The snare was set. Four mujahedin lay waiting in ambush near the height of the hill, two on either side of the pass. A U.N. convoy of American, German, and British troops – about fifty men strong – was tasked to install a communications array and complete a ground sweep of the area. The mujahedin were sent out to intercept this group.[?]

Saeed, Yusef, and two others hid in a blind at the base of the hill. The exercise was simple. After the six U.N. units reached within three hundred yards of the pass, the muhahadin would open fire, disabling the armored personnel carriers at rear guard and at point. The mujahedin would disable the troops and the technology, and take the usable weapons and ammunition.

Both units would strike quickly, though the team at the heights would carry the brunt of the fighting. Saeed’s team was charged with preventing escape. Nevertheless, it was crucial to strike efficiently. Once the firefight began, the U.N. force would call for air support and laser guided ordnance was a death-knell for mujahedin guerrillas. They had few defenses for an air strike.

The convoy came up and passed Saeed’s position. It rolled on through the depression at the base of the hill and began wending its way up to the heights, about five thousand feet, two thousand higher than Saeed’s elevation. Yusef unpacked the laws rocket and prepared to fire. He had to disable the rear guard APC, but leave its mass on the roadway to prevent retreat. The troops would then likely double time toward the summit where the other mujahedin force lay waiting to strike. Well-placed grenades and fire would disable the forces and incite flight – likely without too great a death count.

Phwoosh! The rocket-propelled grenade was off. It struck behind and low. The second one hit the right rear of the APC, pushing it up and into a clockwise twirl. It came down resting on its back, in the roadside. Saeed and the others raced up the hillside – keeping off the road.

As expected, the convoy sped up. Men in armored HumVees raised weapons and awaited a target. There was nowhere to aim. Saeed reached his position, a granite rock face through which the road had been chiseled, just before the guerrillas launched their assault on the lead APC. He laid down a suppressing fire over the heads of the troop in convoy. The U.N. force was now pinned - pigeon-holed between the twenty mujahedin – the twelve at the high ground and the eight near Saeed’s position.

Time was now of the utmost import. The mujahedin had estimated that armored air support was at the most, three quarters of an hour away – twenty minutes was more probable. The U.N. forces organized into two units and took cover at their vehicles. One unit fired up and ahead; the second unit was firing at Saeed. Rocket-propelled grenades struck intermittently on the hillside. After moments, five or six minutes, a well-placed or lucky strike tore the lead HumVee asunder. The vehicle levitated ten or more feet into the air, then crashed down. The sound echoed off the rock face. Wounded U.N. forces and body parts were strewn about the place like mannequins in a mall storeroom. The remainder of the U.N. forces surrendered and the mujahedin moved in, grabbing weapons and ammunition. One of the guerrillas placed a small charge of plastique onto the mobile uplink array and ordered in Farsi: “Move! Now!” The U.N. forces ran down the hill, carrying their own injured. About thirty-five of the original force remained. Half of those were wounded. The mujahedin ran to the top of the hill and detonated the explosive, destroying the technology.

At that moment Yusef heard the muffled sound of the helicopter blades. “They’re coming! Cover!”

The blast knocked him off his feet and over the hillside road. Saeed was powerless to stop the energy of the earth as it rose up to meet his mass. The hard ground dislocated his shoulder when it kissed him hello. He could taste the warm saltiness in his mouth - bleeding and alive. His mind registered the situation a minute or an hour later, and he sat up contemplating some way to fix his arm. Yusef beckoned. He had fallen onto a wind-dried stump, impaling his thigh on a branch. They each had lost their weapons.

The Apache, having fired two missiles, was circling the hill coming in lower for another pass. Saeed realized that he could not hear anything – not even a ringing. But Yusef was not trying to beckon. The panicked young man was screaming for help. Saeed’s own right arm was useless, flopped over like a stroke victim’s.

Reaching Yusef, Saeed hacked away the branch with an ax. The base of the branch fell away at the third strike and Yusef sucked air, crying out in fear, not for pain. The helicopter had steered back for a return pass. Saeed supported Yusef with his left arm as the Mujahedin hopped to the bottom of the ravine and into the closest convenient cave.

“First we must fix your arm.” Yusef instructed Saeed to lie on his back. He braced against Saeed’s side with his good leg, the right one, and jerked at the arm hard, forcing it to rise over and into the socket. Saeed, for his part, winced and gritted his teeth.

Yusef’s wound was clean through and not life-threatening. The wood had entered into the thigh from the back area and was lodged close to and perpendicular to the ulna. But there was little blood. Pressure from the stalk kept the flow down.

Outside Saeed could hear the characteristic pop-pop-pop of the AK-47. His hearing was back! At least one other mujahedin had survived the attack. He ventured out. The helicopter was off in the distance, patrolling for the survivors. Surveying the scene, he squinted, struggling to locate the area where he had fallen. Perhaps he could find a weapon and his pack. He consciously deadened the pain in his sore shoulder – as if it was injured after a great rugby tackle and he had to play on. Finally he found the stump that had nearly eaten Yusef’s limb.

He crouched low, as the U.S. Apache helicopter barreled down the hillside slope on a strafing run, moving away from him, thankfully. Then it veered to the left, up the hill, concentrating on a small crag there. The others were firing from that hole.

He sprinted low to the ground, but bipedal. His desert garb provided decent camouflage but the Apache carried smart sensors – infrared and other motion detection enhancements to the optical system. He was definitely not invisible.

Finally his eyes glimpsed a gun on the slope. The helicopter was still well ahead of him – as much as a quarter mile or more. He reached the weapon. Thankfully it was Yusef’s and contained a full clip. Saeed knew that his own clip was certainly near empty. When the melee had first begun, He had put on a good show, firing rounds in the direction of the Apache, careful to miss.

The pitch of the helicopter changed and he bolted away. The war machine was heading overhead toward the horizon. Relieved, Saeed spent some additional moments scanning the ravine for his pack. He got lucky. Yusef’s pack lay close beside his own.

“Yusef. We have to get that wood out.” Yusef tied his own tourniquet around the thigh above the wound point. He rubbed the area with antiseptic and Saeed gripped the point with a pair of pliers. He pulled it out in one go. Blood and fleshy matter spurted purplish-crimson and then oozed out of the hole.  Yusef screamed out and his head fell over. He had passed out from the pain. Saeed relaxed the tourniquet a little. Saeed put his face close to the wound and inspected. The point had missed the artery. Then he squirted antiseptic into the wound itself and massaged the area to ease the lotion inside. The wood branch had been smoothed to an even sheen by the winds and sands. Yusef’s soft tissue and muscle had been cut but would heal with time. He would carry a decent war wound for life. 

6/27/02 – 6/29/02

Nights in the bush were uncomplicated and engaging. Saeed had grown to appreciate the rigorous lifestyle and the conversation with the fierce and proud Afghani people. During the nights in the hills the warriors took turns recounting the great epics of the country’s past. Literacy had been nonexistent for most of the country’s history, but the Afghanis had long tradition of oral story-telling and beauty in arts and design. Most of this was due to Afghanistan’s position, the ultimate crossroads between West and East. The mujahedin told tales of Turkic and Mongol warlords who had rolled through the area in past eras and united the Afghan people. The Afghans even called Alexander of Macedon one of their own. They said “He may have conquered the hills and the desert, but the Afghan people conquered his soul!”

For most of its history Afghanistan was the crossroads of international trade. Wool rugs, precious metals, and jewels, steel, and even salt were hauled into Afghanistan from the Near East. From the desert depths to the mountain heights caravans ambled through the fabled Khyber Pass into India, and perhaps beyond to China. The traders carried silks, porcelain, black powder, and ponies on the return journey West as recompense for exchange. Ideas flowed as well. Afghanistan, due to its severe terrain, is one of the world’s most treacherous areas. Whomsoever controlled the region could exact a toll on passage. Hence, Afghanistan, though its environment was harsh and uninviting, became a highly prized jewel.

Its people were hardened by their lifestyle. Games were rugged. Certain Afghans, especially the tribes of the North who claim ties to Mongol forbears, had a strong equestrian culture. These people played a version of polo with a short-lived goat, batting and trampling the animal. The winning team would claim the animal ultimately, taking it within their lines.

Most nights the fighters would throw a stolen goat or sheep onto the campfire. Cleaning the animal was de minimus. One would gut the animal. But skinning it was not usually deemed necessary. “The fire burns off the fur,” the men said. Each fighter cut a large portion of the meat with a blade of fine steel and complement this protein with old bread. The meat, unseasoned and simple, was delicious. Saeed was unsure whether to attribute this to the wood flavoring the flame, the grasses upon which the animals fed, or perhaps the altitude. Perhaps it was the conversation and the tales of adventure and war. But it was tasty.

During day patrols the mujahedin conducted reconnaissance through their designated grids. U.N. or more appropriately, U.S. forces littered the countryside and the Afghan guerrillas were on the move constantly, plotting and replotting the positions of those outside forces. When possible the men rendered the foreign military infrastructure useless.

In the past few days Saeed had seen obvious signs of U.S. troop movements. Sloppy troops left behind remnants of the packaging for ready to eat meals. Saeed could even tell by latrine waste. Afghans used leaves in the bush. Americans used paper. And the smell was different. Digested RTMs are distinctively different than goat. Saeed knew that there was an American patrol close by. His group split up to cover the territory.

At elevation and the trees gave some certain cover, though the ground was still uneven and dangerous. Each hiker had to be mindful and sure-footed to avoid the deep ravines, chasms, and falling rock. Saeed discarded his pack and weapon to ease the burden and the noise, leaving these items in a small opening between boulders. He carried his knife, sheathed in his belt, as he wiled through the trees and underbrush. He could smell it – a human being and not Afghan.

His body lurched forward ten feet before he realized that the American had kicked him in the back. The knife had flown away into the brush – lost. The American kicked again – directly at his mouth. A single drop, crimson, thick and heavy, hit the earth below his head where he crouched. His swollen lip throbbed with a searing ache. He rolled, quickly, avoiding the Ranger’s booted foot that arced just past his head.

The instructors at Colorado Springs had trained him to kill and survive. But they had never told him how to handle a situation fighting a fellow American in close quarters. Saeed kicked and the Ranger pivoted, grasping the leg at the knee. The Ranger twisted and pushed, throwing Saeed to the ground again. Saeed rolled as the Ranger kicked. Too late. He caught a boot in the chest. Bruised and bloody, Saeed rolled forward and swept the Ranger’s feet off the ground, tripping him. He jumped the Ranger, pummeling his face with his elbow. They clenched up, rolling about on the ground.

Saeed decided to take a chance. He whispered. “I’m American. Undercover.” Saeed released him and the Ranger stood up, confused and disoriented. Before he could utter the question his knees buckled and he fell over at Saeed’s side, dead from a bullet to the spine. One of Saeed’s mujahedin walked out of the brush and kicked the corpse. “Another dead American.” Then he helped Saeed to his feet. If not for the bruises on Saeed’s face, the Afghan would have seen the tears.

