the joy of bare feet. Then I yank a sleeping bag over my head and wink out.

			Automatic weapons tear me from sleep.

			Prickling blood surges into my cheeks. I look up to the enemy guns ripping across the northern rise, about six hundred meters uphill. A sandbag beside me explodes. Stinging grains blind me in one eye. I jump into armor and boots, then run for my Humvee, pumping the assault rifle in my arms, bullets slashing the air. Rockets etch the night sky. One sizzles downward to detonate against a tree; the flash reveals my Boys scrambling into positions along the perimeter. They need no instruction. I fling open the Humvee door and jump in the shotgun seat. The radio on the dash hisses. Enemy bullets spider the windshield, jolting me down in the seat. I grab the hand mike, calling, “Combat Main, this is Attack Three-Six. We’re in contact. Fire target reference point twelve.”

			The fight is at six hundred meters, so I am ordering mortars onto a preset target. This distance and elevation make our light weapons useless, and there’s no chance to assault the enemy. The timing and location are no coincidence. We face a seasoned opponent. Mortars are my best weapon right now, and I have one chance. Once shells start falling, the enemy will break off the attack.

			Awaiting the first mortar, I direct the .50-caliber machine gun mounted on my Humvee. The gunner, Specialist Fernando Robinson, is shooting low, struggling with bullet trajectory against the forty-five-degree incline above us. I yell to him, “Left . . . up . . . up . . . up, right there, right there.” He locks onto a stone brow coruscating with enemy guns. I yell, “Traversing fire.”

			With two hands, Robinson rocks the .50 cal. back and forth. The bolt chugs while three-inch bullets rake the stone brow. A Mk 19 automatic grenade launcher is mounted on the Humvee to my right. The gunner, Private Jaime Locastro, is working another enemy position. His stream of grenades crump, crump, crump across the mountainside. In comes the first mortar to sail past the enemy and land in the deep canyon west of us, missing by a half mile. I radio adjustments to the mortar team. Another shell dives in, landing low on the rise, only 150 meters from me. I adjust again. The third shell lands halfway up the ridge but too far east. Steep terrain compounds tiny errors with mortars. I’m learning the hard way.

			Meanwhile, enemy gunfire stops. Their attack ends as quickly as it began. I drop more shells, guessing at escape routes. The mortar crews want to conserve ammo, so they call it off. Silence returns. Here comes the sound of the river again.

			I yell, “Sitrep.”

			Squad leaders give their situation reports. “First is up.” “Second is up.” “Third, up.” “Weapons, up.” Everyone is good. No casualties.

			Beside the Humvee I stand on trembling legs and blink sand from my eye. Bullet-riddled sandbags leak. Enemy fire has left divots on my Humvee door and cracks in the windshield. I am buzzing. This wasn’t “the moment,” but it was in the neighborhood.

			My platoon sergeant, Billy Siercks, marches up to me. He is a magnificent physical specimen, built like a chimney, and very easy to spot in the dark. I flex my legs so that Siercks doesn’t see them trembling. I grin at him, expecting a high five.

			Instead Siercks reports, “We’re fifty percent on Mk 19 ammo. There’s an unexploded RPG near second squad. We’ll remove it come daylight.” 

			To which I reply, “Good work.”

			Siercks leans in close, so that only I can hear, and hisses, “Your mortar adjustments were dog shit, sir.”

			* * *

			In the following days, the enemy finds gaps on the Pech. The bombs start again. The ambushes ratchet up. Rockets fly. Bullets zing. The valley gets loud. One evening an enemy mine strikes a vehicle and blows two of our men into the sky. One is Lieutenant Vince Bell, my Ranger buddy, who stopped me from quitting during a sub-zero night in Ranger School. The other is Dave Santos, the driver.

			Bell and Santos are my battalion’s first dead. War, I learn, has no regard for the ambitions of warriors. The black mass is now with me. The dead are also a signal that the enemy is adapting. He will contest this ground. We must counter enemy moves. We must kill him in the side valleys, in the headwaters of the muddy river. That is how we’ll win control of the Pech.

			Feeding the Pech near the Pakistan border is a valley called Watapur. Intelligence holds the Watapur as a major enemy nest and supply center. Its dense forest and scarce roads provide ideal conditions for an all-star team of bad guys from around the globe, many of whom are battle-hardened, career jihadists. Mines and rockets bound for the Pech pass through the Watapur, tied to donkeys following ancient foot trails. In 2002 a commando raid deep into the valley narrowly missed killing Osama bin Laden.

			Before our first fallen have reached the States, my platoon is put on alert. Lieutenant Colonel Cavoli delivers the orders via radio. “Lead your platoon into the Watapur. Search and destroy. Avenge our fallen.” I am flattered Cavoli has handpicked us. A battalion commander at war is a king, and I’d jump on a grenade to impress him. I say, “Roger, sir. Count on us.”

			Storms pommel the high country. Our target area soars at an elevation of ten thousand feet. We need good weather and a ride up top. Division predicts a high-pressure system will arrive in three days, bringing clear skies and low wind. This is our window. Battalion finds helicopters to insert us. I thank the war gods we don’t have to walk; the climb is seven thousand feet.

			To prepare for the mission, we move to Camp Asadabad. Everyone calls it “A-bad.” After six weeks in the field, we install ourselves in three tents and let someone else pull guard duty. Happy is the grunt who can slide two-ply shitpaper up his crack. Cleaning weapons is the first order of business. Washing uniforms is the second. We must wash some uniforms twice, others three times. Some uniforms we just burn.

			My Boys plunge hands in their pockets and stride to a little shop on the camp perimeter. They buy DVDs and lethal Pakistani cigarettes called Pines. In a big gang outside our tent, the Boys chain-smoke Pines, hacking and choking on the foreign tobacco. Surely, Pines are a Taliban scheme to kill us in middle age. Siercks watches over the smoking gang, with them but apart. Now on his third combat tour, Siercks has the irritating habit of waking up, no matter how much sleep, and springing to his feet. Sitting beside him is Sergeant Correll, Mr. Bombs-and-Bullets, and admirer of all tough things. Correll is going on about Megalodon sharks. He swears they still roam the ocean.

			Siercks does not know what a Megalodon shark is.

			No one does.

			Correll explains, “They are the most badass shark ever, a dinosaur shark.”

			Siercks asks, “How come no one has ever heard of them?”

			“They live below the thermocline.”

			“What?”

			“The thermocline, Sergeant. It’s, well, never mind. These things are so big they can eat whales. Even submarines.”

			Siercks says, “Submarines? What are you, six?”

			“They could.”

			“You’re high.”

			“I’m telling you, Sergeant. Look it up. Shit is real.”

			The new mission has me feeling like a big-timer. Battalion has issued a broad task. The details of execution are up to me. On the morning of day two, the platoon gathers in our tent for the briefing. Forty-three men are serried on cots before me. Their uniforms already look too big for them. Ramrod straight, I stand beside a map taped to the wall and say, “There’s a large enemy force in the Watapur. We’re not sure exactly where, so this is a hunting mission. It’s a Black Hawk infil. We’ll post up on high ground, here.” I aim a red laser pointer at a knob on the ridgeline. “We’ll launch movement-to-contact and ambush patrols down the crest of the ridge. Search and destroy, gentlemen. Fix them with machine guns. Kill them with artillery. We’ll kick the enemy’s ass in their backyard, and in turn, take pressure off the Pech River.”

			The Boys look switched on. There are no questions.

			Helicopters will insert us in the Watapur. Midmorning I meet the pilots in the tactical operations center, a concrete room adorned with maps, a bank of radios, and secure computers. The place hums with the sounds of control. From here two sergeants, a radioman, an intelligence specialist, and a battle captain track war on the Pech.

			In the center of the room stands the head pilot. He has a gut that I envy, has it pressed against a table where a map is spread.

			I say, “Hey, chief. You’re my ride.”

			Dragging fingers over the map, we discuss landing zones.

			I point to a saddle on the ridgeline. “Drop us here.”

			The pilot answers, “Too much forest. Can’t land.” Then he flicks a satellite photo onto the desk. “This spot looks good.”

			The image shows terraces two thousand feet below the ridge crest. The spot is shit, nowhere close to the top.

			“We could just start at the bottom,” I say.

			“Sorry, Lieutenant. We just lost a bird. Got new safety protocols.”

			I know the story. A few weeks prior, one of our infantry platoons wanted a helicopter to do some sexy shit: night landing on a steep slope. The helicopter’s rotor hit the mountainside, and that great big machine burst into flames and cartwheeled down the mountain, all fire and bodies.

			And besides, we are legs. No one is fast-roping into the woods.

			We settle on a spot about fifteen hundred feet below the ridgeline. We will insert tomorrow evening.

			Before launching, we have to fetch our personal gear from Camp Jalalabad, which we call “J-bad,” our original base. Mountains are the future. First the Watapur, and then I don’t know where. A supply helicopter whisks away my first squad and their leader, Sergeant Haff, to retrieve our gear.

			In the ops center, I pore over maps and intelligence reports about the Watapur. The Afghan Army refuses to go in on their own. “Too hot,” they say. “All Taliban.” The enemy runs a training camp somewhere in the woods near Gambir village. A cave complex somewhere at the head of the valley was Osama bin Laden’s command bunker in the Soviet War. The more I learn, the more reluctant I become. On the upside, we’ve been in Asadabad long enough to get bored, and one thing is true of all infantry units: if you get them sufficiently bored, they’ll attack anything.

			About midday, Sergeant Haff sends me a message using mIRC chat, a secure computer feed used to communicate between posts, so as not to tie up radio frequencies. Haff types to me, “Gear is secure. Squad will catch return flight after chow. It’s surf and turf tonight.”

			Only Haff and I can see what is typed. I peck out, “Slacker. Get your ass back here with our gear. Bring Copenhagen and Marlboros. Pines are decimating the platoon.”

			In the course of our exchange, Haff calls me dude, not sir.

			I don’t think much of it. Haff is solid. He has an easy attitude. And I believe he is loyal, no small thing to a new platoon leader. Besides, we’re about to charge into the Watapur. Why get balled up over military courtesy? I exit the chat program and head to lunch.

			At chow I savor my food in a manner known only to the destitute and those in combat infantry. My thoughts are of the platoon riding in choppers with doors open, boots in the wind, the Watapur sprawling before us. With guns ablaze, we’ll leap from the choppers.

			Before starting into a pork chop, I’m summoned back to the ops center for reasons unknown. I guess weather or a broken helicopter. Entering, I find the small room crowded. The regulars look deadly serious, glaring holes into their computer screens. Lieutenant Colonel Cavoli and a taller guy are examining the computer where I’d been typing. I notice that the tall one is Sergeant Major Carabello. I fight the urge to bolt from the room.

			The two scroll through my digital conversation with Haff, then they bring up the feed on the big screen, where all can see. They enlarge the text, make it huge.

			Cavoli reads aloud, “Slacker. Bring Copenhagen and Marlboros. Pines are decimating the platoon.” Cavoli looks at Carabello. They frown and shake their heads at one another. Cavoli reads some more. He is getting hot, and I know what is coming. Shit. Cavoli happens across my sergeant calling me dude.

			Cavoli goes psychotic, screaming, “Fucking dude!”

			He gets in my face, screaming, and somehow he grows taller. Now the Infantry King is towering over me. He screams and screams and jabs a finger in my chest, saying, “You are they. When soldiers bitch, it’s about you, the things you’re making them do. They are making us do this. They are making us do that.”

			By now I’m feeling like I might pass out.

			Cavoli is spitting while he yells, “They must follow you uphill against machine guns. This you must remember: You are the army. You are apart from them. You must always be apart. You will never, ever let them call you dude.”

			I’m dissolving.

			Cavoli keeps on nuking me. The others in the room are pretending to be absorbed in their blue screens to avoid ricochets. Cavoli keeps screaming. Over in the corner, Sergeant Major is giving Haff the good news, except Haff is only getting it through the phone. I’m sure Haff is standing crisply at attention.

			Cavoli reaches a pitch I did not think possible. He foresees the collapse of the army. I have caused it. Cavoli goes on to say, “How did you get a Ranger tab? Here you are, twenty-four hours from leading a helicopter assault into the Watapur. I have to think on this. I don’t know if you’re fit to lead it.”

			After a most spectacular show, Cavoli becomes hoarse and dismisses me. His last words are, “I’m thinking of replacing you.”

			His blows have me staggering around camp like a car-crash victim. I am not mad at Cavoli. This is no injustice. I’m fucked up, too eager to be accepted by the men with stripes. And I have a habit of letting little things slip, and little things lead to big things, and soon the machine is gummed up and we’re all dead in an ambush and the enemy is coming over the camp walls.

			That type of shit.

			I rehearse giving Haff a profound ass chewing, a boss-worker, military-bearing tirade. By the wall on the north side of camp, I practice aloud where no one can hear. I practice until I sound like fire. Resolve comes over me. I am going to light him the fuck up. I will call out Haff in front of everyone, but I won’t unload until we’re alone.

			Back in the tents, the Boys are packing extra magazines, Claymore mines, batteries, fragmentation grenades, and more magazines. Two 40-power spotting scopes and three PAS-13 thermal optics are coming with, plus Oreos and little boxes of Lucky Charms. The Boys are mindful of the voodoo in all precombat, the order of packing, what to bring, what to leave behind. Watching them pack, I realize I’ll be destroyed if ripped from the platoon. I am just getting started. I’d rather be an amputee than an assistant battle captain at headquarters.

			Haff returns after dinner. His squad barges into the tent with our bags. The Boys are running for their shit, pulling out iPods and titty mags and clean undies. I glare at Haff. He avoids eye contact. “Outside, now,” I order.

			Away from the tent, I square up.

			Haff is wine-faced when he says, “I know. I know. I’m so sorry, sir.”

			I do not doubt his sincerity. This whole thing is on me.

			I say, “It’s sir or Three-six,” and that is that.

			We go back in the tent. I smoke a pack and sit on my cot with knees bouncing like I’m operating a sewing machine. I do not sleep. In the morning a grim-looking captain from Cavoli’s entourage throws aside the tent fly and marches up to my cot. I prefer that he just draw his pistol and shoot me. He says, “Three-six, you’re a go for the Watapur. That’s straight from the colonel.”

			Never has someone been so delighted to get inserted deep in enemy territory.

			* * *

			In the afternoon we shoulder rucksacks. The magazine in my rifle is filled with green tracer rounds, which glow when fired. I’ll use the tracers to mark targets and direct the fire of my squads. Between armor, ammo, batteries, food, and water, I am carrying over 120 pounds into battle, which is an exaggeration somewhere between 25 and 35 percent, customary in war stories. By any count I’m running light. The machine-gun teams have to be pulled to their feet.

			We trudge to the helicopter pad by the howitzers. The artillery pieces are banging, supporting a battle somewhere north. We’ll have our own big slice of the shit soon enough. I drop my rucksack in the dirt, creating a mushroom cloud, and look south for our ride. Soon black dots appear between the hills. The dots take shape, four Black Hawks flying in a V. They land.

			Stooped, the forty-three of us hustle for the open doors. I hop in the lead Black Hawk, resolved to be first on the ground. The crew chief counts us and begins sliding the cabin door closed. I grab the door and stop him. “We’ll ride with them open,” I yell. “Need a quick exit.”

			“Sorry, sir,” he replies. “Safety.”

			“We are doing a helicopter assault. What the fuck is safe about this?”

			The rotor noise is incredible. I can see he doesn’t understand me.

			“Sorry, sir. Safety.”

			So we ride with doors closed. I’m thinking, Lame, as we go up and over the river and crumpled foothills. In the distance a subrange is still locked in snow and ice, the summits standing like arrowheads toward the sun. At the mouth of the Watapur, the chopper banks hard right. In the cabin, we are sardined against one another. We climb and climb, the rotors struggling to bite thin air while cliffs and scree fields zoom by.

			Up come the verdant green terraces. I recognize the landing zone. Just beyond, the forest thickens. In the trees an Afghan woodsman stands in wonder, axe in hand and a bundle of firewood on his back. Our rotor wash pins his flowing garb to his body. Presently, he makes for the shadows and disappears, wanting no part of today’s events. In the distance is the village of Tsangar, flat roofs splayed across steep mountainside.

			Our helicopters reach the shoulder of the eastern ridge. Just before landing, I rip open the door and alight from the cabin. My feet sting when I hit the earth with a heavy pack. I shuffle uphill, heading for a terrace wall, with Specialist Schnep, my radioman, tailing. The squads make for different corners of the clearing and take positions. Now the choppers are throttling away. Thunderous engine noise gives way to the caws of a crow picking at a dead varmint.

			Lingering is not to our advantage. We gather in squad order for movement and begin the hunting trip. I am amped to be on the ground, away from the flagpole. A chance to fight the enemy at the same elevation must not be squandered. I am certain we are about to kill a bunch of mujahideen. Perhaps the crow senses it as well, for he now circles in the uphill thermals.

			Spread at ten-yard intervals, we execute the first phase of our mission: march uphill carrying a ton. The weight of my pack cuts blood supply to my hands, and I’m busy shaking out pins and needles. Specialist Kilpatrick, a machine gunner from weapons squad, is traveling with me. Right away, Kilpatrick and his assistant gunner are puffing. Being a gunner is hard; being an assistant gunner may be the worst job in the infantry. The assistant carries the tripod, the traverse-and-elevation mechanism, and much of the machine-gun ammo, but not the killing hardware. The gunner gets to shoot bad guys. The assistant carries the weight. We make the new guy do it. I can’t remember his name.

			Up we go, a great river of pain. Everyone wiggles in their armor, getting their loads right. My leg muscles loosen. Pumping blood washes away the aches. I settle into my pack.

			Lockstep. Lockstep. Chin up. Breathe.

			From time to time the terrain breaks us into fragments.
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