Acknowledgement

US involvement in Vietnam began during the administration of Dwight D. Eisenhower (1953-1961), which sent US military personnel to South Vietnam.  Their numbers increased as the military position of the Saigon government became weaker.  In 1957 Communist rebels -- Viet Cong -- began a campaign of terrorism in South Vietnam.  They were supported by the government of North Vietnam and later by North Vietnamese troops.  Their goal was to overthrow the anti-communist government in the South.

In July of 1959 Two U.S. military advisors, Major Dale Buis and Master Sergeant Chester Ovnand, were killed by Viet Cong guerrillas at Bien Hoa, South Vietnam. They are the first American deaths in the Second Indochina War which Americans would come to know simply as The Vietnam War.

This story begins approximately one year before these men were killed…
ONE

Jeff was sitting on the floor with his knees pulled up under his chin, his arms folded across them and his head resting on his arms.  He was going through all the usual thoughts and emotions as he sat waiting in anticipation of what was coming.  As usual there was some fear, but this time the fear was completely unique.

Normally about this time in the routine he would be worried about screwing up in front of his peers by making a bad maneuver and looking like a fool.  Only this time there was no one here to see if he screwed up or not.  As a matter of fact there would be few if any maneuvers.  

It had been a little less than a year since Sergeant Jeffery Barkil had successfully completed his Ranger training at Fort Benning.  That’s when the suits had shown up and said they needed his help in defending God, Country and Mom against the communist aggressor.  

When he accepted their invitation, they shipped him to Ft. Sherman in Panama for three weeks of Jungle Warfare School where he earned the Jungle Warfare Expert Badge.  When he returned from Panama he was sent for six months of their special training at Ft. Bragg.

This would be his first Special OP and they had him going in alone.  They told him it should be “a walk in the park”.  

He would be using the Army’s new experimental insertion method, called the HALO jump which was the acronym for High Altitude, Low Opening.  This simply meant he was going to fall out of the airplane at around twenty thousand feet and freefall a little over nineteen thousand feet before opening his parachute.  It would be a jungle landing, in the dark, just before sun rise.

He would then find and identify the target from the pictures he had memorized.  After neutralizing the target, he would walk some thirty miles through the jungle back to the border to the rendezvous point.

Piece of cake, what could possibly go wrong?  He had thought sarcastically.  

It was the fall of 1958 somewhere over Southeast Asia.  The plane was an L20A, the army called them Beavers.  The seats had been removed except for the ones used by the Pilot and Navigator.  

Jeff was sitting on the floor behind the pilot, leaning against the outer wall of the plane, lost in thought.  Damn, I hope this navigator knows what he’s doing.  What happens if I freeze when he says, Go?  Why didn’t I just say no when the “suits” showed up and stay with the division rifle team?  That had been sweet duty.  

“Okay, Barkil you signed on…you’re here…do it right…Airborne!”  He said to himself.

They had been flying for just over an hour and a half.  If they had flown straight in, it would have only taken about forty-five minutes but they had climbed to nearly twenty thousand feet before crossing the border and the Beaver wasn’t the fastest aircraft at gaining altitude.  

The three men had been on oxygen since passing twelve thousand feet.  Jeff would also jump with a small oxygen bottle taped to his harness that would be good for about five minutes.  Less than one of those minutes would be needed to freefall back under twelve thousand feet.

The Copilot got Jeff’s attention and signaled they were about ten minutes out, Jeff began his equipment check again.

He rechecked his chute, put it on and cinched up the harness.  He was jumping an old twenty eight foot Navy emergency chute that had been modified to convert it to what was called a seven-gore TU, the same as he used for sport jumping with the Post Skydiving Team.  By removing two panels almost entirely and partially removing others in doing the modification it allowed the parachute to be steered.  The parachute canopy had been dyed black so it would be less conspicuous in the night sky.  He had the standard twenty-four foot reserve chute that he snapped to the harness D rings at his chest.

Jeff checked the altimeter that was fastened to the top of the reserve by the pack opening bands.  It registered a hair under twenty thousand feet. 

He also slid the Marine K-bar knife, which was under the opening bands, in and out of the sheath to make sure he could get it out in a hurry if he needed it.  

There was a Model 70 Winchester with a National Match bull barrel equipped with a ten power Unertl scope in a heavily padded case.  The case snapped on the harness at his side, it went from his knee to just above his shoulder.  It was tucked in behind his shoulder, between the shoulder blade and the parachute pack.  The case was on a quick release so it could be dropped and swing below him on a ten foot lanyard.  He would release it as soon as he opened the chute, that way he wouldn’t fall on it and injure himself or damage the rifle.  

He got to his knees and snapped the GP (General Purpose) bag to the harness under the reserve.  The GP bag contained all his essential combat gear.  Then he made sure the tether from the bag was secured to the harness.  It was on a quick release also and would be lowered like the rifle as soon as he confirmed a clean opening.  

Jeff tested the oxygen bottle on his harness to make sure he had a controlled flow.  Next he checked the Black Box opening unit and set it for one thousand feet.  If it wasn’t turned off by the time he reached that altitude, it would mean something was wrong or he had passed out and it would pull the ripcord automatically.

His shotgun was broken down into its two parts in the case he slid between his harness and his reserve, where he could get at it easily.  

He was good to go.

Jeff tapped the navigator on the back of his helmet and gave him a thumb’s up sign to let him know he was ready, then knelt in the doorway.  The door had been removed and left at the airfield.

After a quick glance out the door, he put all of his attention on the navigator who gave him the signal for two minutes…one minute…thirty seconds.  Jeff jerked off the planes oxygen mask and slipped on the one from the bottle on his harness and cracked it open.  

He felt the plane slow as the pilot cut the engine.  The navigator pumped his fist and yelled, “Go!”  Jeff literally fell out of the aircraft door, tumbled end over end twice then flared out so he was falling flat, facing the earth.  The wind tore at his clothes and brought tears to his eyes even through his goggles.  He squinted trying to make out anything in the deep, dark night.  He couldn’t believe how black it was, the only light came from the luminous glow of the dial on his altimeter.

All the fear and anticipation were gone, this was the fun part.  He was where he loved to be, doing what he loved to do, freefalling.

Jeff began sport jumping with the skydiving team right after finishing basic training.  He had made thirty-six freefalls before he decided to go Airborne to get the extra pay for being on jump status.  He had loved it right from the first jump.  He never had any qualms about a chute not opening, the only fear he ever felt when jumping was that he would make a dumb move and look stupid in front of the other team members.  He would rather have a malfunction and have to use his reserve than get razed by the rest of the team for blowing a maneuver.  

The altimeter was passing twelve thousand feet as he slowly brought both hands in next to his helmet and unsnapped his oxygen mask.  

“So far, so good.”  He said, grinning.

The altimeter needle passed five thousand feet, Jeff still couldn’t see the ground.  He slowly brought his hands in again and disarmed the black box and flared his arms back out.  

Twelve hundred feet, this time he came in very deliberately, hooked his thumb in the D ring at his chest and pulled the cord.  His feet swung down as the sleeve deployed and then he felt the upward pull as the chute opened.  A quick glance up told him the opening was clean.  He immediately hit the quick release for the GP bag and rifle to let them swing beneath him.  He slid the shotgun case from behind the harness and laid it across the top of the reserve.  

Jeff pulled momentarily on the toggle hanging from the right riser to turn the chute into the wind, crossed his ankles in case he was landing in the trees and waited for the ground to come up and meet him.  

  He felt the GP bag touch down which meant he was only ten feet off the ground.  Jeff dropped the shotgun case, hit the ground and rolled.  Then he leaped to his feet and collapsed the chute.  He had gotten lucky.  He had come down in a clearing of elephant grass.

He hurriedly unhooked the reserve and got out of the harness.  He pulled his pistol and worked his way over to the shotgun case, scooped it up and quickly unzipped the case, then assembled the gun in a matter of seconds.  He jacked a round into the chamber and holstered the Browning.

Crouching in the six foot tall grass, Jeff listened.  The only sounds he heard were the normal night sounds from the jungle.

After a couple of minutes, he was confident he had landed undetected.  He gathered up his gear and headed in the direction of the tree line.  Moving through the tall grass was no easy task.  It was nearing the end of the monsoon season, but there had been torrential rains the last few days and the grass was still soaked and the ground was mud.  The wet grass clung to him as he tried to pass through and about every other step his boot sank nearly to the top in the mud.   

He came across a huge banyan tree ten yards back in the bush and dropped his equipment in among the huge roots.  

The first thing he did was check out the rifle.  It was fine, not a scratch and the scope was still intact.  He replaced the weapon in the case.

Jeff opened the GP bag and began assembling his gear.  

The first thing out was his combat pack and load bearing web gear.  In the combat pack he had four boxes of 00 buckshot shells, one hundred rounds for the shotgun.  Four boxes, eighty rounds of national match 30-06 for the rifle and two boxes, one hundred rounds for his pistol, a Browning Hi-power.  There were four pairs of clean socks.  He carried three cans of C ration franks and beans and three cans of peaches.  He had been taught the jungle would provide all he needed for food so he used that weight exchange of food for ammo.  There were two small bottles containing a couple hundred Iodine tablets and a dozen packets of Kool-aid.  Jeff had also packed two bottles of Tabasco and a container of waterproof matches.

Finally there was a three piece cleaning rod, a handful of cleaning patches and a small can each of gun cleaner and gun oil.

On his web gear were four canteens.  On the left side of the web belt immediately behind the holster for the Browning was a twelve inch bowie knife.  Taped upside down on the right hand load bearing suspender of his web gear was a Kershaw Trooper stiletto, a gift his dad had given him when he graduated from Ranger School.

Fastened on the left side of the combat pack was a Woodsman’s Pal.  It was a form of machete, with a blade about eighteen inches long, razor sharp along the full length of the front edge and a sharp brush hook on the back edge with a flat blunt end that could double as a shovel of sorts.

On the right side of the combat pack was WWII Gurkha Kukri fighting knife with a twelve inch blade.  It was positioned so Jeff could reach over his right shoulder with his left hand and pull it free of the sheath.

The blades of all the knives were painted flat black to prevent any shine or reflection.

He had an old WWII gas mask bag attached to the right side of his web belt which he used to carry a dozen hand grenades.  Inside the back of his shirt, just below the collar, he had vertically sewn a one inch wide piece of nylon webbing about four inches long in which he kept a straight razor.  In the top inside of his right boot he carried a switchblade.

He reached in the large patch pocket on the leg of his pants and took out a roll of cloth electrical tape.  He removed the sheath for the K-Bar from the reserve chute and began taping it to the outside of his left boot.  When he finished taping the knife sheath to his boot, he made a wrap around the bottom of each pant leg at the boot top to keep out as many ‘creepy crawlies’ as possible.

Jeff cut a dozen of the suspension lines from his parachute, coiled them and put them in one of the patch pockets on his pants.  Then he used the flat blunt end of the Woodsman’s Pal to dig a hole.  

He put the chute and reserve in the GP bag along with his helmet and the case from the shotgun then dropped them in the hole.  By the time he got the hole covered and camouflaged, the sun was casting a red glow over the clearing to his front.

There was enough light now for Jeff to check his surroundings.  He climbed the Banyan tree to look around and get his bearings.  He could see he was near the top of a large hill or small mountain and there was a river with a sharp bend at the base of it.  Based on the position of the sunrise he knew the river was to the west.

He returned to the ground and got out his map and compass.  It only took him a minute to locate the river and hill on the map, which allowed him to pin point his position.  He was about two miles from where he was supposed to have landed and on the wrong side of the mountain.  That put him about seven miles from his target.

Figuring he would be able to traverse only three or four hundred yards an hour through the thick jungle, he calculated he was about thirty hours from the target.  That was allowing for a ten to fifteen minute stop every hour to listen to his surroundings and to rest, this was one of the things that had been stressed during his jungle training, “Be patient and don’t rush anything in the jungle.”  They had told him.

Jungle experts like Staff Sergeant Benita had taught him the necessary jungle skills.  While Jeff was going through the training in Panama, Benita’s right arm had been a daily reminder of why a soldier needs to respect the jungle.

A year or so before Jeff went through the training center the Staff Sergeant had avoided a three foot poisonous snake on a trail but sidestepped into another one that bit him then slithered back into the jungle.  By the time he got help, they had to cut his shirt off because his arm had swollen to twice its normal size.

“This shows you what can happen,” Benita had said, showing his scars.  “I got bit because I was in a hurry.  I wasn’t putting my attention on what I was doing, because I was trying to rush through the jungle.  I advise you to watch where you step, to touch nothing and never be in a hurry.”

Jeff put a bandolier containing twenty shotgun shells over his shoulder and across the chest.  Then he got on his load bearing gear and slung the case for the rifle over his back.  He looked around and satisfied himself that he was not leaving any sign of having been there.  

He checked the compass and started for the top of the hill.

Remaining well back in the trees, he moved in complete silence.  It took him nearly fifteen minutes to go a hundred yards and he was already wringing wet with sweat.  He had to fight the urge to move too fast, but he knew if he did, it could get him killed from several different sources.

His mission depended on him getting in and out completely unnoticed.  To that end, he had eaten only food indigenous to the area for the last week so even as he sweat he would not be putting out any scent that did not belong here.  He didn’t want a patrol or a passing hunter suspecting he was here.

After he had been moving for about an hour, He found a secure spot in some brush and took a break to listen to the forest.  

Ten minutes of listening, all he heard was the jungle, the constant buzz of insects, the chatter of monkeys and the birds.  He took a couple of swallows from his canteen and moved out again.

Four hours later, Jeff reached the crest of the hill.  He searched around until he could find a clearing that gave him a view of the valley.

On the face of the hill rising up from the opposite side of the valley he could make out some rice paddies and the village he was looking for.  It was still somewhere between five and six miles away.  He moved back into the brush and found some cover where he could rest.  He opened a can of peaches and sat back and listened to the jungle while he ate.  The beauty of the jungle amazed him, everything was so green and lush.  

During his jungle training in Panama, the instructors had stressed, “There is little to fear from the jungle environment.”  

He had not feared it, but had felt at home in the wild setting of it.

When he finished the peaches, he cut the bottom out of the can and buried both the top and bottom, then hid any trace of where they were buried and put the empty cylinder from the can back in his pack.  As he drank from his canteen, he thought, I’m going to have to find water before dark.  He was moving again.

Just before dark he came across a small stream.  Jeff waited under cover twenty yards from the water for about fifteen minutes, listening and searching the surrounding area moving only his eyes.  When he was sure he was alone, he crept forward.  Without coming out of the brush, he stretched out on his belly and reaching out as far as possible, filled his empty canteens.  Then he slithered back into the jungle again.  

When he felt he was safely away, Jeff stopped long enough to drop some Iodine tablets into the canteens he had just filled and poured a half a package of Kool-Aid into each to kill the Iodine taste.  

Jeff had been on the move for nearly ten hours and he was still four or five miles away from the village.  He decided to continue on through the night, as long as there was enough moonlight through the jungle canopy for him to see.  

It dawned on him that he had been up for about thirty-six hours by now.  He found a place to conceal himself and opened a can of beans.  Again after he finished, he buried the top and bottom of the can and kept the can itself.  Somewhere off in the distant he heard the cough of a big cat.

“Hope he’s not hunting me.”  He whispered.  

He had been told there were a few tigers and leopards in this area, but that they were very rare and would probably go out of their way to avoid man.

A little past midnight Jeff decided there was no longer enough light coming through the trees to allow for safe travel.  He found a place to hide where he could wait for daylight.  

He didn’t want to take the chance of falling asleep and being discovered so he reached into the pocket of his fatigue jacket and took out the bottle he had been issued at Fort Bragg.  They had said it was Benzedrine, “Bennies” they had called them.

“They’ll keep you awake and alert.”  They had told him.  He popped two of the pills in his mouth and took a couple swallows from the canteen.

He sat back against a tree and tried to stay warm.  It was amazing to him how a place that is so hot during the day could feel so cold at night.

With the first gray light of dawn, he was up and moving again.

Navigation in the thick jungle is extremely difficult even for the veteran navigator.  Jeff had to rely on his compass a great deal, but he could not watch the compass all the time or he would not make any progress at all.  So he checked it from time to time to make sure he was on course.  He had to avoid the terrain features such as ridge lines and trails that could make travel much easier, because they were also much more dangerous.  They were used by the natives that lived here and increased the chance of discovery to an unacceptable risk.

Jeff thought he could make out a clearing just ahead.  As he moved some branches for a better view, he realized what he was looking at was a trail.

He dropped to the ground and slithered forward.  There were hundreds of tracks on the ground.  Many were from the tire tread sandals worn by the Viet Cong guerillas, but just as many were from bare feet.  He eased his head out of the brush just far enough to enable him to look up and down the trail.  

He could see about twenty-five or thirty yards in each direction and then there was solid jungle.  He figured the trail must have bends at those points.  The path was only about six feet across at this point so he thought it was as good a place as any to cross.  Slowly, he rose to his feet, looked both directions, then leaped out and crossed in two steps.  As soon as he was across he dropped to the ground again and checked the trail, it was clear.  He found a long tree branch not too far from the trail and used it to reach back and wipe out the two prints he had left.

The rest of the day and well into the night passed uneventful.  Jeff only had a short distance to go to put him above the village he was seeking.  He decided to wait where he was until daylight.  He didn’t want to be stumbling across anyone in the dark.

A little past noon the following day found him hidden in some thick brush about eight hundred yards above the village.

He folded the rifle case and used it as a rest for the weapon.  His face was blackened with some burnt cork he carried for that purpose.  He had also camouflaged his position as well as he possible.  He was positioned back in the brush far enough to hopefully hide any muzzle flash from the rifle. 

Lying there, he surveyed the village through the rifle scope.  As he did, he thought, if there’s a next mission, I’m going to have to bring binoculars or a spotting scope. 

As he watched the village, the women cooking, the children playing, he couldn’t help but think, is this really war.

Jeff continued to watch until it was too dark to see, but couldn’t find what he was looking for.

He ate the last can of peaches, popped a couple Bennies and settled in for the night.  He leaned back against a tree and laid his combat pack next to him, put the shotgun across it where he could grab it quickly if needed.  As an after thought he reached out and cocked back the hammer.  He took the Browning out of his holster, cocked it and laid it on his lap.

As he fought to stay awake, Jeff thought back over the last two years and how he ended up here.  

He had joined the Army right out of high school and gone through basic training at Fort Benning in Georgia.  

Basic hadn’t been anything like he expected.  All through it, he just kept remembering what his dad had told him, “Don’t come in first or last.  Do what you’re told, when you’re told, without questioning it and you’ll be alright.”

That’s what he had tried to do.  He had done well, even though he always felt like he was holding back a little.  The only time he had ever questioned a Drill Instructor was on the rifle range the day they were qualifying.

Jeff had already qualified as an Expert Marksman with the M1 rifle, but he went to the DI and asked if he could shoot another relay.  Since he was left handed, he said he would like to try left handed and see if he could do any better.  The Sergeant said he would make him a deal, if he bettered his score, he could use it for his qualification score.  If he didn’t better his score he had to pull one day of KP for every point he was under his original score.  Jeff figured that was sufficient incentive to make him really concentrate because he hated KP, so he accepted the deal.  He shot a two hundred forty-nine out a possible two hundred fifty.  It was twenty points higher than his original score and the highest in the training battalion by sixteen points.  

His Sergeant bragged so much over the next couple days, you would have thought he had shot the score himself.  

What Jeff didn’t know at the time was his Sergeant was also the coach for the post rifle team.  He told Jeff when he finished basic if he wanted, the Sergeant could see if he could get Jeff stationed at Fort Benning and he could try out for the team.

After finishing basic training Jeff signed up for Advanced Infantry Training which was also at Fort Benning.  It was about that same time he began jumping with the post sky diving club.  

When he completed his Advanced Infantry Training, his Drill Sergeant from basic came by and asked if he still wanted to try out for the rifle team.  Jeff told him, he sure did.  The Sergeant told him to put in for Jump School, since he was already skydiving it should be a snap, besides he would earn an extra fifty-five dollars a month.  Also, if he went to Jump School the Sergeant could get him assigned to the 507th Airborne Battalion and he would stay at Benning.  

So he went through Jump School and was assigned to the 507th and was picked up by the post rifle team.  

A couple of months later, while he was at practice on the rifle range, the Company Commander sent for him.  

When he reported to the orderly room, there was a Major there Jeff didn’t recognize.  He soon found out the Major was the in charge of the Division Rifle Team and wanted Jeff to shoot the remainder of the season for them.  Which for the next several months is what Jeff did, he shot competition.  They would shoot three hundred rounds a day in practice and on most weekends they would compete in a match somewhere in the southern half of the United States and then near the end of the outdoor shooting season they participated in the National Matches at Camp Perry, Ohio.  In his spare time he had continued to jump with the post sky diving team.  Life had been good.

Jeff had applied for Pathfinder School, so when the shooting season ended after the Nationals, he went back to Fort Benning.  

As that training was nearing an end, he was approached by a Master Sergeant who gave him the Gung Ho speech about being an Airborne Ranger.  Next thing he knew he had been assigned to the Ranger School for training.

Ranger School had made Basic Training look like a Girl Scout Jamboree.  Jeff got through it by continually telling himself, “They aren’t allowed to kill me and this is only temporary!”

A couple days before graduating he was called out of a training exercise and told to report to the orderly room.  He remembered wondering, what did I do wrong now.
When he entered the orderly room, there were two civilians in suits sitting off to one side of the room.  He saluted the Company Commander, who returned the salute.  

“At ease Barkil, take a seat.  These gentlemen want to talk with you.”  The sarcasm was obvious in the Captain’s voice.  The CO then got up and left the room.

The two men rose from their chairs, walked around behind the desk then stood there looking at Jeff for several seconds.  Jeff just stared back at them trying to figure out what was going on.  One of the men had a folder he was thumbing through, every once in a while he would look up and smile.  Finally the man with the folder spoke.

“Your record is quite impressive.  You’ve been near the top of every training class you’ve taken.  Several of your training officers say you could have been the top man if you’d really applied yourself.”

“My dad always said, “Never be first or last and you can go unnoticed and not get in trouble”, I’ve always tried to take my Father’s advice.”

“Well, what we’re looking for are individuals that can excel at their job and still go unnoticed.”

The two men talked with him for the next three hours.  By the time the meeting was over they had all agreed, Jeff would join them as soon as he graduated from Ranger School.

After his graduation, they sent him to Fort Sherman in Panama for Jungle Warfare training, then on to Fort Bragg for six months of special training there.  

That had been a real grind.  The trainees were put through PT twice a day, first thing in the morning and again before supper.  They were also required to double time everywhere they went.  They underwent hand to hand and martial arts instruction, with practice for at least two hours everyday.  They went through mock capture and interrogation once a week.  Every other day he spent three hours on the rifle range honing his long range shooting skills.  There was training with all types of small arms weaponry from all over the world.  

For the first ninety days, the training was twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, there were no weekends.  Finally after three months, they got one weekend off, as the training officer put it, “To go get drunk and get laid”, and then it was back to training.  

A full fifty percent of the people that started the program dropped out or were cut before the first weekend leave.  By the time the training ended less than fifteen percent of the personnel that had started, graduated.  When he completed the training the Army waved his time-in-grade and promoted him to sergeant.

Now, here he was sitting deep in the jungle in Southeast Asia, in the middle of the night, all alone, wondering why he wasn’t afraid.  He knew he should be.  This kind of shit can get you dead!  He thought.

As the sun first showed a glow, Jeff was already scoping the village.  The outside activity was just beginning.  

He had watched until mid-morning before he saw what he had been looking for.  The man he had been waiting for came walking into the village.  No wonder I couldn’t find him before, he thought, he wasn’t here.

There was nothing extraordinary about the man.  He looked like any other villager, except for the five body guards that surrounded him.  They were all heavily armed, most carried old WWII weapons.

Jeff lifted his eye from the scope and measured the distance in his head.  He had already calculated the distance to a large pole in the village.  About fifty yards from the pole to the man, he thought, right at eight hundred and twenty-five yards.  He reached up and turned the elevation adjustment on the scope as he counted the clicks.  He always had his scope zeroed for seven hundred yards and then he adjusted up or down from there.

He checked the trees and leaves around him for the wind.  Then he looked through the scope again and checked the wind nearer the village.  He quickly turned the windage knob on the rifle scope.  Then he found the man in the scope again.

The target had stopped and was talking to some villagers just a few yards from where Jeff had first spotted him.

He took a couple of deep breaths then he put the cross hairs of the scope in the middle of the man’s chest.  He took one more full breath, let half of it out and held it, at the same time taking up the slack in the trigger.  Even though he knew it was coming, the shot still startled him.  The rifle recoiled and came back to rest.  Jeff immediately re-focused the scope and checked the village.  

His heart was racing, it felt like it was going to climb into his throat.  

The man was down and there were several people crowding around him.  The body guards were all facing out, weapons up, but they had no idea where to look.  

Jeff couldn’t help but think, they are pretty well disciplined.  They’re definitely not armed farmers like I would have expected.  

Many of the other people were in a panic, running in every direction, trying hard to hide, but not knowing from what or from where.

He watched only long enough to verify the man was dead.  When he saw several of the villagers pick up the limp body and carry it off, he bellied back out of his hide, dragging his gear with him.  When he was far enough back in the brush to be sure he wouldn’t seen from the village, he got his equipment back on.  He zipped the rifle back in its case, slung it over his back, turned and started up the mountain.  

His heart rate was still racing.  He couldn’t believe the adrenaline rush he was experiencing.  Until he actually saw them carrying the limp body away, the whole thing had seemed no different than shooting silhouettes on the range.

He had only gone a couple hundred yards when he had to stop and catch his breath.  Between the steep climb and the adrenaline rush wearing off, he was whipped.

As he sat leaning against a tree he took a couple swallows from his canteen and went over the shot in his mind.  He had been lucky there had been very little wind.  All things considered, it had been a fairly easy shot.  That’s when it hit him…I just killed a man!  I looked through the scope into his eyes and took his life.  
The water he had just swallowed came back up.  He had to fight to quell the nausea.

“Alright dickhead, this is what you signed on for.  Get your shit together and get your ass out of here.”  He said out loud.

He was up and moving again.

It was nearly dark when he crested the mountain.  It was the one opposite where he had jumped in.  He took out his compass to calculate where he was for sure and to figure the direction he needed to move so he was heading for the border.  He checked the map and did some quick calculations.  If I’m lucky and I can average three miles a day, I should be close to the pick up in ten days, he thought.

The jungle at this point had only single canopy cover so there was some moonlight shining through.  Jeff decided to keep moving as long as he could see.

After going for two more hours, he figured he wasn’t gaining enough time fumbling around in the dark to make it worth taking a chance on being discovered or getting lost, so he found a place to hide for the night.

Jeff found a spot in some heavy brush he felt would conceal him and settled in.  As had been his routine each night, he put his combat pack next to him and laid the cocked shotgun on top of it.  Then took the Browning, cocked it and laid it in his lap.  He was about to pop a couple Bennies, but stopped, I need to sleep, he thought.  He was going on a hundred hours since getting up for the morning briefing the day he left on the mission and he hadn’t slept since.

He reached into the gas mask bag and with his hand over the face of his flashlight, so there was only the slightest red glow, he found a couple of grenades that did not have the tips of the spoons painted white.  Half the grenades in the bag had zero time delay fuses, which meant they would explode almost instantly when the spoon was released.  He had painted about an inch of the tip of the spoons on these white so he could distinguish them from the normal four second delay fused grenades.  

He partially straightened the pins on the two grenades, so they could be pulled quickly and then laid them next to the shotgun.

He told himself he would sleep four hours that should have him awake an hour before sunup.  Jeff was never sure why, but he had always been able to sleep whenever he wanted and could tell himself how long to sleep and wake himself within ten minutes, give or take, of that time frame.

He woke just about four hours later.  Without moving, he slowly opened his eyes and checked the area as much he could without moving his head.  It was still dark, but nothing appeared to be moving in the area immediately around him.  Slowly he turned his head first one way then the other.  All seemed quiet.

Jeff opened the last can of beans and franks and ate, then buried the top and bottom of the can.  He got his gear on and moved out.

A little past noon, he came to a small river and took time to fill all his canteens, then looked for a safe place to cross.

The best spot he could find, where the river was the narrowest, was still deep enough to be up to his armpits.  He took off all his gear and tied it up in one bundle.  He thought about building a small raft to float his equipment across, but decided against taking the time or making the noise.  So he just hefted it over his head as best he could and still hold his pistol, and then waded into the water.  The bottom was solid and the water wasn’t moving too fast, so the crossing was no problem.  When he reached the far side, he hid in the reeds along the edge and listened for about fifteen minutes.  He didn’t hear anything out of the ordinary, so he got his gear back on and climbed up the bank and into the jungle.  As soon as he found a place that offered some concealment, he stopped and stripped.  His body was covered with leaches.  He retrieved his bottle of Tabasco and using a drop on each began the laborious task of removing the leaches.  He felt like a contortionist by the time he finished, but he had gotten all he could find.

On one of his breaks, Jeff thought he heard voices coming from the jungle.  He immediately slid to a prone position on the ground and froze.  The voices appeared to be moving but were not coming any closer.  He stayed where he was without moving for a full thirty minutes after the sounds passed out of hearing range.  Then he slowly crept forward.  

About fifty yards ahead he came to another trail.  It took only a second to see it was heavily used.  For a jungle trail it was a like a highway.  It was fifteen to twenty yards wide as far as he could see in both directions.

He took out his bowie knife which was sharp enough that he was able to cut a branch a half inch thick with just the weight of the knife.  He cut a branch about three feet long.

Jeff turned his back to the trail, took a deep breath, and backed out onto the path.  He crossed walking backwards, using the branch to quickly wipe out his tracks as best he could without delaying.  If the tracks were seen, he hoped it would be assumed he was crossing going in the other direction.  He knew anyone could figure it out without much trouble, but he hoped he might delay them if they did discover his tracks.

He waited another fifteen minutes, when no one else came by, he moved out again.

That evening as he settled into his hiding place for the night, he thought, I’ve got plenty of water, but tomorrow I’m going to have to keep a look out for something to eat.  He was asleep as soon as he closed his eyes.

Once again, he woke about an hour before the sun was up.  He sat and listened to the darkness, trying to search with his eyes.  He couldn’t see anything in the blackness, but it was quiet…too quiet.  No monkeys or birds, only the insects buzzing.  Something or someone was out there.


Jeff slowly slid the Browning back into the holster and brought the shotgun across his lap.  He reached out to make sure he had the bandolier within reach as well as the two grenades.  He wasn’t sure who or what was out there, but he felt as ready as he could be for whatever came.

Another hour passed and the sun was beginning to stream through the overhead canopy.  Still there were none of the usual sounds of the jungle.

He was just preparing to rise when he heard something to his right.  He froze and listened again.  It was the low murmur of voices.  Shit, he thought, who the hell are they?  There are no such things as “Friendlies” out here for me.  So are they natives out hunting or guerillas?  If they’re guerillas are they from the village and looking for me or are they just passing through?
Jeff had the strong urge to just bug out, but he also felt he needed answers.  He wanted to know if he was being hunted.  

He bellied out flat on the ground and began creeping toward the voices.  It took him nearly an hour to cover a hundred yards without making any sound before he finally saw them.  There were four men sitting around a fire talking.  They seemed to be cooking their breakfast, there were a couple of pots hanging over the fire and Jeff could smell fish and tea.

From the number of weapons around the men, he knew they weren’t natives.  Since they were making no attempts to conceal themselves, Jeff made the assumption they were just moving through the area and not searching for him.  They probably hadn’t even heard what happened at the village.

He was getting ready to back off when he heard a twig snap to his rear.  He quickly glanced over his shoulder.  There was a heavily armed man walking straight toward him.  The man was looking at the camp and had not seen him.  Jeff mind raced, if he moved the man would see him for sure, if he didn’t move the man was probably going to step on him.

With as little motion as possible, he reached under his chin with his left hand and up over his right shoulder, easing the Gurkha out of the sheath on his pack.  He had decided to try and take the man quietly, it was at that same time the man spotted him and let out a yell.

Jeff rolled to his left, onto his back, and threw the knife with all the strength he had.  In the same motion he rolled back over facing the camp, grabbed the shotgun and fired.  He held the trigger back and kept pumping the action as he rose.  

This was the reason he had picked this model shotgun. It was a Winchester 1897 trench gun from WWII with exposed hammer.  What was considered a flaw in the weapon was exactly why he wanted it.  If the trigger was held back and the pump action worked, the gun fired when the bolt came forward.  

By the time he was standing, he had emptied the shotgun, dropped it and pulled his Browning.

The four men at the fire were down and so was the man with the knife in his chest.  Jeff checked that man first.  The hours of practice had paid off, the Gurkha was buried to the hilt in the man’s chest.  The man was still alive, but barely.  Jeff retrieved his Gurkha and whipped it across the man’s throat.

Then he went to the fire and checked the other four men.  Three were dead, the fourth was dying.  Jeff used his knife to finish the job.  He took a quick look around.  Nothing appeared to be moving within his line of sight.  He backed away from the fire to where he had been hiding, grabbed the shotgun and quickly reloaded.  

When he returned to the fire, he glanced in the pots over the coals and saw one was full of rice with chunks of fish.   He quickly took out one of his canteen cups and scooped it full.  Then, after a quick look around, he headed back into the jungle.  He wasn’t sure if there were anymore of the guerillas in the area who might have heard the shooting, but he figured he should be some place else as soon as possible.

He had proceeded only a few yards when he came to a trail.  They must have been moving down the trail and stopped for the night, he thought.  He checked his compass, the trail at this point was running the same direction he needed to travel.  He moved back into the jungle about twenty yards and set out traveling parallel to the trail.

Jeff took a mouthful of the rice and fish mixture.  He immediately gagged and spit it out.

“Damn, I don’t know how they eat this shit!”  He said.

He reached in his pocket took out a bottle of Tabasco.  After splashing in a healthy dose of the hot sauce, he stirred it into the mix with his finger and tried again.

“Good old Tabasco can disguise anything.”  He said.

He was hungry and finished the entire canteen cup of rice.  He followed it up by drinking a full canteen of water.  He still couldn’t get the taste of the fish out of his mouth.  Then he reached in one of the patch pockets on his pants and pulled out one of his cigars.

“Sure wish I could smoke this sucker.”  

He knew that wasn’t possible, the smell would give him away from several hundred yards away.  So he got the wrapper off, bit off a big piece and shoved it into his cheek to chew.  He took a second to bury the wrapper, shoved the rest of the cigar in his pocket and started out again.

As he walked his thoughts went back to what had just transpired.  I can’t believe I reacted so coolly.  They told me during training, “You react and give yourself a chance or you hesitate and die!  Move toward the sound of the gun fire and kill anyone not dressed like you!”

For the next two days Jeff kept moving as much as possible, stopping only to rest and listen every hour or so.  He refilled his canteens every time he found a source of water, but he still had not stopped for food.

The third morning he made the decision to take a break to see if he could catch something to eat.  Using a couple of the parachute suspension lines he had been carrying in the pocket, he put out some snares.  Within an hour or so, he caught a small monkey.  After he killed and skinned it, he chanced a small fire to roast it.  When he was sure it was well cooked, he waited only long enough for it to cool down enough to carry and he was moving again, eating as he walked.  

“Well it sure as hell doesn’t taste like chicken,” he told himself and laughed.

Six days later, Jeff felt he had to be close to the pickup point.  He sat back against a tree and with the map and compass recalculated to be sure of his position.  If he had figured correctly, he was within a mile or so.

After moving for a couple of hours, he came upon a Thai Marine sentry.  Jeff immediately stepped out into the open, raised his arms and gave the password he had been given at the briefing.  In broken English, the Thai answered with the counter sign.  The young Marine instantly broke into a big grin and started forward.  As soon as he was close enough, the Marine grabbed Jeff and gave him a big hug.

“You do okay?”  The Marine asked.

“I did okay!”  Jeff responded.

The Marine led him back to his camp where there were a dozen more marines.  There was a lot of back slapping and praise, most of which Jeff couldn’t understand.

They offered him some food, which he gladly accepted.  He had lived on wild bananas and a couple monkeys for the last week.

After eating and unwinding for an hour or so Jeff, along with three of the Marines, piled into a jeep and headed for the base.

Jeff spent the next three hours in a debriefing with his Control Officer and a couple of other suits.  He related everything that happened, even his thoughts and feeling during the mission.  He even told them about puking after the first kill, but how calm he had been in the attack at the guerilla camp.  When the debriefing was over, his Control Officer threw him a key and told him they had a room for him at the hotel in town.  He also counted out a couple hundred dollars and handed it to him.

“For expenses,” he told him.  Then they left and the man drove Jeff into town. 

When he got to his room at the hotel, the first thing he did was climb into the shower.  He sat in the bottom of the tub and stayed there for nearly an hour just letting the shower run on him.

His fatigues were nearly falling apart.  The standard issue cotton fatigues didn’t last long in the jungle, with the sweat, heat and humidity, they never got a chance to dry out and rotted right off your body.  His boots were also shot, so he threw them all away.  He put on some of his civilian clothes and decided to go for a walk.

As he walked around, he saw a couple of the Thai Marines on the street and got an idea.  He found a tailor shop near the hotel and ordered three sets of the tiger striped Thai Marine fatigues to be made.  He knew there would be more missions and figured he might as well get ready.

Back at the hotel, Jeff went into the restaurant and found a table back in the corner.  He told the waiter to bring the biggest steak they had, cooked rare, with all the trimmings and a double Chuevo Gold to drink while he waited.  

After he finished the steak, he went out front and leaned against the building to enjoy a cigar.  

It was like being at the circus, watching the people in the street.  Several prostitutes came up to him and propositioned him, but he waved them off.  The last thing I need now, is a dose of the clap, he thought.

With the cigar finished, Jeff went to the gift shop and bought a couple fifths of Chuevo.  Something else Jeff had learned at Bragg, he had acquired a taste for good tequila.  With the bottles under his arm, he headed back to his room.

When he reached the room, Jeff closed the door, leaned back against it and slid to the floor.  He sat with his back to the door and let out a big sigh.  He was finally coming off the adrenaline high and felt a strange urge to cry.  He twisted the top off one of the bottles of tequila and took a long drink.  The last sixteen days raced back through his mind.  Holy shit, you’re not even twenty years old and you’ve killed six men!  Who do you think you are Barkil, fucking Billy the Kid?  He took another big swallow from the bottle.

It was both bottles of tequila and four days later before he sobered up enough to get sick.  Then he spent the two days with his head in the toilet before he could clean up and leave the room.

