
The Grey Suits came through with a SAD insertion and Pat was now sharing a 
grueling sea, air, and land ride with a twin set of geriatric cowboys who spoke of little 
besides the various digestive ailments afflicting the group.

Fourteen thousand feet above the Hindu Kush in a Mi-8 bearing the improbable 
tail registration of 9-11-01, she had endured intercom elegies on intestinal spasms, 
loose stools, hard stools, western-style toilets, eastern-style shit holes, and, as constant 
accompaniment, epic bouts of tit-for-tat flatulence. 

On a stopover in a recently christened republic fabled for simmering malcontents 
in a large brass pot, she watched murky drops trickle off the point-man’s chinos and 
onto the Persian carpeting of the latest presidential cut-out. Despite this outrage, two 
Samsonite suitcases had been conferred and continued landing rights secured. The 
incident was destined to become part of the Agency’s fecal folklore, the brown 
droplets no doubt turning into a deluge by the time the team reported back to Langley.

The helicopter touched down perilously close to an untidy committee of locals, all 
smiles through the swirling grime. An old warhorse with a prosthetic leg spoke on 
behalf of the dignitaries, a bandoliered fighter with fang-like canines translating. Pat, 
though technically only a guest, flew the colors. 

The old man graciously insisted that the team proceed to its quarters, cargo to 
follow by mule train. Which got things off on the wrong foot, as Pat, frequent visitor 
to many-a-souk, was not about to loose sight of the team’s entire supply of bottled 
water, Cipro pills, and Tabasco sauce (not to mention three million in U.S. grease). So, 
under the withering gaze of three exceedingly special members of the special forces, 
the gimp and his mouthpiece helped load the mules and advanced up a hill crowned 
with a ZSU-23 battery pointing down instead of up.

The team’s intended home was the higher of two buildings, the lower serving as 
Command and Control for sector leadership since the Russian invasion. Bags of 
cement, a manually-operated mixer, and whitewash evidenced the last ditch effort to 
complete the quarters ahead of the team’s arrival. But Pat, master of tradecraft if not 
parlay, informed the warhorse that the team would be taking over the lower building, 
current residents to find alternate accommodations elsewhere. 

Inside the upgraded and almost certainly bug and camera-free quarters, the SF 
boys got to work. They found a back room and stacked bundles of bricks of non-
sequential hundreds against the far wall and behind a blast shield. Then they rigged 
the door with Semtex, a combination lock, and a placard bearing the legend, ‘OPEN 
GO BOOM,’ in Dari, Pashto, and Uzbek. Last, they mixed up a bucket of bottled 
water and iodine purification pills for those afflicted with various fungi of the feet. 

For her part, Pat strolled up to the higher building, squatted, and took a piss all 
over the Northern Alliance’s newest and most expensive latrine.

Marcone got in-country as the ostensible advance man for a DEA FAST. 
“Just tell me what I have to do to get you the hell out of my hair,” the colonel 

(Full-Bird, Promotable) said to Marcone upon arrival. “And don’t tell me what you’re 
doing here, because I don’t want to know.”



“I was hoping you could tell me,” Marcone said.
The colonel was in prime shape, though the flattop had long ago turned grey. 

“Listen, friend, I don’t have time for any black-ops bullshit. You and your three-letter 
pals can come back later and fuck this country sideways, but first I have to take the 
real estate. Understand what I’m saying? I’m not the sheriff out there yet.”

A Blackhawk made an unscheduled and noisy descent, which was just as well 
because the colonel was about ready to shoot Marcone where he stood. A man in 
Chinos jumped out and ran hunched over into the Command Tent. “Colonel,” the man 
breathlessly said, “a moment.” 

The two men huddled out of earshot. The colonel looked Marcone up and down 
then said, “Boy, if that there’s DEA FAST, I’m a Mouseketeer.” Inter-species, the 
colonel was about as far as you could get from a prepubescent Justin Timberlake. 
Marcone, oblivious, gave the two men a thumbs-up.

Chinos said, “Colonel, what we have here, DEA or otherwise, comes from the very 
top. You can call home to confirm if you like. Now, I hate to impose but we need a 
ride to the FOB at your earliest convenience.”

“Fine. The Dandy goes in tomorrow, you can hitch with him. Only thing, we’re 
handing him over to his people first, so you’ll have to leg the final stretch with the A-
Team. That’s about twenty moon-lit klicks, so dress warm asshole.” 

The colonel walked out of the tent. Groups of SF soldiers sat under webbing strung 
from vehicles or hoisted on makeshift poles. None snapped to attention. These were 
warriors, here to battle.

Chinos walked over to Marcone and said, “I’m Smith from State. That man 
doesn’t like you.”

“Hell did I do?” Marcone wanted to know.
“He’s sending us in with a would-be president handpicked by the folks back 

home.” 
“Well all right, Smith from State. That there’s probably the safest ride in.”
“You’d think so, but the Talib are taking exception with State’s plans. Out of five 

possible candidates, three are no longer with us. We’ll be inserting south of the FOB. 
The idea is to have a faux collection of dignitaries and grassroot-types welcome the 
man back home. After that, we’ll tab to base with the operators, where I understand 
your CIA contact is waiting.”

Marcone and Smith walked out into the blinding light. The colonel strode by and 
said without stopping, “You two hang back. I’ll let you know when it’s time to step.” 

Smith, trotting behind, said, “Colonel, one more favor. Could you task someone to 
watch over us? I have a feeling the A-Team may be otherwise engaged.”

“Take your pick,” the colonel said with a sweep of the arm.
“That one,” Smith said, pointing as if at random to a compact figure sunning 

himself against some rock-face. Of course Smith, not quite as stupid as he looked, had 
made prior inquiries.

The colonel stopped and guffawed. “You pricks really like to stick it to us, don’t 
you? Promise you won’t crawl out of your hole and bother me again?” 



“Promise.”
Smith walked back over to Marcone and pointed out their new minder. 
“Just shoot me right here why don’t you,” Marcone said. “It’s my ass too, and I 

want one of those linebacker-types watching it.”
“No, you want the little guy,” said Smith, waving enthusiastically at the soldier.
The colonel had words with the tiny man then turned and extended a middle finger.
“What was that for?” said Marcone.
“Only for appropriating the colonel’s personal security detail in it’s entirety,” said 

Smith.

The passengers grew scruffier the further east Samer and Dre got. On the way to 
Ankara, people struggled with children. By Saray, it was livestock.

They entered Iran at a one-shack crossing, the guards barely looking at the 
documents they stamped. Deuce-and-a-halfs waited on the other side, no fare 
required. 

The sky was permanently overcast, the palette blue. After a snaking descent, they 
drove on surprisingly well maintained roads and highways. The passengers jostled and 
shook in the back of the truck. Whenever Dre caught someone’s eye, they invariably 
smiled. They made periodic stops at roadside rest areas, the proprietors elated at the 
boom in business. The armed escorts made sure no one strayed. 

The passengers were let out to pray at the apportioned times. A man no one had 
designated led, his voice sublime. The Iranians prayed apart, their arms at their sides.

Eight hours later, the passengers disembarked near a fishing village. Four power 
boats took them up the Caspian and dropped them off north of Makhachkala, near a 
lake. Passports and travel documents were superfluous by this point. 

Pick-ups, vans, even passenger cars drove the fighters off in varied directions, 
which is what these travelers were. Some of them, already known to their hosts, were 
promptly supplied with automatic weapons.

Samer, Dre, and a sixty-year old Turkish man who had obviously made the trip 
before got into a two-door Lada. Dre sat up front, Samer in the back with the Turk. A 
burly Chechen got into the driver’s seat. “Buckle up Champ-eenz,” he said, then 
thumbed a tape into the dashboard deck for some recitation. 

The roads were bad. The car slipped and slid through muddy patches and slowed 
to negotiate the serrated grooves that would periodically appear. “BTR,” the Turk said 
to Samer, who had developed a fever during his sojourn up the Caspian. 

An hour later, the car slowed. The Chechen slipped his hand between the seat and 
gear console then said something to the Turk. Up ahead was a checkpoint. Dre willed 
the panic back down his throat. The checkpoint was obviously manned by Russians 
and the driver was obviously Mujahideen. The Chechen reached across with his left 
arm and popped the tape out of the deck. In the back, driver side, the Turk pumped the 
action on a crowd-control Remington then pulled a blanket over the weapon. Samer 
slept. 

Twenty feet from the barrier, the clutch pedal depressed, the car still in first, they 



began to coast. Dre braced himself for the bolt.
But instead of running the checkpoint, the Chechen stopped, rolled down the 

window, and held a packet of cigarettes out. The guard took one and stuck it behind 
his ear, then pressed the barrel of his rifle against the Chechen’s adam’s apple. The 
Chechen smiled and began to slowly pull his right hand out from beside the console. 
The guard smiled back, tightening his forefinger on the trigger. Beneath the guard’s 
open collar, Dre could make out the blue-striped undershirt favored by the Spetsnaz. 
Not good. 

The Chechen abruptly brought his right hand up, his fingers wrapped around a 
bulging envelope. The guard flinched, then snatched the envelope away. He had a 
peak inside and ran his thumb across an impressive bundle of bills. The guard swung 
the rifle back to the side and waved the barrier up. The Chechen flashed some teeth 
and slowly drove through.

After three hours’ worth of potholed and mud-strewn road, the car turned left and 
began to climb. Samer woke up between mountains of exceptional beauty. Dre, now 
suffering whatever fever had gripped Samer, drifted in and out of sleep, his head 
bouncing against the window. 

Two hours later, they reached a small village. They got out, stretched, and were 
promptly herded into a cinderblock house. A large woman with an apron around her 
front and a kerchief on her head opened a trap door in the kitchen floor and waved 
them down into the larder. Bread, broth, and water were sent down. They prayed on 
their knees because there was no room to stand. 

Several hours later, they heard the rumble, and then the shouting, then a burst of 
automatic fire, and then the wailing. Dre, jolted out of his fever-induced haze, 
immediately looked around for Samer, who was huddled in the corner, eyes wide 
open. The Chechen handed Dre a Makarov nine millimeter then brought a finger up to 
his lips. His right hand was wrapped around a fragmentation grenade.

The BTR rolled further into the village. More automatic fire and more screams. 
The Chechen lunged upward into the trap door, the Turk struggling to restrain him. 
Dre realized that the grenade was primed and began to search desperately for the pin. 
But the one bulb above swung, throwing shadow and light around the earthen space. 

Samer crawled forward, the metal pin in his hand. Dre pried it loose then locked 
the Chechen’s arm beneath his own and began to frantically poke, pushing the pin 
home on the third try. The Chechen threw Dre off, slunk down into a corner, and 
began to softly recite verse. Dre took the opposite corner and slid the action on the 
Makarov. 

Outside, an explosion and a sustained volley of automatic fire, but no ricochet. 
Either celebratory into air or mortal into flesh. 

Fifteen minutes after the rumble of the BTR had faded, a boy opened the trap door. 
The air smelled of cordite. 

Less wailing now, people milled. The interior of the Lada was charred black. A fire 
raged in the house next to it, the curtains trying their hardest to escape out the 
windows. Out front, a woman was sitting in the middle of the road, rocking back and 



forth. The Chechen walked over and squatted beside her. After a few words, she stood 
up, adjusted the headscarf, and took stock. 

“They took her daughter,” the boy said to the Turk.


