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The M7 Bayonet

The M7 bayonet was introduced in 1964 during the Vietnam war along with the M16
rifle.
It's a medium size bayonet that featured a plastic grip and a 1095 carbon steel blade.
The upper half of the blade is double edged whereas the lower half is single making
the bayonet more useful as a field tool.Once attached to an M16 rifle or any of its
variants such as the XM, Colt Commando or GAU for instance, it works through the
spring-loaded mechanism located just inside its handle.
In order to fasten the bayonet to the weapon, all you had to do was lower the handle
along the barrel. Once it was in position, the spring-loaded mechanism closed
automatically, thereby securing itself to the rifle.
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The first Red Dot Sights

’Red Dots’ or ’Red Dot Sights’ as they are otherwise known, are 'holographic'
sights.Initially, these sights were created in Sweden for the civilian market. The
MACV-SOG was however the first U.S. Military Unit to use them in the context of
war, buying them personally and testing them for the first time in combat.
The photo of the soldier in the above image was taken before the 1970 Son Tay Raid,
where fifty Green Berets parachuted over North Vietnam in an attempt to free
American Prisoners of War.
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Smith & Wesson (S&W) Model 28

The Smith &Wesson Model 27' Classic was the first Magnum revolver of its time.
When S&W introduced the .357 Magnum cartridge in 1935, they chambered it into a
large-frame revolver and the Model 27 was born.
Intended for the luxury market, not only was it hand-assembled but also offered a
variety of custom options including a selection of triggers, grips, sights and much
more. Despite the economic turmoil that characterized the period surrounding the
Great Depression, it became a bestseller nonetheless. In fact, as demand for it
continued to rise and was later even adopted by law enforcement agencies, Smith &
Wesson went on to create a 'standardized' version as well. This cheaper alternative
became the S&W Model 28.Still exceptional by any standard, in 1969 Danforth made
Model 28 his second weapon of choice.
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Under Barrel M203 Grenade Launcher

The M79 (also known as 'the Blooper') was considered a 'conventional' grenade
launcher but was unlike the M203 originally created as a secondary, 'under-barrel'
weapon. Although the M79 was the ideal weapon for a variety of situations, the
team’s decision to use it cost them the loss of one of their shooters in the end.
Compared to the 'M79, anyone armed with a M16/M203 weapon system fought no
differently than any other team member did. What’s more, when required, the
M16/M203 had a long-range grenade launcher at its disposal offering greater
precision and force than those thrown by hand. It was like using an actual M79.
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RPK Machine Gun (standard configuration or shortened version as follows)

The RPK was a Soviet designed, light calibre machine gun. Parallel to the AK(M)
assault rifle, it was generally used by the SOG replacing the M60.
Shorter in length and lighter than its American counterpart, it was more apt to the
kind of close combat typically found in jungle warfare. It shot a lighter calibre
thereby
enabling a soldier to carry more ammo and made for a more stable shot in general.
The RPK ammo belt is situated on the inside of its drum. This not only served to
protect the ammo from soil or other external elements but made overall handling a lot
easier.
As shown above Frank Greco, SOG veteran turned author, testing RPKs for the SOG
on a shooting range.
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Manuel Ortega in 'heavy gear', otherwise known as 'long range setup', next to Neil
Westmore and Luis Bronson during mountain combat just South of the Demilitarized
Zone (DMZ) in 1971.
Artwork by Francesco Abrignani.
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1965

11

Two years prior to the selection process &
four years prior to Take Me to The Devil.
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Luis Bronson
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As they tossed him out of the bar, Bronson got the feeling he was going to vomit, but
luckily in the end, didn’t.
It was late, the streets were empty and everything around him was silent.
In pain and all alone, Bronson found himself in a situation not unlike the one his
daughter had lost her life in.
He had a clear picture of it in his head.
Thanks to Vietnam and what he’d seen there, Bronson had come to understand how
his daughter's death had actually come to unfold.
Leaning up against the wall he covered his face before bursting into tears seconds
later.
Sobs that may have felt liberating initially, were instead the sound of the complete
and utter desperation coming over him.
Six year old Hellen Bronson had been crushed to death in a car accident. She died in
her baby sitter’s car coming back from the local cinema after having watched Mary
Poppins.
The teenage sitter who had been at the wheel, died on impact, unlike the child
however.
She had somehow miraculously survived.
*
It had taken Hellen, or his little Hellen as he used to call her, quite some time to get
free from the twisted debris. Once out however, she had slowly but painfully dragged
herself several feet across the road. Lacking the strength to go any further, she
assumed a foetal position, and waited to die.
Yes, she would wait for death to come for her there. Like their adult counterparts,
children understood the meaning of death itself and when their time had come.
They truly did.
When help did eventually arrive however, she was still in the same place, although by
that point, it was too late. Bronson, who had become far too familiar with death
because of his time spent in Vietnam, understood his daughter’s fate far better than he
ever would have without it.
Painstakingly more than his mind could possibly stand.
From that moment, the moment she died, he repeatedly relived her death every day
and every instant thereafter.
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*
That night was therefore no exception, and despite all the alcohol flowing through his
veins, his mind had done it again.
For the millionth time.
*
On the night the accident had taken place, Bronson had rushed to the site.
Once there, he had gotten out of his car and run towards the police officers who were
standing over his daughter's corpse at the time. Looking down at the small figure, he
asked if they would lift the sheet up for him.
Hellen had died in a giant pool of blood.
Bronson saw her tiny body curled up in a ball with her fists clenched tightly and
fragments of shattered glass deeply engrained in his beautiful child’s face.
The blood had coagulated by then, becoming as thick as glue and there was a great
deal of it. Too much in fact. By examining all the evidence, it was evident that her
heart had gone on beating for some time afterwards and before conceding to the loss
of blood.
His daughter had therefore gone through everything.
She had felt everything too, up until the very moment she had died.
“Who are you?”
“I’m her father,” he mumbled incoherently.
The officers lowered the sheet quickly before having to grasp onto Bronson firmly
and help keep him on his feet. Although they were worried about him contaminating
the accident site itself in some way, they certainly didn’t want him to pass out either.
“You shouldn't be here,” one of the officers turned and said to him.
Although two of the agents pushed against him in an effort to keep him away, the
truth was that Bronson couldn’t feel anything they were doing to him.
Not yet, at least.
His mind had become rather accustomed to death thanks to everything he’d witnessed
in Vietnam, but taking it in never got easier.
Not initially it didn’t, anyways.
He’d have to let the pain in later, and let it in gradually. No matter how he thought to
manage it in the end, it would have consumed him relentlessly nevertheless, and
Bronson was well aware of that.
It was only a matter of time before his mind let it happen.
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It was always only a matter of time.
“I served in Vietnam,” he mumbled aloud, almost excusing himself for his
incoherence and rather questionable lack of tears as they carried him away from his
daughter’s body.
The reason behind the lack of emotion however was because Bronson knew and
understood death very well.
In fact, the issue wasn't even death itself. After all, everyone dies eventually.
The difficulty lay in the inevitable consequences that came with it.
The fact that he would never see his little one grow up for instance.
Everything his daughter would have believed in once she’d become a woman for
instance, would remain a mystery for ever.
He would never have gotten to know his daughter as an adult or discovered the kind
of person she would have become.
He would have never fully understood who she was meant to be.
What was worst of all however, was that he’d been denied the chance to hear the
sweet sound of her voice ever again.
So soft, so innocent.
Angel-like.
Angels.
Children are angels on earth.
In an instance his thoughts had come full circle and Bronson had suddenly begun to
feel the first signs of pain and grief. Only at a physical level however and not yet
psychologically.
Bronson wasn’t sad per se but felt something which resembled a sharp pain in his
chest, right around his heart.
He felt a sudden shortness of breath, like he’d been stabbed there.
While the officers on duty sat him down on a bench, he couldn’t take his eyes off the
giant red stained sheet still covering his daughter’s body.
Her death had been a long and agonizing one while she laid alone on that cold, dark
street.
A street in which she had probably cried out for help to no avail until finally, and only
at the very end, did she seemingly fall asleep. Slipping into the kind of deep, dark
sleep, the terrorizing kind from which she knew she’d never awake.
She had been fully aware in the meantime since man, not unlike their animal
counterparts, know exactly when their time to go has come.
Bronson had seen it happen time and time again in Vietnam.
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He’d watched friends cry until the bitter end, when their pupils dilated and their
heads eventually fell back.
Bronson had seen it all in Vietnam.
*
Two days later, the funeral had been a dark and desolate event as the little one lay
helplessly in her closed casket.
Friends and relatives walked past the coffin in silence and wearing sorrowful
expressions on their faces. Bronson's wife stood quietly as close friends surrounded
her but stood helplessly staring blankly at the casket. She seemed to be in a state of
catatonic half-wake. For the occasion, their family practitioner had prepared a light
sedative cocktail for them. It seemed to have a buffering effect on her, much the way
marijuana would.
*
In only a matter of months Bronson's marriage had slowly fallen apart, one piece at a
time. It had disintegrated the way paper would when left to disintegrate in water.
The two of them had come into the habit of passing entire days together just
reflecting, but in complete and utter silence. From the veranda you could see them
clearly, just sitting placidly on their rocking chairs and staring blankly out at the yard.
He took to drink with a vengeance, whereas his wife sat chain smoking cigarettes,
one after the other as she rocked in the chair beside him.
Bronson loved his wife, let that be clear, but as she fell further into depression, his
inability to cope had brought on his own steadfast ruin by means of alcohol.
With time, the real bouts of alcoholism had made their way, the kind that lasted until
daybreak. It wasn’t unusual for Bronson to wake up and find himself laying on the
floor somewhere or in the middle of the lawn outside, covered in dirt and reeking of
vomit.
Eventually, when his wife had finally found the strength to break her vicious cycle,
but found herself unable to break his, she ‘d had no other choice but to leave him.
Eventually, after living on his own for some time, a turning point came for him too at
long last.
Bronson realized that if he allowed things to continue the way they were, it wouldn’t
be long before he ended up dead somewhere. The other simple truth was that nothing
in the world could ever get the vision of his dead daughter out of his head. The
thought of that alone was enough to kill him if he let it.
Nothing could take his mind off of that. Not now, not ever.
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Nothing except for maybe going back to Vietnam, that is.
That’s for sure.All things considered, going back to ‘Nam may not have been such a
bad idea after all. Who knew.
The logic behind that was simple in that the jungle happened to be the only place in
the world where the level of suffering was so high that you inevitably had to forget
about everything else.
At that point in his life Bronson desperately needed to suffer through anything but the
memory of his dying daughter. Anything but that.
He was willing to undergo whatever other misery or anguish, for as long as necessary,
without a moment of peace if that’s what it would take. He knew that as soon as he let
his guard down, or even just stopped for a breather, the memory of his daughter
laying there helplessly on the ground, in her own pool of blood would come back to
haunt him. He was ready to do anything in his power, to ensure he’d never have to
see that image again.
Whatever it took.
For that reason, joining the Special Forces this time around, was to bound do him
good. No doubt about it.
At least he could surround himself with some crazy characters.
Maybe do some crazy stuff while he was at it too.
He’d have to go back to training like hell and on a daily basis. Then, with any luck at
all, he’d have to put his life on the line too.
The last time Bronson had trained that hard was in boot camp before his first and
only tour, and now he didn't just want to do it again, he wanted it more than ever.
Afterwards, when he was through with the gruelling training, they’d send him back to
Vietnam for sure. Then once he was there, he’d have far more to think about than just
his daughter.
Yeah, that’s what he needed to do. That was the kind of life that could trump the hell
on Earth that he was living now.
*
So, after countless nights spent drinking and wandering aimlessly around town, that
following morning Bronson showed up at the recruiting office to see if he could reenlist.
When he was sure they’d take him back, whether it be in Special Forces or not, he not
only signed and sent the divorce papers back to his wife, he told his real-estate agent
to sell his house too.
With that, Bronson was a free man and had none of the usual personal belongings
which could inhibit or tie a person down. All he had left was a bank account in his
name so starting a brand-new life all by himself would be easy.
He knew his past would never stop haunting him but at least now he was ready to
give life another try.
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In all honesty, Bronson had felt a split-second of uncertainty at the closing stage
when it was time to sign on the dotted line. Nonetheless, in the end, he’d not only
enlisted but gone as far as to sign up as a Green Beret as well. He figured that could
be his Plan B in case Vietnam per se, wasn’t enough to distract him.
During his interview, he was asked what he expected from signing up with the
Special Forces. Then they went on to ask what he thought about going to Vietnam,
always in the eventuality that he passed the selection program and was sent over there
again.
Bronson told them he didn’t expect anything from the war in Vietnam per se, and that
in all actuality, he couldn't care less about it.All he hoped for was that being a
member of the Special Forces would make his miserable life worth living again and
give him something worth dying for, like his country if necessary. That was the
honest truth since he really didn't give a fuck about anything else.
His tone was ice cold and he said it with such indifference that it seemed to give his
recruiters the shivers. They had never interviewed someone quite like him before,
and that’s how he got recommend for the SOG, right on the spot.
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Mountain Hunt
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Four Years &
Ten Missions Later
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Baker Team Life
Post 'Take Me to The Devil'
Only two days after operation Devil's Den had come to an end, Trautman found
himself having to choose two temporary replacements from Baker Team A for
Jorgenson and Krakauer. Once he’d got that done he wasted no time sending Ortega
and his men out on a new and extremely urgent mission. Just like that, as though
nothing had ever happened, he was shipping them out to fight once again. Not even
forty-eight hours had passed since they’d lost their two teammates.
Bronson and Westmore, who Trautman assigned as the official replacements, fit in
with the rest of the team immediately. Given that Trautman had trained them himself
in Fort Bragg in 1967, they’d done the same infamous training program as everyone
else.
From then on, the team ran one high-risk mission after another, to the point that the
memory of Jorgenson and Krakauer quickly began to fade away. Considering how
fast they were going through missions, the Baker Team had little or no time at all to
morn over their fallen brothers or any other fallen team members who had supported
them in the past either. That was only one of the many horrible downsides of
Vietnam.
Mourning took time, and in Vietnam there simply wasn't any. As a result, mourning
the dead was a luxury.
The kind of luxury that Baker Team Soldiers couldn't afford. Period. That too served
to chip away at their humanity.
*
After their fifth mission, or the ill-fated 'Hostage Breech' as it was referred to later,
had obliged Trautman to join the two Baker Teams together because losses had
reached an all-time high.
From then on in, the two teams were merged into one single unit a.k.a. 'The' Baker
Team.
The year after they’d lost of Jorgenson and Krakauer felt like it lasted a millennium.
As a unified team, 1969 was, in theory, their first real year in Vietnam. It seemed as
though they were in a race against time considering the rate at which Trautman kept
launching them in and out of missions.
*
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For the most part, the Baker Team ran no-contact, long range missions. In essence,
the team had to get in and out of enemy territory without being seen, located or
engaged by the enemy. In territories such as Laos and Cambodia, anything but, would
have been suicidal, at best.
Most of the time their job on those missions was infiltrating and locating enemy
targets, then subsequently communicating those coordinates to the Air Force and then
exfiltrating as quick as possible before their planes started to strike. In less than a year
the enemy had suffered a loss of almost one thousand men thanks to Ortega’s team
and the work they’d done on those no-contact missions. It wasn’t long before the
Baker Team crew became full-bred reconnaissance mission experts. Being spotted or
not was the only difference between 'accomplishing a mission' and 'not making it
back'. So, as experts, they began to train the South Vietnamese to do the same as well.
The missions that didn't leave scars on their bodies left psychological ones instead. In
a state of drunkenness, Ortega had once said that 'Every single, Goddamn mission
was like flirting with death,' and that was the fine line between what your life was
'before' a mission and 'after' one.
“After Devil's Den we changed the way we advanced.”
“After Rusty Blade we completely overhauled our old gear for new stuff...”
...And so on.
But they weren’t just talking about procedures and equipment here.
That was only the tangible part of the matter.
What they were fundamentally referring to was the state their souls were in.Time and
time again, when you did finally penetrate a Vietcong occupied village, the best thing
to do was kill.
When in doubt, kill.
Don't take any risks, Baker Team.
Don’t lose sight of the big picture when you’re over there: you’ve got a war to win.
So that meant men, women, and children.
When you were making your way through an occupied village, anybody could yank
the safety pin out of a grenade, pull a trigger or point a rifle at you. That kind of thing
happened on a continuous basis. The Vietcong had the habit of killing everyone and
anyone who refused to fight on their behalf and children were no exception.
Consequently, every now and then some unexpected elderly person, maybe a woman
or even some kid was the one throwing the grenade at you. Under those
circumstances, women would often hide pistols underneath their clothes or elderly
villagers used to try to take out American Soldiers so that the village children
wouldn’t be recruited to do so instead. In those cases, the Baker Team had little or no
choice but to defend itself. What that meant in other words, was kill or be killed.
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You’d fucking better believe we killed – were Ortega’s exact words one night at a bar
in Saigon, after having practically drunk himself into a stupor. He had big black bags
under his eyes because he was suffering from insomnia at the time and was staring
blankly into oblivion when he said it. All the deaths he’d witnessed in the course of
that war seemed to be his burden to carry, and his alone and it was weighing him
down as a consequence.
*
After '69 the US Army reeked with hatred and it manifested itself through violence. It
mainly permeated out of the Special Forces but also among regular soldiers. Their
lack of training created fertile ground for animosity not only against the enemy but
among civilians as well. In worst case scenarios, there were even traces to be found
within the platoons, meaning it was mate against mate as well.
Now, the concept of internal hostility may strike many of us as odd since it’s nowhere
to be found in any of the war films out there. Despite this however, the truth of the
matter was that generally speaking, privates and particularly the recently drafted
ones, barely received any training. As a consequence, most were terrified by having
to fight in the first place, so Vietnam turned out to be a terrifying wake up call.
Watching platoon mates die right there in front of you and then subsequently
shrugged off and considered nothing more than a simple casualty, was enough to tip
anybody’s scale. Once guys like those lost it however, everything became personal.
As far as they were concerned, rules or protocol no longer applied to them after that.
The war became theirs to fight and theirs alone, if you know what I mean. The worst
thing about it though was that while that situation seemed to sum-up what was going
on in Vietnam, there were also dangerous after-effects that echoed all the way home.
Back in the United States, I mean.
Casualty numbers had reached an all-time high, the war seemed to be taking a turn
for the worse and public opinion was no longer in favour of the war itself. The
situation deteriorated to the point that public opinion actually even turned against the
soldiers themselves. Circumstances of that nature at home, which were further
irritated by other domestic woes, made for a depressing and often violent climate
based on irrational undertones. That irrationality became nearly hysterical when it
reached its climax causing racial riots to break out and the political assassinations of
Martin Luther King, Malcom X and Robert Kennedy. These conflicts led to blood
being shed on American soil as well.
Despite that gloomy climate and the fact that they were constantly running high risk
missions, the Baker Team did adhere to certain benefits when compared to all the
other soldiers fighting in Vietnam.
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For starters, as highly skilled experts, Baker Team men were never 'light-heartedly'
deployed anywhere by Trautman.
They were never sent out on suicide missions, the blatantly impossible kind, or
deployed for the sake of deployment itself as was often the case for many other SOG
Teams. Those teams went out and were slaughtered on a daily basis, so much that the
SOG casualty rate nearly reached one hundred percent.
Another big difference between the Baker Team and everybody else pertained to free
time. Between missions and particularly after long and physically demanding ones,
Baker Team Soldiers could take advantage of those long periods of rest by staying in
relatively safe zones like Saigon itself. This was quite unlike the average soldier
who’d spend months on end living in the jungle and feared for his life up until the
moment he left Vietnam.
Everything was different for the Baker Team.
Their war was completely different from the one the other vets were fighting.
*
After they transferred from the Dak-To base to Patrick Nelson's village in the
Triborder Zone, the Baker Team continued running their missions from there, but
rather than training ARVN Special Forces, Trautman's men dedicated themselves to
the Montagnard. The number of high risk missions had greatly decreased by then as
Trautman began to have other projects in mind for the Baker Team. The fact that their
missions did have a lower risk level may have been the reasoning behind why all
eight Baker Team members decided to stay on with SOG, volunteering for a second
year, and then eventually renewing once more in '70 -'71.
What they had considered sound reasoning at the time however, turned out to be one
of the worst mistakes of their lives.
Naturally.

25

1970 -1971
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The United States
For the United States, 1970 was much more than just the coming of a new decade.
The flower children had lost their fight 'to change the world' forever more, and their
'free love' transformed into rebellion at first followed later by violence.
In the course of a seven-year period, from '63 to '70, John Fitzgerald Kennedy,
Malcom X, Martin Luther King e Robert Kennedy were assassinated, in that order
respectively. It was a dark time for America. Rock music, which until that time had
been sweet sounding, almost malleable, became suddenly dark. Guitar parts became
sharp and enraged while voice tones went low, almost becoming hoarse screams. A
new genre was born: Heavy Metal.
Nixon started the 'Vietnamization' of the conflict: a euphemism he used to describe
the gradual retreat of US forces from South Vietnam even if economic and military
assistance was destined to continue 'indefinitely'.
Yet, despite the 'Vietnamization' process per se, no one at home could ever have
imagined the possibility of actually losing the war.
Only a handful of military staff members, those who could see it with their very own
eyes really knew the truth. Thus, although the gradual withdrawal of troops may have
resulted in an almost immediate decrease in US soldier casualty numbers, the actual
protests themselves, didn’t.
Those would never stop.
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South Vietnam
Meanwhile, on the other side of the world in Vietnam, the Saigon Army was not only
growing in number, but in competence as well. They were becoming a true battle
force to be reckoned with, practically on par with their American counterparts. They
were truly earning American respect on the battlefield and their level of confidence
reflected this. The problem however was that it couldn’t do enough on its own.
South Vietnam was never going to survive the complete withdrawal of American
troops and anyone who was anyone in the US military, knew it. The war was tearing
America apart increasingly every day as public opinion shifted increasingly against it.
Essentially, no presidential candidate would be able to rise above the continuation of
US involvement in Vietnam without losing the election over it. Therefore, the bottom
line was that America’s military commitment in Vietnam was destined to end, be it
one way or another.
Meanwhile, by 1970 the conflict in Vietnam itself had reached unprecedented levels
of atrocity.
The North Vietnamese Army started increasingly turned to conventional and fullfrontal offensives, which, in layman terms corresponded to full-scale actions of direct
warfare. These took form mainly as large scale offensives done openly and in an
unprecedented manner. This in turn, brought about the highest number of losses
they’d ever reported in the process. The war, at that point, had become a war, in all
true senses of the word, and there were several reasons to explain it.
In order to ensure unilateral power in the case of an eventual victory, the Communist
Party sent the Vietcong to fight in the Tet Offensive in 1968. In hindsight, this was
nothing less than suicidal. It guaranteed that the Vietminh wouldn’t have to share
power with the Southern party.
In the period from '69 to '70, a succession of events, namely the TET Massacre, the
Phoenix Program murder agenda and the subsequent progress made by the South
Vietnamese Army all meant Vietcong presence on the battlefield hardly mattered
anymore.
The war had evolved into an almost entirely conventional one so the tables were
turning in favour of the South Vietnamese Army.
It was then that the number of civilian casualties skyrocketed out of control.
The North Vietnamese were dedicating themselves to a kind of 'controlled'
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extermination of the South Vietnamese using a concept of total war and subdivided in
zones. This was not unlike how the Germans had fought over their occupied
territories during the Second World War. It so happened that the cases in which
American troops were caught accidentally killing civilians was higher than ever as
well. At times this could have been the result of collective misjudgement on the part
of the entire platoon, almost as would occur in a group hallucination. As was the case
in Mi Lai, where an American platoon murdered an entire village, the elderly,
women, and children included, all of whom were unarmed and all because someone
'believed' he’d seen a Vietcong shooter among them.
Thus, after years of such atrocities committed by both sides, neither party genuinely
believed that any act of mercy carried out by the other could ever be remotely
possible.
North Vietnam had spilt too much blood to simply surrender by that point while the
South was fully aware that their defeat meant being taken out of history books
completely.
The South Vietnamese foresaw nothing short of a holocaust in the event of a
Communist victory. Contrary to the Americans, who in theory, could leave if they had
chosen to do so, the South Vietnamese were fighting that war with their backs up
against the wall. They couldn’t escape it. The problem was that neither Trautman nor
the Baker Team itself had any intention whatsoever of leaving the South Vietnamese
to their destiny.
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The Baker Team
In 1970, Danforth and Shelley got married. It wasn’t long after that Shelley, who by
profession was a nurse, became pregnant and asked to take her maternity-leave ahead
of schedule. Once granted, she returned to the US while Danforth continued fighting
on the SOG for Trautman.
Ortega followed suit, and, despite all the ups and downs in his two-year affair, he too
decided to marry, making Helen his bride. Now, they have a son.
Delmore went a step further and had two children with Cindy, one boy and a girl.
While he continued fighting on the front line, his children lived with both their
mother and grandmother altogether on their lakeside property. Berry's father, who had
taken ill in 1969, died a short time later.
Coletta married a woman, a Montagnard to be precise, from the village of Patrick
Nelson and had a tribal ceremony to celebrate it. The chosen young shooter knew
exactly what he was getting into, and from that time forward, his destiny would be
forever linked to South Vietnam.
As the months passed, the 'new' Baker Team crew dedicated themselves to training
the Montagnard and running reconnaissance missions. Still involved in psychological
warfare, they were often called to eliminate the occasional target, often disguised as
the Vietcong themselves, while adopting their same methods to do it.
In that period Trautman's aim was to put those few Vietcong factions still intact after
the TET offensive up against one another.
In the meantime, the very nature of the war itself had changed.
The war had become so conventional along the Ho Chi Minh by then that in 1970,
during an ongoing peace negotiation, North Vietnam called for an end to the
phycological warfare altogether.
In short, the Communists wanted to shut down the SOG.
Despite some of the darker moments the two Baker Teams had gone through in '69,
namely the operation in which they’d lost Jorghenson and Krakauer, and the
unsuccessful Hostage Breech operation, Trautman and his two teams had
nevertheless obtained an undeniably high success ratio. Their success had gone well
beyond any and all possible expectation. With that, the bigwigs had given the Colonel
carte blanche and as such, he wasted neither time nor occasion to push his
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'innovative' ideas even further.
*
At the time, the Baker Team was permanently stationed in the same Triborder Zone
village that had, once upon time, belonged to Patrick Nelson, and it was there that the
Baker Team guys lived together with the local Montagnard tribes. In fact, it was from
there that Ortega and his men ran their psychological warfare missions on a regular
basis, occasionally together with the FULRO, under Trautman’s orders and often
without even consulting the MacV first.
It wasn’t uncommon for the Colonel to put two of his men up against as many as
twenty to fifty Montagnards each. This sort of training ensured that the Baker Team
could handle up to a hundred men if need be. Feats of this kind brought their rank up
to a De Facto status of entry level Colonels. For Rambo, Barry and the others, these
changes were big changes.
Even Rambo became a true leader.
They all did.
Then came 1971.Only six months before the end of their second tour and the
uncertain outcome of that war, the Baker Team guys were going home for real. It was
Nixon’s call and that's what he’d decided, in what seemed like a spur of the moment
decision, in the greater process of his so called 'Vietnamization'. The continued
responsibility of having to save Vietnam from itself, and the implementation of
Trautman's enlightened policies' would finally become weight on someone else's
shoulders and not theirs to bear any longer. Therefore, for them it appeared to almost
be over. All they had to do now was survive the next few months, and it would have
been a done job.
They’d have survived Vietnam.
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THE BAKER TEAM
'Command' Unit
Manuel “Skorpio” Ortega (Team Leader)
Ricardo “Sniper” (Marksman)
John 'Raven' Rambo (Shadow Man)
Berry “Snake” Delmore (Shadow Man / First Machine-Gunner)

'Support' Unit
Joseph “Eagle” Danforth (Vice Team Leader)
Luis 'Viper' Bronson (Shadow Man / Heavy Weapons Man)
Daniel “Doc” Messner (Medic / Radio Communications Man)
Neil 'Flame' Westmore (Second Machine-Gunner)
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RAMBO YEAR ONE

MOUNTAIN HUNT
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Ricardo Coletta
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It was night by the time Coletta got into his hut. After spending a week in the jungle
doing reconnaissance all on his own, at that point, he smelt like a wild beast. Having
heard him come in, his wife, a young Montagnard woman, sat up in their straw bed.
<< You scared me, >> she said to him in Vietnamese.
<< It's all right, love. >>
Coletta put his M40 rifle up against the hut wall and then placed his rucksack on the
ground next to it. He kept staring out at the rest of the village through their window
as he did however. Silence surrounded them outside.
The woman moved closer to him from behind and wrapped her arms around him.
<< I’m still dirty. >>
<< It doesn't matter. >>
His wife hugged him tighter, pulling him even closer to her as he stood there quietly
in front of her.
<< Is everything all right? >> the woman asked.
<< Yes. >>
<< What's the matter, then?>>
<< Nothing. >>
<< You’re lying, g.i.>>
<< You’re right.>>
<< Then tell me the truth. >>
Coletta lowered his head in submission.
<< The war... It isn't going well. This village isn’t going to be safe forever. No one in
your family is safe here>>
<< We’re Montagnards Ricardo. We’ve never been safe in Vietnam and we never will
be. >>
<< This time is different. >>
<< What's different? >>
<< We’re losing the war. By leaving the way we are, the US is losing it. >>
<< Don't be silly. The Americans will never let the North conquer the South. >>
<< No darling, >> Coletta said as he shook his head.
<< I don't think we’ll be able to 'save the world' again this time. And, if the Vietcong
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ever set foot in this village, they won’t have mercy on any single one of you.
Because you are Hmong.
Even worse, pro-American Hmong. You’re worse than the worst for them. >>
She turned towards him to look him in the eyes.
<< Then take me away, Ricardo. Bring me to the United States and make me an
American. Take us all away from here. >>
He smiled.
Then, he kissed her on the hand.
<< Would you really want that? But your ancestors are buried here. >>
<< If that's what I have to do to be with you, then I’ll do it. Not out of fear but
because I love you, Ricardo. >>
He took her hand.
<< I love you too,>> he said smiling to her sweetly.
<< But living in an American city would drive you crazy. >>
<< Then we’ll live in the mountains. You do have mountains in the United States,
don't you? >>
Coletta imagined his wife and his parents, together as one single family, and in the
background he could see the very mountains the mountains right above his house,
those ones he loved since he was a child, the place where he used to go hunting with
his father.
Even bear hunting, at times.
And it was then that Coletta suddenly realized how much he truly loved that woman.
He loved her more than he loved himself.
Because the picture he had in his mind was so damn beautiful that it almost scared
him, and his wife noticed how sad his expression had become almost instantly but for
no apparent reason.
<< What’s wrong, love? >> she said.
<< I’m not worried about just saving you, darling, >> he replied.
<< I’m worried about not being able to save any of you. >>
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Manuel Ortega
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Rambo slit the guard’s throat with one sharp movement.
He was wearing a black ski mask for that mission. That night they all were.
When his victim no longer put up a fight, Rambo slowly lowered his body onto the
ground, being careful not to make a sound as he did. Once done, he turned and
gestured to the others informing them that he’d taken care of the last one.
He and Delmore had killed all three of them.
On cue, Ortega, Danforth and the others made their way towards the window, stopped
in front just long enough to open it and smuggled themselves in once they had. In the
meantime, Rambo, who was directly opposite the others, stayed where he was. He
was their lookout, keeping watch that night in the countryside.
Rambo heard someone cry out and that quickly broke the silence around him. It had
been the voice of a woman, but since all the guards had been taken care of, he didn’t
give it any further thought.
He continued to move cautiously as he checked the perimeter and tried his best to
ignore what was now, a rather unsettling sound.
At that moment, Ortega would rather have been anywhere else than where he was.
Standing in front of him were Barry and Danforth, who were holding the wife and
daughter of that mission’s target. He was just one of many on a long list of alleged
VIP spies, at least according to Trautman he was, and that more than sufficed.
The man's wife was a woman in her forties with dishevelled hair and a distant look in
her eyes. She was obviously paralysed by how much fear she was feeling.
Their daughter, a young girl who was more or less five or six years of age shivered
violently in fear as she cried unceasingly while Barry held her tightly in his arms.
Tears were flowing down the child’s face and her nose was all runny. When it seemed
like she was on the brink of losing it completely however, Barry finally took it upon
himself to cover her mouth.
“Take them away,” Ortega said, no longer able to bear the sight.
Barry dragged both the woman and the girl away, disappearing into the other room.
As soon as they were out of sight, Ortega drew his Mark II from its sheath.
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The darkness which filled the house in which they found themselves in made the
knife seem even longer and more menacing. Ortega drew it out right in front of the
South Vietnamese officer that they had gone there to kill.
At the sight of a blade of that kind, the man coughed loudly, almost choking on air.
They all look so innocent right before they die – thought Ortega to sarcastically.
Even assholes like this, a guy who orders the beheading of a little girl and then
insists it be left at the family’s front door. Even a scumbag like this looks helpless
when the time comes to kill him.
They all look like regular people when you’re there to kill them.
But they aren't. In fact, this fucking guy isn't only a traitor. He’s far more than that.
After everything he’s done, he’s barely worth calling human anymore as far as I’m
concerned.
Despite the circumstances however, Ortega still couldn’t distance himself from what
he was about to do. He couldn't do it because whatever the case may have been, there
was a man looking up at him, wide-eyed and in desperation as though his throat had
already been slit. All the pain and terror in his eyes shooting up at his executioner’s,
passing from the traitor’s to Ortega’s, straight into his soul.
He ordered the beheading of a little girl – Ortega repeated to himself for the last time,
almost in an attempt to summon the courage before he went ahead and did what he
was there to do.
He could hear the sound of muffled crying coming from his wife and daughter who
were still in the other room. Both were completely unaware of the double life he led,
and it was starting to annoy him.
Ortega had to ask himself what was worse – the fact that he was about to commit
murder or that he planned to do it in front of his Goddamn target’s family.
After taking a long, deep breath he unexpectedly and without prior warning, finally
struck with his Mark II.
Ortega made his move in an upwards fashion, passing from under the sternum and
ribs getting straight to the heart in a flash.
The man didn't put up a fight or even move for that matter. He hardly moved a
muscle nor make a sound.
Only seconds later, his body went lifeless and he was dead.
*
Leaving the body there in the room, Ortega walked past the wife and daughter of the
man he’d just killed. Their eyes were open wide and their faces were tear stained, but
they didn’t have the courage to breathe.
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They just stared at him, unable to speak and in shock.
Even the little girl had stopped struggling almost as though she understood there was
nothing she could do to save her father now.
Kids always had a way of understanding everything in the end anyway.
<< Cha? >> said the little one.
Daddy – Ortega translated to himself instantly, as a sharp pain shot through the
middle of his chest.
That’s when Ortega made his famous 'speech'.It was the speech that Trautman had
trained him to give under such circumstances as gruelling this.
<< We were supposed to kill you too, >> he said to them both in Vietnamese.
<< Your father did this kind of thing all the time. He killed women and children too,
but we aren't like him. We aren’t going to kill you, this time. >>
But once he’d got to that point, Ortega felt his voice waver
His throat had tightened.
He could literally no longer breathe.
Calm down.
You’re just upset.
It happens.
It happens to Rambo too when it's his turn to do this kind of thing.
It's normal.
It even happens to people like us.
In fact, that night, Ortega got to the point where he just couldn't take it anymore.
This time he was really pushing himself to the limit.
If they kept sending him on shitty missions like that, sooner or later, he would end up
blowing his brains out just like Jorgenson had.
Jesus, – he thought to himself as he left, hardly finding it within himself to bring his
famous speech to a close.
***
After travelling by jeep for a few hours, Nelson's village slowly revealed itself in
front of him, no longer hidden at the bottom of the valley. It appeared just as quiet
and as peaceful as always.
It was the dawn by then.
Coletta, who at the time was perched up on a tree, watched his team mate drive back
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towards the village from kilometres away, as he often times would, from that height,
for all of them.
Some villagers stepped outside to welcome their friends back.
The Baker Team jumped out of the Jeep and a group of Montagnards quickly
surrounded them to happily celebrate their return.
The village men were always happy when Ortega and his team made it back to the
base and particularly after having left it beforehand, armed to the teeth.
Ortega ignored the half-naked elders and choosing instead to simply walk past them
at a determined pace. He didn’t stand there long enough to have to look anyone
directly in the eye. Rambo and Barry followed suit a few steps behind him, somewhat
concerned about his behaviour as they did.
They’d known him long enough to understand that assignments like those didn’t sit
well with him at all.
That night they’d even tried to convince him to let Danforth do the job for him,
considering that type of thing seemed to bother him less.
Ortega however, who didn’t take his responsibilities as team leader lightly in the
least, had decided to handle that mission's target personally given how important it
was to Trautman.
“Ortega,” said Barry.
Ortega deliberately ignored Barry and continued to walk at a steady pace towards his
hut. All he really wanted was to be left alone.
“Ortega,” Barry repeated, this time reaching out to him, but ended up startling Ortega
instead.
“LET ME BE!” Ortega bellowed.
Rambo and Barry stopped in their tracks a few steps behind their team leader,
stunned by his outbreak. He so seldomly ever used that tone with them.
“I CAN'T TAKE THIS ANYMORE, GODDAMN' IT! ENOUGH IS ENOUGH! I’M
A FATHER NOW! I’VE GOT A SON TO TAKE CARE OF AND I CAN'T DO
THAT SHIT ANYMORE!”
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It's like your head’s all shaken up.
There’s this heavy weight on your chest, and it makes you feel like you can’t breathe
and concentrating becomes nearly impossible. You just can't focus.
In fact, you don't even know why.
It's like you’ve forgotten something, but you have no idea what it is but yet you can’t
help but worry about it anyway.
I can see the never-ending valley of the Triborder Zone in front of me. You can almost
touch the light fog that’s just lingering lazily above the trees. There’s a half-naked
Montagnard wandering slowly through the meadow looking ahead. He seems to be in
search of something and he’s looking for it there in the tall grass. He’s got a spear in
one hand but he’s using it as a walking stick instead.
This fucking war won’t last much longer.
It just can't.
Nothing as horrible as this could possibly go on forever.
It’s humid and there’s a soft breeze blowing against my filthy uniform, passing
directly through it.
A Montagnard turns to look at me and smiles.
Messner passes me a pipe with opium in it. It’s so full that it looks like it’s going to
explode any minute. Having a pipe is against the rules and we hardly ever did it.
But we’re alive, Goddamn it. We’re still alive.
That's all that matters, doesn’t it?
It never mattered though, and I have no fucking idea why.
I’m sick of it, Helen.
I’m going through hell, really. I am.
I love you.
Manuel Ortega, 1971
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Joseph Danforth
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That night Danforth was so high on coke that he thought he was going to burst.
Cocaine was an incredibly expensive commodity in Vietnam. Danforth had the habit
of using it occasionally when his cravings for morphine became too hard to handle
and he needed to compensate somehow.
The three Vietnamese prostitutes that were in bed with him at the time kept turning
and flipping over. They’d laugh occasionally and push themselves right up against
him making his heart pound harder and harder in his chest. Be that as it may however,
it simply wasn't enough. Although all three were, honestly speaking, quite beautiful,
they just weren’t doing the trick. Besides, he’d been making love to them for a while
now and, as far as he was concerned, he was taking way too long to come.
I shouldn't be cheating on Shelley anyway – he thought somewhat angrily to himself.
Especially not like this.
They kept on opening and closing their legs around him, pushing and rubbing hard up
against him and each other for that matter, pretty much anywhere they could. At one
point they were even masturbating on him but it still didn’t seem to be enough.
It just wasn’t enough...
This isn't cheating – thought Danforth to himself once more.
She isn't around and I’ve got needs to satisfy.
This is just sex. Men need to have sex from time to time.
Despite those legs, the fish-net stockings and all that smeared lipstick everywhere, it
never seemed to be enough all the same.
Danforth stretched over towards the night stand to snort a few more lines of coke.
An unwelcome interruption as far as the woman under Danforth was concerned, who
quickly put her hand on his face hoping he wouldn’t become distracted from what his
tongue had been doing at the time.
Missing – he thought to himself.
Miller is missing in action.
Danforth began to move even faster inside her while one of the other girls stood up
on the bed so she could spread her legs right in front of his face.
Who the fuck’s gonna’ tell his family?
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What’re they gonna’ say?
And how’re they gonna’ do it?
Danforth grabbed one of them by the hips as he continued, without stopping what he
had started doing with the first.
Will they tell Loretta not to kid herself the same way those of us on the Baker Team
do?
Or will they leave her in the dark for ever?
Unable to answer his own questions, Danforth stopped licking the second girl and
gently grabbed the third one by her hair.
As he licked her lips in search of a tongue, he continuously lost his balance
maintaining those absurd positions they were doing as a threesome.
Let’s hope this bed doesn’t cave in.
...And he still hadn’t come yet.
His entire body was covered in sweat by then but coming seemed to be out of the
question.
Jesus.
All because it wasn't enough.
Danforth just wasn’t enjoying himself enough and his heart had started pounding a
little too hard. It felt like he’d done a little too much coke or something.
What the fuck am I doing? - he asked himself.
The reason it had crossed his mind was because that same night, after they’d lost
Miller while in action with RT Arizona, the 'old' Danforth had come back from the
grave. A version of Danforth from a long time ago. One that he thought he had
finished with.
The old Danforth, who was constantly meddling in drugs, hookers, trafficking and all
the rest. The same one who was responsible for the death of his cousin Billy to tell
you the truth.
Billy.
Oh Christ.
The robbery that had gone bad and his dead eyes that just stared blankly out of that
black ski mask. Billy.
Oh Jesus.
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Except the Danforth he was now, wasn't that old Danforth anymore.
Danforth had Shelley now. And that wasn’t all. .
He even had a son.
He had a life, at last.
On no account could he let himself ‘fall’ into that trap again just because he’d 'lost' a
friend. No way.
He really couldn’t.
He had to be strong for Shelley and the little one.
Besides, he was so close to getting over it.
All he had to do was hold out for a few more months and after that, everything would
have been fine. Once and for all, everything would be fine if he could somehow find
the way to survive his last few months with the SOG in Vietnam. If he did, Danforth
could finally lead the kind of 'normal' life he’d always dreamt of having. A life he’d
lead with Shelley and his son as well.
So, what the fuck am I doing then? - he asked himself angrily.
Looking down at the legs still wrapped around him, his momentum slowed and he
briefly lost his balance.
Your heart’s gonna’ explode you idiot.
You’re overdosing.
Feeling a little unsteady, he turned away from the girls to get out of bed but the room
seemed to spin out for a moment.
“What's going on, g.i? You sick?”
Danforth bit the back of his hand.
Miller, you stupid dickhead – he said impatiently to himself.
As Danforth rolled onto the floor he finally felt his heart rate start to slow down even
if he still couldn’t catch his breath.
You let SOG screw you over, didn’t you Miller?
You sure did.
You let them lure you in by tempting you with seven 'high risk' missions you bloody
idiot.
This is your fault.
It's all your fault.
I told you the Fifth Special Forces training was nothing compared to the Baker Team
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program.
I told you SOG was suicidal.
Danforth leaned his head up against the wall as one of the girls came up close and
hugged him.
“You good? Say you’re good,” she insisted.
Danforth covered his eyes with his hands so that no one could tell he was about to
cry.
“Yeah,” he said eventually, at which point the two girls finally seemed to calm down
themselves.
“Yes, yes,” he reaffirmed.
Stupid dickhead – Danforth said angrily to himself, this time.
You still haven't learnt that sometimes, in Vietnam, people lose their way that's all.
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Daniel Messner
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That night, Messner hadn’t gone out for a night on the town.
Unlike Danforth, after their last mission he’d decided to stay in the village, there
where he was, and have an easy-going night.
He was sitting on one of the nearby benches on his own outside.
As he took in the view of the distant mountains, he saw an old man walking from one
hut to another. Aware and appreciative of his peaceful surroundings, he breathed in
deeply and inhaled the fresh mountain air.
Peace, at last.
And, a letter.
It was so odd to have received a letter.
Westmore had passed in front of the huts tossing the usual letters to the same usual
lucky guys, namely Danforth, Delmore and Ortega, but had unexpectedly thrown one
in Messner’s direction too.
Messner wasn’t used to getting more than two or three letters per year, at most, and
generally from the same few, close relatives. The reason they used to write was
basically just to make sure he was still alive he was sure.
Since he wasn’t expecting much from it, he had decided not to open it until the
mission had come to an end. Someone had probably just died or something like that
and he’d figured he could do without such distractions.
When he turned the envelope over however, he received an unexpected surprise.
Linda – he said quietly to himself somewhat taken aback by the fact. He found
himself rereading the name that was hand-written on the envelope a few times in
disbelief.
It’s actually from Linda.
With the utmost serenity, Messner gently tore open the top.
It would have taken a lot more than simply getting a letter from Linda to lose his
composure despite not having heard from her for over four years now.
In fact, if the Vietcong couldn't do it...
Linda... - he thought again, still feeling puzzled to some extent but nonetheless
hopeful as he finished tearing it open.
He himself had written her countless times over the past four years but not once had
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she ever written back. Although disappointed by the fact, he had never considered
contacting her by phone given the fact that she had gotten married in the meantime.
Then, from out of nowhere, something occurred to him.
For the first time, after so many years, Messner realized that the real reason he’d
joined the Special Forces in the first place was mainly because of her.
And no other reason but her.
*
Messner had quit his job at the hospital to join the Special Forces after Linda’s
husband had found out about them. He was head physician there at the time, and
Messner had been forced to break up with her because of it.
Once their affair went public however, she had made the decision rather publicly to
stay with her husband instead.
Although Messner had forgotten all about the terms on which they’d ended it all
those years ago, Linda was the reason behind why he’d become, well, the reason he
was the way he was now.
And how am I exactly?- he wondered to himself.
What have I become?
Perhaps it wasn’t such a good idea to think about what he’d turned into over the past
three and a half years however.
After all that time there was one thing of which he could be certain.
If he hadn’t thought about finding himself a woman, falling in love or settling down
even once, over the past three years, it wasn't solely because of his job. No, that was
only partly it.
The others had managed to do it. Ortega, Delmore and even Danforth, that crazy
fucking lunatic, had found the way to settle down.
So no, it wasn’t just their job to blame.
The real reason he’d never managed to get his act together was that he simply
couldn’t forget her. Just couldn’t get over her. What’s more, if not being able to forget
her wasn’t bad enough in itself, what made matters worse was that he was still in
deeply in love with her as well. In fact, he still loved her as though they’d broken up
only yesterday.
Jesus...
Her blue eyes, that wonderful neckline.
Messner still loved her the way you’d love someone if they were still in your life, not
the way you love someone you haven’t been with for almost four years.
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So, despite having spent the last three and a half, crazy years in the SOG (even if it
truly did seem far longer than that to him) or that so much time had passed since then,
it didn’t matter. His heart was pounding nevertheless as he opened that letter from
her.
In four years time, nothing had changed even remotely inside of him.
Yet everything else had changed drastically since then, everything except for how he
felt about Linda that is.
Linda – thought Daniel Messner again, to himself.
Only once he’d worked up enough courage did he finally begin to read.
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Dear Daniel,
Forgive me for not replying to your past letters but guilt as you know, my sense of
guilt over what had happened between the two of us was too much to overcome. Guilt
is a horrible thing.
Terrible, indeed.
Marriage is sacred my dearest Daniel, and you reminded me of what there had been
between us. You were a constant reminder of what we’d done and how we’d felt.
That's the true reason I’ve never written back.
If it’s any consolation at all, I did always treasure reading your letters when they
arrived.
You were, despite everything, a former colleague of mine in Vietnam and although the
rumours about us eventually reached my husband, he had no problem with you
writing to me. After all, they were simply letters and you were millions of miles away
in the meantime, putting your life at risk.
That's the reason, at one point he eventually stopped reading them as well.
In any case Daniel, I thought you had the right to know.
Roger and I are getting a divorce. It's over between us.
It’s been over for a while, but I tried to keep it going for as long as I could, even if I
knew it wasn’t for the best. It became a question of faith as well. Eventually however,
by dragging things on, the situation inevitably got worse.
I hope you’re doing well and that you’ll keep on writing me especially since you’ve
got more right to do so now than you did before, given that I’m finally getting
divorced.
Anyhow, compared to so many people in my life, you managed to stay close to me
despite being millions of miles away. That wasn’t the case at all for many of my so
called 'friends', who although nearby in the physical sense, emotionally, they turned
out to be a huge disappointment.
Take good care of yourself Daniel.

Linda
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Messner put the letter down on his knees and stared at the mountains in the horizon.
He still felt short of breath because he could hardly believe it.
How long had he waited for that letter?
How long had he waited for her?
Years – he thought.
You’ve been waiting for four long years.
So maybe he wasn't all alone anymore.
Maybe there was actually something that awaited his return back in the US.
Messner recalled Linda's blue eyes again, her soft blond hair, wonderful neckline and
then taking another deep breath he stared at the dark, quiet village surrounding him.
So, then maybe …
Maybe there was a good reason to get through that damn war alive after all.
Maybe.
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Samuel Trautman
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Dak To
That night on the base in Dak To, Trautman had been sitting on his own, in a bar just
drinking for quite some time. It was the bar where Joey Danforth was working as a
bartender. That young man, who happened to be one of Rambo’s old childhood
friends, used to be known as 'the other Danforth'.
It had been an absolutely horrible day. Just another day full of bloodshed, a killing
massacre, one more on a list that seemed to be never-ending. That’s why it should
have been no surprise at all that Trautman, no matter how hard he tried that night, he
couldn't see the light at the end of the tunnel.
Nope.
No hope, none at all, and that day’s killing massacre, which he’d witnessed with his
own eyes, the kind that had become run of the mill in Vietnam by then, wasn’t the
sole reason for this lack of hope either. The underlying reason was because of what
was going on in his great homeland, America. Above all because of his beloved
America.
The United States of America was about to leave Vietnam to its own fate and it
wouldn’t be long before they really did. Trautman could feel it.
Considering the way both presidential candidates were exploiting the Vietnam issue
in order to win the up and coming elections, it was more than likely that everything
they’d done in Vietnam until then, was about to be thrown out the window. All of it,
done in vain.
All that American blood that Trautman had seen spilt in Vietnam until then, in their
effort to win that fucking war, risked being spilt for nothing.
How many?
How many men had he lost in vain?
How many that day alone, and how horrible had it been?
That was the reason behind Trautman’s decision that night to get wasted. He needed
to forget what was going on and alcohol was the way he planned on doing it,
especially since he hardly ever did.
Slowly but surely, with the passing of the hours, he had kept drinking, and now, as a
result, he found himself to be completely and utterly wasted right out of his mind.A
little while later, John Rambo seemed to appear in that very bar, seemingly out of
nowhere.
Initially, it seemed as though Trautman had decided to blatantly ignore him, but then,
rather unexpectedly, he gestured for the young man to come closer and have a seat
next to him.
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After all, Rambo was one of 'his' own, so it was only natural.
Without a doubt one of the best too, but one of many nonetheless.
One of the ones that Trautman had the power to send to his death based solely on a
whim, did the need arise. Trautman had the power to grant life or death and not only
over him but a hell of a lot of other people as well.
Like he was some kind of fucking war God, or something.
The Colonel looked at Rambo momentarily, long enough to recall many a happy
memory. He remembered the long talks they used to have, back in the day he trained
Rambo in Fort Bragg. It was the truth. Rambo wasn't just 'one of many’ to him.
The Colonel knew he was much more than that because Rambo had already received
two recommendations, both still pending at the time, and because of the way he and
his team had unbelievably made it back from Laos two years earlier.
Rambo was hardly one of many.
Most of all however, it was because of the chats they’d had, back in Fort Bragg back
in the day when Rambo was still just a rookie.
They’d had long and frequent talks back in '68.
Talks that meant something. Talks that had substance to them.
Hence, whether Trautman wanted to admit it or not, Rambo had even been a friend to
him too.
Right from the start.
“Drink with me Johnny,” slurred the Colonel waving his arms in the air.
Rambo nodded in compliance, so the Colonel went ahead and ordered him a drink.
Before the bartender handed them the next round however he was already somewhat
teary-eyed.
In a sudden, unexpected manner, Trautman felt overtaken by an onset of memories.
He was hit by a rush of sentiment pushing through him like a train with Rambo
sitting right beside him.
They were ill-fated memories, however.
All that bloodshed they’d been through so far to get to the point where they were
now. So much bloodshed and all for nothing, though it seemed. At least that would be
the case if the Americans pulled out of Vietnam for good.
We won't even last another fifteen months –Trautman pleaded almost desperately, the
same way a true South Vietnamese would have said as well.
After so many years of fighting for them, he had become one of them too, and could
easily identify with them.
One, maybe two years at best – he concluded sadly.
After which, South Vietnam would be crushed by the strength of the North and the
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undoubtable violence they would rage against them. Everything would collapse the
way a house of cards did when the slightest movement threw even just one offbalance. That’s exactly what it was after all, just a plain old house of cards, an
illusion at best.
How many of his own men had Trautman sent personally to face their deaths in the
name of Vietnam? An attempt to save that Goddamn country from itself.
What was the count really at?
The Colonel turned to Rambo with an expression of loss and it could be seen deep in
his eyes.
Too much booze.
He’d had far too much to drink and now, as a result, he was reliving a multitude of
painful memories, as each one passed through his mind.
“What are you doing here?” asked the Colonel turning sideways to face Rambo
hoping to redirect his thoughts somehow.
He knew his attempt was futile however.
“I came to meet Joey Danforth,” Rambo replied, without turning to look at him.
“You know, the bartender, Joey Danforth.”
Joey made a gesture to the two of them from the other side of the bar as he finished
tidying up, but Trautman didn’t seem to take notice neither of him nor what he was
doing.
Right then and there he could hear Rambo sure, but he wasn't actually listening to
what he said.
His mind was long 'gone' by then.
It had literally taken off.
At the time, Rambo had no idea about what demons in particular Trautman was
battling against in his head. Truthfully speaking however, he was in no hurry to find
out either.
Whatever had taken place over those past few days that had had that kind of effect on
the Colonel, Rambo preferred to completely ignore. He may have been a bit curious
of course, but some things were better left alone.
The Baker Team hadn't touched bottom as of yet, not the way some of the other SOG
teams that Rambo knew well were. As far as he was concerned, there was absolutely
no need to know anything about what kind of rock bottom Trautman might be hitting
that night. Knowing the exact details of what had taken place to get Trautman where
he was at that moment wasn’t something Rambo necessarily needed or reserved the
right to find out.
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There was always a 'something else' that seemed “to happen” by chance in Vietnam,
and you could always bet that whatever had “just happened”, was never good news.
Incidentally, knowing every detail was not part of Rambo’s job description either. He
didn’t need it to do his job well.
The reasoning was that if it was up to Trautman to make the calls he made, and take
decisions, then Rambo's job was to act on them. When the time came to fight, and
fight they had on countless occasions, your mind had to be free from anything and
everything that wasn’t directly connected, or in some way pertaining to the mission
you were sent on to accomplish.
Details were just distractions, and distractions got you killed.
That state of things suited Rambo perfectly, and he wasn’t going to change it.
So, in other words, Rambo didn't want to know which demons were taunting
Trautman that night, nor ever for that matter.
Unlucky for him however, Trautman’s suffering had reached epic proportions that
night, and as such, he would need to vent because of it. As a result, whether Rambo
truly wanted or not, Trautman was going to drag him into his head and consequently,
get into his too. Regrettably.
“Everybody kills civilians in Vietnam Rambo,” began the Colonel.
After a brief pause, he then went on to say:
“It's a Civil War. The Vietcong do it and so do we, just hoping to hit the right ones.”
Trautman gulped down some more of his Scotch.
“Christ, I once saw a kid, who couldn’t have been more than five at the time.
One of ours pulled a five and fifty-six straight to his head, apparently for no reason at
all. He just did it, like that, right out of the blue. Then, as if that wasn’t bad enough,
he even had the guts to do it right in front of me.”
Trautman sighed.
A moment later, he added:
“A black penny. That’s what the hole in the kid's head looked like. A black fucking
penny from who knows where.
His older brother, who wasn’t more than six, and that’s stretching it, threw himself on
top of him, trying to shield him with his own body, Christ. He did it though obviously
without comprehending it still made any kind of sense at all.”
This time Rambo took a deep breath.
Trautman then continued.
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“Well, our man shot the second kid too, without hesitating of course. It was in 1963.
We weren't even soldiers back then, just 'advisors' and were under the order to not
fight.
We were all advisers, secret agents, or mercenaries at the most. We weren't even
supposed to be armed. But that man, let me tell you John, that man was an animal,
and there were a lot of others exactly like him. Too many if you ask me.”
Rambo tried to act indifferently, but he was having a hard time doing so.
He was in the Colonel's head by then.
They were meandering in the Colonel’s mind, reliving the event as one and the same.
“What did you do then, Sir?”
“I did what everybody does, John: I put a hole in his head the first chance I got in the
first exchange we had. I shot him in the back, in the scuffle and 'by accident’ of
course. You know the sort of thing that happens when someone gets caught in
friendly fire. Everyone kills for nothing in Vietnam. Do you know what the real
difference is, Johnny?”
“No sir I don’t.”
“The difference between us and them Johnny isn’t much at all to tell you the truth.
The difference between us and the Vietcong I mean. It may be small but it’s there, it
exists, and I do still believe in it.
When the Vietcong kill civilians for no reason, they’re following very clear orders to
do so. They get those orders from higher ranks, and there’s no shame in doing it when
the order gets handed down from the top. It’s the complete opposite actually, they do
it with pride. They’re proud of cleansing and of exterminating as many 'women and
children who belong to the traitor' as they happen to come across in a village there
ransacking somewhere.
That’s not the case for Americans, on the other hand.
We’ll only kill without reasonable justification because something has gone terribly
wrong. Maybe we’ve gone crazy or something.
We can only kill like that if we’re under hypnosis, to the point that we’re practically
just sleepwalking and nothing else.
Then, we risk becoming mentally ill over it.
All you need to do is really look carefully at those of us who do that sort of thing.
Just one look and it’s more than enough to understand what I’m talking about.
They’re the ones who’ll shoot somebody three times in the head when one shot
would’ve done the trick. The thing is however, that after the fact, they don't even
remember having taken the shot at all, whatsoever.
Then, afterwards they’ll cry about it, get depressed over it and end up having to take
drugs to get over it. All the while however, no one had essentially given them the
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order to do it in the first place.”
Trautman went quiet for a second.
He closed his mouth and his cheeks swelled up like he was either going to burp or
had to puke. He did neither however.
Instead, quite unexpectedly, he began to sob.
Rambo put his hand on the Colonel’s shoulder.
Trautman was absolutely liquored that night, and he still hadn’t told Rambo about
what had gone on that day, nor was Rambo any closer to wanting to hear it. He
figured that if the Colonel preferred talking about the past right now, it could only
mean that what ever had happened earlier on, had to be even worse.
“I saw a new born abandoned among a bunch of dead bodies once. He may have been
a year old, and I could see his little arm stretching out to his mother who wasn’t
moving at all but lying dead beside him. He tried reaching out to his mother, wanting
to touch her face, but he obviously couldn't.
He couldn’t because she was dead Johnny, and turning her head towards him
wouldn’t have changed anything.
He went on crying in desperation because she wouldn’t face him.”
Rambo felt his throat tighten.
“I’ve seen a lot of things Johnny, maybe I’ve seen them all. But believe me when I
say that I don't just give commands, I’m one of you.”
“I know, Sir.
I always have.”
Trautman turned to face Rambo whose comment had rekindled a feeling of hope. He
was so drunk at the time however, that it didn’t seem like he was listening at all. Only
moments later, his eyes appeared to be thousands of miles away.
The fact that they weren’t in a bar somewhere in Saigon, but there where they were,
on the base still in Dak To, was for the best Rambo thought to himself.
At least there he knew they were safe.
“I feel sick, Johnny.”
Rambo nodded as though he’d been waiting for the Colonel to getting around to
saying it. He stood up by the Colonel’s stool to help him off of it.
As a closing gesture, he looked behind the counter in Joey Danforth's direction, and
said goodbye with a nod.
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As Rambo helped the Colonel stumble out the door, the wind hit them both quite
abruptly in the face. Trautman who was slightly taken aback, reacted by mumbling
off some North Vietnam city names complaining.
Those were memories recalled from years long past that were now resurfacing from
the deepest corners of his mind. God only knew what had happened at that time and
in those places. Judging by how those stories were being told however, it was clear
that those wounds had never fully healed. All the alcohol was doing was bringing
them back to life again. All of a sudden, Trautman grabbed hold of Rambo tightly by
the arm.
“Listen Rambo, about what happened today before you got here.”
“There's no need to explain Sir.”
“Rambo, I...”
“Whatever it is that happened Sir, we’ll handle it. We always do. We always get
around to dealing with whatever needs to be dealt with eventually Sir.”
Trautman paused.
“You’re right, son,” he eventually replied shortly thereafter.
The two of them continued towards their dormitories in silence.
At that hour of the night the base was quiet and deserted.
“Don't tell anyone about tonight Johnny.”
“No Sir don’t worry, I won't.”
“It was just a moment of weakness in passing. I know it won't happen again.”
“Yessir.”
Trautman grinned.
“I knew I could always count on you, Johnny.”
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Three Days Later at the MacV
Command Centre, in Saigon
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“At ease,” called out Schimberg, the Commander in Chief of the Second Army
Corps.
Schimberg was in charge of both Lloyd and Trautman, but Lloyd wasn’t there that
day and the Commander had specifically asked to talk to Trautman and Garner in
private.
“General, permission to express my disaccord with the report made at the time by
General Lloyd,” began Garner.
“Two years ago, if Trautman had wanted to beef-up statistics, back in the day when
everything was just getting started, he would’ve done all the easy missions like
everyone else seems to do here in Vietnam. Instead, after breaking records with
'Point of No Return', the Baker Team took its fair share of bad blows too. In fact, the
reason they even had those setbacks was precisely because the Colonel always went
for results rather than statistics.”
Being present for that compliment made Trautman, he had to admit, a little
uncomfortable.
Nevertheless, he kept quiet and tried to appear indifferent towards it.
Garner went on.
“Be that as it may, we need to look at the facts, not numbers, and there is certainly no
denying the facts. Miles walked, targets destroyed on enemy territory, hostages
rescued, intel collected, and the list goes on and on. Those men know where to go and
how to get there, and generally bring home more intel than entire intelligence
departments do. Not to mention all the positive results that have come out of their
collaboration efforts, namely with the ARVN and the Montagnard militia. Those
benefits alone are truly inestimable.”
Garner stopped to think for a moment.
After a brief pause, he added:
“Four years ago, I too was sceptical about creating the Baker Team and its program in
general. But now, there’s no denying its results. Prior to this war, no one had ever
achieved so much behind enemy lines. The Baker Team is clearly the best at what
they do.”
Schimberg nodded with an expression of solemnity on his face and then turned
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towards the Colonel.
“Do you have anything you’d like to add, Trautman?”
“No Sir.”
“Fine.”
After a short pause the General seemed to get a grim look on his face.
Once he’d summoned up the courage, he eventually got around to spitting out what
he really had to say.
“Gentlemen,” began Schimberg, who was apparently struggling to find the right
words.
“Through the years you have done an excellent job, and the Special Forces will
certainly put your results to good use in the future. The face of this war is changing
however, and, more importantly, the press is changing with it. It would seem as
though they’ve caught on to us. They know we’re crossing enemy lines. The Vietcong
have been building entire military bases over there for years but by sending a dozen
men there now the newspapers will make sure that all hell breaks loose because of it.
After all, the Vietcong have been trying for years to break our morale and not our
army, and now, in my opinion, they’re succeeding at it.
That's the reason this decision has, by all intents and purposes, already been made,
but I want you to know that it has nothing to do with you, nor has it to do with the
results you’ve achieved either.
This decision came straight from the highest possible levels.
I have no other choice but to suspend the SOG.
Suspend it indefinitely.”
Indefinitely – Trautman repeated to himself.
He could feel his throat tighten.
We might have to close the program down for good... God forbid.
And not just the Baker Program, but the whole God damn' SOG.
Truth be told, this was the second time something like this had happened already, but
never quite to this extreme.
Not indefinitely anyways for Christ’s sake.
This time could really be the end of that special unit, the one the US so desperately
needed.
“I thought we were only talking about the Baker Program,” said Trautman stuttering
slightly.
“Nixon had said something about another year,” intervened Garner.
“But Nixon promised that the Fifth Special Forces Unit in Vietnam would have had
another full year!”
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“Mister Nixon didn’t promise anyone anything, and back home, they don’t want this
war to go on any longer, and that's the honest truth. Besides, this isn't only about the
SOG or the Special Forces either.
The assassination list got leaked, Colonel.
I’m not just talking about the ones you took care of either, but every Goddamn
assassination linked to the entire fucking Phoenix Program.”
I knew it – thought Trautman.
That Goddamn Phoenix Program. Fucking hell!
I knew it, right from the very start that those Goddamn Nazi sons of bitches would let
it get out of hand. I knew they couldn’t be trusted with it.
Damn it.
Goddamn' bastards.
“Therefore, in view of recent events we’re doing whatever it takes to get this bullshit
under control so it all just dies down Colonel.
There’s no denying how useful units like these are, particularly in a war like this.
Nevertheless, the idea of undercover military personnel breaking into enemy
Vietcong homes while they’re sleeping and slit their throats probably won’t be so
popular back home.
Therefore, although I’m sorry to have to be the one to tell you these gentlemen, but
the SOG unit is being suspended.
To tell you the truth, it actually already is.
It has been for the past hours already.”
Neither Trautman nor Garner could said anything at first, but in all honesty, Trautman
had been expecting it.
That bad feeling in his gut had actually been there for quite some time now.
“Consequently, we’ll be suspending your training program as well, but that decision
was purely cost-related Colonel.
Make no mistake, the Baker Program works to the precision of clockwork but the
program per se is too drawn-out and exceeds the kind of budget wars like this need.
We’re in the midst of a full-blown oil crisis Colonel, and what’s more, you’ve got to
admit that training your men costs a damn fortune.
Nevertheless, I want to underline that this has nothing to do with you personally, nor
the results you’ve achieved thus far. Believe me when I say that I really am genuinely
sorry about all of this.”
The General paused briefly to reflect on what had been said. Briefly thereafter, he
added:
“Alright then. I’d say we’ve covered everything.”
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“If I may make a request Sir,” Trautman enquired turning towards the Colonel.
“Please do.”
“I’d like for the Baker Team to not be dissolved Sir, and, if at all possible, I’d like to
continue being the one in charge of them.”
The General seemed to ponder over his request for a moment.
If he chose to keep the Baker Team exactly the way it was, it meant that Trautman
and his men would’ve gone on doing exactly as they always had. And that, as far as
the General was concerned, was fine by him.
A dozen or so men out there on their own couldn't possibly attract the kind of
attention that would make it all the way back to the US again, could they?
Well, if that ended up being the case, Schimberg could easily blame the Colonel for
it.
So, that meant yes: he could allow it.
And he did.
“Permission granted,” he said in the end.
“Sir,” said Garner, speaking out almost immediately as he stood up at attention.
“Permission to be reassigned to Trautman's unit, Sir.”
Schimberg gave a faint smile and then said:
“All right, all right, permission granted. Anything else?”
“No Sir,” Garner and Trautman replied one right after the other, almost in unison.
“Well then, that's it. Once again, just let me say job well done Trautman. No falsities
or exaggerated truths in the least while feathering your own nest. And, despite all the
problems you’ve had in this war you’ve always managed to land on your feet. Even
when it may have helped your cause you never succumbed to journalists and I do
hold you in high regard because of it. Keep up the good work.”
“Thank you, Sir.”
“Now, please excuse me but I have to get going. There are about a thousand things
I’ve got to deal with.”
*
A few minutes later, Trautman and Garner were walking down the hallway together.
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“I still can't believe it,” Trautman said with an air of disbelief in his voice.
“About the SOG being put on hold you mean?”
“No, not that. Honestly, I saw that coming. Hanoi has been trying to put an end to
psychological warfare since the very beginning. It was just a matter of time before
they got what they wanted from our higher ranks, probably in exchange for another
one of their staged truces.”
“Jesus, Colonel. You don't really believe that, do you?”
“Don't get me wrong me, Garner. I’m not saying it’s a conspiracy or anything like
that. The Vietcong have never relied on conspiracies because they always knew how
to influence our inside politics. They always have and they always will and it’s
because that's the way this war is meant to be fought. Every time they do they
succeed in influencing our choices. That's how they’re planning to win this war since
they haven’t got a chance on the field anyways. They’re taking a beating there. No.
We Americans are the problem here, not them.
Unlike them, we’re here in our free time. There isn’t a country in the world that can
win a war on its free time. Especially when we’re talking about a war like this one.
Not a chance.
What I can't believe is that a temporary decision to put the SOG on hold could
become permanent. This is the kind of war that the Secret Service should be fighting,
for God’s sake! There’s no substitute for the SOG!
I know it, you know it, everybody fucking knows it!
And yet...
And yet there’s still a bunch of assholes around who seem to believe that the 'seek
and destroy' ops are more than enough. The fucking seek and destroy ops for Christ’s
sake. Can you even fucking imagine that?
After all these years we’re still stuck in the middle ages.”
“We sure are,” said Garner shaking his head still in doubt.
He then added:
“Yeah, it’s just so hard to believe it’s 'on hold indefinitely’ for Christ’s sake.”
“They’re just dim-witted, Garner. Even the good ones like Schimberg. They just don't
get it.
This war is just too complicated for people like them.
What’s worst of all is that they’re mule-headed when it comes to their own shitty
ideas.”
The two men continued along the corridor walking quietly for a few moments longer.
“Well,” said Garner.
“For what it's worth, at least you and I are finally going back on the field for a while.”
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“Yes, we are,” said Trautman.
“Just like the good old days.”
In the end, the Colonel actually smiled.
“And we’re going to have a world of fun out there as we do it.”
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Three Months Later

70

That day, in the mountains just south of the demilitarized zone and, after two months
of fighting without results, the Marines' Echo Company had lost a third of their men
and almost all of their non-commissioned officers.
There were no long-time experienced officers other than a certain Sanders left.
The few of his men that remained – all extremely young, officers included – were few
and drifting in one of the most dangerous zones during that phase of the war.
To compensate, Central Command thought to send a couple of replacement officers, a
Special Forces team led by a Colonel whose duty was to reorganize the company and
bring it back to working status, all without losing the mountain of course. In other
words, without breaking off that long time siege of the North Vietnamese that had
taken shelter there for days.
In contrast, at that point the navy didn’t have a single Special Forces unit at their
disposal, and that was primarily the reason for why command opted to send one from
the Army side. Besides, re-organizing the garrison was a Green Beret thing, and not a
Marines' one.
That’s how the Baker Team came to be assigned to act as reinforcements to the Echo
Company on the mountains just south of the demilitarized zone.
That’s how operation 'Mountain Hunt' got started.

71

Part One
Behind Enemy Lines
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Night had fallen at the base of the mountain.
In the shadow of the kerosene lamp, in the middle of the tent, Sanders wiped his face
with both his hands while Trautman waited impatiently for his reply. Unlike
Trautman, Sanders was an advanced age Marine Colonel and that particular night he
looked more exhausted than usual, making him look even older than he actually was.
He looked like he was in his sixties, that night.
“You SOG guys are out of your fucking minds,” he said looking in Trautman's
direction. There were dark shadows on his face as he spoke.
“May I remind you that the SOG doesn’t even exist right now,” Trautman retorted
and then added:
“It never has actually, Sir.”
“Jesus Christ,” exclaimed Sanders turning to look at him again.
“What’re you Green Berets thinking about anyways? Are you all guys out of your
fucking minds or what?”
Ortega had been standing behind them all along without moving a muscle not unlike
an abandoned statue in some out of the way, dark room. Featureless until Trautman
pointed at him and Ortega stepped out of the darkness that is.
“If this is what my men are planning to do, – Trautman began to saying as he nodded
in Ortega direction – then I’ll back them up.”
“Actually, you surprise me more than anyone else,” retorted Sanders.
“I can’t believe you’re going to assume full responsibility for this madness.”
Trautman had nothing to add. He had been taking full responsibility for his actions
for an entire lifetime by then and sometimes it felt even longer. In fact, both he and
the Baker Team had never questioned his Goddamn choices, whether they risked
living or dying because of them. Therefore, that explained why Trautman couldn't
care less about how wicked the plan may have seemed. Ortega, who spoke on behalf
of the entire Baker Team didn't seem to care much about it either.
Marines – thought Trautman sarcastically as he watched how scandalized the Colonel
appeared to be by their plan.
Jorghenson had been the only Marine I had ever enlisted into the Baker Team.
But that was such a long time ago now.
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Almost a lifetime actually.
“Do you realize what the VCs would do to you if they caught you doing what you’re
planning on doing? They’d hang you by the balls off a Goddamn cliff, so that we
could hear your screams as they skinned you alive.”
Trautman was about to say something, but Ortega took a step forward anticipating the
Colonel.
“If you don’t mind me saying so Sir, we’re the ones going up that fucking mountain,
not you. You’ll be down here, in your tent.”
Given that Sanders didn’t retort his comment, Ortega took the liberty of going on:
“There’s something you don't seem to understand, Sir. They don't consider us to be
just soldiers fighting 'a war'. They never have and never will. Those Vietnamese
Soldiers taking cover up there think we’re here to steal that Goddamn mountain from
them, and that’s it.”
Ortega pointed to the mountain top through the tent wall as he made his case.
“To them, we’re all criminals down here. That includes you too. That's the way this
war has worked until now and that's the way it’ll keep on working. Sneaking up there
won’t end up making the difference.”
Sanders, who was still far from being convinced, continued to shake his head firmly.
“No, you’re the one who doesn’t understand,” the General began.
“Yesterday they captured one of my men. Do you know what they did before killing
him? They poked out his eyelids in front of us. That kid got caught doing nothing
compared to what it is you want to do there tonight. Whatever mister 'Skorpio' plans
on doing, or whatever fucking name he wants to go by, considering there isn’t even
fucking name sewed on his uniform, is ludicrous.”
Ortega took a deep breath and changed the tone of his voice to one you’d use when
addressing a child.
“Just give us the clearance we need, Sir.”
“Then, all you need to do is make sure your men don't accidentally shoot us.
We’ll see to everything else.”
Now grinning, Ortega continued:
“'You know what they say, the only thing more accurate than enemy fire, is friendly
fire.”
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The Marine Commander looked Ortega in the eyes again. He hadn’t stopped shaking
his head over how impossible this all still seemed to him.
In fact, the more thought he gave that plan, the more implausible it became.
His Marines had been barricading that damn mountain for the past two weeks but to
no avail. In fact, that’s how Sanders had lost all of his non-commissioned officers.
He had ended up being the last thirty year old man alive up there, or so it felt. As a
result, he didn't believe for a second that eight Special Forces men could unlock a
situation like the one they were in one fucking night. It almost seemed ludicrous.
How the hell could they think otherwise? Did they really not give a shit about
whether they lived or died? Yet, the more he looked at Trautman and at that man
everyone called 'Skorpio', the more evident it became that there was little space for
negotiation. Sanders seriously needed their help however.
Meaning, any type of help, even the crazy kind. That appeared to be the only kind
they were willing to offer too. In the end, that was precisely why he eventually came
around and accepted their crazy plan. Sanders sadly concluded he had no other
choice.
“Okay, Goddamn it! You’ve got your 'unauthorized' authorization. and full support
from my men, however few of them happen to be left. Everything will go smoothly
on our end, but once there, you’ll be on your own. What’s more, the weather could
play some pretty bad tricks on us tomorrow.”
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Rumours about their unofficial accord spread like wildfire among the Marines.
Many shrugged it off while others openly declared it absurd.
Some believed that due to fatigue or nervousness, the Marines would have messed
everything up anyway, perhaps by opening fire before the Baker Team even started
climbing, hence sentencing Skorpio and his men to their immediate deaths. They
were all plausible scenarios considering their likelihood.
The plan that Trautman and Ortega were proposing truly was mad.
*
Once the eight Baker Team men had jackets, turtle-shaped helmets and the rest of the
gear on, they stood quietly and waited. They resembled a football team waiting to get
onto the field before an important game.
As was customary, Ortega always managed to change faster than everyone else.
Being team leader meant he always had much more to think about than the rest of
them. As a result, he made it a habit of getting ready in significantly less time than
they did.
Once he had put on his North Vietnamese uniform, Ortega pulled a map out of one of
his pockets and started going over the plan one last time without ever stopping to ask
himself what possible setbacks he might not have foreseen.
And there were quite a few of them, he was sure.
As was always the case.
The two guard posts – he reminded himself.
We just need to take the two guard posts out without being seen. If we manage that
then the Marines should be able to get hold of the entire mountainside without having
to fire a single bullet.
There were only four possible routes to take and they were all heavily-guarded.
All the others were simply cliffs and the map they were using didn’t give him the idea
of being very accurate. This left the Baker Team with no other choice but to choose
the route by means of trial and error.
It was going to be tricky. Very tricky.
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In any case, it’ll all work out – Ortega said convincingly to himself.
We’ve done crazier things than this before.
So, there’s no reason it won’t work this time too.
Ortega glanced over at Rambo who was dressed as a North Vietnamese soldier as
well. He couldn’t help but notice how inherently odd it looked to him.
It shouldn’t have however, especially if he considered this certainly wasn't their first
under cover mission in which they had to dress that way.
Quite the contrary.
Considering them all, John had a strangest effect on him dressed up like that.
Rambo wasn't very tall so he looked more the part than most others wearing the same
uniform. Certainly more than Delmore at least, who wasn't just as broad as a
mountain, but happened to be black too.
“It suits you well, John.”
Rambo grinned as he finished getting ready.
“Are you taking the piss out of me Ortega?”
It took a while for Messner, Danforth, Delmore, Bronson and Coletta to change their
clothes, whereas Westmore, who hadn’t even started, just stood there obviously
confused.
He always looked that way when he had to put on a disguise and it was always for the
same reason too.
He, not unlike Barry Delmore, happened to be black too.
Consequently, he really couldn’t see the point of dressing up as a Vietcong when he
of all things, was black.
“The uniform works as a disguise at a distance not up close,” Ortega felt obliged to
explain once more, almost reading the confusion evident in Westmore's eyes.
Yet despite the explanation, it was clear from the expression on Westmore’s face that
he still wasn’t convinced.
On the other hand, unlike Barry, Westmore couldn’t stand under cover missions in the
least.
He preferred fighting with his own uniform on, out in the open and without having to
sneak around to do it.
“Ready?” Ortega asked as he armed his Kalashnikov.
CLACK!
A chorus of AKs seemed to reply to Ortega's question.
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CLACK!
CLACK!
CLACK!
“WHAT DO YOU DO IF THEY TRY KILL YOU?” shouted out Ortega.
“WE PLAN OUR NEXT MOVE, SIR!”
Ortega and the others left the tent one after the other.
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There was a long line of young Marines cued up and waiting not too far in front of
them. When they saw that the Baker Team had actually put on North Vietnamese
uniforms, they all stood there motionless as the Team passed right by them.
The Marines were highly fatigued, their eyes were tired but they continued to stare.
Many were still shell shocked from all the fighting they’d done the days before.
At the sight of the North Vietnamese uniforms some Marines made a sign of the cross
while others looked down, almost in shame, as if the Baker Team was headed for the
gallows.
Once they’d passed the Marine front line, the Baker Team quietly and without
hesitation, moved on out.
Operation Mountain Hunt had officially begun.
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It was dark when Bronson and Westmore began to slowly weave their way in and out
of the rocks leading the way for the rest of the team. Cautiously and without haste,
they advanced forward and began climbing up.
Although they were making progress upwards, they stopped frequently to listen and
observe. So careful were they that they only proceeded once they were both in
accordance that it was safe to do so.
Behind them Rambo and Ortega followed at a due distance.
In the meantime, Bronson had stopped once again to observe his surroundings, but
this time he seemed to pause the longest he had as of yet. Upon closer inspection
however, the team realized there was no need for concern. Bronson had decided to
use the night vision device so he had only paused to take it out of his gear.
“What do you see?” whispered Westmore to him.
“I think we’ve got one right in front of us. There. Right in the middle of our path.
Take a look.”
Bronson passed the device over to Westmore.
“Agreed.”
Westmore lowered his gaze as he handed the device back to Bronson.
“We need to change direction again,” he said under his breathe.
“I’ll tell the others.”
“Got it.”
*
“This is a dead end,” said Bronson to his teammates.
“And going Eastbound won't work either, meaning that we’re all out of options. We
can only head North at this point.”
“We just went North,” retorted Danforth.
“Well, we’ve gotta’ try again, where the climb up isn’t manned with guards.”
Climb up? - thought Ortega.
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“And how high would that climb up be exactly?” he asked, somewhat concerned.
“’Bout thirty feet. But we’ve had a really good look at it already, chief. If we don't
waste any time fastening, we can climb it in a few minutes. I know it's not the best
case scenario, but we’ve basically run out of options. They’ve manned this fucking
mountain all over the place.”
Ortega nodded in agreement.
“In any case, – Bronson continued – it's your call, chief.”
The team quietly huddled around Ortega while he took a few seconds to reflect in
silence.
A wall to climb.
A fucking wall.
That was not the way he had imagined them going up that mountain.
Ortega could see himself and the others hanging upside down from the rocks while
the VCs were strolling above them. And that was not the way he had pictured it was
going to be.
If, for some reason even a single flare went up as they were hanging off that fucking
wall, it would have been game over for them all.
Ortega tried to push those thoughts out of his head however.
Besides, if Westmore and Bronson said that there was no other way up that mountain,
it meant exactly that. Period.
In any case, Ortega wasn’t the kind of guy who aborted a mission at the first sign of
danger.
Above all however, he certainly wasn’t going to have any reservations after having
seen all those dead bodies. All those Marines who had already given their lives to get
all the fucking VCs off that Goddamn mountain.
Ortega looked at his team and gave his nod of approval.
“Let's go over the wall, then. We’ll all go up at once but we’ve got to do it fast, Baker
Team. I mean really fast. I don't want anyone hanging there longer than need be.”
“Trust us chief, neither do we,” said Bronson.
Then he turned and moved quickly back to the front of the line.
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Little by little, as Bronson and Westmore moved forward along the rock wall, it
almost seemed to get bigger and hang darker over their heads as they did.
It’s do-able - Bronson said to himself, like he needed convincing or something.
We can do this.
We have to.
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There was a strong wind blowing up against that mountain side.
They moved in unison and were right up close to each other as they proceeded
upwards.
It was getting cold now.
A lot fucking colder.
When they were about half way up, the Baker Team heard whispering a little way
above their heads. A whisper that happened to be in Vietnamese, of course.
“Ca bo.”
“Ao dai.”
I can't believe it – Rambo thought in surprise.
Two words that when taken together meant nothing. Yet Rambo knew what he’d
heard, and instantly without any doubt, knew what they’d accidently just overheard.
In fact, the entire Baker Team seemed to know, and they didn’t even need to look at
each other to confirm it.
It was tonight’s password – thought Rambo, almost excitedly.
Yes, they had accidentally stumbled upon the password for that night.
And so, when Rambo finally looked down at Ortega, he saw his team leader smirking
to himself despite it being as dark as it was and in spite of him trying to make as little
sound as possible in the process. It was sheer madness and nothing but. Ortega was
pressing his face against the wall as he did his utmost not to laugh.
Ortega’s a little off his head, tonight – thought Rambo.
Better keep an eye on him.
At this point the Baker Team quietly agreed to wait, at least briefly before proceeding
with their climb. There was no need to move while the VCs were just above their
heads.
After some minutes, a cold wind rose and only then did the team start ascending once
more, relying on the wind to muffle their sound. One foot after another, slowly and
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with the utmost calm they climbed in silence.
Meanwhile, at the bottom of the mountain, Coletta kept the VC's, who were right
above Rambo in sight while Westmore, who was lying next to him, kept close watch
over the rest of the mountain using their second night vision device. The Baker Team
had three of those devices at their disposal that night.
Shit – said Coletta suddenly.
If someone had caught on to them, Coletta may have been able to kill the first two
VCs that were standing on top of the Baker Team. Once the first shot had been fired
however, all hell would have broken loose and Coletta wouldn’t have been able to do
anything for his friends after that. Not as long as they hung like salamis off that damn
wall he couldn’t.
“That's not good,” said Westmore still there next to him once he’d noticed what
Coletta was referring to.
“Nope, this isn't good at all,” the sniper replied.
Rambo started moving a little to the side but more carefully than ever. He needed to
use extreme caution given that any little rock that fell into the void below could have
given their position away.
Suddenly, both Rambo and the rest of the crew heard the familiar, yet rather
unexpected sound of a Zippo lighter lighting up.
Click!
Rambo stopped dead in his tracks right where he was, and consequently, so did
everyone else.
Everything went quiet.
They strained but couldn’t hear anything.
Then suddenly, the faint but unmistakeable smell of tobacco.
Silence broke out again.
And then a sigh. A sign that couldn’t have been further than directly above Rambo's
84

head.

85

A drawn-out yawn.
Then another.
That guard must have been pretty tired.
Five long minutes in complete silence pass.
Then ten.
Then fifteen.
Rambo was starting to get cold.
Every so often he glanced down at the rest of the team but they just stood there, starkstill and patiently waiting for him to start climbing again. He was in the lead so it was
entirely up to him to decide when they’d get going again It was his call to make and
his alone.
But something was telling him not to make his move just yet.
Twenty minutes go by.
The smell of cigarette smoke was long gone by then.
Just as Rambo considered setting off again, he heard footsteps.
The guard was finally getting around to leaving too.
Rambo and Ortega gave each other a nod:
Quick.
Got it!
On cue, the two of them quietly climbed up those last few feet. They ascended as
quickly as they could, finally sneaking there way onto that cursed rock path, which,
thank God actually turned out to be empty.
As the rest of the team followed suit, making their way up to where they were,
Rambo and Ortega headed in opposite directions.
They knew exactly what they had to do.
After having studied routes for an entire day, they now knew those old French paths
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like the back of their hands.
Rambo was pressing forward through the dark when he was startled unexpectedly by
a noise.
Enemy footsteps.
Footsteps that weren’t that far away either, maybe coming from as far as the end of
the path but that was at most.
But the movements he could hear weren’t getting any closer to him luckily but
seemed to maintain their distance. It sounded as though someone was working on
something there on the spot, rather than making their way towards him.
Rambo held his breath as he set off once more and made his way through the winding
rock. he continued until when he reached that last final curve when he found himself
suddenly standing behind a North Vietnamese guard.
“Ca bo,” he said a loud, without hesitation and in perfect Vietnamese.
Not expecting anything of the sort, and especially not from behind, the enemy guard
gave such a jerk in surprise that he could have been having a heart attack.
At the sound of the correct password however, he had immediately regained his
composure, and when he finally turned around to face Rambo, he wasn’t showing the
least bit of concern.
“Ao dai,” he replied with the utmost calm and giving his presumed colleague a grin.
Rambo didn’t smile back however, and he stood there motionless less than a foot in
front of him.
The Vietnamese soldier that he had in sight was on the skinny side and barely twenty.
Once he’d moved closer to Rambo and was able to make out those unquestionably
Caucasian traits, the soldier’s face slowly contorted into a grimace. Initially
perplexed, but immediately thereafter, horrified.
Although only seconds had passed, it was obviously already too late, of course.
Rambo was never going to leave him time enough to scream.
And, to be perfectly honest, Rambo had already waited long enough.
The Baker knife blade sped so fast towards the Vietnamese soldier’s throat that he
didn’t know what hit him.
The pain was so intensely defined that his mouth shot open instinctively. Given he
had a slit throat however, he was no longer capable of breathing. No air meant, no
sound could get out.
Before he knew it there was blood gushing out of his neck and although the young
man tried covering his wound, it was all in vain.
87

Rambo moved quickly over to the side to avoid getting covered in blood while he
continued to hold the soldier up. It was vital that he keep him from collapsing onto
the floor thereby revealing their position because of the noise.
So, while the North Vietnamese soldier gurgled his own blood, Rambo laid him
gently down on top of the rocks.
On the other side of the same path, Ortega drew a small crossbow from the inside of
his jacket. He looked to be hiding it behind his back the way a naughty boy would
when he was up to no good. He proceeding cautiously down the path.
Those paths that they were using that night were truly made well.
They looked like WWI kind of stuff, even though they obviously weren't.
Ortega couldn’t help but feel a little absent minded that night, but then again, on his
defence, the mission they were on was hardly anything but routine.
Stay focused Ortega – he said authoritatively to himself.
What's your fucking problem tonight anyways?
Concentrate. Keep your eyes open.
Look, there it is .
There it was, the lookout post.
That was it.
“Ca bo,” said someone out of the darkness, not far ahead.
Ortega didn’t have a good view of him yet however.
“Ao Dai,” he replied without the slightest hesitation nevertheless.
<< You’re early >> said the guard to him.
That's so cool – thought Ortega to himself proudly.
So much so that he decided to give it a shot by going ahead and answering him back.
He made sure to do it in perfect North Vietnamese as he did:
<< Right >>
He pulled his helmet down a little, praying it would be just enough to hide his
undeniably Caucasian face as he moved forward. He left his crossbow out of sight
still behind his back.
Quickly losing interest, the guard went back to watching the Marines who were
currently located at the bottom of the mountain below. Apparently, he wasn’t going
to give any further thought to what had just taken place.
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Perfect – thought Ortega.
When the moment felt right, Ortega whirled his small crossbow around with great
nonchalance so that it was now in front of him. He was so close to his adversary once
he did that he practically leaned it up against the guard’s head before taking the shot.
STUNK!
Ortega managed to grab the guard just in time before he fell stone-cold to the ground.
That shot with his crossbow had 'broken' the guard's legs instantly. He’d done it the
way that slaughterhouses do when they put cows down with nail guns.
He’d done it exactly the same way.
I just can’t concentrate tonight, Goddamn it.
I’m not on point.
I’ve gotta’ get back on point.
Pull yourself together soldier.
Get your fucking shit together before you fuck everything up.
Once they’d gotten hold of those two lookout posts and they were out of the way, the
VCs would lose the only visual they had on that entire side. What that meant for the
Marines was that they could now make their way freely all the way to the top without
the risk of being seen.
All they had to do was move fast, keep quiet while they did it and make it there
before sunrise.
Quietly rummaging through his coat, Danforth pulled out the infrared stroboscopic
light he was looking for and then planted it in a place where the Marines were sure to
see it.
“Sir,” said one of the Marines currently on watch.
Sanders turned around to look at him.
“I can see the infrared strobe light, Sir.”
Smiling, the soldier turned away from his commander and said:
“They did it!”
Sanders took a deep breath, licked his lips and pondered what to do next.
He was slightly taken aback, he had to admit. Truth was, he just couldn't believe
they’d actually done it.
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No matter how much good will on his part, he didn’t think he would every really
have to go ahead with a plan as absurd as this one.
Despite his sentiments, not only had the Baker Team actually succeeded in getting
across no-mans-land, they had even gone a step further by giving the signal from
above that the north-pass way was free as well, exactly as they had promised.
So now, he had no choice but to go through with the plan regardless of how
impossible it seemed.
It was all too farfetched to believe as far as he was concerned.
I must be dreaming – he thought.
It won’t be long now before I wake up and realize that this was nothing but a bad
dream.
“Sir?” inquired the soldier still standing next to him.
“What are our orders Sir?”
Initially, Skorpio's plan had called for the Marines to move forward and nothing
more, but it wasn't quite as simple as that.
At present, Sanders had little more than a couple of terrified kids left who were still at
his disposal while no senior officers remained. As such, and given the current state of
things, it was probable that once they proceeded with their climb up to the north spur,
someone among the Marines themselves would get unnerved. Unintentionally yes,
but it was probable that some soldier would get rattled nevertheless, and a rattled
soldier always turned out to be a trigger-happy soldier. That sort of thing could easily
trigger a nocturnal shoot off in which many more men would have died.
That train of logic had been the reasoning behind the decision Sanders had made
initially. He had decided to start off with a smaller group of men who would make
way for the others. All they were supposed to do was make sure that the path the
Baker Team had cleared could be used without being neither seen nor heard.
“Miki's team,” began Sanders.
“Micki's dead, Sir.”
“I know that you fucking dickhead,” Sanders quickly retorted angrily, using his hand
to indicate what he was referring to.
“I mean that team over there. I want to know how many of them there are soldier.”
“Ten, maybe fifteen at most. I’m not entirely sure. What I do know is that they’ve got
at least two wounded men who are stuck in there with them.”
“Okay, send them up there then. If they manage to get all the way up without
shooting a single round then, and only then, we all advance.”
As he said the words a loud he realized for a second time how truly unbelievable this
whole thing actually was.
There was absolutely no way that 'Skorpio' guy, or whatever the hell he liked to call
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himself, could ever think up a plan that could really work.
It was downright impossible as far as he was concerned and, as a consequence, he
couldn’t get his head around this whole charade.
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No, no, no – thought Coletta.
“What the fuck are they doing?” said Westmore looking away from his night vision
device.
“They’re obviously scared,” Coletta answered him.
“Sanders is sending them out a few at a time.”
“But if he does it like that it’ll take for ever.”
“Yeah, I know.”
The two men quickly got to their feet and made their way towards the command tent.
They were careful not to make any noise while they jumped from rock to rock in the
dark.
“How are we gonna’ do this Sniper?”
“There’s no time to give Sanders the heads up,” replied Coletta.
“We’ve got to get the Marines to move now. I’ll move the West teams and you move
the ones in the East. Oh, and one more thing Flame.”
“Yeah? Let’s hear it.
“Make sure you give them a good scare. Everybody’s gotta’ keep quiet. Okay?”
“Sure, I get it.”
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The Baker Team guys were in the middle of taking off their Russian gear when
Ortega unexpectedly broke their silence.
“Let's keep going,” he said, turning to them.
Rambo and Danforth who were quite surprised by his comment, swung right around
to see if he was serious.
“What?” exclaimed Danforth.
“The mission’s over Skorpio,” Rambo answered, somewhat perplexed by his
comment.
“Keep going where, exactly?”
“To the East, just behind us. If we widen our sector by one or two paths at most, with
any luck at all we might come across some officers.”
“What?” said Barry raising an eyebrow at him.
“Have you lost your mind, Skorpio?” Danforth asked in disbelief.
Ortega shook his head, implying that he hadn’t.
“The Marines won’t be in position for at least another ten minutes, and those VC
officers might actually be there, right around the corner, at the end of this path.
There's absolutely no risk of compromising the mission in any way by doing it. I
think it’s worth a try at least.”
“But... Why?” Danforth asked again, still puzzled.
“Are you bloody crazy Manuel?” Barry broke in.
Danforth shot Rambo a weary look in disbelief and in search of confirmation that he
too thought the idea was crazy as well. The look in Rambo's eyes as they pierced
through the darkness however revealed absolutely nothing as was per usual. Nothing
in the least. Reason being Rambo seemed to be immune from feeling anything
anyways.
That’s the way it had been for quite some time now.
Trying to understand what was going on in his head was like looking into a crystal
ball.
“Fuck!” exclaimed Danforth, in resignation.
“Jesus, Skorpio! Those assholes down there are making their way up in slow-mo.
They’re moving so slow it’s looks like they’re taking a stroll for fuck’s sake. At a
Goddamn leisurely pace, understand? If Sniper and Flame weren't there right now
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making sure they got their asses moving, everything would’ve gone to hell by now
and we’d all be dead already. Just the fact that we’ve even made it up here alive is a
fucking miracle in itself, Goddammit! A Goddamn fucking miracle!”
But Ortega kept shaking his head in disagreement, retorting back almost instantly:
“They could be right here Eagle, right around the corner, Goddamn it. The least we
can do is try. Listen, all it’ll take is two men. Just me and a shadow man. All things
considered, the Marines are at the halfway point and even if we do get caught, it
would only be two of us, the mission wouldn't be compromised and Trautman...”
“Holy fuck Skorpio,” Danforth exclaimed loudly as he shook his head to indicate not
only his disaccord but how disappointed he was with his team leader.
For about a minute, it was quiet.
“Well?” Rambo eventually remarked, addressing them both as he did. It was clear
that Ortega and Danforth hadn't reached any kind of agreement as of yet, and they all
knew that Ortega never did anything without getting consent from his vice.
“Do whatever you want then,” Danforth said eventually in resignation.
Truth be told, the answer Danford had given him wasn’t the one he’d expected to get.
It was anything but what Rambo had expected as well, and as a consequence it had
really thrown them both off.
They had already accomplished their mission, and that mission in itself wasn’t to be
considered lightly.
They’d done it.
So, why then was it that Ortega had to go looking for trouble now, and literally at any
cost?
For the sake of a couple of VC officers?
What difference could it possibly make at this point anyways?
Nobody had ever managed to capture a single big wig during the course of that entire
war. It had never been done before and there was probably a good reason for it too.
“Are you really sure about this, Ortega?” Rambo asked.
“Yeah, and the two of us are gonna’ do it Johnny. What do you think? Feelin’ up to
it?”
“It goes without saying that if anyone is going at all, I’m the one who’d be going with
you, but that isn't what I asked you Ortega. What I wanted to know was if you were
really sure that about what you wanted and if you’d given it enough thought first.”
Ortega nodded resolutely and that was all the confirmation Rambo needed now, or
ever.
He had gotten to know Ortega well enough to take whatever he said at face value,
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especially when he said he was sure about something. If he really was sure, which he
defiantly was, he never second-guessed his choices.
Not his team leader.
Not the Baker Team leader.
Not ever.
“Okay then,” Rambo said aloud, practically saying it for the record.
“I’ve got a good feeling regarding whereabouts enemy command is located too,” he
went on to add.
“That way.”
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The rocks on the path where they were walking had become so dark that at times,
they could barely see where they were stepping.
Rambo was up front in the lead, keeping as crouched down as possible as he could.
With his AK pointing directly in front of him, Ortega shadowed him so closely that
his free hand was practically touching Rambo. He kept his eyes glued high on the
mountain top because that was where the VCs were hiding out.
Let's hope they aren’t wearing night vision goggles – thought Ortega to himself.
They haven’t till now so let's hope they don't start either.
Despite the headbands they had on and the cold wind chill, the two of them were
sweating like hell.
The weather was changing.
For the past two years the weather had played an crucial part of their lives. So
important in fact, that they had become excruciatingly aware of even the slightest
change by then. What’s more, they knew exactly what each one of those changes
meant to them and the subsequent consequences they brought.
In fact, it wasn’t just cold and windy that night. It was the kind of cold and wind chill
you generally felt right before a storm hit.
Neither of them had any doubts about that.
They calmly proceeded forward moving slowly and carefully. Most importantly
however, they did it in complete silence.
They made their way down the rock path so quietly in fact, that they could have been
ghosts.
“There it is. Look, a little higher up,” Rambo whispered under his breath.
“We’ll have to shift the Marines a little higher then. If we do actually make it out of
here alive, that is.”
Rambo didn’t say a word.
“We can do it, John.”
“I didn't say we couldn’t Ortega.”
Eventually, the two men went off path and began climbing towards the tunnel
entrance they’d been looking for. The one that had been completely dug out of the
mountain side.
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“It's just that...” began Ortega, glancing over at Rambo before choosing to go on.
“It's just that sometimes your silence says a lot more than a thousand words could
ever say John.”
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Once they’d gone up those last steps and made their way into the dark rock-tunnel,
Rambo and Ortega hung their AK slings across their backs and drew out their
Browning hi-powers.
Only a few steps in and the tunnel had already become pitch-black.
Their main concern from that point on was watching out for any potential booby traps
that may have been laid.
Rambo and Ortega obviously weren’t at liberty to turn their flashlights on in there,
and of that, they were certain. The lack of light however, forced them to go
painstakingly slow, but much worse than that, it was fucking terrifying in there.
This whole thing didn’t look too good.
Not too good at all, actually.
But the truth was that as things stood now, they were already in deep and turning
around to go back wasn’t an option that either of them would seriously consider. So,
they’d keep going.
The corridor they were moving through wasn’t only narrow with an incredibly low
ceiling, it also seemed to go on forever.
Rambo held his gun up with one hand while the other moved gently along the walls.
He was trying to feel his way through the corridor to get a sense of their direction.
More importantly however, his hand was feeling for any sign of potential wires or
boobytraps as they slowly inched their way forward.
As tension mounted, sweat dripped increasingly down their foreheads the further
along they went.
At a certain point Ortega tapped Rambo once lightly on the shoulder signalling that
he’d take over from then on. The two of them came to a complete stop and twisted
their bodies carefully and began to swap places.
Almost as soon as they’d completely made the swap, from out of nowhere, little more
than a few feet ahead, they heard someone laugh.
In split-second time the two of them stopped dead in their tracks. Ortega could
literally hear his heart pounding wildly in his chest.
How close they actually were to the sound really hit home when they realized how
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clearly they could make out what was being said.
The voices belonged to a couple of VCs and the two of them were making jokes
about women and sex.
Their voices were relaxed and full of enthusiasm despite how long the siege had gone
on, and that in itself could only mean one thing: they were officers.
And from how hard they were cracking up they had to be the kind of officers that,
whenever the need arose, they hid behind their rank to keep as far away from the
front line as they could. The kind that didn’t say no to having a good time whenever
the chance came up either.
Ortega imagined them intent on drinking, smoking and not worried about anything
else in the least.
In fact, people are the same the world over, and some of the bad habits that soldiers
have can be found the world over too. Those kinds of habits rang true for any type of
soldier, no matter where they happen to be, even the Communist ones.
This time it was Ortega who felt Rambo tap a finger on his shoulder.
Raven was ready to pounce.
And now, so was he.
So, after one last moment of reflection, the two of them sprung forward, pistols in
hand directly at the men in front of them.
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There, right before Ortega’s eyes were four North Vietnamese soldiers. The four of
them were situated in a room carved entirely out of rock with a couple of oil lamps in
it that were placed accordingly for light.
The soldier who was sitting in front of the radio was most likely a private. The other
three in the room with him were standing around talking amongst themselves.
As they slowly got accustomed to the light, one man in particular caught their eye
once the little red General stars on his uniform came into focus.
A General?
Ortega's heart started racing despite all those years of training.
Jesus Christ, a Goddamn fucking General!
There were three AKs in the corner perched up against the wall behind them, but they
were well out of any soldier’s reach. When Ortega and Rambo stormed into the room
the four VCs found themselves having to turn around to see them and that happened
to be the exact opposite direction in which they’d placed their guns.
Ortega, couldn’t help but feel like he was in a time warp because time had slowed
down practically to a stand-still. It was as though reality had suddenly become a
distant, surreal dream.
At first, the Vietnamese men stood there in plain disbelief. Once they realized that
Ortega and Rambo were wearing uniforms which clearly did not coincide with their
Western faces however, the expression of surprise that they all shared instantly
transformed into one of horror.
Their concern grew even further once they recalled, each man in turn, where there
AKs happened to be. Although technically speaking, they had armed themselves with
AKs, those AKs still happened to be there in the corner as they spoke. Though
directly opposite them, they were considerably out of their reach. Too out of reach to
be within reach unless of course they were willing to get shot in the back while
attempting to lunge for them that is. So, as a consequence, the four of them just stared
painstakingly at their weapons while, in reality, none of them dared to move.
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Only seconds after the scenario was in place did Ortega and Rambo understand how
lucky they truly were about the VC unwillingness to take the risk.
If any or all of them had, at some point, decided to make a break for one of those
rifles unexpectedly, neither Rambo nor Ortega could guarantee that they’d kill all
four them before one of them managed to shoot a round with his AK.
<< Who are you? >> asked the General in Vietnamese raising his arms slowly above
his head.
Before he had finished asking the question however, one of the Vietnamese soldiers
with him decided to make a move.
He mumbled something incomprehensibly and then quickly wirled around to where
the AKs were.
At the blink of an eye Rambo was on him, drawing his Baker knife out as he tackled
him.
It didn’t take much for Rambo to block him. He had the soldier in a headlock well
before he’d gotten anywhere near the AKs.
Rambo immobilized him, holding him there for at least a minute longer, and just
when it seemed his choke hold couldn’t get any tighter, Rambo unexpectedly pulled
out his knife, slit his throat and dropped him rather indifferently onto the ground.
The officer landed almost by default onto his knees, squirting blood everywhere.
Instantly losing his balance, he rolled onto his side and found himself choking on the
blood he was gurgling while desperately gasping for air.
The cut across his throat made breathing impossible. Everyone in the room stood
motionless, dumbstruck by what had just happened. They were mere bystanders,
quietly awaiting his death. Apart from the sound of him choking, the only other
background noise to be heard was the static off the radio which was no longer airing.
Then, only a few spasms later, the man finally went stock-still and died.
“I’m gonna’ check the corridors,” said Rambo completely unaffected by what he’d
just done.
Ortega nodded, concurring.
That kind of situation unquestionably called for a lookout.
Rambo headed for the other entrance and quickly disappeared into the dark corridor.
It was then that Ortega found himself alone for the first time, just him and the three
remaining prisoners.
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The youngest one with no stripes was still sitting in front of the radio, unable to
move, and had gone incredibly pale by then.
He looked as though he was about to faint.
He’s in shock – thought Ortega still trying to make sense of the situation which had
unfolded only moments before.
This guy could become a problem.
Of course this guy could turn into a fucking problem.
In fact, all three of those soldiers could have become very serious problems for
Ortega and Rambo the way things were going that night. That’s why Ortega came to
the conclusion that they’d be better off taking them straight to Danforth and the
others. Then, from that point on, they all could have gone together to accompany
them directly to the Marines afterwards. They were positioned at the bottom of the
mountain and that was precisely where he and Rambo should have been heading for
now, and as fast as they possibly could.
That would have been the smartest thing to do.
There was no doubt about it.
The real problem was that everything seemed to be going a little too well.
The fact that he had three VCs right there in front of him, just staring at the service
entrance of his gun seemed a little too good to be true. Sure, he felt a little intimidated
because he was out-numbered and if they wanted to, they could try jumping him all at
once and then go for their AKs. They could have overtaken him if they’d really
wanted to already. Yet, Ortega had spent so many years risking his life by then that
now, he couldn’t help but get a feeling of satisfaction in situations like these anyway.
The satisfaction that came from having a fucking North Vietnamese General staring
at the other end of his gun despite all the inherent risks that went along with it.
Fuck, did it ever feel good.
It was fucking fantastic.
That explained why Ortega was feeling a little uneasy: because winning in
circumstances as extreme as those felt fucking good
It felt too good.
It was the kind of feeling you get when you’re at the casino and you’re on a winning
streak. There’s a build-up of excitement inside of you and it’s the rush you get from
being on a roll.
That night against all odds, they’d taken gained control of half a mountain and
captured a God Damn General as they did.
As far as he could tell, it was definitely their lucky night.
That explained why Ortega felt so driven.
He was on a fucking roll.
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“Hey you, turn that radio on,” Ortega said pointing to the young man.
“No,” retorted the General instantly, intervening without hesitating at all.
Ortega took two steps forward. He cleared his path by kicking the corpse out of the
way making more blood fly everywhere.
“Go on,” Ortega demanded, waving his handgun from him and then back to the radio.
The young man turned towards the radio turning the volume up a little. Static was the
only noise in that room breaking their silence.
“Send for your officers General,” said Ortega, suddenly putting his gun right at his
temple.
At first the General glanced over at both his remaining men quickly, licked his lips
and was apparently trying to buy some time to think. He was breathing faster.
It was like he was giving way to a panic attack.
“Tell them that the situation has changed and that they need to be updated,”
demanded Ortega. “I don't think I need to explain how it works.”
The General wet his lips once more and picked the microphone up, but after a
moment of indecisiveness, he put it back down on the table.
“I can't,” he said finally, in a tone resembling that of a judge about to give a verdict.
His face was sweaty and his hands were trembling.
The General may have been scared, but Ortega was starting to feel a little uneasy
himself given that there were still three of them and he was in a rather compromising
situation. Ortega got the impression that his good luck was about to run out.
He realized that was getting a little unnerved and that was the last thing he needed. It
was time to turn this thing around, and he’d start with the radio guy who had become
pretty pale in the face by then.
He took a step towards the radio and grabbed the soldier by the shoulder. Yanking
him up by the uniform, he pushed him forward and got him to kneel down in front of
the General.
The young man was shaking violently, and it was evident that compared to Ortega he
didn’t have a fighting chance. He was nothing more than a Vietnamese kid, no
different from thousands of others who were fighting in that war. But as Ortega
observed the General further, he seemed to get an odd look in his eyes.
It was fear.
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Maybe Ortega had a North Vietnamese General with a soft heart in front of him, no
matter how contradictory something like that could be.
“No, no,” pleaded the young man aloud.
Fuck that – answered a voice in Ortega’s head.
The three of you together have a better chance at overtaking me, than only two of you
do.
Besides, it looks as though the General may need some persuading.
The soldier, now on his knees, couldn't have been older than nineteen, maybe twenty
at most.
He probably hadn’t started fucking that long ago either, if ever for that matter.
With a flick of his wrist, Ortega flipped open his butterfly knife and began to spin it
quickly in the air. He lowered it to the young soldier’s neck. Once he knew he had the
General’s full attention, with a single flick of the wrist, he slit the young soldier’s
throat right in front of of him. The General was so startled by how quickly it had all
taken place that he jumped back.
Sensing an opportunity, the third officer stepped forward towards Ortega who was
still standing over the dying man. In split-second time however, Ortega reminded him
of the hi-power he had pointed at him so he stopped again, dead in his tracks.
By only slitting the soldiers throat once, Ortega hadn’t done such a thorough job in
finishing him off. It was quite the contrary actually. In addition to making a whole lot
of noise as he continued to gurgle all the excess blood, he was still lucid enough to
keep begging for help. This had to mean his lungs were still working, at least in part.
As he slowly bled to death, Ortega went ahead and wiped the blade off on his
trousers. Once he’d finished, he flicked the blade once more and closed it almost as
quickly as he had opened it.
In the meantime, the General hadn’t taken his eyes of the dying man. He couldn’t
help staring at his young assistant, and was apparently suffering at the sight.
Maybe he was a 'Trautman' too.
Maybe he was one of those Generals who truly did care about his men. Or maybe, all
of this was nothing more than a figment of Ortega’s imagination. His conscience was
getting the best of him thanks to the sense of anxiety he was feeling.
Unexpectedly, the General's eyes had suddenly become bloodshot like they were
burning.
The situation which was unfolding before him was having a great effect on him.
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“You can't do this,” the General said angrily but in a low voice.
“You sure about that? ’Cause it looks like I just did. And we aren’t wearing any
uniforms either, just like your Vietcong don’t. So, I guess that means we can do pretty
much whatever the fuck we want to, the same way they do. Got it?”
The General, who was clearly in shock, nodded slowly in resignation.
Because as things stood, it was the unfortunate truth.
That’s how things were.
It was sad, but that was the hard truth.
“I want guarantees,” said the General directly at him.
“I want to be sure that if I do accept your conditions, my officer and I will be spared.”
Despite the circumstances, no one could say he lacked bravery or wasn’t decent
enough to include the life of his officer with his own in the bargain.
But all that bravery or dignity could only do him so much because that wasn’t how
things worked when you were at war.
Not in a real war anyways.
And, if Ortega and Trautman had made the call and decided to kill them in all cases,
there wasn’t anything in the world that could have changed their minds about doing
it.
“Fine General. You’ve got my word.”
“No, no. I think you’re planning to kill as many of my officers as you can before the
actual attack even starts. Then, once your men do attack, you’ll slaughter every single
one of my men anyways.”
“No, you’re wrong. We have no intention of attacking you General, in that it’s futile.
It wouldn't be more than a pointless massacre for the both of us. We don’t give a shit
about you or that Goddamn mountain. The only thing we’re interested in is defending
ourselves in here. If you leave, so will we.”
For a moment, no one said anything.
Then, Ortega went ahead to add:
“General, we can go on talking like this for hours but it would be nothing more than
words. Let's consider the facts, and as the facts stand now you’ve basically got two
options: you either believe me, and see what happens, or jump me now and risk dying
as you do. It’s your call.”
The General lowered his head again in resignation, but this time, the expression on
his face spoke for him.
He was ready to give in.
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“Don't do it, General,” said another soldier who was still there standing next to him.
“Americans are nothing but bastards and traitors, and they’ll kill us all if we admit
we’re officials! Then, they’ll go ahead and attack our soldiers anyways since they
know there won’t be any commanders left. They’ll have executed us all. Eventually,
they’ll leave for no reason like they’re doing now! And in case we do survive
somehow, then the Party will have us murdered because they’ll believe we helped
them do it!”
Ortega was surprised by his words. Surprised and somewhat resentful over them as
well because if those Goddamn North Vietnamese were anything, they were smart.
They all were.
Fundamentally, the problem they were facing was that in the present situation, they
couldn't let themselves surrender.
As a consequence, it was then that Ortega understood he’d have to do away with the
other officer as well and not only the first.
Manuel flicked open his butterfly knife for the second time, but when the General
caught sight of it, he violently gestured for him to stop.
“Fine, fine,” the General agreed desperately.
“I will call my officers.”
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Some hours later, thanks to the Baker Team, the Marines had succeeded in taking
over half the mountain and they had captured a General in addition to four other
officers, all without shooting a single round.
And that’s how the Baker Team Legend was born. It had all happened on the first
mission they’d ever done ‘unofficially’ and not as SOG. The legend of “Trautman’s
Eight”, a team that in only one night had managed to conquer half a mountain all by
themselves without firing a single shot.
Once their position had been compromised, the General, along with a large part of his
officers and almost a thousand other North Vietnamese soldiers who were on that
mountain fighting, had had no other choice but to retreat. They knew that if their
position had been compromised, they wouldn’t have ‘an advantage'. Without an
advantage the entire thing would have led to an unjustified slaughterhouse for both.
Luckily neither the VCs nor the Marines were that crazy.
That explained why the Marines, on Sanders’ orders, would let the North Vietnamese
leave quietly and not under fire.
So, all in all, it was over.
After such a long siege and the great losses that Sanders and the others had sustained,
it was over at last.
It hadn’t ended in a pointless massacre, worse than what it already had been, thanks
to the Baker Team.
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After quite some time of just standing around in front of the radio and smoking,
Ortega finally heard Trautman's voice coming down the corridor.
Once the Colonel had congratulated someone for the outstanding job he’d done, he
walked into the radio room accompanied by his young assistant, the one Ortega didn't
know the name of yet.
For a second, Trautman looked down examining all the blood they’d left on the floor
despite removing the dead bodies earlier. The expression on his face changed, turning
quite grim.
He gestured to a young soldier indicating he should leave, and only once he was sure
about being alone with Ortega, did Trautman move closer so as to stand directly in
front of him.
“Tell me how it really went Skorpio,” inquired the Colonel.
Ortega nodded and proceeded with his account.
“I cut the first soldier’s throat on the spot because I was certain he’d react if the
opportunity arose. Afterwards, when the General still didn't give signs of cooperating,
I decided to slit the second officer’s throat too, right under his nose in hopes of finally
persuading him.”
“The General didn't want to cooperate?” smirked Trautman rather ironically.
Then, he added:
“None of this explains the look you’ve got on your face right now though. Why don’t
you tell me how things really went soldier without leaving anything out.”
You could hear the sound of Ortega grinding his teeth before eventually deciding to
proceed. Once he’d made up his mind, he said:
“I had a mission to accomplish Sir.”
With that, the expression on Trautman's face changed entirely. He transformed.
“What the fuck are you playing at kid?” he replied angrily.
“The whole point of that mission was to regain control the mountainside they were
on, for fuck’s sake. Why did you push your way all the way up here? Did you have
reason to believe there would be a General here for sure?”
“No Sir, it was an initiative of mine. My mission...”
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“Initiative? The mission was to bring the siege to an end. To make sure that this
fucking mountain didn’t end up costing thousands of other American and South
Vietnamese lives.”
“I accomplished the mission...”
“Oh, you certainly did. In fact, you did it a little too well, Skorpio. Do you know how
many enemy Generals we’ve managed to get our hands on since the start of this
war?”
Ortega rubbed face.
“Not one.”
For a moment they didn’t speak but stood painstakingly close to each other.
“This is the very first one, Ortega.”
“Jesus Christ Skorpio. I don't know whether I should have you removed from
command and as team leader, or present you with a medal because of it. Let's take a
step back shall we? I want you to explain why I can see two pools of blood here
instead of only one.”
“So that the officers would be sent for.”
“What?”
“Once the General was under our control, I made him send for his other officers by
radio.”
“Have you fucking lost your mind, Skorpio? You had one fucking General in custody
up here already. The first one we’ve ever captured alive this entire time as I just told
you. But what were you inclined to do anyways? You kill one hostage so that the
other one is scared into radioing for more? What if he dropped some kind of code
compromising you while he did?”
“I got the fucking mission accomplished.”
“Oh you sure did! And like I just said, you went a little too far to do it!”
It was with that comment that Ortega had become so irate he found himself
practically leaping off the chair.
“I KILLED THE SECOND MAN BECAUSE I WAS AFRAID, FOR FUCK’S
SAKE. RAVEN WAS GUARDING THE CORRIDOR WHILE I WAS ALONE AND
CONFINED IN THAT SMALL ROOM WITH THREE ENEMY SOLDIERS ONE
OF WHICH WAS A GENERAL. WHAT’S THE PROBLEM, CAN’T SOG MEN
GET SCARED?”
In the end, Trautman nodded in accordance.
He had got what he had come for, the details he’d been missing and the real reason
for the look Ortega had on his face.
His conscience was giving him a hard time sure, but that was pretty much it. His
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nerves had gotten the best of him and played too big of a role in all of this, to bug for
his liking anyways, in the execution of that prisoner. In the aftermath, Ortega had
both his pride and conscience to deal with.
Only now did the expression on Ortega's face finally make sense to him.
Well, at this point the Colonel felt the time had come to go but only after had the
chance to say one final thing to Ortega before he left for good.
In all actuality, it was pretty important too.
“The radio telegraphist was his son Ortega,” said the Colonel outright.
“What?”
“The second soldier, I mean. The one you killed in front of the General, you know,
when you were trying to to make him send for the officers. That guy was his son. You
slit the his son’s throat right in front of him. He was his father.”
Unexpectedly, there was this terrible lump in Ortega’s throat that was making it
harder and harder to breath. As the General’s words slowly set in, it all started to
come together. He realized that those feelings the General had clearly demonstrated
in front of Ortega before, during and after he slit the radio controller’s throat were,
for all intents and purposes, genuine.
It hadn’t been an example of humanitarian patronage nor a sign of weakness either.
As far as North Vietnamese Generals went, he wasn’t an exception with a soft spot
after all.
He was nothing more than a Vietcong General who happened to have the bad luck of
having to watch his son die right in front of him.
Ortega and Trautman didn’t say anything for a little while longer, long enough for
Ortega to alleviate the weight his sense of guilt had put on his chest.
Enough is enough – he thought to himself.
For God’s sake just stop it. Please, just stop.
“One day you’ll screw up, Ortega,” Trautman said bluntly to him.
“One day, in one of your states of utter madness, you’ll fuck something up and sign
your own, your team’s and a lot of other innocent bystanders’ death certificates.
When it all comes down I’ll be here, asking myself if the mistake was actually yours
or if I was the one who indirectly caused it.”
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As Ortega's face grew increasingly serious, Trautman’s expression began to change as
well, even if the severe tone of his voice hadn’t.
“Listen, you did an exceptionally good job here today but let’s face it, this is no Super
Bowl. From now on, there will be no more taking initiatives on your part, or on your
own Ortega. And that's an order soldier.”
Ortega looked towards the Colonel, nodding in agreement but lowering his gaze in an
acquiescent manner.
“Taking initiatives is my role, not yours, son,” Trautman said firmly.
Turning to go, he made his way towards the exit, leaving Ortega to be alone with his
thoughts.

111

Ortega couldn’t help but notice his hand was shaking by the time he had finished
smoking his cigarette.
You made a father watch you slit his own son’s throat – he said to himself in disbelief
once more.
Fuck them. It's all their fault those fucking Vietcong.
It's all theirs.
If they weren't all a bunch of fucking killers, Goddamn it, we wouldn’t have had to
become killers too.
And when Trautman's words came back to mind, Ortega couldn’t help but become
even more furious about what he’d said to him.
How dare he come there and grill him after he’d captured the only fucking General
ever to be held in custody that whole fucking war?
Fuck, I mean come on...
We’re talking about a real, fucking genuine, North Vietnamese General in the flesh
and blood. It's the kind of stuff you read in the New Yorker. Better yet, in the TIMES.
Ortega took another drag off his cigarette almost breaking it in rage.
Fuck Trautman too, – he thought angrily.
Does he think he’s some kind of fucking knight in shining armour?
It's a lot easier to not get your hands dirty when you’re always safe behind closed
doors or at your desk with all the time in the world at your disposal when there’s
decision to be made.
Ortega flicked his cigarette butt away and without any hesitation, immediately lit
another one using his trusty black Zippo, the same way he always had.
What the hell does he know about the kind of situations we’re always in anyways?
They hadn’t even received the sort of detailed and comprehensive training you would
need to get through circumstances even remotely as surreal as theirs. In fact, they
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constantly found themselves having to deal with something new. It was always new.
The should have had a lot more training and that was an understatement at the very
least. So, what in the world could Trautman possibly know about making it through
situations like these for fuck’s sake?
Nothing.
Absolutely nothing, that’s what.
When push came to shove, killing someone was as easy as breathing itself.
No doubt about it.
Before putting his Zippo away and back into his pocket however, he stopped to
admire it.
Jesus had his Zippo ever changed through the years!
The same way he had, he thought admittingly.
At first, he’d had its colour changed to black, so it wouldn’t reflect any light while
they were on long range missions. Not that any of them used to smoke on those types
of missions though. He generally used it for a lot of other stuff instead. So, since he
needed it anyway, he’d decided to have it painted and always brought it along with
him.
Not to mention the fact it had the SOG emblem engraved on it now too.
He actually did have to admit that the Goddamn yellow gook back in Saigon who did
the engraving, did a really good job when he did it too. Every last detail on the skull,
the beret and all the rest of it.
His fucking SOG Zippo had turned out very well indeed.
He had carried it every day for the past two years.
They had been through a lot the two of them had.
Fuck Trautman – he said to himself, returning to his previous thoughts.
It's not the end of the world in any case. Shit like this happens all the time, and we’ll
just forget about it tomorrow the same way we always do.
We’re at war for fuck’s sake and that's how things work when you’re at war.
Whether it’s tonight or tomorrow, you can bet something new will come up. We’ll shit
our pants because of it, the way we always do but in the end we’ll get through it and
then forgot all about it. Just like we always do.
Ortega flicked away cigarette butt number two.
The only thing left to do now was hold their positions until all the VCs were gone.
As a consequence, it was time to get back to work again, already.
Just like they always did.
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“Who's Flynn?” asked Ortega.
“I am,” said a guy as he took one step forward.
“I'm Skorpio.”
Flynn, who had just turned nineteen, had already been promoted for his field service.
He had saved one of his superiors who had been blown in half by an explosion they’d
been in.
Despite his age, Flynn had the facial features of an old man already. The only
suggestive evidence that could give his real age away was how fast he could move
and his bright eyes, which stood out on his face so blatantly.
Standing behind him were his men, looking all beaten up and filthy. They were
rummaging through their gear, or what little of it remained that is. They were sifting
through things like torn sleeping bags, shovels or remnants of climbing gear but they
were moving around slowly as they did it.
They gave off the impression that the enemy didn’t pose a threat to them anymore,
nor was anything imminent looming over them either.
No one was ever off duty in Vietnam, and keeping your guard up explained why
Ortega and the others were still alive and in their current state perfectly. That, along
with a bigwig presence like Trautman of course, the kind who needed round the clock
protection.
Even though there were hundreds of them, the Marines were exhausted nevertheless.
What’s more, their morale had taken quite a beating too.
Besides, the VCs were still up there as they spoke, so it was far too soon to be letting
their guard down already.
Ortega went over the positions Flynn had chosen for his remaining men but as far as
he was concerned, they were all wrong.
Flynn had made thousands of mistakes as he’d set up his defence, but those hadn’t
entirely been his fault.
He had only acted in accordance to the training he’d undergone and the abilities he’d
acquired up until then. No matter how you wanted to compare the two of them
however, the two years Ortega had spent training under SOG made Flynn’s training
pale in comparison.
“I don't want to lie to you kid, but you’ve put yourselves in a pretty bad situation.”
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“It isn't just a question of losses Sir,” Flynn replied. ”The physical component needs
to be taken into account as well. Before all of this even started, my men had been
walking around in circles, moving from one mountain to the other for months already.
They had us playing ring around the rosy for a long time for God’s sake.”
That’s textbook tactics – thought Ortega in his head.
It's a run-of-the-mill technique the VCs use to wear their enemy out. What’s worse is
that central command can still count on you to fall for those decoy rigs. That’s
fucking unbelievable.
But that’s something your fucking superiors are supposed to know.
Not you.
Goddamn it.
“Last week we had to get through ten days without any supplies all because of bad
weather. Some of my men lost twenty pounds just that week alone.”
Ortega nodded in understanding and felt contempt over the whole thing because he’d
been there.
He’d seen that film once already, first in training, and then once more, not that long
ago while they were on operation Point of No Return. Dropping all that weight while
you were doing a mission was fucking brutal at best.
It was one of the worst things that could ever happen to a soldier at war apart from
being captured that is.
Flynn then went on to say:
“If you could see some of those guys bare chested it would make you sick, Sir. Three
quarters of our platoon is missing, presumed dead or dead while the rest of them are
nothing but skin and bones. They barely sleep at all and when they do, they generally
do it standing up for fuck’s sake.”
Jesus Christ – thought Ortega.
The bad weather hadn’t even lasted that long. In the end it was the siege that had
done them in.
Even when supplies finally did arrive they probably forgot to eat anyways because
that’s what happens when you’re in that kind of circumstance.
Ortega continued:
“Okay kid, everything's alright now. You just have to keep your guard up for a few
more hours and then it’ll all be over. After making this kind of effort, no one in their
right mind wouldn’t grant you at least one week off in Saigon. Okay?”
Flynn nodded in agreement.
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Pleased about Flynn being in accord, Ortega then said:
“Fine. In the meantime, let's work on these positions so they’re a little better. What do
ya’ say?”
Flynn nodded again.
As he sat and helped the kid reset the defences however, Ortega couldn’t help but feel
like a piece of shit.
Jesus – he thought.
He thought about himself at that moment, and the position he was in and felt a little
favoured, almost privileged.
The Baker Team missions may have been far more dangerous than those, but they
were short at least. Then, when the time finally came to giving it a break, the Baker
Team got a real fucking break, usually in zones that were relatively safe so they really
could get some rest.
But for those guys on the other hand, that wasn’t the case at all.
Those men were in danger from their very first day in Vietnam to their last.
“Take those men,” he began saying aloud to Flynn, in an effort to push his thoughts
aside and stay focused.
“Make them do inventory on everything: weapons, ammo, water, medicine, the whole
works. Then, once they’re done, you’ll be able to get into position the way Eagle tells
you to. Eagle’s the one over there, the one who looks a lot like a drug addict.”
“Yessir.”
“Do you see that wall of rock over there?”
“Yessir.”
“I am going to put one of my men in there, a designated marksman. I need you to be
one hundred percent sure that all your men know who he is, okay? If even one
Vietcong tries to do anything stupid, at all, I don't want any of your men accidentally
shooting my sharpshooter by mistake. You got that?”
“Do inventory, defend if need be but never shoot at the East crest.”
“Good man. Now get going.”
“Yessir,” answered Flynn, walking away slowly and limping as he did. Truth be told,
he looked to be in pain, so Ortega observed him a while longer as he walked away.
Trench foot – he confirmed to himself.
The guy’s got trench foot.
Ortega sighed.
Bronson made his way from one rock to the other telling the Marines where they
were going to be and what they’d have to do.
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Ortega had another two sides to organize exactly the same way, and he had a long
wait ahead of him.
Even if technically, the mission was already over, he didn't want to take any
unnecessary risks.
*
Once he’d finally finished setting up a new positioning plan for his men, Ortega had a
seat on one of the rocks and lit himself a well-deserved cigarette.
Well, at least that’s done with, – he thought tiredly.
But, as per usual, that wasn't the case.
Ortega's sense of peace didn't even last long enough to get through an entire cigarette
before he heard someone shouting, and it seemed to be coming from up above.
There was something about the shouting that definitely wasn’t good.
Jesus fucking Christ, – he muttered to himself.
Unaware of what was actually going on, he felt somewhat disorientated, almost
feeling the same way you do when you wake up suddenly from a dream.
When the commotion mounted however, Ortega instinctively jumped to his feet.
Gunfire.
Someone was really shooting up the place.
Ortega set out in haste. He made his way down the path that lead straight to the front
line as the shouting continued in the distance. Then, quite unexpectedly, he heard the
sound of an explosion but he wasn’t close enough to see what had happened. The
number of shots being fired intensified so it became harder to hear what was being
shouted out exactly, and he still hadn’t run into anyone either. When a second
explosion was immediately followed by a third, he realized that the very situation he
was running towards, was one that was undeniably getting worse by the fucking
minute. There was a hell of a lot going on by the sound of it, and the whole damn
thing seemed to come about without any prior notice and completely out of nowhere.
What the fuck is going on? - he asked himself stepping up his pace further.
At the first shot heard, Messner, who was not unlike any other Baker Team member
for that matter, rushed out of his sleeping quarters to get an idea of where the shots
were coming from. He listened as best he could but could only imagine what the fuck
those Goddamned Vietcong were actually doing up there.
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What the hell?
Could it be that the Vietcong were insane enough to actually attack despite how big
of a blow they’d already taken last night? Not to mention what was going on in the
sky.
A quick glance upwards was more than enough to see how dark and impenetrable the
sky had become, just looming as heavily above them as a death sentence would have.
Dangerous atmospheric conditions such as these explained why there weren’t any
airplanes or helicopters flying around at the time, and why there probably wouldn’t
be until tomorrow or the day after, at the very earliest.
Under those circumstances, had all those Vietcong who were currently situated on the
mountaintop decided to attack now, it would have been equivalent to giving the death
sentence to every single one of them. Holy Christ.
Linda.
All of a sudden, Messner felt something he’d never felt before in his life.
Fear.
The fear of dying before having the chance to see Linda again, and especially now, at
a time when everything could change between the two of them.
Linda – Messner repeated her name quietly to himself.
As such, after having waited so long, now for the very first time ever, Messner was
afraid in an extremely different kind of way. This time his fear was real. It was the
same fear of the same essence. It was the one that all other human beings had long
since felt.
In fact, years had passed since the last time he’d actually been afraid of anything.
There’s no way that’s them attacking us, – he said conclusively, albeit only to himself
and in his own head.
That can’t be it.
Trautman would never have let us go up that fucking mountain if he’d thought there
be the slightest chance of a counter attack in the first place, for Christ’s sake.
Besides, he would never have gone that far up himself either if that had remotely
been the case.
There’s no way.
Something’s not right here.
“Either those shots are fake or something has just gone very, very wrong,” said
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Messner to the Marine standing next to him, as though responding to the look of
confusion the soldier had on his face. They were all looking around at one another
puzzled and in bewilderment.
By the time Ortega had reached the front line where the Marines were, the Vietcong
had quit firing altogether.
Ortega turned and looked down at Messner who was standing on the rocks just below.
He was shaking his head as though to say that he couldn't figure it out what had gone
on either.
Well, at least the shooting had come to an end by then.
Maybe it genuinely had all been nothing but some kind of mistake.
Regardless, Ortega was having a hard time shaking off the weird feeling that had
temporarily come over him.
There was, as far as Ortega was concerned, something strange lingering in the air and
he could smell it the way dogs do sometimes, when they sense danger.
There was something definitely amiss.
Something was out of sorts and Ortega got the impression that Messner was thinking
the same thing too.
Trautman appeared unexpectedly, seemingly out of nowhere like he often did, there,
on the rocks a few feet behind them.
“What’s going on, Colonel?” shouted out Ortega as he moved closer towards him,
and then added:
“We’ve got the summit, I mean it’s practically ours so I don't understand,”
“Me neither. Even so, there’s no need to give it any further consideration since it
didn't seem like much of an attack anyhow. In fact, they gave me the impression of
being more like a bunch of scouts rather than anything else.”
“Scouts? But why in the world should anyone want to test our defences out?”
Ortega looked up towards the sky once more. It was still a dark, compressed wall. It
would take hours before they could count on the air force to help them out.
Hours and hours.
Were the VCs thinking of using the bad weather as grounds for a suicide bomber
attack?
No – he rebutted back to himself instantly.
A massacre like that wouldn’t even make sense for Vietcong standards.
Even they have their limits.
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Ortega took one last drag from his cigarette and then flicked it into the tray.
That’s enough smoking for now – he said to himself and then immediately began
wondering where and how he’d fight the VCs if they tried to advance against them
from here.
“Something’s not right in any case, Skorpio,” the Colonel reiterated, this time
interrupting Skorpio’s train of thought in the process.
“Follow me.”
The two of them turned and made their way through the winding corridors which lead
them back, yet again, to the radio room.
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Trautman unfolded a map and placed it onto the table directly in front of the radio.
For about a minute he mulled over it quietly, while Ortega stood quietly by his side.
At this point, the Marines had fox holes, paths, and tunnels, but above all what they
now had position. That new position was much higher than their last one had been.
Even without any kind of air support their position was so advantageous that if the
VCs actually did venture to attack, it would be considered absurd by all standards.
No.
Trautman hadn’t miscalculated anything.
In fact, the more thought he gave it, the more convinced he was that a North
Vietnamese counter attack made no sense whatsoever.
Besides, he had purposely left them an easy way out so as to avoid a lack of
alternatives.
'Never fight an enemy who’s got no way out.'
Sun Zu had written it in his book ‘The Art of War' almost two thousand years earlier,
and Trautman did not intend to put it to the test now.
Fear of the unknown had a stronghold on Trautman. That fear in particular was
probably the one that upset him the most.
What if he had only overestimated how intelligent the enemy actually was?
What if he thought war was predictable even though by definition, it never was?
What if the VC command line, the one Ortega had practically destroyed, had simply
been blinded by rage?
It was plausible.
Of course it was.
And those were the kinds of mistakes that were generally made here in Vietnam.
People were constantly 'coming to conclusions' about everything and anything down
here.
Trautman closed his eyes in a meditative fashion, pondering over the fact that he too
may have made the same mistake as well.
Perhaps. Perhaps this was his case.
If Trautman had made that kind of mistake, it was only in arrogance. Arrogant in
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believing he could walk up there, where just being that close to the enemy itself put
the safety of the United States and its citizens directly in danger.
The reasoning behind it all was simple, almost banal, in that Trautman himself
couldn't afford to be captured, and that was the hard truth of it.
He could be killed, make no doubt about it, but being captured was absolutely not an
option to be reckoned with.
He was the only man on that Goddamn mountain that could not, under whatever
circumstance, be caught alive.
“Get changed Skorpio,” ordered the Colonel.
“Get everyone to change out of their military attire and make them to put something
blatantly American on.”
“The guys have already changed their clothes. I’m the only one who hasn’t, and that’s
because I’ve always got more things to do than everybody else. At any rate, they’ve
all got their Tigers on already.”
“Well, Marines are supposed to use the ODs, but Tigers will work too. We need to be
ready for anything, but I don't want to go looking for trouble either. I don't want you
provoking the enemy in any way whatsoever. Is that understood?”
“Crystal clear, Sir.”
Trautman watched Ortega leave before calling for a telegraphist. He needed to start
gathering his thoughts.
The time had come for him to check in with his superiors.
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There was a US Army radio positioned right next to the Russian made one.
The young man who was in charge of radio transmissions sat patiently in front of
them both while adjusting the frequencies. Only once he was completely satisfied
with the fine-tuning he’d done on various regulators, did he finally hand the
microphone over to Trautman.
The Colonel took a deep breath and when he felt ready enough, he went ahead and
pushed the button to get things started.
“Lloyd, this is Trautman here. There’s been enemy movement on our side, right up
here on the summit. What's going on down there where you guys are? Have you
moved?”
Before he had barely finished saying his last word, Loyd had begun to rattle off his
reply, which, at the time, struck Trautman as incredibly odd.
“Trautman, what a pleasure it is to hear from you again. We saw you guys climb to
the top last night. A job well done. A real work of art actually. And now we’ve got a
wonderful day ahead of us.”
Trautman pulled his head back a little surprised by what he’d said.
“Wonderful? It’s going to be an awful day today, Sir. In case you haven’t noticed, the
forecast calls for extremely bad weather conditions. Not even the birds will be flying
today, and the same goes for tomorrow as well.”
“Don't you worry about that Colonel. Everything's under control and you can expect
some pretty big things lined up in the next few hours. In fact, at this very moment, the
one hundred and thirty fifth second division should have just reached the Northern
base thereby fully surrounding the enemy once they’re there.”
“THEY DID WHAT?”
“Yeah, that’s right, you heard me right. We took the liberty of rounding them up for
you, Colonel. In any case, there’s no need for you to be concerned, your replacements
should already be on their way here.”
“ON THEIR WAY? Lloyd, you... You...”
Trautman couldn’t believe his ears. He’d got so worked up about it that he said his
final words practically stuttering and had even accidentally let go of the microphone
button too. As a result, he could hear Lloyd breaking in and out of the conversation.
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“I surrounded the enemy last night, Colonel. So, you don’t even need to bother
attacking them any further because it’s no longer necessary. All you’ve got to do now
is wait a couple of hours, maybe a day at most, till the weather changes for the better.
Once it does we’ll raze them to the ground using napalm, cluster bombs and all the
works.”
“Jesus Christ, come on will you? What do you really think they’re going to do for the
next twenty-four hours? Sit around and wait to get slaughtered and that's it?”
“We’ve even got reinforcements on their way here. By tonight or tomorrow at the
latest, you’ll have them there backing you up.”
“Tonight? The VCs are ready to attack now Goddamn it! They just took our defence
system for a test drive! Do you realize what you’ve done?”
“Oh come on Colonel, that’s impossible. You’ve still got plenty of badass Marines
over there, and the Communists know it. They wouldn’t dare.”
“They just did, for Christ’s sake it!”
Lloyd went quiet sounding uncertain as to what he should say.
Trautman on the other hand, pressed on:
“Of course they’re going to attack, Goddamn it! And they will because you’ve given
them no other choice! What the hell were you thinking exactly? That they’re nothing
but idiots over up there? They know perfectly well their time is running out and
they’ve only got till the good weather comes back or our reinforcements show up,
whichever comes first. That’s precisely the reason they’ll attack! And relentlessly too!
And they’re going to do it now, Goddamn it!”
“Don't raise your voice at me, Trautman.”
“DO YOU KNOW WHAT’S GOING TO HAPPEN IF THE BAD WEATHER
LASTS FOR MORE THAN SIX HOURS?
DO YOU REALIZE THERE MIGHT BE AN ENTIRE VIETCONG BATTALION
HIDING ON THE OTHER SIDE OF THE MOUNTAIN, AND WHAT’LL HAPPEN
IF THERE IS?”
“You said that the VCs...”
“WE WERE HYPOTHESIZING GENERAL, THEY’RE CALLED EDUCATED
GUESSES! NONE OF US HAD THE NECESSARY MEANS TO KNOW
EXACTLY HOW MANY OF THEM WERE ACTUALLY HIDING UP THERE AT
THE TIME. YOU’RE THE ONLY ONE WHO KNEW! DO YOU UNDERSTAND
WHAT THIS MEANS?”
“I won't let you talk to me like that, Colonel Trautman. You don’t seem to have a
crystal ball either. You can't be sure they’ll actually attack, or how long the bad
weather’s going to last the same way I can’t. So just pipe down.”
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Not know? I don’t know? Me?
I’m the only one on this Goddamn mountain who does, you Goddamn stupid piece of
shit.
Not you. Me.
Trautman shut his eyes and took a deep breath in an effort to calm down.
“Where are my reinforcements exactly?”
“Not more than a few miles away from your current position. A complete ARVN
division is on its way.”
A few miles? A few miles of jungle that is – Trautman thought bitterly.
And that’s not even considering the difference in sea-level of about a thousand meters
either, which they’ll have to adapt to on their way up here.
“Who do I need to talk to? About these reinforcements I mean, who am I going to
refer to?”
“Some major... I think his name’s Decker.”
Decker – pondered Trautman to himself.
The name per se sounded familiar to him somehow.
He didn’t have a very good feeling about it though. Although he couldn't recall what
he’d heard about that Decker guy right then and there, he therefore couldn’t pinpoint
the reason for his sudden uneasiness.
Decker...
“General,” said Trautman finally.
He wanted to put an end to this conversation with the General, once and for all.
He was going to have to maintain his calm while he did though. It wouldn’t be hard
to humiliate him on that radio transmission that so many other people were
undoubtably still listening in on.
“You’ve given the enemy no choice but to find a way out, and they’re going to do it.
Make sure we get those reinforcements here, and fast.
There’s a lot of them up here and if don't get those reinforcements in time, this battle
is going to turn into an absolute slaughterhouse. You’ve put us in a compromising
position considering the tangible forces and assets we’ve got on hand and the actual
forces at our disposal. Consequently I can’t see how the end result could be a positive
one at all. If I can guarantee anything at this point, it’s that.”
“Fine, if that’s how you feel, but I can’t say I agree with you at all, Colonel,” the
General rebutted.
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“Isn’t this the kind of situation you were hoping for?
Facing them I mean, out in the open, in a conventional warfare scenario?
Didn’t we all dream of fighting them in a battle of that genre, using conventional
means at least once during the course of this fucking shitty war?”
Trautman slammed the microphone hard against the top of the wooden table.
The young communications expert jumped back and actually tried taking it away
from him but in vain, so the Colonel, in spite, hit it against the table twice more, and
this time, even harder than first.
Glancing downwards, the Colonel realized he had unknowingly stepped in what
could only be blood, a puddle of blood to be exact. Apparently it had been there on
the floor since Ortega executed that Vietnamese General's son.
The Colonel took a few steps back, but the soles of his boots were already covered
with it so every step he took ended up making tracks all over the place.
Trautman cursed out loud, not once but twice.
He was having a hard time calming himself down again.
In the end, Trautman turned and walked away from the table without even bothering
to give the General a reply.
The radio telegraphist was the one who ended up telling Lloyd that the Colonel was
no longer on the line.
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Moving back to the radio table, the General calmly put down the microphone so as to
not attract any further attention to himself. Everybody else in the command room,
which at that point was quite the crowd, all seemed to be making a conscious effort to
pretend they hadn’t noticed anything. They were all too worried about meeting his
eye and setting him off rather than anything else.
Who the hell did Colonel Trautman think he was to talk to him like that?
Had their conversation been in private, Lloyd would have given it to that Goddamn
temperamental Colonel.
Nevertheless, with all of those ears listening, Lloyd had had no other choice but to
maintain his calm, be it hypocritical or not.
Trautman refused outright to understand any of his reasoning.
Wasn't that pretty much everyone’s unspoken dream, to be given the chance to
exterminate an entire Vietcong division?
And how humiliating would that defeat be for those assholes in Hanoi if they were
actually defeated not more than one month prior to the next scheduled peace talk?
That wasn’t even the half of it, imagine the benefits of something like that on one’s
career.
What impact could a similar event have, particularly in the long run on the course of
their careers?
A tragic set of circumstances, causing an event that can only come about once in a
lifetime.
Loyd knew dozens of Colonels that would have gone to great lengths to be there for
the very battle Trautman was about to fight.
Dozens!
What people should really be worried about here is that Trautman was nothing but a
fool and would probably never have understood how fucking lucky he was to get a
chance like that.
Sure, there was no denying that there were some down points too.
It went without saying that a few rounds would have to be fired as well, of course.
And sure, they also had to wait a while longer before Decker was expected to make
his appearance, but at least he was on his way there. Then, once he was finally on
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site, Trautman wouldn't be able to use his tired Marines as an excuse any longer.
Jesus! So much bullshit to contend with!
Despite all his certainty however, Lloyd still had an strange feeling in his stomach all
the same, and it was putting a damper on his good mood.
It may have only been a shadow of a doubt but he made a conscious effort to
disregard it nevertheless. He refused to think about it any further.
And, at the end of that radio communication what made Lloyd most furious of all was
that Trautman had had the audacity to make him feel a little uncertain about the entire
thing.
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That’s it – Trautman said to himself walking away from the microphone. Lloyd's
words were still echoing in his head like a broken record.
'We’re surrounding the enemy from the North side as we speak, thereby eliminating
any potential escape routes they may have in the process.'
Trautman glanced frantically around like he was trying to find an escape route from
his own thoughts but he couldn’t find one, because there wasn’t.
We’re all going to fucking die up here – he thought angrily.
We’re all going to die.
No, we’re not.
Yes, we are.
Oh, calm the fuck down.
Pull yourself together for God’s sake.
Trautman loosened the collar of his uniform hoping it would make breathing a little
easier.
Decker – he mumbled again.
That name said something, but he didn’t know what.
This guy Decker’s in charge of our reinforcements.
The thing was that they weren't just going to die, there was a lot more to it than that.
He’d learnt, a long time ago, that there was always something else to deal with,
something more to it, something else to contend with in every single Goddamn
situation he’d been through in the course of that motherfucking war.
And this time it happened to be something in that surname.
In fact, Trautman was sure he’d already heard that surname before because it brought
back memories. He just couldn't say what those memories were right then and there.
It would all come back to him though, soon enough he hoped.
The only thing he was certain about however, was that there wasn’t anything good
about it what he had to remember.
The Colonel couldn’t help but have that awful feeling once more, the feeling that he
was forgetting something, or maybe even blocking it out for that matter, maybe
because of a trauma or something. Who knew.
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Decker – he repeated yet again in his effort to jog his memory.
Alvarez's superior – an inner voice finally whispered quietly to him.
And that’s when it all came back to him. All of it.
No way.
Oh God, please don’t tell me...
It can’t fucking be...
At the very thought Trautman found himself having to lean up against the wall
unexpectedly, then he became lightheaded and a little shaky weak in the knees, like
he needed help standing for a second.
No, no, no...
Not Alvarez's superior, please.
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In 1968, to avoid being Court Martialled, sergeant Alvarez had assassinated a man
named Mac Daniel, one of the many sergeants who had been witness to situations or
events that weren’t meant for them to see. Unlike many others however, Mac Daniel
just couldn’t keep his mouth shut and Alvarez was left with no other choice but to
'frag' him or he’d finish before a Martial Court. Consequently, the moment an
opportunity presented itself, Mac Daniel was conveniently taken care of by what was
later referred to as completely unintentional friendly fire. A classic episode of
fragging and of the worst kind, with the victim finishing dead instead of just injured
and then sent back home. That didn't happen as often as intended however.
The real problem there was that Mac Daniel happened to be a friend of Trautman's.
Not your run-of-the-mill kind of friend either.
At the time he died, Mac Daniel was one of the Colonel’s closest friends.
So, after the not so accidental death, Trautman had spent an entire year trying to
frame Alvarez for the murder directly, but to no avail.
In the end, after a year of 'legitimate' but unsuccessful attempts, Trautman finally
decided to fix the problem the 'Vietnamese' way.
An 'eye for an eye' – thought the Colonel without regret, as he replayed the event in
his mind.
It had truly been an 'eye for an eye’ considering Trautman had sent Rambo and
Ortega to knock Alvarez off personally in '69.
And they had accomplished their mission of course, the way they always did.
The day after Alvarez's 'accidental' death, despite the fact that major Decker
(Alvarez's superior) knew Rambo and Ortega were only carrying out Trautman's
orders, Decker had decided Ortega would pay for it instead and had broken his hand
with a baseball bat nevertheless.
The matter was never again spoken of.
But those weren't the kind of things people were prone to forget so easily.
And it was very unlikely that Decker could consider his beef with Trautman seriously
over.
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So basically, what this all boiled down to was that Trautman wouldn’t be able to
count on Decker's reinforcements either.
That meant it really was the end. The real one.
The one when there’s no hope to be found anywhere.
None.
Whatsoever.
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Another big problem, in the event that they currently didn’t have enough to worry
about already, was that Trautman per se, was never going to leave with enough time
at his disposal to avoid the battle itself.
Not leaving early enough meant he’d be at risk of being there personally when the
fighting broke out.
He risked getting caught in the crossfire directly because of it too.
There was no doubt in his mind about it.
Unfortunately, the catch was that he just couldn't afford to.
For the VCs, getting a bigwig from the Secret Service like him meant finally
obtaining the kind of intel that could change the course of the war. With that kind of
information, they could kill hundreds.
Realistically speaking even thousands for that matter.
And that was the kind of risk the Colonel just couldn't take.
Trautman's heart started pumping hard inside his chest It was the first time in his life
that he was seriously contemplating the eventual possibility of having to kill himself
if the necessity presented itself.
Almost instinctively, Trautman’s hand moved towards his holster by default, making
a quick check on his 1911.
He knew damn well he had to be ready just in case.
In fact, he had to be ready for anything, and this readiness had, by that point, become
a constant prerequisite in his life.
It’s always got to be on hand, – he said to himself.
That way, if circumstances become dire, I’ll just blow my brains out.
And he meant it too.
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Trautman glanced down to check his watch again. At least his ideas were much
clearer now.
He’d try to make it down as far as he could before that but it seemed highly unlikely
that he’d get far enough. Therefore, he’d go as far down and for as long as he could
until there was little else to do but fight.
Had things gone terribly south, he’d resort to blowing his head off but only right
before the end.
Thirty minutes – he calculated in his head still staring down at his Seiko.
It’ll take the VCs at least thirty minutes before they’re ready to attack once they’ve
decided how many soldiers they’ll send down to do it.
I need to get a move on.
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Those Thirty Minutes
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Minute One
Stepping out of the tunnel, Trautman was hit by an incredibly violent gust of wind.
The wind blew in from what had now become an even darker and more menacing sky
than before.
Great. Bad weather was exactly what we needed – he muttered ironically to himself.
As the Colonel moved progressively downhill, his stride increased in determination,
almost in hunger.
Once in the vicinity, he decided on which peak would best serve his purpose, and
adjusted his position by choosing the one where he’d be most exposed. From there,
the entire Marine Corp he currently had at his disposal and already in position down
below would have a clear, uncompromised view of him when he finally got around to
giving his speech.
For a moment, he studied the faces beneath him, thinking it would in some way
inspired his choice of opening words.
Trautman didn’t find the inspiration he was looking for however, but instead saw
faces not only marked by hunger and exhaustion, but now thanks to the weather he
could tell they were cold and undoubtably afraid. This in spite of being the Marine
Corp.
After such a long siege, those who had made it to the end now looked aged and
distressed. They looked up at him like caged animals just waiting to be fed.
Unlike his current frame of mind however, Trautman made the conscious decision to
address them all in quite a different one.
Trautman’s speech would turn out to be exactly what his Marines needed it to be, full
of energy, motivating and inspirational.
But there was a lot of rage packed in there too.
Rage above all, actually.
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Minute Two
Trautman didn't spare anyone anything.
He got annoyed with everybody about everything, and the greater his rage grew, the
further his Marines were carried away by his words until finally having to cheer the
Colonel on.
“Yeah!” several voices shouted out.
“That’s right! Right on!” yelled out the others.
The intensity surrounding them got stronger and the strength in Trautman’s voice
reflected it.
He shouted out against the stupidity of so many Generals who couldn't see past their
own noses, against the idiocy of politicians fighting a war for all the wrong reasons,
against all the anger expressed by journalists who continued to row against that war
and daring to go a step further, accusing a SOG Colonel of murder.
To conclude, Trautman said in a thundering voice:
'If a country isn’t willing to make the necessary sacrifices, then it shouldn’t even
bother setting foot on the field!'
And with that, the Marines broke out into applause, shouting out as loud as they
could, like he was a rock star or something.
Trautman barely seemed to notice however as he made his way down from the rocks.
He knew the kind of carnage that awaited them so it was impossible to think of
anything else. There was little he could do for those men now unfortunately.
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Minute Four
The fact that he was having a hard time getting down from those rocks at the end of
his speech was a clear sign that Trautman had aged too.
Danforth, who had his Tiger Stripe on like the rest of them offered the Colonel a hand
in an effort to help, but the Colonel made it understood that he could do it on his own.
When Trautman finally found himself back on the path he turned to Joseph and
asked:
“I probably shouldn't have said the things I said, should I have?”
Smiling at the Colonel, Danforth replied,
“No, probably not Sir.”
Trautman nodded back firmly openly admitting the mistake to himself.
Danforth’s smile on the other hand, became even wider.
“Try to look on the bright side Sir. Right now, those men love you. You’ve inspired
them.”
Looking past him however, Trautman saw nothing other than that that damn sky that
became darker by the moment.
“I really hope you’re right about them Eagle, because this weather sure as hell isn’t
going to save us. What’s more, and far worse actually, is that it won’t be long now
before those men will have to die in my name. Every single one of them”
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Minute Six
“Put the drums over there,” Rambo said pointing, with expressionless eyes.
There was no sign of emotion neither in his eyes nor in his heart anymore. He’d
learned to block any trace of empathy out and now, after having done it for such a
long time, he’d become an expert at it.
He had turned into a machine.
The perfect war machine.
In fact, he’d been dreaming for that moment to come, that moment when the Vietcong
had no other choice but to finally come down from the top of that mountain. He’d
thought endlessly about the way they’d attack once they had and what he’d do once
the real battle actually got underway.
He could see it all now. Since he knew that the rest of the Marine Corp didn’t know
how to do it the way he did, his job was to make their minds up for them. That way,
when the time came, he’d make them do it the same way he did.
He wouldn’t use force of course.
Not only was he going to teach them HOW to visualize it beforehand, he was also
going to train them to position themselves as a consequence. That would ensure
they’d get whatever they needed ready and face the very scenario their minds had
already been through.
“Very good,” commented Rambo repeatedly, as he slowly moved forward to carefully
examine the defence mechanisms every single Marine in line presented him with.
Not more than a few feet away, Rambo couldn’t help noticing a soldier who was
holding what could only be a genuine flame thrower. It shined so much that it looked
like they’d just taken it right out of the box sort of speak.
The young man looked a little uneasy about holding a weapon as menacing as that, so
it was dangling almost diagonally right down his back. As far as Rambo was
concerned, he had good reason to be uneasy, given that he hadn't even adjusted the
straps yet.
Shaking his head, he moved closer towards him, and once he was close enough
Rambo gave the straps a couple of forceful tugs that were just hard enough to tighten
them into place.
“That’s better already I’d say,” Rambo said adjusting to ensure the proper balance.
“Who told you to put this thing on anyhow?” Rambo inquired.
“Nobody, Sir. Not having any other heavy weapons available, we’ve started carrying
139

whatever other weapon we still had at our disposal.”
“Sure,” answered Rambo.
Still unsatisfied, he went on to ask:
“Just one thing you should bear in mind, Soldier. This thing has a short range firing
capacity. So, what that means is you’ll have to wait until the very last second before
you can use it.”
The young man nodded in accord, grateful for the advice.
“I’m their last resort, Sir,” he said quickly.
“Exactly.”
It was only then that Rambo looked the young man in the face for the first time
realizing he was just a kid.
He was probably about the same age as he’d been when he had done his first tour
back in '66 more or less. It was on that very tour that he’d fought in his first real field
battle all out in the open. They had fought to defend that God damned hill as well.
That was the time the VCs had almost overrun them. That was also the fight Morris
had lost a hand in.
The difference between that young man now and Rambo back then was that that the
Marine he had right there in front of him looked pretty upset already, before anything
had actually got underway.
His eyes were watering almost in tears.
This was all because it had taken them so long to get through that damn blockade.
They’d spent a lot longer than they should have, and as a result every single Marine
that had endured it seemed to be going through a psychological breakdown because
he had.
Rambo got the feeling he should say a few words in an attempt to calm him down
somehow. He may not have been able to do much but at least he could give it a shot.
“Try to look on the bright side Soldier,” he said to the young man. “If things go
south, they’ll probably never get close enough to you so you may not even need to
worry about it. In other words, thanks to the way that thing you’ve got there on your
back actually works, you may not end up fighting at all because of it.”
Once Rambo had stopped fiddling with the young man’s straps he gave him a hard
pat on the shoulder.
“Perfect,” he said aloud, not only satisfied with his work but in hopes of having a
calming effect on the Soldier as well.
No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t come up with one positive thing about that
kid having a flame thrower, nor the fact that he had it strapped to his back either.
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Quite the contrary actually.
If the VCs managed to somehow get into the flame throwers range, even strictly by
default, that automatically meant they were in hand grenade range too. Skorpio knew
that once those VCs saw a flame like that coming straight for them, they would have
instinctively tossed anything they were holding and grab everything else they could
get a hold of as well. As a result, it would rain grenades and, in layman terms that
meant being bombed to death. If the gas tank on his back didn’t explode first that is.
“Listen up Soldier. As soon as it’s feasible, you’ve got to empty that tank out, and
make sure you do it as far away from you and the others as possible when you do.”
insisted Rambo.
“You’ll need to empty it out before they have time to react to it, and get rid of it as
fast as you can. After that, make sure the lot of you change positions and get the hell
out of there. Seriously, get the fuck outta’ there. You got that Soldier?”
“No Sir, I won't leave my friends out there on their own. I’ll look for the nearest rifle
around and hold my position somehow.”
Rambo turned around and just stared at him, this time looking him right in the eyes
before answering back.
“Maybe you didn’t hear what I said Soldier,” Rambo said firmly, still staring right at
him.
“This thing you’ve got tied to your back is a bullet magnet and even more so when it
starts shooting fire here, there and everywhere. If you’re dead on the other hand,
you’re of absolutely no use to anybody or anything anymore. You got that? You’re
‘gonna survive, Soldier. And you’re ‘gonna do it because I’m telling you to, and
that’s an order. That’s it. End of discussion.”
This time the young man had little choice but to nod in accordance.
“Being dead won’t help your team mates,” he added.
After that, Rambo turned away and continued with his checks.
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Minute Nine
Rambo looked up at the peak where Coletta was set up, glanced over at the rocks and
then shifted his eyes down to the bottom of the hill where the VCs would be making
their way from. Nothing in the world would keep them from coming down before the
weather got better. Absolutely nothing.
Consequently, there was nothing that either the Baker Team or the Marines
themselves could possibly do to prevent that inevitable disaster from taking place.
We’ll never get through this – Rambo thought to himself, making his rounds through
the groups of Marines still checking on their defence positions.
The only way they’d survive would be if they unleashed hell on Earth and somehow
changed their minds and that they’d be a lot better off getting down from the other
side.
But even if, by some means we managed to do it, the VCs know perfectly well that
we’re the ones at a disadvantage here, not them.
That was precisely the reason they weren’t going to change their minds. Truth be
told, the shitty weather could only be blamed for one thing and that was making the
need to act even more vital than before. As soon as they could too.
The whole idea of dying wasn’t such a big deal for Rambo though.
He seemed to think he knew how he was going to die too.
He could feel it in his gut.
He regarded the groups of Marines carefully as they transferred weapons and ammo
all around, putting it according to the instructions he had given them. He watched the
way they moved and examined the expressions on all their faces trying to come to
terms with the fact that in no time at all, they’d no longer be around.
Poor devils – he thought reflecting to himself.
Truth be told, the idea of dying or dying itself for that matter, wasn’t the kind of thing
that actually upset him much.
Inside, he felt a lot worse for what the others were feeling rather than feeling bad for
himself actually.
If he was going to worry about anything, there was a lot more to worry about if you
considered being captured alive than being shot dead as far as he was concerned.
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Now, the very idea of that happening was definitely something that awoke a Godgiven terror inside of him. Getting caught, being tortured alive and then having to
keep on living like an animal while you were being held in captivity. That’s what
these guys ought to be worrying about if anything at all. He had studied that sort of
thing during his training course, back in Fort Bragg. From the very start, if it ever got
to the point where it actually came down to praying, the only person he’d ever pray to
about anything would be to the goddess of war. At that point, if something really did
have to happen to him, he’d undergo anything at all except for that. Getting caught
alive just wasn’t for him.
There was one thing that he didn’t feel really good about though, and that was the
possibility of having to witness any or all of his team mates, now brothers, die one by
one.
That was probably one of the few things left in his life that could actually bring him
to the brink of losing his mind. He couldn’t imagine losing his friends. He really
couldn’t
Friends, which quite unlike him either had wives or fiancées who cared and families
or children to go home to.
Even his friend Danforth, despite his criminal background had a son of his own
already.
That explained why Rambo had always regarded their lives to be far more important
than his was, or would ever be.
You’re getting distracted – said a voice inside his head.
And it was the truth.
He was letting his mind wander and get distracted only moments before the battle of
a life time.
Don't think about anything else right now – he said to himself reprehensibly.
Separate yourself from all of this and turn your human side off, anything that makes
a human being of you, and just think about what’s at hand: fighting.
Don't even consider them friends but as your pawns. The very pawns used to play the
most dangerous game in the world.
Don't think of Trautman as a person either.
Sure, he’s been better to you these past four years than your own father was ever. In
this exact moment however, he’s neither a father figure nor is he Trautman for that
matter.
He’s just a pawn and little else.
Sure he’s the king, but just like the king you’d find in a game of chess.
And if the king gets taken, then the game’s over, period.
Yet no matter what Rambo seemed to tell himself or do to keep himself from being
'distracted' by his own ‘inner persona’, especially in a moment such as that, he was
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doing a really shitty job of it.
What was inevitably going to happen that day on that mountain was just too personal,
too hard to separate himself from, even for a soldier like himself.
You’ve spent years and years in training, drilled and coached on how not to feel
anything and you’ve been taught how to turn your emotions off.
You know how. Just do it.
Rambo took a deep breath and despite that damned, unnerving wait, he was finally
able to lock his concentration onto that mission and nothing but that mission.
In the end, the only thing that really mattered was that Trautman, in one way or
another, somehow managed to stay alive.
There was no other way for him to ensure the continuation and legacy of 'his' war
otherwise.
If Trautman died that day, so too would Vietnam, and that was the bottom-line.
Everything would be lost.
All those men that had given their lives in the fight for this country’s cause until now,
would have all been in vain.
Nothing but a fucking waste.
Rambo had no intention of living in a world where South Vietnam no longer existed.
A world where all those men he’d watched die, those who had sacrificed everything
and made to suffer like animals these past two and a half years, would have all been
for nothing.
A world where all the horrors he had seen (the majority of which he’d directly
participated in) had all come to pass without reason.
It couldn't happen. Not in his lifetime anyways.
That’s the best and only way to die – Rambo concluded without a doubt because he
considered dying to be the most natural thing about life itself.
Just don't think about it right now.
Get back to you and what you’ve got to get done.
Turn your mind back into the machine you’re trained to be.
He carried on checking their defences, systematically moving from one Marine to the
next. At one point, Rambo stopped in front of a Marine holding a grenade launcher,
model 'M203' to be exact, and he had attached it under the barrel of his M-16.
That weapon was the one thing capable of pulling him away from all those other
lingering thoughts.
Although the M203 in se was a brand-new weapon, it was a direct descendant of an
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older, not so comfortable prototype that Rambo had enjoyed, nonetheless.
Those instances, although few and far between, when Rambo had used its
predecessor, the fact that he could launch grenades with his M16 simultaneously, had
always turned out to be incredibly useful.
Rambo stopped staring at the kid.
A weapon like that could have been exactly what he needed in the kind of battle he
was expecting to have that very day.
A battle in which the amount of shelter available was inevitably going to influence
the battle. If he was going to get through it, the use of grenades would definitely
make the difference and maybe even turn out to be the determining factor.
Quickly noticing Rambo’s interest in his weapon, obviously unable to look away
from it, the Marine decided to go ahead and say something to him before he was
spoken to.
“You’re on the Baker Team, aren't you?” asked the Marine.
Rambo nodded without breaking his stare.
“What’s your position?”
“We don't really have a fixed area. We’ll be moving around as needed, wherever the
need happens to take us.”
“Is that alright….?”
“Raven. Call me Raven.”
“Okay, Raven. I’d like to say something if I can. I used to be a member of the Lima
Team. That was about two years ago now, and that’s when I lost the whole team Sir.
They’re all gone, so the thing is, since my team doesn't exist anymore, I really don't
know who I should be staying with.”
Rambo looked at him with a puzzled expression.
Nevertheless, he could probably guess where the young man was trying to go with it.
“Let me come with you,” the Marine finally found the courage to say.
“No way, man. Go look for a guy named Flynn; he’ll have no problem finding
someone you can be on a team with for sure.”
The young Marine lowered his eyes, almost in embarrassment, in an attempt to
excuse himself for asking something of that nature to someone like Rambo, who
obviously had bigger and more pressing things to be concerned about.
“Listen,” Rambo said without delay and almost apologetically as he turned back
towards the Marine.
“We don't exactly fight the same way you do. We don't even use the same hand
signals as you guys because in the end, we decided to come up with our own. So,
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there's really no way you could come with us kid because it would probably be too
much to take in all at once in a combat scenario. What I could really use today though
is your M203. I’ve got a feeling it could really come to good use considering what I
think’s gonna’ happen.”
Without the slightest hesitation, the Marine took the sling off his neck instantly, not
giving it a second thought. In return, as soon as Rambo understood the gesture, he
handed him his XM177.
The young man accepted it, holding it firmly in hand before passing his grenadecarrying bandoleer to him, upon which Rambo immediately strapped across his chest.
“You’ve got ten of them in there,” he informed Rambo.
Rambo went ahead and checked the M203 sights, then he opened the locking breech
up making it slide forward, assuring himself that it was loaded.
“Good luck,” said the Marine to him.
“You too.”
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Minute Ten
Trautman proceeded as quickly as he could down the descending rocks, with his radio
telegraphist doing his best to keep up right behind him.
He hoped to reach Sanders’ back guard, at the very least before the fighting got back
underway, but he wasn't entirely sure if they’d make it or not.
He was well aware that going up there had been an enormous mistake on his part,
Goddamn it. When he’d heard the news that they’d captured a fucking enemy
General however, and had even got their hands on a genuine Vietcong radio to boot,
well, let’s just say the news had been too much not to give in to.
He hadn’t been able to resist the temptation of going up there the moment he could.
The problem he was facing now was that his mistake was eating into what little
advantage time they had, which was only of an hour, the time before the actual
Vietcong attack.
He was never going to reach the bottom of that Goddamn mountain in time. There
was no way, no matter how fast they hustled.
I’ve got to get to Sanders at least, for Christ’s sake – he reprimanded himself.
He’ll be the last senior officer around, and when the end comes the last Marines'
Alamo will be there gathered around him.
“Is this going to be a hard one, Sir? The battle I mean.”
Trautman was practically jumping over the rocks by that point.
“A hard one? Let’s just say we’re practically dead already,” he replied between
breaths.
Taken back by Trautman’s direct answer, the young man’s pace automatically slowed
down as a consequence seemingly unable to walk and swallow at the same time. The
instant he realized that in effect, he had actually slowed down, he immediately picked
up his pace fearing the Colonel would notice he’d temporarily fallen behind.
“D-Do you want to go to confession, Sir? There should be a military chaplain around
here somewhere if you’d like. Provided he’s still alive of course.”
The Colonel swung his head back instantly to looked the young man dead in the eyes.
He’d locked his sight onto him and gave him a look that could kill. For a moment, he
went on staring, perhaps gathering his thoughts, but in the end he simply turned and
looked forward again like he’d changed his mind about something and suddenly
couldn't care less.
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“If you want to know the truth,” began the Colonel,
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“I’d rather take my sins with me son.”

Samuel Trautman, 1971
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Twenty-five Minute Point
Danforth was now off-path and walking quietly when he noticed two Marines who
were sitting on the rocks situated just below him who happened to be playing cards.
He stopped and stared rather in surprise.
How the fuck could they possibly not realize what was about to happen maybe only
minutes from now?
Once his initial feelings of surprise passed, Danforth was able to answer the question
for himself.
Of course, it was easy not to have any idea about what was going to happen. It was
more than possible. It happened all the time.
In a world where orders were passed by word of mouth, every single passage that an
order made always, and inevitably, ended up losing details in the process. That was
clearly the explanation behind how something as absurd as this was ever remotely
possible. He’d seen this film before.
As Danforth watched the way they were playing cards in awe, and for a little while
longer, there remained no doubt in his mind of how things had actually gotten to this
point. He was willing to bet his last dollar that things had gone along these lines:
“Be prepared for a confirmed Vietcong attack within the next fifteen minutes!'
That was the actual order that had been given at the starting point, but as it passed
further and further by way of mouth, by the time it had reached these guys, it had
turned into something more or less like this:
'Get ready for an incoming attack of some kind.'
As you can imagine, in times of war, the two things aren’t remotely similar.
It wasn't the same thing in the least, however. Although one may argue that to a
slightly distracted soldier, one who was somewhat tired yet obviously far too bored to
use what little reason that nut-sized brain of his held, it must have seemed identical.
“Hey, you two under there!” called out Danforth to them both.
“Hasn’t anyone told you that we’ll be under attack any second now? How the hell can
you two just sit there and play cards like that, without a care in the world?”
While the first of the two Marines ignored him, not even bothering to look up, the
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other just shrugged him off with his shoulders.
“We’ve actually spent the last three months preparing for this so-called eventual
incoming attack, said to arrive 'any moment now', and here we are. In any case, my
weapon’s right here, Sir.”
Danforth was besides himself and had to keep himself from tearing a strip off of
them.
He wanted to scream his bloody lungs out, kick anything he could at them and get
irate, but he didn’t. There was absolutely no point in it and he already knew why.
There wasn’t anything he could say to those two that they wouldn’t simply ignore, or
contrarywise, consider worthy enough of doing as far as they were concerned
anyway.
Because apparently, they were done.
They were far beyond the point of no-return and judging by the look they had on their
faces, the fact that they no longer gave a shit was easy enough to understand.
They had just been fighting for too long and that was the end of it.
Considering the shape they were both in, the only thing that would have really made
those two get up off their asses was nothing less than incoming mortar shells or the
sound of an AK shooting a couple of rounds right in their ears. That was it. There was
nothing else that could’ve done it and he’d be willing to bet on it.
This was obviously not a good thing however. If you considered how many Marines
may have been in the same state of mind as those two, the situation seemed grimmer
by the moment.
That’s when Danforth suddenly got an idea.
What’s more, it was the kind of idea that had the potential of turning into an
exceptional one.
“Fix your bayonets!” he screamed aloud at the top of his lungs.
The two Marines who were initially startled by the order, jumped off their seats and
turned around completely to face in his direction.
In all actuality, everyone on that mountain seemed to turn around to look in his
direction.
“I said, fix your bayonets! And I mean everyone, come on, let’s go! Move! Move!
Move!”
It didn’t take long to see just how good of an idea he’d actually had. There was
nothing a soldier feared more than getting the direct order to put his bayonet on his
rifle, except of course when he got the same order unexpectedly. That, was decidedly
much worse.
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The simple act of having to attach that object to your weapon evokes scenes and
scenarios in a soldier’s mind that a civilian couldn’t even dream up if he tried.
After that came the beauty of watching your team mates do it in unison right in front
of your very eyes:
Click – sounded the first M-7 bayonet.
Click!
Click!
Click!
The sweetness of that sound alone seemed to make up for everything else.
Joseph looked up glancing around for Ortega, checking to see if he’d witnessed the
entire scenario as well, and he had.
Ortega nodded back at him solemnly and as if meaning to say: 'Well done, Danforth.'
It was in that moment that something seemed to stream by, almost whistling right
above their heads.
The light from the explosion that followed had a blinding effect and the sound
reiterated loudly in their ears but they’d been lucky. Lucky because whatever had
caused that explosion had flown right over them hitting the rock wall directly behind
and above all of them.
It had finally begun.
It was finally underway and there was little else to do now except fight their way
through it.
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Part Two
The Battle
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“RAVEN, TURN AROUND! THEY’RE ALREADY HERE!” screamed Ortega.
Not only were they there but they’d made a grand entrance and there was no doubt
about it.
Rambo leapt to his feet exactly where he was and took position.
There they were, the enemy he’d been waiting for, right there in front of him. Before
Rambo even had time to express his surprise, he instinctively pointed his M16/M203
straight ahead and opened fire. Just above him was Coletta, who happened to be
perched up against his side of the mountain and firing his M14 from there.
The Marines were now returning fire almost in unison and it sounded like the entire
side of the mountain was going to crack off.
Unfortunately, it was pretty clear that it wouldn’t be enough.
The North Vietnamese soldiers were coming down in hordes, almost too many to
count.
Once you got past the sheer number of them however, what became painfully evident
was the speed at which they were all coming down. They weren’t just moving, they
were moving fast. Too fast. That was no advance.
They’d been ordered to charge, and that’s exactly what they were doing.
They were charging the Marines using a tactical manoeuvre commonly referred to as
an 'over-run attempt'. In layman’s terms it’s an attempt to overrun the enemy
(obviously) by getting so close you could practically smell their breath (lovely). This
kind of manoeuvre brought everything down a notch allowing for hand to hand
combat. In fact, the whole point was to get in short enough range to actually do it. It
was the kind of thing Vietcong dreams were made of. The reasoning was simple
enough: once they had the enemy within reach, American firepower no longer had the
advantage or made any kind of difference whatsoever. Helicopters, airplanes and
artillery were taken out of the equation since the chance of getting caught in friendly
fire increased exponentially. That in itself made Washington very nervous because the
last thing they needed was to explain to American voters that casualties in Vietnam
had gone up thanks to them. So, for the VCs, jumping the Marines was standard
protocol and they loved it. That aside, what was even worse was that the VCs were
overrunning the Marines weren’t actually doing it 'to win' but in hopes of getting off
that fucking mountain alive.
In fact, given the way things were progressing, and at what rate, it wouldn’t’ be long
at all before they would not only be at short range distance, but close enough to throw
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their grenades. They’d be staring into the white of our eyes in no time. So, what it
basically all summed down to was they’d be at a hand to hand combat range in a
matter of minutes more or less.
Ortega couldn't fucking believe it.
Jesus Christ – he mumbled to himself.
That’s it, it was already over.
It had barely even started but it was already the end.
After years and years spent fighting in the jungle, the last place Ortega ever expected
to die in was on a fucking mountain.
We’ve got to slow them down somehow.
And we’ve got to do it right fucking now, before they get to that central clearing and
then it's really fucking over.
No question about it.
We need someone to attack them from the side.
Ortega quickly observed the entire mountain slope carefully. He gave himself a few
seconds longer to reflect, just to be on the safe side. Afterwards, when he was sure
there was no mistake about it, he came to his decision.
If they took advantage of Coletta's current position, using it as cover from above and
subsequently set up for an L-shaped direction of fire from a much higher point than
where we currently stand, we may just be able to cut them off by redirecting this
Goddamn attack. Maybe...
It might actually work, yeah. But they were going to have to move fast.
Ortega glanced downwards in Rambo and Berry's direction to make sure they were
the closest ones to him.
“EAGLE, SNAKE!” he shouted down to them.
Without any delay, the moment the two of them were looking at Ortega, he began a
highspeed sequence of hand signals while pointing towards the slope:
Advance, attack, cover, ambush.
Ortega didn’t even need to finish his signals before the two of them had figured out
his game plan and got it underway.
As he and Rambo put the plan in motion, Barry could feel his heart pumping up
against his chest making him feel alive again.
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His arms, his legs...
All at once he felt like a new man.
He felt stronger and more powerful all of a sudden.
There was no denying it, it felt great to fight.
Sure, it wasn’t all great. Maybe that was the day he would get his fingers burnt or that
might have been the very day they were all going to die, and that meant Trautman
too. The saddest part of that would have been never seeing his mother again, or
Cindy, or his sons, or the lake. That day’s outcome could really mean not seeing any
of them ever again. But at the end of the day, how much did any of that really matter
when you were up against a moment like this? It didn't.
And if he had the good luck of dying while he did what he loved the most, which was
killing those fucking Vietcong bastards, well then, all things considered, it was a great
way to go.
That was the beauty of fighting.
In fact, that was precisely what he’d eventually come to understand after all those
years of being a soldier. He’d learnt that when the time came to fight, the only thing
you had to think about was that, and that was the fight itself. Nothing else should’ve
been crossing your mind because nothing else was important enough. Nothing came
even remotely close. Just the fight itself.
Keep your eye on the prize.
He’d learnt how to become a fighting machine when he needed to be.
And that’s exactly what he was in that very moment.
An absolute machine.
Delmore didn’t take his eyes off of Berry for a second as he flew from one rock to
another, doing his best not to trip on anything or on himself for that matter, as he did.
If either of them fumbled or tripped out there it would've meant game over for them
both. Keeping his eye on the prize the way he was, really made Delmore feel like
he’d been born again though.
Ironically, he even missed things like that.
It's been almost a year since the last time he’d fought outdoors.
Truthfully speaking, it was almost a year since the last time he’d actually fought in a
battle, period.
And he had missed it.
Boy did I miss this.
I really fucking missed all of this.
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But what had he missed? What was it exactly that made him feel the way he did now?
Was it the fact that he was putting his life on the line? Or did he like running the risk
of never seeing Cindy, his mother or his kids ever again?
Had he missed cutting himself off from everything completely, or transforming into a
fighting machine by switching his brain off while his balls were all shrivelled up
from the fear he was feeling? Or had he missed fighting in the kind of brawls in
which living and dying was decided purely by good or bad luck? Could he really
have missed this kind of stuff?
Absolutely.
But why?
He had Cindy now, and not just her.
He had two wonderful sons, a gorgeous, brand-new, lake-side home, his mother still
in his life and the list went on. Yet, in that moment he was living in a parallel reality.
Jesus Christ.
That parallel reality was fantastic though, even better than sex because it was so
much less likely to happen, in fact it was rare. It wasn’t only that though, it was also
far more precious than sex could ever be.
At the end of the day sex was easy. Finding yourself in a situation like that on the
other hand, and getting out of it alive was anything but run-of-the-mill. Maybe it
could happen two or three times in your life and if you made it out alive it was a
miracle.
Fighting without having to use silencers, or quiet arms like bows or even knives.
Fighting in the midst of chaos, the chaos of the battle itself, as shots are being fired,
there’s screaming all around you and all in real time like there’s no tomorrow. The
feeling you’ve got adrenalin running through your veins and not blood.
All this and more. It was just awesome.
Rambo, who was standing next to him, pulled up his M16 to a forty-five degree angle
and then fired a forty-millimetre grenade from his M203.
TUMP!
BOOOM! Sounded the grenade exploding an instant later once it had touched the
ground.
The round exploded right above a handful of Vietcong who were jumping from one
cover to the next and they were all instantaneously blown forcefully into the opposite
direction and onto the ground. The force of the explosion was so strong that it
dislodged rocks and sent them flying everywhere causing a greater panic among the
North Vietnamese soldiers at their backs. Obliged to slow down because of all the
debris, they dove desperately behind whatever cover they found. They certainly
hadn’t expected to find that weapon there on that battlefield.
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What a show! – Berry thought excitedly.
For a moment, he couldn’t help but be jealous about the weapon Rambo was using
because as far as any soldier was concerned, no other weapon could possibly
compare to shooting an M203 in that kind of battle scenario.
It was just too bad that on that day in particular, those fucking VCs were ruining all
the fun.
And that’s all it took...
That brought Berry right back to reality once more.
It sure did, because as he ran he kept glancing up at the Vietcong who were higher up
than him as they continued to relentlessly come down that God forsaken mountain.
They were retaking all the positions that the Baker Team had taken back the night
before. It had taken so much to get those positions too.
Then, from out of nowhere, something came to him. As he looked around he
suddenly realized what was actually going on there right in front of him.
They aren’t attacking – he thought in bewilderment.
It's exactly like what Ortega had said. This ain’t no battle, it’s a fucking retreat.
They may be making a break for the Marine lines, but they’re doing it to retreat.
Although he could see the fear in their eyes, this time, as it all unfolded there before
him, he realized he’d have to fight if he planned on surviving. The very idea served to
galvanize him more than it ever before.
At least this time, it was only a matter of killing them and little else.
They didn’t have to worry about being seen, using the wrong weapons or anything
else for that matter. They could forget about that excruciatingly long list of other
complicated intelligence related matters that had always taken the pleasure out of
fighting.
All we need to do this time is just kill every single one of them - he thought.
He had definitely missed that aspect of war for sure.
But this isn’t the right state of mind to be fighting in – the voice of conscience in his
head whispered quietly to him.
Why not? - rebutted another, almost instantly.
Whatever the case it’ll all to be over very soon.
So apparently, this time around his conscience had lost out. He was going to make the
exception. This time, unlike all the others, he was going to turn his brain off.
This time his animal instincts would be free to surface rather than be supressed the
way they constantly were. He’d have succumbed to the animal in him, stepping back
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so it could defend itself by growling, clawing and killing with his bare hands.
This time would be the exception, but only and just, this once.
Besides, this was going to be the last time anyhow.
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It didn't take long for the Vietcong to catch on.
In fact, only seconds later, they’ knew exactly what the Baker Team had in mind for
them, and they intended to stop it. They weren’t going to let Ortega and the rest of his
team get those advantageous positions.
That’s what led to the adult version of capture the flag between the two of them from
then on. The stakes were high. Whichever group managed to reach the top and get the
position on no man's land before the other would win the first round of the fight on
that part of the mountain where they were.
As a result, from then on it all changed. The fight started to focus on them, on their
choices and every subsequent move they made afterwards.
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It's too high - Ortega thought to himself, as he, Westmore and the others continued
going up.
We're never gonna’ get there.
His legs were aching from trying to avoid all the flying debris and from dodging
boulders without having the chance to regroup.
I’m gonna’ get fucking killed – he thought frantically.
I’m running out here in the fucking open and there’s no Goddamn fucking cover
anywhere. I’m gonna’ fucking die out here.
The harder he pushed himself, the tighter his jaw clenched, swerving left and right in
his Hail Mary attempt at not getting hit. It’s official, he was praying. It was so
uncommon for him to do it, especially in situations like this. He wasn’t just praying
for it to end but for it to end well, and that was something he never did and probably
would never do again. That was especially true if you considered this was probably
going to be it. He hated praying because it seemed so superficial, particularly at a
time like that. There was something about what was happening at that moment, as he
made split-second decisions, swerving left, right, now straight, back right, straight
and then left again that made staying alive seem purely at the hands of fate. So, if fate
was going to do the judging, then he just couldn’t keep himself from doing it.
And that explained why superstition reigned in Vietnam.
Well, seemed to reign over everyone except for him that is.
He had never believed in that genre of thing.
As a matter of fact, it really fucking annoyed him the way everybody, even someone
who’d never been superstitious beforehand, suddenly became it as soon as they
touched ground in Vietnam. Unexpectedly, right unexpectedly and without any prior
notice, simply because they found themselves dealing with death for the first time.
He couldn’t stand the way people changed when they got there, all because they’d
never thought about really dying before.
Not being superstitious had always given Ortega a feeling of superiority. He’d always
refused to succumb to it but that day he didn’t have the strength to fight it.
It wasn’t something he was proud of it at all and he didn't like it one bit. Actually, the
whole idea of it made him sick.
Ten meters to go.
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Oh God fucking help me.
Cover.
Christ please, don't let there be any snipers over there.
More cover.
Ten more meters.
And then – despite the bullets, explosions, the screaming and the amount of
adrenaline pumping inside him, Manuel gave it his all. All he was trying to do was
focus on that battlefield and everything else going on around him.
In spite of the struggle, he made sure not to lose sight of the big picture even among
the chaos that resounded relentlessly in his head. He tried to block the fear he was
feeling inside and the noise that stunned and distracted him. He had to, and so he did
because his life depended on it. He had to keep everything on that battlefield inside
his head even while he was living a moment as meaningless as that
Holy fuck, now I’m really ‘gonna die – he said to himself in a pleading voice.
No.
No.
Keep running – he suddenly demanded from himself angrily.
Always keep your eye on the prize.
Ignore all this fucking chaos, the fear, the noise or whatever else and concentrate on
keeping your fucking eyes as wide open as possible and on the prize for fuck’s sake.
Stay on point and with any luck at all you won't just get through this fucking race but
you’ll make it out of this fucking fight alive.
And he did.
Thanks to all those years spent in training and never giving up while he did it. And
he wasn’t only referring to all the training he’d done back home at Bootcamp, but
even when he’d had to do the same thing later, once more, in Vietnam. He’d
somehow managed to do it.
All by not being distracted.
Halfway through that race up, the fire pushing against them had become thicker and
more dangerous than when they’d started because as the enemy got closer, their aim
got better.
The problem Ortega faced now was the growing uncertainty about whether they
could even make it to the position he’d initially decided on.
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That’s right.
If he was forced to make a judgement call based solely on the situation at hand, he
would have said it was almost impossible they’d be able to cover those last meters, at
least without anyone from the Baker Team getting injured or shot dead in the process.
Since they’d got that far however, it was obviously too late to back out.
The only thing left for them to do now was get their sorry-asses to the pre-established
position or fucking die trying.
God fucking damn' it.
He kept on pushing himself harder and faster at exactly the same level as they were
the trying to kill him at, and they showed no signs of relenting. In all the madness his
mind took a sudden, unexpected tangent, a tangent that would bring Ortega closer to
a better understanding of his life and of himself.
He realized how incredibly alive he truly was right then and there.
He’d never been so alive in his life.
What the fuck...
Did he really need to risk his life like that to feel that alive?
He sure fucking did.
He’d lived so many years of his life doing absurd, impossible or insanely dangerous
things. Those events were not unlike what he was doing now in that they’d become
his version of “normal”. More than just normal however, they had become a
necessity.
What he meant by necessity was that it had actually turned into a basic need like
eating, drinking, sleeping or even how sex used to be. Seriously.
Risking his life had become an integral part of his lifestyle by then.
That being said, not fighting or going a few months without sex aren’t things that kill
you. The fact that he needed to feel like his life was constantly on the line wasn’t just
psychological, nor was it a habit either.
It had become much more than that now. It was real.
It had become a part of him.
As such, it would never go way.
Ortega could never go back to being a normal person the way he used to be before
joining the SOG.
At long last he had somehow managed to reach cover and briefly catch his breath. As
he crouched down behind that rock, Ortega wondered what he was going to do once
his military career was done with.
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How the hell was he going to make his living in America once he’d gone back to
being a regular civilian again?
Was he destined to become a mercenary in Africa or somewhere else for that matter?
Manuel had met more than one SOG veteran who had ended up like that, and much
worse too.
He also knew a few others who had opted to work as private bodyguards for some
modern-day gangsters, the real Italian kind too, which everybody knew were the
worst of all.
In effect, one of those two had just recently become an actual gun for hire. No
kidding.
A genuine, contracted 'hitman'.
That was the kind of job Ortega could have done very well if he eventually decided to
go back to the US. if he ever actually wanted to go back that is.
That’s not who you are though Ortega, – he said, almost whispering to himself still
struggling to catch his breath in the meantime.
How could he possibly change what the army had turned him into?
He hadn’t the slightest idea, Goddamn it.
One thing at a time – he thought, attempting to get his focus back.
In the meantime, just worry about getting out of this alive.
If I don't slow down it’ll split the team up – he concluded in his head.
He threw himself down into one of the trenches dug out of rock and then, putting two
fingers in his mouth he gave out a loud cat whistle. Once finished, he went ahead and
marked his trench using the rally point's hand signal, in the eventuality that
something really went south.
As he crouched again under the rocks to catch his breath he turned around.
Delmore and Rambo were losing ground compared to him, but fortunately not by
much. Still, Ortega couldn’t help but wonder whether or not to give his team a few
more seconds, allowing them to regroup a little if need be.
Every shot that was fired produced a deafening echo that seemed to reach almost
everywhere. His hands were shaky and he was getting pretty annoyed about the sweat
dripping down his forehead, as he finished reloading his XM.
Ortega quickly pulled a headband out from one of his pockets and tied it around his
head as fast as he could, while he contemplated the situation further.
This isn’t working – he mused angrily.
We’ll never get up there before the VCs do.
It's just... Fuck!
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I wish I had a better idea.
“They’re aiming right for us, Baker Team! Incoming, straight at us!” bellowed out
Bronson, briskly interrupting Ortega’s thoughts as he did.
On his left there were some North Vietnamese soldiers getting into a firing support
position while some others had quit firing at the Baker Team in an attempt to get
there before the Baker Team did.
In the meantime, someone was shooting their AK at the wall where the Baker Team
was using as cover and that was definitely a problem.
A pretty big problem actually, not only because they were being shot at, but because
they were stuck in a place where they absolutely didn’t want to be.
Rambo and Barry were still situated a lot farther down than Ortega was. Rambo
dropped to the ground rolling protecting his M16 as he rolled.
Without hesitating in the least, once he’d turned to face the enemy he immediately
returned fire and tossed one of his M203's grenades right at them
THUMP! – went the grenade as it hit the ground.
Seconds afterwards, the Vietcong soldier who’d been shooting at Ortega and the
others seemed to disappear inside the black cloud of smoke that quickly formed.
BOOM
“Atta’ boy Johnny!” hollered Messner a loud.
“We’ve got to move on!” ordered Ortega loudly from where he was standing, still up
above.
“I’ll cover you,” retorted Danforth afterwards, and being true to his word, opened fire
straightaway.
While they made their way from their last rally point to the next, Rambo and Berry
found themselves caught behind enemy fire. Moving forward, in any sense at all,
would lead to at least one of them being hit. So, as a result, they were forced into a
complete standstill. There was no way for them to go on.
Well, at least not for the time being they couldn’t.
It wasn’t long before a shower of AK bullets began hammering down around them,
not far from where they were standing. Forced to take cover, the two threw
themselves back onto the ground in a single, almost mechanical motion, then got into
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position by default, and returned fire at once.
“Eagle!” bellowed out Rambo as he tried getting his team’s attention. He was hoping
to get some kind of cover from the rest of them once they’d got wind of their
predicament. Danforth had already run into some other problems that he’d have to
deal with however.
Rambo fired again, this time directly in front of him, but as he stretched out further
he saw something that made his blood turn ice cold.
There was a third group of soldiers forming and it was detaching itself from the rest.
They were moving towards the side and it was more than evident that their mission
was to encircle the Baker Team. This time however, they were planning on attacking
them specifically from one side.
Through a quick but necessary situation assessment, it was now obvious that now
they had three problems to deal with. Their first problem, which we shall call for all
intents and purposes, enemy Group A, was the group currently running towards their
objective. Their second problem, A.K.A. enemy Group B, was providing all the
needed cover that Group A required. Last but certainly not least was the third
problem, otherwise known as enemy Group C, or the new entry sort of speak, which
had already detached itself and was now progressively moving to one side. It
obviously meant to target the Baker Team from a new angle, in hopes of stopping
them once and for all.
“THEY’RE SPLITTING UP!” screamed out Rambo at the top of his lungs spitting
saliva everywhere as he did.
“THEY’RE BREAKING INTO ANOTHER GROUP! IT’S HEADING
WESTBOUND!”
This time however, Group C wasn’t just “a group” like the others had been. Instead,
there were dozens and dozens of them detaching off and heading westbound all in
unison.
Rambo realized that he had drawn his conclusion and shouted out the details far too
soon and had underestimated what was going on. In reality, there were dozens of
them, so many in fact that the formation was truly impressing. It reminded him of a
riverbank that was about to break away completely and become an entirely new river
as a result.
Then, with no warning at all, the first mortar bombs exploded in no-man's -land not
too far in front of them. The Baker Team had no choice but to abort their effort to
keep running once for all.
The team hadn't failed to reach the position they had originally decided on, but
Rambo and Berry were currently stuck far below where the rest of the team was, and
were therefore making a divided force of them.
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Rambo glanced upwards.
He was of the idea that Ortega and the others should have gone on without them
because he believed they could still make it if they tried.
Absolutely. They should keep moving upwards even if it meant going on without him
and Delmore.
“What a shitty rally point,” criticised Westmore, referring to the hole in the rocks
where he was, which was barely deep enough to keep him safe inside. Not only was it
situated on a path that only went a few feet ahead but it was a blind alley too.
“We’ve got to go back down, boss. We’ve gotta’ join up with the team again and get
back to the Marines after that.”
“No!” responded Ortega firmly.
“We’ve gotta’ get the entire team back together again! We need to regroup and
change position.”
“It's too late for that,” Bronson replied.
“Look!”
Westmore and Ortega turned to look where Bronson was pointing.
All five of them did.
There were North Vietnamese soldiers occupying practically every square inch of that
mountain. They had obtained a position of favour and now, consequently, they were
placing shooters everywhere in the process.
“At this rate, they’ll definitely overrun us,” concluded Ortega, glancing down
towards Rambo and Barry. His whole team was surrounded by the sound of echoing
shots being fired and mortar shells.
“Fuck!” he exclaimed.
“Go back down!” Ortega screamed although unsure whether Rambo and Berry could
actually hear him.
“Go back down to where the fucking Marines are, Goddamn it!”
“They’re as good as dead if they end up on their own,” Westmore shouted out as he
opened fire with his Colt XM once again.
“They need cover over there! Cover them! They need cover!” screamed out Danforth
as he and Bronson frantically looked for a place to position his M60.
“What the fuck do we do now?” demanded Barry aloud.
Rambo stopped shooting once he’d heard him. Then, with great tranquillity he turned
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and calmly replied:
“We kill every fucking last one of them.”
Berry looked straight at Rambo for a split-second making sure he wasn't joking, but it
became quickly evident that he wasn’t. Rambo was dead serious. So, in light of what
he’d said, Delmore did the only logical thing he could have, which was simply nod in
agreement.
“Alright,” he rebutted back to Rambo.
“To the end?”
“To the end,” confirmed Rambo, replying instantly.
“Fine.” said Barry lifting his M60 and shooting it off again.
The two of them knew their weapons would eventually end up overheating if they
went on the way they were. It wouldn’t have taken long at all actually, but they also
knew there weren’t any other alternatives. If the VCs managed get in hand grenade
range, that would have meant game fucking over for them both.
After a long series of shots Rambo retreated, crouching back down under his shelter
again. Once there he promptly took the rucksack off his back and opened it. After
loosening the top as far as it would, with one swift and uniform motion he emptied
out its entire contents so all the cartridges he had dumped out of it. He noticed the
M203 bandoleer in the pile as he summed up what he had available right there in
front of him. It guaranteed that when the time came to reload he wouldn’t have any
problems doing so.
Barry glanced down and as soon as he saw what Rambo was doing he appeared
unexpectedly taken aback. He recognized the action as an old Alamo move, if he
cared to use the old school lingo.
It was the kind of thing that was only and exclusively used in the most dire and
desperate situations only.
Sounds legit to me – thought Barry almost ironically.
Fuck it. If it’s my time to go...
Then goin’ out like this is fine by me.
BAM-BAM-BAM bellowed his M60 and at a distance of no more than a hundred
metres away he could see a bunch of VCs who were dropping like flies.
If that's the way it’s gotta’ be then so fucking be it.
It doesn’t matter anyways ‘cuz I don’t care.
I just feel bad for mum, Cindy and the kids. Damn it.
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Mum’s got fucking balls and Cindy’s as tough as they come too; they'll find a way to
take care of themselves.
I’m ready.
I’m really ready now.
Shortly thereafter, Berry's M60 started making noises like it was about to take its ‘last
breath’. He could feel the heat blowing up against his face every time he aimed it and
it was like having this big, metallic beast as a pet and letting it breathe hot air all over
you.
His machine gun may have been overheating, but Berry refused to stop shooting. He
knew he couldn't afford to. Not at that fucking moment anyways, not when those
fucking VCs were finally starting to show signs of hesitation about whether to come
down the side of that mountain or not.
It only took hearing that noise a few more times before he was forced to face the
facts. He had no choice but to stop despite how worrying the consequences may have
been. It needed a break, even just briefly or his M60 was going to have quit working
altogether and he didn’t have any other replacement barrels with him.
“RAVEN!” he shouted out.
Rambo traded spots with Berry straight away and considering his M16 was far less
heated than the machine gun was, Rambo knew it was his turn to shoot incessantly in
all directions.
Berry kneeled between the rocks and quickly pulled out his thermos. He needed to
pour its contents over the barrel of his M60.
FFFFFT – the water sizzled and bounced off the burning barrel.
“To your right Delmore! More incoming!” warned Rambo.
“Almost done, Johnny. I'm almost fucking done.”
THUMP-KABOOM! went Rambo's grenade as it exploded.
He was having to shoot a lot closer now than he had had to before.
“Just one more second!” - FFFT!
Once the sizzling had almost stopped it was the sign he had been waiting for because
at that point he knew the barrel's temperature had gone down somewhat.
THUMP-BOOM!
I’m coming, Rambo.
I’m coming right fucking now.
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Not even a split-second later an ear-splitting and thunderous noise sent shock waves
permeating through the air. It was a sound quite unlike any other however. He didn’t
know how but it was different. Distressingly different.
This one was a rumble.
KRACK – went the second sound that seemed to thunderbolt clear over their heads.
“What the fuck is that?” wondered Barry aloud looking up at the sky as he did.
“Gotta’ be lightning,” answered Rambo.
“There’s a storm on its way.”
“Lightening? Jesus Christ! It just fucking missed us!”
“I know.”
Berry couched over his sixty again and changed the belt letting his weapon cool
down a few seconds too.
“Jesus, Rambo! Can you imagine getting hit by lightning in a battle as fucking stupid
as this one is? Man, that would be fucking hilarious.”
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Ortega looked up at the sky: the wind was getting stronger and he could feel the
temperature dropping fast.
There was rain coming.
“That's alright,” Danforth said watching Ortega, as he pondered the rain staring
upwards at the sky too.
“Ours won’t be flying today anyways.”
The first icy drop of rain hit Ortega right on the neck.
Not a moment later that initial sporadic drop had transformed into nothing short of a
downpour. Their visibility dropped to almost nothing with the exception of the
occasional flash of lightening which quickly seemed to multiply, accompanied by
bellowing thunder that became as loud as bombs.
Despite it all however, the VCs didn’t seem to be coming down any slower but
instead had already passed the Baker Team just off their right.
Ortega counted them in his head and was surprised that despite the large numbers,
they hadn't attacked bothered to attack.
The enemy had decided to send only a few men at a time and that was, in his opinion,
the kind of mistake a rookie would make. They were guilty of indecisiveness. As
such, the Marines just may have been able to stand after all.
If they’d been stupid enough to not attack with that kind of advantage, then maybe
there was a chance that the Marines could withstand the impact.
So there may still be some hope yet, – he thought optimistically.
Well, maybe not for us but Trautman may still have a fighting chance. Yeah, he
probably does.
We need to find a way to buy time or at least enough to get him the hell outta’ here,
before we’re all dead that is. That would be quite the feat considering the situation
we’re all in.
“Don't waste your ammo,” warned Ortega as he fumbled to reload thanks to his wet
hands.
“GO SLOW ON THE AMMO!” Danforth echoed standing just to the right of him.
Ortega came out of cover to get a better look at the Marines.
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Flynn's men were holding up fine by alternating among themselves and taking turns
to provide cover in an orderly manner.
Ortega took a count of all the machine gunners in his head. Before he got to number
four he had to stop. For a split-second he was surprised by what he had just seen.
Someone had blown the fourth machine gunner’s just head off into no less than a
thousand pieces, there before his very eyes.
Oh for fuck’s sake! – he grumbled as he went back to counting from the beginning
again.
One, two, three...
Still counting, he watched a Marine take the dead gunner’s place by moving his body
out of the way quite forcefully.
Jesus Christ, not again! One, two, three...
Eventually, Ortega counted six machine gunners on that side, even if two were
positioned so closely that they practically counted only as one – fucking idiots - he
mumbled. Once he had assessed the situation in a satisfactory manner, Ortega got
back to his own fight.
A lot more Vietnamese soldiers had joined the first assault group by that point, the
group that was running to get to the position of favour that is. As he observed the
soldiers at the back who had just joined the main one, he couldn’t help but notice they
didn’t really fit in. There seemed to be something different about them.
Those soldiers weren’t wearing the same standard gear that the others had on. Sure,
the uniforms themselves were the same but the actual gear itself wasn’t. There was
also something peculiar about the way they moved in general and how they handled
their weapons as well. But what the fuck was it?
Who the hell are these guys? - Ortega thought to himself.
Those soldiers were better equipped than the others. They appeared to be more
coherent, in some way. The same thing pertained to their movements. They moved
well together. Perhaps too well.
Their manner reminded him of the Baker Team itself and their body language was
unlike that of the rest of the group they’d joined.
Oh fuck, – thought Ortega. Wiping the rain from his eyes there was an unexpected
feeling of concern slowly coming over him. He had a strange feeling about all of this.
Oh no.
That’s when it came to him. He was right in thinking that they were different from the
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rest of them and now he knew why. He had figured out what it was that made them
different and consequently, he now understood exactly who they actually were.
They were the VC version of the Special Forces.
It was really them.
They were considered the 'Communist' version of the SOG.
'Mirroring warfare,' – mumbled Ortega under his breath, recalling one of Trautman's
many teachings.
The idea of 'technological superiority' is temporary. It's an illusion.
As fate would have it, the end fate of any new weapon is to finish in enemy hands
eventually. Be it helicopters, airplanes, nuclear bombs or any other weapon
considered innovative. It was just a matter of time before everything fell into enemy
hands.
That would explain why only idiots considered technology to be the game changer if
they were betting on a war.
And since Trautman had the habit of never being wrong, Ortega decided to not face
them after all.
As far as he was concerned, the only way to handle them was with an entirely
different approach. It would need to be something smart but unique, and only seconds
later, he realized what he was going to have to do.
Frantically his thoughts turned to one of the two LAW rocket launchers that Bronson
had on him.
“Bronson! Doc!” he shouted out at the top of his lungs.
Ortega's tone of voice was enough to make Messner's heart skip a beat.
Without delay Ortega began a long sequence of hand signals (diversion – grenades –
group) and at the end, Messner nodded to show understanding.
Leaning his XM rifle up against the wet rocks, Messner pulled a few grenades out of
his pockets.
“EAGLE! VIPER! FLAME!” screamed Ortega as he tried wiping the rain from his
eyes to get a better view of what was in front of them.
The wind was blowing the rain hard and it was hitting him straight in the eyes.
“Three seconds,” he insisted while he opened the LAW tube in half.
The four of them began to fire relentlessly to block the VC Special Forces where they
were. This gave Messner the chance to climb up onto the rocks and throw three
grenades one right after the other. He looked like a baseball pitcher, throwing them
fast and hard to whatever position Ortega was pointing him to.
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BOOM!
BOOM!
BOOM!
The three explosions echoed across the valley. As the VCs leapt for cover on that
side, Ortega shot his LAW rocket on the other, using the sound of the grenade
explosions to cover the sound his launcher.
To say that LAW warheads don’t fly fast is an understatement.
Had the VCs noticed when he’d launched it, they would have had time to hide behind
the 'right' kind of shelter before it reached them. Thanks to the noise the three
detonating grenades made however, the VCs neither heard nor saw any sign of the
LAWs coming. As a consequence, since they weren’t expecting warheads in the least,
they underestimated the kind of cover to take. Most importantly of all however, was
that they had taken cover exactly where Ortega hoped they would. He had planned it
all and nothing had been left to chance. He had calculated precisely when and where
the grenades needed to be thrown so that the VCs would have to take cover where he
wanted them to. They had to move to the area where he intended to launch the LAWs
if his plan was going to work. In the end, it had all turned out as perfectly as planned
and the VC Special Forces had fallen right for it.
The LAW rocket crossed the rain-filled sky and shot up to hit the area where the
enemy had unknowingly positioned themselves.
It had really done the trick.
They had let the Baker Team 'run' the game, and in return, the Baker Team had led
them straight to their deaths.
“FUCKING HIT!” exulted Ortega as loud as he could punching up at the dark rainy
sky in excitement.
“Fuck you assholes! FUCK YOU!”
What a fucking shitty SOG version the Vietcong have – laughed Ortega besides
himself.
But from the very hole Ortega’s warhead had made, an unexpected AK rose out of
pointing upwards, and only seconds later began shooting at no particular target,
randomly.
“There's another one!” shouted out Westmore.
“Shit,” yelled Messner instinctively making a run for him.
“NO, DOC! THERE’S TWO OF THEM! STOP!”
But Messner couldn’t hear anything of what was being said.
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Messner had seen nothing but two easy targets, and they would have been easy as
long as he sprinted fast enough anyways. He was thirsty for blood, almost in a frenzy
for it.
Because on occasion, that happened as well.
Sometimes, when there happened to be an easy target in front of you, the only thing
you could think of at the time was getting the kill. In situations like those you’d give
absolutely no thought to protecting yourself to get it. Nothing else mattered.
Some call it 'the frenzy for blood'.
“COVER HIM, FOR FUCK'S SAKE! GET HIM FUCKING COVERED! HE
NEEDS COVER, LET’S GO GO GO!” Ortega screamed battling against the sound
of the rain.
Without delay Danforth, Westmore and Bronson all opened fire aiming upwards in
their Hale Mary attempt to cover Messner, that fucking idiot.
“STOP DOC, STOP! FUCK DOC! STOOOOOP!”
Messner however continued running almost indifferent to being out in the open. In a
frenzy around him there were splinters flying, clouds of dust taking form, rocks
shattering, smoke a blazing, rain downpouring and the wind howling all at the same
time. With the Baker Team going a-wall to cover him and the VCs doing the same but
in an effort to kill him, the amount of firepower being shot at one time and in one
place made it look like the whole world was coming to an end. Nothing short of
Armageddon.
After getting no more than a few metres away however, Ortega saw Messner's jacket
pull up and back right around his shoulder area.
Hit – he gasped.
They got him.
Then he saw his trousers suddenly get torn too.
That’s two.
They’ve hit him twice.
Ortega cursed aloud albeit to himself once he realized that his friend hadn’t even
reached the halfway point yet and things weren’t looking too good already.
He’s gonna’ die – thought Ortega.
They’ re gonna’ hit him once more for sure, and this time they’ll kill him.
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Miraculously, Messner had somehow made it however. He had brought it all home
with one long, final jump and landed right in the middle of two narrow rocks like he
was playing baseball or something.
Sure, he’d managed to not get hit again, but now he had other problems to deal with.
He was by himself and all the way up there
All alone and in a very advanced position.
He’s gonna’ make us waste a lot of ammo –Ortega thought calculating, as he wiped
the rain from his eyes.
It was pouring.
Only a few meters of rock separated Messner from the last two surviving VC Special
Forces, and yet, at that moment, Doc felt neither fear nor pain. He didn't even notice
he’d been shot not once, but twice. Not yet anyway. There was far too much
adrenaline flowing in his bloodstream still for that.
Messner turned around and pulled out a couple of grenades with his slippery fingers.
Thanks to the rain they were not only wet but numb with cold. Nevertheless, he
pulled out two grenades and threw them in rapid succession into the hole ahead of
him where he knew two Vietcong were hiding.
When the first grenade flew into the air the two VCs shouted something to each other
but their screams were immediately silenced and in the most brutal of ways.
BOOM – BOOM
Then, on the rocks just above him, a VC appeared from out of nowhere,
Oh Jesus Christ.
His face was destroyed, burnt to a crisp while his left eye was dangling from the optic
nerve all the way down to his chin. Shocked but still very much alive, he staggered
clumsily just staring right through Messner like he wasn’t there. He had blood coming
out of his ears. What happened to be so strange about it, - from a purely medical point
of view that is, – was that his arm, which had been severed off, wasn't bleeding at all.
The blast from Messner's two grenades must have crushed the vessels entirely.
As the Vietcong soldier continued to move unsteadily around Messner he was further
hit by a barrage of bullets that shot straight through him squirting blood out the back
as they pierced directly through him.
He hit the ground with a thud losing his eye in the process.
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For a moment an eerie silence came over the battlefield, but it disappeared as quickly
as it had come. It didn’t take long in fact for the first round of AK fire to remind
everyone of the reason they were all there.
“I’m Safe!” shouted Messner to the others through the sound of the pouring rain.
Safe as fuck – thought Ortega ironically to himself, desperately trying to reason
through all the commotion the thunder was making. The overall bad weather was
transforming into what would prove to be quite the thunderstorm.
Occasionally you would see raindrops explode in mid-air in no-man's-land. When
you did, you knew it was because a bullet had just cut straight through it so it
evaporated into a tiny cloud of steam.
Ortega got back behind cover.
He didn't like any of this. What he particularly disliked however, was Messner's
position most of all.
“IT'S A GOOD RALLY POINT SKORPIO!”Doc exclaimed, almost reading Ortega’s
thoughts.
Ortega turned around and glanced over at Danforth, Bronson and Westmore still
contemplating whether to move them all to where Messner now was at, or not.
It was only once he’d gotten the thought of his enemies out of his head did Messner
become conscious of the fact he’d been shot, and not once, but twice.
Luckily, the hit he’d taken in the shoulder was just a graze so it wasn’t bleeding all
that much.
When he looked down at his other wound, the one on his leg, he quickly concluded it
wasn’t all that serious either.
It was a little deeper than the graze on his shoulder so that helped explain why it was
bleeding more than the other. In any case, he considered it a graze and nothing more
so it wasn’t going to kill him.
All in all, the whole thing had concluded rather well. He had to count his blessings
nevertheless and was very lucky to still be alive.
Those motherfuckers had managed to shoot him twice though.
Two fucking times – he thought rather annoyed just by the idea.
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It wasn’t every day that someone survived two bullet wounds. At least not there in
that God-awful war they were fighting in Vietnam they didn’t. It was actually quite
the contrary to be exact. In fact, in those parts it was the rarest of phenomena.
This was especially true since he’d be bleeding out like a gutted pig in no time at all.
Under circumstances like that in Vietnam, having to wait no less than an entire
lifetime before being rushed off to hospital was the rule not the exception. That’s how
it had always been during that war thanks to the jungle.
Messner took one more look around only to be certain, and he couldn’t help but
appreciate the slope he was laying in as it truly was a good fox hole.
It was when he had dealt with the problem concerning where to take cover, that his
shoulder quickly reminded him of the other problems he needed to contend with. He
quickly realized that despite how hard one trained and no matter how long they’d
been doing it, pain would always be painful.
It came as no surprise therefore, that with every passing moment he was not only
bleeding more, but his so-called grazes were beginning to hurt like hell as well.
In fact, there was an indescribable pain coming over him.
Holy fuck.
His leg wound was excruciating painful in particular. It felt like there was someone
trying to twist his foot all the way around.
Regardless of whatever Trautman had taught them, ignoring pain of that nature was
nearly impossible.
Jesus Christ does that ever fucking hurt – he thought. As gently as he possibly could,
he slowly rolled over the rocks and stopped once he was laying on one side. He’d
need to pull everything off if he truly wanted to take a good look.
His uniform was already bloodstained all the way up to his elbow. The black and
brown tiger striped uniform he had on was slowly turning into a dark, single striped
coloured one.
He had to find a way to wrap those wounds up somehow.
He knew he couldn’t wait too long to do it either because bandaging them up really
wasn’t the half of it. In fact, that night at the very least he knew he’d have to stitch it
all up too. Bandages alone weren’t going to do the trick or completely stop the
bleeding either. Like hell was he going to let someone else stitch up those two bullet
wounds for him.
Even Ortega, who had demonstrated himself to be the best at giving stitches during
their training course was a butcher nonetheless. At least according to Messner's
standards he was, anyway, given that he was, after all, the team’s official medical
practitioner. So, there was no way in hell he’d let someone else put their filthy hands
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on him.
There wasn’t a chance in the world that was going to happen.
Besides, given that both wounds were positioned in places he could easily reach, he
decided to be the one to sew himself up that same night.
Fuck.
In resignation, Messner laid his rifle down on the ground and slowly started to take
off his clothes. It was the only way he’d be able put some bandages on in the
meantime at least.
The first thing he took off was his gear. Then, he proceeded with his jacket and
continued until his torso was completely naked despite how cold it had become or
how much rain was coming down.
A stream of diluted blood went down his back.
His hands were quite shaky but he did his best to wrap up his shoulder despite the
situation he was in, with all the bullets still flying overhead and in the rain pouring
down.
The fact that he was unarmed and bare-chested while he tried to wrap things up as
quickly as he possibly could, made the entire experience more unnerving than it
already was. If you went a step further by taking the enemy into account, or that they
were close enough to advance at any given moment, well, that made everything even
horribly worse outright.
The instant the hydrogen peroxide poured over his wound, the pain became almost
unbearable. Ironically, that still remained secondary since what mattered to him the
most at that moment was getting the job done and getting it done fast. All he wanted
to do was pick up his XM rifle once more and get back to shooting it again.
Move, move, move – he kept repeating to himself as he applied the bandages.
He felt confused, like his head was in a cloud because of how much pain he was in.
Not only was it stinging but it was getting fucking colder as well. Suddenly a
terrifying thought occurred to him. He became immediately aware of how easily the
enemy could have literally jumped into his fox hole with him. Unexpectedly, a sense
of fear overcame him. Although unable to explain why, for some reason he was sure
they would. With God-almighty as his witness however, he would have given just
about anything to get his hands back on his 1911 that instant.
Oh God please, please don't make them advance right now.
Please, please, please don’t.
Fucking Hell! Does that ever hurt!!
Once he’d finally finished with his shoulder, he couldn’t help but feel partially
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relieved. He’d temporarily handled the first problem, but the worst certainly wasn't
over yet.
In fact, now came the good part. This time, he was going to have to take his pants off,
treat his second gunshot wound and then finally bandage it all up too.
Ortega, Danforth, Bronson and Westmore. were all staring upwards past the rocks
trying to catch a glimpse of Messner. They were becoming increasingly concerned
and hoping he was still alive.
“SKORPIO!” Messner shouted unexpectedly and thereby creating an echo. An echo
that had eerily seemed to derive out of nowhere, thereby startling them at any rate.
“THE POSITION’S GOOD!
ADVANCE BAKER TEAM! ADVANCE!”
Ortega bent further down behind his cover to reflect a moment longer about the
current situation they now found themselves in.
Maybe it isn’t as bad as it seems up there.
There was no doubt whatsoever that as far as positions went, it certainly wasn’t as
good as the one they had originally decided on. They would still be getting a pretty
good angle from which to shoot from where he was though. In fact, they’d be
shooting directly at the VCs from that position too.
Or maybe fucking not - thought Ortega, quickly contradicting himself.
Maybe Messner is just afraid of dying up there all alone and he’s just talking utter
nonsense because he’s wounded, has probably lost a shitload of blood and probably
can’t help being afraid too.
Ortega wiped the rain off his face with the back of his hand and then turned to face
Danforth. He was hoping to get his take on the subject. The look his vice had on his
face wasn’t giving any indication of what he really thought about all this though.
In fact, Danforth looked like he was rather indifferent regarding the entire subject
whatsoever.
Ortega got his non-message loud and clear.
The battle had settled down a bit by then. It was almost as though the Americans and
the Vietnamese happened to be taking a break at the same time.
So, if Ortega was honestly considering the idea of moving the team forward, that may
have turned out to be the best time to do it.
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Who was the idiot they’d put in charge of those VCs, anyways?
If he had found the balls to come down two minutes ago, they could have killed all of
us by now – Ortega said in sheer bewilderment quietly to himself.
That was more than enough reason to convince him. If he really was thinking about
moving his team out, then doing it now, and as quickly as he could would probably
turn out to be the best option they had going for them. They needed to move however,
before it was too late.
Okay – he thought.
Okay.
Ortega turned to face his team.
“Alright Baker Team, now listen up: we’re gonna’ reach out to Doc,” he announced
to the lot of them changing the clip on his XM to save time.
“That's bullshit,” retorted Danforth in protest.
Ortega shot him a dirty look in disapproval, but his vice didn’t seem to be the least bit
intimidated by him, nor by the level of dissatisfaction which was more than evident
given the expression on his face.
“I don't want to go all the way up there without having a plan boss,” he went on to
explain.
“A real plan.”
“The plan is to get at least one M60 up there, your M60 to be precise, and put it
exactly where Doc happens to be located. Now, if that place is as good as he says it
is, we may just end up getting the original position we’ve been hoping for since this
whole thing started.”
“If we go up there we’ll lose Rambo and Barry for good.”
Ortega shook his head in disagreement, although it was certainly likely to be true, of
course.
He didn’t merely dislike the idea of leaving Rambo and Barry further behind than
they already were, the very thought of it made him feel sick to his stomach.
Yet, considering the current state of things, he had more important things to think
about as far as he was concerned.
Ortega had a mission to accomplish.
A senseless, suicide mission given the fact that he and his team would never have
been able to stop an attack of that kind. It was their mission nevertheless, and as such,
it came before anything else.
Missions always came before, and above their very own lives.
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Not even Rambo would disagree with that. Not a chance.
This time wasn’t going to be like the time they were on their Point of No Return
mission.
This time Rambo will forgive me.
Ortega felt his throat tighten up a little.
If Rambo managed to survive the situation they currently found themselves in that is,
– Ortega rebutted to himself.
And that was even more reason NOT to start worrying about that until the time came
to.
“Rambo and Barry are going to have to sort themselves out,” Ortega said
conclusively, not only to the others but primarily to himself. This time his decision
was final.
Seconds later, he went on to add:
“Listen Eagle, if we can’t even find a way to hold the VCs from up there then we
won’t last more than fifteen minutes on those rocks. We don’t have any other choice.
Am I right, Baker Team?”
Not answering, Danforth continued to stare blankly ahead. His indifference implied
that he didn’t feel as though he had any say regarding the choice itself and that the
very choice he’d been given wouldn’t affect him anyway. In fact, judging by his
facial expression, he seemed to be open to whatever option anyone cared to present.
In conjunction to Danforth’s apparent indifference, Bronson had settled down on the
rocks not too far off from where most of them were situated. He was crouched down
and cradling his XM tightly in his arms as you would a new born. He too showed no
sign of having any expectations whatsoever regarding what was going on at the time.
Even Westmore was sitting there calmly under the rain in spite of how much of it
kept coming down. His serenity, like that of the others, could therefore be taken at
face value. They were all tell-tale signs that none of them had anything against the
decision Ortega was proposing.
“Sounds good to us,” Westmore said speaking on behalf of both Bronson and himself.
“Eagle?” asked Ortega.
“Eagle.”
Only then did Danforth reluctantly grant him a nod.
“Okay,” he said finally.
“Okay.”
“Fine. Let's get ready to cross Baker Team.”
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Because 'cross' was exactly what they were planning on doing.
Once Messner had taken position so much higher than where they were, it became
even more likely that there would be VCs up there just waiting for the rest of the
team to follow. That may have been the reasoning behind why this whole thing was
torturing Danforth so much. If that was indeed the case, then only God knew just how
heavy they’d be under fire on once they were no longer under cover.
So, while the team started to get ready from the position they were in, their
movements gave the impression of being a relay team. They were stretching out at
the starting blocks. Ortega raised his head once more to take his last and final look
out at the field that lay before him prior to giving the okay and starting off.
Unexpectedly however, he got the shivers.
There was nothing surprising about the fact that Messner had been hit twice if you
consider there was nowhere to take cover to out there.
Crossing that stretch of no-man's-land was going to be about as simple as having to
cross a busy highway on foot while wearing a blindfold of course.
Ortega felt his throat tighten again.
He hadn't been this afraid in years.
Was he starting to get too old for this perhaps?
You’d better believe he was.
Unlike any other time in his past, he could now say, without a doubt, that dying
scared the shit out of him. The idea of losing Helen scared him the same way the
thought of losing his son did too He was scared of those two things along with a
thousand other things he’d never felt before.
Maybe he’d been fighting for too long.
That was the moment he realized how truly pointless it was to worry about not seeing
his son again.
In all actuality, it was quite the contrary.
If he had to be honest, not seeing him again might even have been for the better.
After all, you’d never end up being a good father, or anything like that Manuel.
You’re nothing but a Goddamn mercenary. Not to mention a hired-killer as well.
You’re a far better killer than you could ever be a father.
It wasn’t as though once that war finally ended its conclusion meant or brought about
any special outcome in his foreseeable future. Not for him it didn’t anyway.
Not after everything that he’d done and particularly after what he’d turned into as a
result.
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Once the battle got underway however, as occurred in any other battle he’d ever
fought in, the battle field suddenly swept him away from thoughts like those. Those
feelings had been bottled up deep inside until then. At times like this however, they
aggressively forced him back to the harsh reality of the battlefield he happened to
find himself on. Without exception, a battlefield could care less about who Ortega
was, where he was from, whether he was a good person or not, how old he happened
to be at the time or whether he had children that needed him or not.
There was one common objective towards which the entire world came together for
in moments like those, and their sole objective was to kill him. And that was it. So, it
would have been in his best interest to pay close attention to what the hell was going
on around him rather than wasting unnecessary time and energy simply worrying
about what would hypothetically do his soul some good.
Ironically, that was one of the advantages of Vietnam. For the entire time you were
there, you never had the chance to think about your moral self or fret about what you
were becoming either.
“Now!” screamed Ortega at the top of his lungs competing against the sound of the
pounding rain.
“NOW! NOW! NOW!”
With the order, the four Baker Team soldiers jumped out from behind the rocks and
the first thing Ortega saw once on his feet were the green Vietcong tracers looking for
his head.
ZIP! ZIP! ZIP!
Holy Fuck – he said aloud as he immediately made a run for it.
They were fucking waiting for us.
Coletta was waiting for them too however.
From a much higher position, one which clearly dominated the mountainside upon
which they were on, Coletta had a very clear view and subsequent understanding of
what was really going on there. As such, he’d been waiting and ready to cover them
for quite some time by that point.
And when the time did finally come, he hadn’t let himself be caught off guard.
Over here, assholes.
BAAAM!
Do you want some of this too? Come on, just a little higher up. That’s it.
BAAAM!
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Despite the rain, the tracers, the wind, all the screaming and shots being fired, Ortega
could clearly make out Coletta's M14 thundering from above and behind them in any
case.
That’s when Manuel started to jump faster, from one rock to another, and really
started to gun it.
Oh Christ Almighty – he exclaimed aloud in his head.
Unexpectedly, he felt the powerful backlash of something detonating above him in
mid-air. Whatever it was, it had exploded into what must have been at least a
thousand smaller explosions, almost off a fire cracker like effect.
Jesus Christ.
As he ran he couldn’t help but feel that with all the sparks flying around, tracers that
were ricocheting off the rocks, the rain that was still thundering down and the
occasional lightning bolt, when taken together made the whole world around him
appear to be going up in smoke.
Just then, as he glanced down at his feet, Ortega made a conscious decision to think
about the only thing that really mattered, and that was not tripping.
It was then that the bitter cold, the pouring rain and all the hardship he was facing
suddenly seemed to disappear.
The chaotic world around him became unexpectedly silent, and the concept of time as
he knew it, instantly slowed down. Ortega felt as though he was moving in slowmotion.
Uh, Holy Christ Even his team mates, who had been at his side until then, had now disappeared.
When Ortega saw there were other green tracers moving around in his vicinity, he
instinctively changed his course. Still living the experience in slow-motion, he
watched an explosion blast bits of rock and debris into the air chaotically around him
without hearing any accompanying sounds.
Only seconds later however, something hissed past his temple. It had whizzed past so
closely that this time, he couldn’t not have heard it.
In any case, the hissing sounded surreal, not unlike that of a rattlesnake.
He unexpectedly felt as though someone was patting him on the head or something.
The bullet had to have been a high calibre one, otherwise he probably wouldn’t have
felt it the way he had. In fact, it cut through the air so hard that it hit him like a pat on
the head when it zoomed past him.
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I’m still alive – he thought in utter disbelief.
It was like cars were skimming past his head at 100 miles per hour.
Westmore, who had been running next to him the whole time, was running even
faster now, with Bronson right at his heels.
It was then that the already unpromising situation took a definite turn for the worse.
Ortega saw the whole world liquify before suddenly becoming more and more
distant, until it had merely become the size of a peep-hole.
That’s when he tripped.
Ortega may have lost his balance but, knowing full-well that falling to the ground
was not an option, he did everything he could to avoid it, and so he did. He continued
his sprint and chose to keep running on the ankle he had just twisted rather badly
instead.
He forced himself to withstand the pain and consciously put his weight on it anyway.
In the end, he managed to keep upright without actually falling out there in the wide
open, without any interruption.
The only thing left to do now was just hold out. He had almost reached Messner's
cover point and what was more, he was still alive.
Please
Please
Please
Ortega leapt down onto the path between the two rocks where he had planned to take
cover initially. In the midst of his landing however, he bumped his head and banged
both knees and arms. At any rate the pain from the fall was almost a sweet one. Even
sweeter because he was still alive to feel it.
Yes... I made it – he thought again, in disbelief.
As each member of his team jumped into the shelter with him one by one, Ortega
quickly glanced down at his chest, then up at his arms and then over both his legs.
Not finding any kind of bullet hole whatsoever, finally confirmed that he had truly
made it out.
Thank you God! – he exclaimed in his head while he witnessed the regrouping of his
team in that shelter one by one before his very eyes.
The entire scene brought a smile to his face.
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He had made it and his team mates had made it too.
All four of them had done it: Westmore, Bronson, Danforth and himself.
Even Danforth, who had been the slowest of them all thanks to the M60 he’d had to
drag behind him, had managed to make it and was standing there with the rest of
them as he spoke.
Ortega’s eyes stopped suddenly on Danforth once he realized that his teammate was
applying pressure to one of his ears as blood profusely dripped down it. That
suddenly explained why he had started shaking his head nervously side to side the
moment he had reached their destination. It had been due to the pain.
“Let me see,” Ortega said to him, and then, without any delay, he shoved Danforth's
hand away so as to take a look.
He was bleeding much more than before but Ortega didn’t have any choice but to
proceed anyway. He had to check how bad his team mate’s injury really was.
Danforth was missing a tiny piece of his earlobe. A bullet had skimmed it so closely
that it had essentially shaved a part of it right off.
He had quite a bit of blood all over him and since the human ear is full of nerves and
blood vessels the way fingers are, it was also undoubtably, hurting like hell.
Apart from that however, Danforth was good to go.
“So that ended well,” said Ortega half to himself and half to the others.
“Yeah, maybe too well,” Danforth quickly retorted back with a grin.
He slowly reached into one of his pockets and pulled out a couple of compressed
bandages and started to patch himself up.
“Don't mind me, Skorpio. Find Mess…“ but he didn’t have the chance to finish.
Danforth was interrupted by the thundering sound of something unexpectedly
exploding, and judging by how loud it had been, it was right in their vicinity. The
sound of the explosion was so powerful that its pushback seemed to squeeze the air
right out of everybody's lungs in the process.
Instinctually, each one of them bent down to get as far under cover as they could,
anticipating the shower of both debris and shrapnel that unavoidably always followed
a blast of that kind. As expected, they didn’t have to wait very long before everything
and anything that had been blown to bits began to come darting down right on top of
them.
And when the cloud of dust finally cleared, Ortega felt a burning sensation on the
back of his neck.
Jesus -
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Only seconds later, that initial irritation turned into the most devastating burn Ortega
had ever felt. Although it resembled being stung by a wasp initially, it was now a lot
more like someone had soaked him with gasoline and set fire to him.
The team leader couldn’t help but scream as loud as a madman, while simultaneously
trying to smother the flames he could see and feel that were coming from his back.
“Red hot shrapnel!” screamed out Bronson.
He pulled out his Gerber Mark II in a flash and laid down right on top of Ortega's
back, but keeping him still proved to be nearly impossible. As a last resort, he ended
up getting right on top of him in an effort to somehow get the upper hand, but Ortega
just couldn't keep still. In fact he was screaming even louder than he was before.
The pain was too much even for someone like him.
He fought to stay as calm as he possibly could but he could neither stop himself from
screaming so incessantly nor quit squirming around the way he was.
As far as he was concerned, the whole world was going up in flames, and sadly, that
included him.
“Help me! pleaded Bronson with the others, still fighting to keep Ortega down. He
looked like he was riding a wild horse in a rodeo or something.
Westmore jumped up to help and took position right on top of Ortega's legs. It was
only then Bronson finally managed to lower his dagger closer to his team leader's
back.
FFFFT!
Ortega's skin was sizzling and in that short moment of silence that followed,
everyone could hear it.
Fuck, the shrapnel’s burning into his skin – thought Bronson as he cringed.
Without further hesitation, and dagger in hand, Bronson jerked his wrist sharply and
with one single motion used the tip of the blade to get that smoking piece of metal out
of Ortega's back once and for all.
You could almost see his back bone the burn was so deep.
“Jesus Christ!”exclaimed Bronson aloud.
And then almost immediately afterwards, went on to add:
“Morphine!”
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Bronson looked away, unsure of how much more of this he could take. Messner on
the other hand, had managed to join the group once more but as he was busy
providing the necessary cover fire, he hadn't actually taken in what was really going
on as of yet.
“NO! - demanded Ortega.
“I HAVE TO STAY COHERENT AND FOCUS!”
Danforth crouched over Ortega, grabbed his face firmly with one hand and looked
him straight in the eyes.
“Can’t you understand how serious this actually is? What the fuck’s the matter with
you, Skorpio. Don’t you fucking get it? You’re out for fuck’s sake! I’ve got the team’s
back, okay? I’ve got this now. Just calm down, will you?”
“O-okay,” Ortega stuttered as he was obviously experiencing some difficulty in
speaking.
“But no... No m-morphine. I need to stay focused.”
Danforth continued to look at his team leader in amazement, still staring in disbelief.
He then said:
“Jesus Christ, Ortega, you can almost see your spinal cord from back here. A few
minutes from now being sharp-witted will be the least of your concerns.”
This time however, Ortega wasn’t even able to give him an answer.
The pain was getting to be so overwhelming that it was making it incredibly hard to
breath.
“Give him something to bite down on,” Messner smoking exclaimed, although to no
one in particular, while holding him down with one hand and keeping a firm grip on
his XM in the other.
Bronson took out a package of compressed gauze bandages from one of his outside
pockets and carefully put it into Ortega’s mouth watching to not get accidentally
bitten in the meantime. Ortega’s eyes were rolling back in complete delirium, so
anything was plausible at that point.
“I’ll hold him down from now on,” called out Messner.
“But somebody’s got to take over my cover fire. Otherwise, we’re fucked.”
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Bronson nodded his head several times in quick succession, immediately heeding
Messner’s request, and took off instantly.
And while Messner was handling Ortega, Rambo and Barry jumped into the team's
foxhole with them unexpectedly, taking them all by surprise.
“I nearly killed you,” said Westmore.
“How the hell did you get up here?” interrupted Danforth.
“They’ve just flanked the left too,” Rambo informed them still catching his breath.
“They’re trying to overrun the Marines on both the East and West side. This time they
really do mean business.”
“Damn it!”
Rambo looked down and stared wide-eyed at Ortega, who was still squirming as
Messner finished undressing him.
“Did you give him any morphine or something like that?”
“Yeah, but just one for now.”
“Put something on the burn for fuck’s sake, will you!”
“How bad is it?” Rambo asked, clearly unable to take his eyes off his friend.
“Well, he’s gonna’ live but you can definitely count him out of the game. Not even
John Wayne could fight with his backbone sticking out like that.”
Ortega, who hadn’t stopped struggling with Messner, suddenly sat himself up.
Initially, he fixed his gaze on Bronson but then turned to look at Messner giving them
both the same dirty look in the meantime. He fucking hated being talked about like he
wasn’t even there.
“Out of the game my ass!” he shouted aloud feeling short of breath as soon as he did.
“Easy boys,” said Danforth to the both of them.
“We all need to keep our cool. Westmore, Bronson: cover the Northwest. Barry,
Rambo: you guys do Northeast. Bronson and Messer: you two stay with Ortega, and
cover the centre. Coletta?” said Danforth, looking around for Coletta.
“Coletta’s still over there on the other wall,” Westmore informed him while pointing
him in the right direction.
He wiped the beads of sweat that were taking shape on his forehead.
Clearing his throat, he went on to say:
“I don't think he’s coming down from up there either. If he hasn’t come across an
RPG till now, that can only mean the Vietcong aren't in range yet.”
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Danforth smirked.
He couldn’t help but smile. It didn’t matter whether they got overrun or Coletta
simply ceased fire, he knew he’d find a way to hide. He was sure of it because he
couldn’t imagine any Vietcong looking for him up there. In fact, had things gone
totally South, Coletta was the only one who had any real chance of getting out alive
and he was sure of it.
“Down there on the right, you’ll find tunnels,” Messner said pointing but quickly
noticed he had interrupted Danforth's train of thought.
“What?” Danforth turned to him and said.
“I said, there’s a gallery entrance over there.”
“I'll go see where it leads to,” volunteered Rambo, taking one step forward and
looking back at Danforth.
“All right then, go. But better bring Snake with you. Check the tunnel out and report
back. Got it?”
“Rambo, leave the 203 here in defence,” added Westmore quickly.
“You won’t need it over there.”
Rambo nodded in accord.
The two of them exchanged weapons as agreed, which left the grenade launcher there
with the crew in case they had to defend themselves.
Only moments later, Rambo and Barry found themselves inside the gallery in
question.
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Almost immediately after they’d taken their first step inside, the darkness seemed to
engulf them. Rambo reached his hand out and began feeling his way along the tunnel
wall.
He used one hand to get a sense of direction while he pointed his pistol directly ahead
with the other. Only hours earlier he’d done the exact same thing with Ortega when
they’d gone into the officers' gallery together.
Barry followed Rambo closely behind. He held him lightly by the shoulder with one
hand while he clenched his Baker knife tightly in the other. The advantage of
advancing this way was that it allowed Rambo to open fire easily had the necessity
arisen. Whereas if the situation called for a close exchange or, in other words, a knife
job, the two of them could easily change places so that Barry could get the job done.
They compensated each other basically.
As they cautiously made their way along the dark gallery they could feel the ground
vibrating from time to time. It was the impact from the explosions that were going on
outside making a low, creepy sound each time they did. Occasionally, there was even
dust and debris coming down from the rock ceiling from above them.
There’s no way these galleries are going to hold up for the entire war – mumbled
Rambo to himself as he instinctively glanced up at the ceiling each time it rumbled,
despite knowing full well it was too dark to discern anything anyhow.
After advancing with Delmore's hand on his shoulder for what seemed to be a long
time, Rambo thought he could make out something in the distance, up ahead.
When the two of them were close the exit they’d been looking for, they stopped to
regroup and approach at the ready.
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The tunnel opened up into an empty trench which was located on the other side of the
mountain more or less, and one of the first things Rambo caught sight of was of the
enemy in the near distance.
Having said that, it was safe to assume that the Marines’ first line was gone. It was all
over. They’d been over run.
Rambo looked in horror as the VCs came down in large hordes, without having to
face any resistance whatsoever.
It was the sense of tranquillity with which they did that sent an unmistakeable chill
down his spine.
Contrarywise, by observing below you could see them fighting quite clearly as they
went ahead and engaged the Marines’ second line.
Shit – Rambo thought, somewhat concerned.
This could only mean that the Baker Team was, at that point, completely surrounded
by then.
Well, at least on the one side they were anyway. Nevertheless, falling back would
have been almost impossible since the enemy was so close right behind them.
Before he was able to finish his train of thought, Rambo found himself face to face
with a VC soldier, who, from out of nowhere, had unexpectedly jumped right into the
trench with him. In split second time Rambo instinctively moved back into the tunnel,
taking refuge in its darkness.
He didn't see me – he said aloud but in his head with absolute certainty thanks to
years of training first and all his gained experience.
The VC in question was a machine gunner.
He was holding an RPK machine gun with a bulky drum magazine and he gave
Rambo the impression that the tunnel entrance was the very last thing on his mind.
Did the VCs realize that on the other side of that mountain, there was a battle being
fought, and that it was anything but over?
Apparently not.
What it did confirm however, was their lack of coordination.
Not only were those in command short on planning skills, they had lost their overall
ability to fight as a single force. They had fallen into a fighting adrift mode, and it
193

was clearly 'every man for himself' and 'God save us all by then.
One the one hand, this sort of thing could be taken as a blessing in disguise because it
lowered VC fighting capability. At the same time however, this kind of behaviour was
dangerously unpredictable.
Danforth and Ortega are going to have to defend themselves at any cost now –
Rambo concluded to himself.
At that moment, he also felt oddly proud of himself because thanks to leading the
Montagnards, he had finally learnt to reason the same way Ortega did.
He learnt to reason like a real team leader did, always evaluating the situation and
planning two moves ahead of where he happened to be at the time. Especially and
above all in situations as desperate as these.
Rambo and Barry stopped dead in their tracks, hiding quietly in the darkness
surrounding them, patiently waiting for the Vietnamese machine gunner who was
standing there in front of them, to make his next move.
The soldier was big considering he was Vietnamese. That probably explained why
he’d been issued a machine gun. Not only did he have wide shoulders but he even
had a bit of a pot belly which was quite a rarity in a country like that one. This was
particularly the case among the soldiers themselves.
Rambo raised the sights of his Hi-power to eye level.
The soldier looked around absentmindedly at the shelter in which he found himself.
Then, he glanced down at the Marines' and only after that did he remotely pay any
heed to the tunnel entrance.
Rambo was still pointing his Hi-power at him, right between his eyes.
Had that soldier, even in the slightest, pointed his RPK at them, Rambo would have
shot him right between the eyes.
It wasn't the first time he’d shot a man in the forehead and he knew from experience
that the soldier wouldn’t have had enough time to pull his trigger.
The VC looked into the darkness where Rambo and Barry were hiding once more,
and for what seemed to be a very long time. A never-ending moment of perplexity. In
the end however, he simply decided to ignore that gallery entrance altogether,
assuming it would be empty and thus needn’t be checked.
Instead, he turned his attention back to where the battle against the Marines was
raging.
He opened his machine gun bipod, set it down on the rocks, placed his gun on it and
started shooting down at them.
Perfect – thought Rambo almost grinning as a result
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He immediately exchanged looks with Barry albeit in the semi-darkness, there where
they were, and as soon as he heard the VC open fire with his RPK, Rambo took his
shot instantly afterwards.
The bullet literally passed through the machine gunner's head from one side to the
other, causing some of his grey matter to squirt about. Seconds later, his body fell
with a thud into the foxhole, along with a hell of a mess of what little remained of his
so-called head in the process.
“Nice shot,” whispered Barry to him.
Almost immediately after two VCs moved into their mate’s position assuming the
deadly shot had derived from below, thus momentary ignoring the machine gun to
shoot like madmen down at the Marines below.
That’s when Rambo readjusted the sight on his Hi-power.
Never take the same position as someone who’s just been shot. Trautman had taught
them that long ago, in Fort Bragg to be exact.
The reason for this was that when you assumed their position, the only thing the
sniper had to do after that was pull the trigger again.
As a matter of fact, Rambo shot both of them quickly, and in succession, but this time
taking them out with a bullet to the chest.
“That's enough Johnny,” whispered Barry to him.
“Otherwise, somebody might catch on. Let's head back.”
“Okay.”
The two men retreated into the same darkness from which they had emerged.
The time had come to get back to the Baker Team.
There was nothing good to be had from their side of the mountain.
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There they are – thought Ortega to himself, and with that very realization, he ceased
fire. There was no point in continuing. It had now become blatantly obvious as far as
he was concerned.
There’s too many of them. They’re coming down in hordes.
There was no way that Ortega could ever get away from there.
The rest of his team could have, but not him. Not as wounded as he was.
There was no way he’d be able to run downhill in the state he was currently in.
So that was going to be the end of soldier Manuel Ortega.
“GET AWAY!” he screamed to the rest of the team, in a voice as loud as he could
possibly conjure up.
“GET THE FUCK OUTTA’ HERE, GOD FUCKING DAMN IT!”
“Like fucking Hell I’m leaving,” Westmore answered back rather calmly Ortega’s last
order. He was still standing there right next to him, and once he’d replied, he turned
nonchalantly once again to face the VCs, and reopened fire.
Danforth stopped shooting upwards in order to look Ortega right in the eyes.
“Skorpio,” he began, lowering his XM.
“I SAID GET FUCKING LOST, BEAT IT!” he screamed once more spraying saliva
everywhere, although lost in the rain.
“It's not just about you, Skorpio. Raven and Snake are still up there too.”
“GET THE FUCK OUTTA’HERE GODDAMN IT!”
“Don't insist Skorpio,” Danforth said, almost pleadingly.
“Please don't...”
“That's a fucking order, Eagle. A Goddamn fucking order, Got it?”
Danforth sighed and shook his head in disagreement.
He pushed his hair back a little, like he wanted to fix it up and shake some of the rain
out of it. Knowing full well that arguing with Ortega was useless, and that there was
therefore, nothing to be done about it, he accepted in resignation.
Then and only then, and with a great deal of indecision, did the Baker Team finally
agree to set out and make their way down the mountain.
“SPLIT-UP, FUCK! SPLIT-UP AND TRY TO GET TO THE BOTTOM!” Ortega
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pressed on.
“Come on guys, what the fuck,” said Bronson, who hadn’t stopped shooting in the
meantime.
“Ok guys, this way then,” said Messner in an effort to get the inevitable underway.
“They won't see us over there! Come on! Let’s move it on out!”
“We’re all gonna’ die anyways,” Bronson grumbled aloud.
“For what it's worth, we could stay together.”
Westmore re-adjusted his aim for the third time and shot another couple of rounds
making another VC head explode in the process.
Once done, Westmore stopped shooting and turned to look at Danforth.
“We can still save ourselves, Neil,” called out the vice team leader.
“Look over there, above those rocks. We might be able to hide out in there. We can
still do it. Rambo, Barry and Ortega are gonna’ have to handle things for themselves
and on their own.
Look at them, Neil.”
Neil lifted his head to glance over at the VC's not too far in the distance.
“Look at how many of them there are. We haven’t got a fucking chance. At this point
we can only make a run for it, and that’s it.”
Instinctively, Westmore found himself closing his eyes as his head leaned over his
XM rifle barrel, seemingly in prayer. He was apparently looking for a higher
guidance, a higher strength because he just couldn't find the strength to do it himself
and on his own.
There was no way he could force himself to leave Ortega like this. Not this way.
He wasn’t going to lose him just like that.
It may have been the only sensible thing to do but finding the strength to actually do
it was another story. It was unfathomable.
“You’re gonna’ hafta’ let him go, Neil,” Danforth pressed on.
“Don't look at him, look at me for Christ’s sake. You know fully well that Skorpio
wouldn't want all of us to die for him, not for something like this. You do get that,
right?”
“GET THE FUCK OUTTA’ HERE, BAKER TEAM! THAT'S A GODDAMN
FUCKING ORDER!” Ortega screamed his order out once more, this time with an
unyielding tone, the kind that refused to be ignored.
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“Westmore,” repeated Messner to him.
“Are you listening to me or what, Westmore?”
“Westmore!”
“All right, all right for fuck’s sake,” the young African American finally answered
back, shaking his M203 in mid-air in outright protest.
“Let's get the fuck outta’ here then!”
“Okay, you guys fucking heard the boss,” repeated Danforth somewhat hesitantly.
“Let’s move on outta’ here.”
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“Easy,” Rambo whispered as quietly as he could into the darkness of that tunnel in
which they were still blocked in.
“Easy does it.”
With extreme caution, Rambo shifted towards the tunnel exit on his own. He kept
shifting his weight until he got sufficiently close and stretched his upper body
through it. He leaned over just enough to sneak a peek out at where they’d initially
came in from. When he was finally in position to peek out, the sight paralyzed him.
The blood in his veins went cold and a freezing chill shot down his spine. It wasn’t
what he saw that sent him into that unexpected state of shock, but what he didn’t see
out there that worried him. In fact, what he didn’t see out there was the Baker Team,
and that was because they were gone.
No - he said quietly to himself in astonishment.
He stood there, stock-still and in disbelief. Unable to really register what he saw, or
didn’t see for that matter, yet undeniably aware of the risk he was about to take.
Rambo leaned out the tunnel entrance a few centimetres further. He had no other
choice, no matter what the risk. He had to make sure they were gone. Unfortunately
however, it was now clear without a shadow of a doubt that the Baker Team had, in
fact, deserted their position. What was even worse than that however was that now, a
couple of VCs were standing where Rambo had expected to find them. their place.
Barry grabbed Rambo with one hand before he risked moving out any farther than he
already dangerously was, acting in the heat of the moment.
The two of them cautiously shifted backwards, moving slowly in unison, back into
the darkness.
“What's goin’ on?” whispered Barry to him, but Rambo evidently too upset by what
he’d seen that he seemed unable to find the words to answer him. He was speechless
“For God’s sake, talk to me, Raven!”
“They’re gone.”
“What?”
“They must’ve had to abandon their position.”
As he heard the sound of his own words Rambo almost couldn’t believe it was him
saying it.
“There are VCs out there now, all over the place.” he added immediately, still in
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astonishment.
From what little he’d seen, Rambo realized there was no sign of the Baker Team out
there or anywhere for that matter, and that held true for the Marines as well. For all
he knew, they could all be dead.

200

Ortega
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Ortega was lying down with his stomach flat against the rocks in the exact position
where he’d originally taken cover. He was jammed into an incredibly tight space and
completely out of Rambo’s sight. But he was there. He wasn’t only having trouble
breathing because of how much pain he was in but also because the adrenaline in his
system was keeping his heartbeat pumping at an unsustainable level. Most of all
however, he couldn’t stop himself from shivering. It was freezing cold lying there on
the wet rocks the way he was, under that incessant rain which coincidently gave no
sign of coming to an end.
With great effort, he struggled to lift his XM once more, trying not to heed the pain.
Holding it with one hand only, he shot a few more rounds into the air. True, he was
shooting randomly and at nothing in particular, but he did so in hopes that the VCs
would just leave him the fuck alone.
All things considered, they’ve probably already figured out that I’m all alone out here
- thought Ortega.
If they haven’t by now, they will, and that’s when they’ll come get me.
Boy will they ever!
A round sounded from his XM and then another.
He only had three more magazines left, and then he’d have to rely on his handgun to
defend himself with.
That’ll be the end of it – he thought to himself.
Then again, I’m fine with that.
Anything’s better than being taken alive.
Ortega raised his XM up once more but this time he decided to put it into focus a
little before firing the first shot.
Reason being that unlike before, this time he could see them now.
He sure could.
As he heard his second-last magazine disappear fast, he set his sights clearly on those
motherfucking VCs who were not too far in the distance from where he currently
was.
Oh fuck.
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There wasn’t much else to do now that could make a real difference and slow them
down.
No matter what he’d done till now it had had little or no effect at all. They were
practically ignoring him.
What a shitty way to die – he complained to himself.
Those Goddamn VCs didn’t seem to be afraid of anything.
As he reloaded, he knew it would be for the last time because he had just used his
final cartridge. In fact, not long after his rifle made that dreaded sound, click.
Fucking hell.
He had officially finished all his cartridges, Damn it. He had used them all and now
he was out.
Ortega laid his XM down on the ground beside him and drew his Hi-power out fast,
but that didn't make him feel any better whatsoever. It felt a lot heavier to him than it
generally did.
As he clenched his jaw in pain, Ortega couldn’t help but wonder what his problem
was, and the answer came to him immediately. It was his body. He was definitely
much weaker because of the pain he was in and the morphine was making him
incoherent.
So, considering how little time he probably had left, it made a lot more sense to think
about the things that really mattered in his life.
Like Helen, for instance.
Helen – he whispered thoughtfully.
Ortega could picture her face clearly in his mind’s eye, along with her hair and her
wonderful eyes.
The picture he had of her was so vivid and lifelike that he could even smell her
delicately scented hair. The only smell around him however was that of war.
I love you, Hellen.
He was daydreaming about Hellen, about him surviving that day somehow and about
the VCs not capturing him alive. Only seconds later however, his sense of reality
came painfully back to him.
God Damn it – he chastised himself angrily.
I was doing so well.
I can't let myself get distracted or lose my focus.
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But his thoughts of Hellen naturally lead him to Michael, his son.
I love you son.
Then, his train of thought drifted to his mother, the woman who had brought him into
the world and then immediately to his father, and eventually he even considered his
brother Richard. As he contemplated each of them, one by one he realized, how
incredibly lifelike they all seemed to him. It was as though they were all there
together, somewhere in Vietnam, rather than a million miles away like before.
Calm down, Manuel – he told himself.
Yet…
He’d already been through situations like this before. He’d been wounded in past
battles as well but had continued to fight nevertheless.
These were all feelings he’d already felt, and he knew it.
All he had to do was find a way to ignore them somehow, and get past them one more
time.
That’s all he needed to do.
Holding his pain at bay wasn’t the only thing he had to deal with that day however.
Quite the contrary actually.
He was contending with the fear of death which was distracting him, the freezing
cold weather that was making his hands tremble terribly and the pain that made being
able to aim increasingly difficult. There was a sense of desperation lingering over him
which made reasoning all the more difficult along with the idea of being captured that
was definitely in the forefront and scaring him the most.
Nevertheless, Ortega forced himself to concentrate and eventually found the strength
within him to block everything out. The pain, the cold, the fear and even that
threatening sense of desperation which fought incessantly to take over him. It was
only going to need a lot of effort to keep them out, an enormous amount of effort, but
it was possible and he was doing it. He could keep on doing it. And he did.
He shut it all down and right fucking out.
Ortega even managed to push the pain straight out of his mind first, then out of his
body instinctively. His thoughts were overcoming the obstacles that hindered his
transformation into a machine.
Just like Fort Bragg – he thought.
The time they trashed us up first and then put us to the shooting range test to see who
could still shoot straight, and who couldn't.
It's just a question of sucking it in and never giving up. Mind over matter.
As Ortega came to, he began to reload. He observed his Hi-power carefully and
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reflected over how much water it had been subject to because of all that rain. As he
did so, he couldn’t help but wonder whether shooting his brains out with what little
ammo he had left, may have been a better idea.
Nah, I'm not ready yet – he said grinning.
Of course he wasn't.
No one ever is.
Killing oneself was for losers, and Ortega was no loser. He was the leader of the
historic Baker Team.
He had proved himself to be the best of the best so suicide just wasn't his kind of
thing.
Not bloody likely – he thought resolutely.
Ortega gathered everything he had, turned over onto one side and dragged himself
forward by the elbows, in a search of better cover. He wanted to take as many
Vietcong as he could to hell with him.
Fucking Vietcong.
He dragged himself into another hole which was much deeper than the one he’d been
in before, and when he finally collapsed inside of it he was seeing stars from all the
pain he was in. Under those circumstances, anyone else would have certainly passed
out by now, but not him.
Not Ortega.
Not today anyway.
Jesus Christ – he muttered, rolling over so that his back was flat on the rocks once
more. He held his handgun close to his chest since the rain coming down made it
difficult to see the sky.
As soon as one of those pricks leaned over him, Ortega planned on blowing his head
off. Once he’d blown his cover, he knew that someone else would have thrown a
hand grenade at him immediately afterwards. Then, at least everything would be over.
Here they come – he thought holding his breath.
This is it.
They’re coming right now.
I can hear their fucking voices.
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In fact, there were Vietnamese soldiers who had been in the vicinity already for some
time but now, unlike before, were starting to close in on him. What they were
essentially trying to do was surround the hole Ortega was laying in. They were
probably hoping to catch him by surprise and would all come at once. A manoeuvre
like that would have left him without a fighting chance.
Despite how perfect their plan to surround and advance was, (perfect in the sense that
it was a perfectly 'by-the-book' way to surround the enemy) something went wrong.
One of the Vietnamese soldiers, perhaps in need of a killing frenzy, or perhaps just
out of plain nervousness, was moving a little faster than the others were. Chances are
he probably didn’t even notice he was doing it. Whatever the case may have been, the
result was that he ended up reaching the edge of the hole long before the others and
completely on his own once he did.
Well, the problem with this was that the whole point of encircling was that whoever
was doing the “encircling” had to get to the same point, at the very same time. That
guaranteed Ortega wouldn't be able to shoot all of them at once, and therefore he’d
have to give up. By reaching the hole before time the way he did however, one VC
soldier appeared before the others and therefore on his own. This turned him into a
direct target.
Once the Soldier bent over the edge of the hole, the last thing he saw was the barrel
of Ortega’s Hi-power aiming right at his face. Then that incredible light flashed right
before his eyes.
Blood shot straight into the air flying well above what remained of the dead Soldier’s
head.
His fingers tensed up, as too did his body, right before a shower of AK bullets came
down over the rocks just above Ortega's head but missing him in the process. The
only thing Ortega got hit with was rocks, dust and a whole lot of other debris which
ended up covering him up completely.
The VCs were shooting too high, and they were all doing it.
They were underestimating the depth of the hole Ortega was in perhaps because they
couldn't see it or maybe because they didn’t have the guts to lean over far enough to
aim. That was the only way they’d be able to hit the Baker Team leader. Whatever the
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case may have been however, no one could shoot low enough to get a hit.
And although the bullets and rock debris kept hitting him all over, Ortega tried
aligning his Hi-power sight back into the air once more.
That’s when the dead soldier’s corpse collapsed right on him. It came down so hard
on him that the pain from it made the whole world disappear for a moment.
When Ortega regained consciousness, he realized he’d passed out for a few whole
seconds and now found himself completely unarmed.
Oh no, oh no
His Hi-power had fallen to the ground, unfortunately well beyond his reach and what
made matters worse, the VC's corpse laid very heavily on top of him.
Ortega clenched his jaw struggling to get his handgun back, but he just couldn't.
Despite the excruciating pain, that dead weight was far too heavy for him to lift or
stretch his arm out from under.
His vision started to blur for the second time and he began to lose consciousness
again. He was on the verge of passing out. That damn corpse, who’s grey matter was
now streaming down Ortega's neck, was simply too heavy to get out from under.
“DO MAI”(son of a bitch) screamed the Vietnamese Soldier from somewhere up
above.
“MOEY DO MAI”(American son of a bitch) shouted another.
As more and more AK shrapnel continued to showering down onto Ortega, he
noticed that VC idea regarding the true depth of his hole was improving significantly.
In fact, with each round fired, their shots got closer and closer.
Although most of the soldiers engaged were there to provide cover fire, a few of them
began to reach for their hand grenades too.
“KHONG!”(no!) someone shouted from overhead with a battle-hardened tone of voice.

As the bellowing voice lingered it was followed by what could have easily been
mistaken for a cease-fire. It was as though a momentary silence fell over the valley.
Somewhere overhead but well out of Ortega’s sight, one of the few North Vietnamese
officers that was left appeared to be losing his patience, suddenly shouldering his way
past the group of soldiers in front of him.
He was irate.
He couldn’t believe that an American had actually been left on his own and that his
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men had already given up on capturing him despite the clear orders they’d received to
do otherwise.
Ortega was still struggling with that deadweight on top of him. In his continuous
effort to get his handgun back an AK barrel unexpectedly appeared from out of
nowhere, directly above him.
He stopped shaking immediately given no other choice.
It's over – he thought.
It's all over.
If I’m lucky they’ll swap me for one of their officers. If I’m not and this officer doesn't
give a flying fuck about his mates, or getting rid of them is a launchpad for his
career, then I’m fucked.
They’ll skin me alive with the Marines as their audience.
After that they’ll torture me so much that’ll make the worst horror film anyone’s ever
seen look like a children’s fairy-tale.
Regardless of the horror that was quickly filling him inside, Ortega struggled
furiously despite having no luck in getting his pistol back. At a certain point he
realized he had no other choice than to surrender. Consequently, he cautiously began
to lift his hands slowly off his chest but stopped almost instantly due to second
thoughts.
I can’t surrender – he thought.
I could wind up getting tortured for years thanks to a mistake like that.
Not days, years.
“STEN AP” shouted the North Vietnamese officer in what could only be classified as
a highly barbaric version of English (stand up).
At first, Ortega pretended not to understand.
“STENAP! STENAP!”
The Officer, who was bending over Ortega, grabbed him by the jacket once he’d
roughly pushed past his dead officer’s corpse, and pulled Ortega up so impudently,
that he pulled off even more burnt skin.
“Aaaaargh!”
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The man looked Ortega right in the eyes as he yelled out in pain and smiled as though
he was thoroughly enjoying it. The truth is that he seemed to be greedily feeding on
Ortega's pain.
Sadist motherfucker – thought Ortega angrily.
Then, he hit Ortega bluntly in the face with his AK’s stock.
SPAK!
The pain was indescribable. For a long moment everything went black, though
reappearing shortly after. When Ortega regained consciousness, he was still standing.
One of the VCs was holding him up by his jacket and his face was pulsating so hard
it felt like it was about to explode.
Christ, the pain – he thought agonizingly.
Stand fast, for fuck's sake.
Stand fast.
He couldn’t move his mouth.
Calm down.
His jaw must have been broken.
When the VC let go of him suddenly, Ortega fell hard onto his knees because he
didn’t have the strength to stand it any longer. The pain on his back was just too much
to bear.
This time the rifle stock hit him right on his nape making him fall backwards.
And this is just the beginning – he thought as he collapsed to the ground and his sight
blurred instantly by all those stars.
Getting captured doesn't mean you stop fighting – screamed Trautman from inside his
head.
Those were his teachings talking. SERE's training course: survival, resistance and
escape in Fort Bragg. Almost a lifetime ago, or so it felt at least.
When you’re captured you don't stop being a soldier or fighting in that war you’re
caught up in either.
Your war goes on, Soldier. It never stops.
It just keeps on going, but in different directions.
Ortega spit a big blood clot of his own blood out onto the rocks next to him.
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I can’t pass out – Ortega pleaded with himself.
I need to take a deep breath and do whatever it takes to keep my eyes open.
No matter what happens, I can’t faint.
I’ve got to let these assholes hit me till I pass out, or they’re gonna’ kill me trying.
Ortega took a punch right the face, immediately followed by one right on his back.
Stay on your feet. Follow the hits.
Breathe.
Don't pass out.
Summoning an inhumane effort, Ortega got back on his knees and reopened his eyes
even if he could barely see once he did.
But he had to see the when and where the blows were coming if he wanted to live
through them.
Breathe.
Breathe.
Only seconds later, the real beating began.
They were all taking shots on him at that point. It was a real and proper lynching.
The officer had decided that his men deserved to unwind a little, and this proved to be
a good opportunity to do so.
Considering how hard they were beating him, it was unlikely that they had any long
term plans for him. In fact, it seemed far more probable that they intended to execute
him there where they were, and undoubtedly in front of his mates so as to lower their
overall morale.
Ortega could therefore look forward to being tortured in the most horrendous of ways
before actually being allowed to die.
Perhaps he would follow the same suit as Alex Roland Simmons had. It was Delmore
Berry who had originally told him that story. The story of a kid who got tortured for
an entire night and then eventually castrated by the Vietcong. All for the sake of
ambushing a handful of American Soldiers one sad night.
Therefore, one could imagine that if the Vietcong were willing to go to such lengths
for a mere ambush, God only knew what they were capable of doing to Ortega that
day, considering what was at stake.
So, I’m gonna’ die on this mountain – he thought.
And it’s gonna’ be a horrendous death.
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Danforth and the four remaining Baker Team members had managed to position
themselves higher up and to the left of where Ortega had been, in a place where they
could find both cover and were well out of the way of any potential VC threat.
Or, at least they were in the meantime anyway.
From up where they were, all four of them were set on observing Ortega as best they
could from that distance, but Westmore happened to be the only one with binoculars
available.
“So? What the fuck are they doing to him?” demanded Bronson.
“Are they torturing him? Is he dead?”
Westmore looked away from the binoculars for a moment and lowered his gaze.
“Not yet,” he said
“It’s much worse.”
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A swift kick hit Ortega in the face and it was followed only seconds later by another.
Then he felt one cut across his back, hitting him exactly where he’d been burnt,
which sent him in and out of consciousness because of the pain he was in.
Just don't fucking pass out – he insisted angrily to himself.
Keep your hands up and defend yourself.
Slow their punches down and block everything else for fuck’s sake.
If you pass out they’ll kill you anyway.
Survive, Ortega.
Suck it up and you’ll survive.
He took the first blow.
Then came another.
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“What's happening, Flame?” said Bronson.
“They’re fucking lynching him,” answered Westmore in disgust.
“Fuck.”
A long enduring silence followed.
It had stop raining by then, at least.
“Well, we can't just fucking leave him there like that,” cried out Westmore.
“What about you, boss? Don't you have anything to say about all this? I say 'let's do
something', Goddamn it!”
“Yeah,” Bronson insisted. “You’re the team leader now, Eagle. You’ve gotta’ make
the call.”
“Then let's go fucking get him,” Danforth replied instantaneously, without any
hesitation whatsoever.
“No wait, hang on a second,” Messner broke in.
In the brief time which had passed, Messner 'the Doc' had grown pale in the face.
Although his two injuries were superficial in nature, they had still managed to take
their toll on him.
“The team wants my opinion, Doc. And as far as I’m concerned, we need to go out
there and get him back. Everything about this battle has already gone south
anyways.”
Messner leaned his head back a little disbelieving what he’d just heard. At that point,
Danforth took it upon himself to be even clearer somehow.
“Maybe you’re not getting it Doc, but we’re never going to get down off this
mountain alive.”
“O-okay Eagle, but Mary mother of God, let's think about this for a second at least.
Let's figure out how we’re going to get away from here alive, okay? There’s two of us
missing (Rambo e Delmore) and one P.O.W. (Ortega). But, we are still a team! And
Coletta’s still out there and even covering us while the Marines front line is still
holding up on the West. We still have a chance of slowing the VCs down! As for the
mission, well, the mission itself is still on.”
“The mission?” interrupted Westmore.
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Messner nodded, but Westmore had a different opinion.
“They’ve already overrun half the Marines Doc. If the VCs were trying to get to
Trautman, they’ve probably done it by now. Hence, the mission itself is over. All
we’ve got to think about now is us, and what that means is thinking about Ortega.”
“Listen, they’re beating the shit out of Ortega,” intervened Bronson, who was
watching every agonizing moment that Ortega was going through in plain view
thanks to his binoculars.
“I say that if we don’t fucking move now we won’t be able to save him.”
They all got the same picture in their heads and an unforgiving silence fell over the
entire team.
Bronson lowered his binoculars and added:
“Doc may be a little pale, but he seems to be the only one still talking any sense out
of all of us. I can see it in your faces. First Ortega gets captured, then the battle goes
South and then Rambo and Barry go missing. Honestly, at this point all you guys
seem to out of your mind. I mean, you’re not even thinking about the mission any
longer.”
Then Bronson corrected himself and smiled.
“Everyone except Westmore that is. Westmore’s always been a fucking tough one,
that’s for sure.”
Westmore grinned.
“Now I’m going to tell you how things really stand,” said Bronson, determinedly.
“Trautman’s gone. There isn’t anything else we can do for him any longer.
Unfortunately, Ortega’s in a fucked up situation too. I know it's a tough one to
swallow, but that's it. As for us on the other side, things are different.”
There does seem to be a slight, almost ridiculous chance of us getting out of this
alive. We still have one. All we can do is to decide if we’d rather die now, trying to
save Ortega, or in a few hours time, while we try to save our own skins.
Personally, I’m all right with either one. We’re all gonna’ get killed either way. But if
we decide to give saving Skorpio a try, please let’s not bullshit each other about how
all of this is going to end.”
After a speech like that that, the long silence that followed could almost be expected,
during which Bronson looked each of them over, one by one.
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“The way I see it, we’re all dead anyhow. So, for what's it's worth, we should try
saving Ortega,”Danforth concluded.
Westmore and Bronson refrained from replying, but Messner didn't.
“Guys,” he began.
“I know what Ortega means to all of us, but trying to help him out of this is a
mistake.”
“We know it's a mistake,” interrupted Danforth. “The problem is that sometimes, in
life, mistakes need to be made too.”
It was with that last thought that Danforth put an end to the discussion.
Only moments later, the four began exchanging weapons and cartridges with one
another because they’d already decided precisely how to proceed.
Messner gave Westmore a sight to attach to his M16 so that his aim would be far
better than he was used to up until now. In fact, Westmore was going to cover the
designated marksman's role sniping any VC that posed an 'immediate threat' to
Ortega's life.
Bronson and his M60 on the other hand would provide the necessary ‘cover’ for all of
them in general, and for Danforth in particular, as he made a run for it out in the
open.
But as the team busied themselves with the swapping and reloading of weapons, their
preparations were interrupted prematurely.
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“KOM AND TAKE HIM, AMELIKANS!”
“KOM AND TAKE YOUR AMELIKAN FLIEND!”
“Fucking assholes,” cursed Danforth aloud.
Westmore raised the red dot beaming from his sight and looked for Ortega with it
along the rocks.
Ortega was on his knees down on the rocks with a Tokaref pointed directly at his
temple.
The VC Soldier was showing him off like the lamb just waiting to be sacrificed. It
was all in hopes of luring out the Baker Team by using him as bait.
“LOOK AMELIKA! LOOK HOW VIETMINH KILLS YOUL FLIEND!”
Westmore brought his sight straight to the man holding the Tokaref pistol, and fixed
the beam so that it flickered gingerly against his head.
“LOOK! LOOK!”
“Pass me the sixty, will you?” said Danforth, who had perched himself up on some
rocks.
Bronson handed it up to him.
“Wait a second,” Westmore said as he went on focusing.
“Hang on Eagle,” Messner reaffirmed.
The Baker Team Doctor was apparently getting worse. One of his eyes had developed
a strange twitch and there didn’t seem to be anything he could do to control it.
Messner wasn't doing well. He wasn't doing well at all.
Just give me a few more seconds Eagle,” insisted Westmore once more.
“It’s all I need to take the one holding the Tokarev out. After that, you can do
whatever the fuck you want.”
“No way, man. Three seconds is way too long.”
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Naturally, Danforth didn't wait.
Instead, he climbed up the rocks at a raging pace and then immediately opened fire
with his M60. He held it with both hands and was screaming at the top of his lungs as
he fired off rounds.
“WHAAAAAA!”
“Shit,” Westmore whispered loudly through his clenched teeth because he wasn't
Coletta. He wasn't Coletta by a long shot. He didn’t have a fraction of the talent
Coletta had but he was still responsible for making that high precision shot no matter
how talented he may or may not have been.
A shot that had to be so accurately taken because Ortega's life truly depended on it.
Danforth that lunatic on the other hand, had little more to do than simply fire enough
rounds to seemingly unleash fucking hell.
After which Bronson and Messner would use their XM rifles to add to the firestorm
themselves.
Yet, Westmore was having a really hard time breathing in any case. He focused all his
efforts on blocking out any other distracting thought which happened to be lingering
about in his head.
He would have given anything to get a closer shot than the one he currently had.
Shooting at Ortega's head from that kind of distance was truly unnerving.
Nevertheless, no other option had presented itself so he’d have to make do with the
one he had.
The Soldier holding Ortega hostage turned rather clumsily in Danforth's direction. He
was taken by surprise and certainly wasn’t expecting the Americans to retaliate so
quickly and without any hesitation whatsoever.
He had been surprised to the point that his momentary disbelief ended up costing him
his life.
Now - Westmore whispered quietly in his head.
It’s now or never.
Crack! – sounded his M16.
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Too soon Damn it – he told himself angrily.
I bloody missed it.
Unexpectedly, Ortega felt blood hit him in the face.
They got me – thought the team leader, startled by the thought.
To his immediate left Ortega heard a man scream out in pain. Only seconds later, he
felt the handgun that had been pointed up against his head slide suddenly away.
Only then did Ortega find the necessary courage to glance up and to his left, straight
at the man who had held him hostage up until then.
The VC Soldier had a wonderful, bright red hole right in his cheek or as some used to
call it the 'death zone'.
The death zone is referred to a rectangular area on the side of the face, covering the
part from the bottom of the jaw up to the eyes. It’s said that the Military prefers this
area as a target because it acts like an automatic 'shut down' switch. In fact, that’s
exactly what it seemed to do. Ortega saw many a soldier stop unexpectedly and fall
straight to the ground, literally as though someone had turned them off. And that VC
Soldier had done exactly that.
Die, you fucking asshole – growled Ortega.
Quite astonished by what he’d done, Westmore blinked several times in succession
trying to overcome his amazement.
Gotcha – he said without even noticing.
What the fuck, seriously!
I got the motherfucker!
Westmore readjusted his aim and focused in on the next target and as he did he saw
Ortega dive down behind cover from the corner of his eye.
So, he’s no longer in the line of fire then – he thought.
Excellent.
Once he’d drawn that conclusion, Westmore jumped to his feet because now he could
get back to distance shooting rather than precision shooting like before.
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The rest of the Baker Team got onto the rocks around where Danforth was more or
less, because he had been shooting that whole time at any, and all North Vietnamese
soldiers he happened to get in sight.
Yet, the North Vietnamese Soldiers were far from naïve, and no matter how violent or
spontaneous the Baker Team attacked, they always seemed to be expecting it in one
way or another.
So, while some VCs rolled to take cover, and with due cause, the others, who were
already somewhat sheltered, went ahead and made their moves instead. They’re the
ones who had initially opened fire on the Baker Team.
“They’re on the move people! It’s a forward attack, heads up,” screamed Bronson,
changing the direction he was firing in slightly to his right.
“I got this!” declared Messner.
“Fire! Keep it going!” ordered Westmore as loud as he could.
“There’s too many of them, Goddamn it!”
“Move it up a level guys! Let's engage from higher up!”
An explosion went off in the area behind where the VCs had massed. It resembled the
sound that Claymore mines made when explosions went off inside. It thundered so
loudly and vibrated so intensely over the entire valley that it shook all the North
Vietnamese lines into disarray, causing great confusion among them.
“Look! Look over there,” Messner called out as he indicated an area not too far ahead
of them.
Unexpectedly, from the cloud of smoke still lingering in the air, they watched Rambo
and Berry suddenly emerge further above than where the VCs currently were.
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The two men were hunched down and ran like nothing in the world could stop them.
They were literally swooping down on the North Vietnamese from above, and from
quite a way behind them.
Danforth, who hadn’t stopped shooting his M60 in the meantime, changed direction
at a whim’s notice to avoid shooting them.
Fuck I just barely missed – he thought.
“WATCH OUT, EAGLE!” Messner screamed out at the top of his lungs while
reloading his XM rifle and clenching his jaw in pain.
“WATCH YOUR OUTGOING FIRE!”
Rambo disappeared for a moment somewhere between the rocks and when he
reappeared he was brandishing an enemy AK in his hands.
Delmore, who was standing near him kept firing with his pistol.
This ensured that Rambo and Barry could kill three, four or even five of them at a
time.
The VCs hadn't seen their attack coming since they’d come up from behind.
Consequently, they seemed to be dropping like flies.
Rambo ad Barry wouldn't be able to last that much longer however, not at that rate
anyway, but at least in the meantime, they were evening up the score.
“Get up here!” ordered Delmore to the rest of the Baker Team below.
Yeah – concurred Westmore.
It's time to advance.
“DIDN’T YOU HEAR THE MAN?” he exclaimed.
“LET’S MOVE! MOVE! MOVE!”
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But Danforth, who was currently on the other side, wasn’t within hearing reach.
All the hammering coming from his M60 made it virtually impossible for him to hear
anything at all.
It didn’t take Bronson long to realize what was going on however, so he started
running, all in an effort to get as close behind Danforth as possible. He had to catch
up with him. Once he’d completely caught up, or at least found himself to be at an
arms-length from him, he’d have tapped Danforth on the shoulder or something like
that, and gotten him to notice like that. There really wasn’t any other way at this point
to get his attention.
“We have to advance, Eagle! I’ll cover! GO! GO! GO!”
Meanwhile, towards the bottom of the mountain, the Marines had suddenly
reappeared. Galvanized from the unexpected clash, they had start screaming, opening
fire again and providing the necessary counter attack pretty much from every
direction. They now appeared to be scattered all over the damn place.
Coletta, who was still on one of the higher peaks above the Marines, was doing a
good job covering them with his M14 too. He had relied on their advancing until
unexpectedly from out of nowhere he saw that Rambo and Barry had gotten there
first. Before he knew it, they’d tossed Ortega over both their shoulders and were
bringing him back to safety with them.
They had done it.
Against all odds, they’d found a way to save Ortega and carry him out of there.
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The rest of the night passed without any heavy battle.
Both forces were mixed up by that point, divided into smaller groups and scattered
almost everywhere. Eventually they all seemed to decide on maintaining their actual
positions. This was undoubtably due in part to the lack of officers available who
would have been otherwise giving indications.
Contrarywise, the Marines, had time on their side. Sooner or later, either their
reinforcements would have arrived or the weather would have gotten better. Thus,
with every hour that passed battle free, automatically increased the odds that the
Marines would be able to get out of that mess alive.
For the VCs however, the situation they were facing was the complete opposite.
Every minute they spent up there longer than necessary risked transforming into a
death sentence.
That explained why some VCs farmers had been ordered to set booby traps along the
paths that night and all around the bottom of the mountain. They set up potential
ambush scenarios in an attempt to slow down the troops that were closing in. The
purpose of those 'touch and go' battles wasn't simply to engage the enemy but
primarily to slow everything down. This would in turn by time for those comrades
fighting at the top.
Since night combat was impossible for both formations, what mattered most at that
point was just surviving. Nightfall had thus brought on a deadlock. The Marines were
in no position to retreat since that increased the risk of being attacked from behind.
The VCs on the other hand, didn't dare advance because it would have turned into a
massacre.
It was apparent to both sides that when day finally broke, there would have to be a
final reckoning.
The VCs would have to try to come down off that mountain, and they were ready to
die trying.
Every single one of them was.
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Part Three
That Night
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Once they’d gotten hold of Ortega, Rambo and Barry carried him back into the same
gallery they’d originally came out of. They had booby trapped both exits and had
now planned on waiting until their circumstances changed somehow.
Delmore was outside on guard duty while Rambo watched over Ortega, who was
finally getting some rest inside the gallery.
Ortega had a swollen jaw which, by the looks of it, may even have been broken.
Rambo had no intention of worrying about that right now however, considering
Ortega had finally fallen asleep. With his head propped up against the rocks as a
pillow he had, at least temporarily found solace.
As he lay there sound asleep, his face showed tell-tale signs of just how badly he’d
been beaten while in custody. He was rather dirty because he’d dragged himself from
one place of cover to another. The beating he’d been given by those cock sucking
VCs had left him with purple and black Bruises all over his face. Most of all
however, the burn on his back was what he’d primarily complained about. It
obviously hurt to the point that moving had become difficult. In fact, he had fallen
asleep on his side and not on his back.
Manuel wasn’t going to last very long in the state he was in.
He required medical assistance at the very least, but what he really needed was
hospital care.
Unexpectedly, Ortega gave a violent jerk and his hand reached for his belt. He was
obviously trying to grab his handgun but Rambo stopped him before he managed to
do it.
Poor Manuel – thought Rambo to himself.
Ortega groggily opened one eye and barely half way. He wasn’t able to open it any
further on account of all the swelling around it. When he did finally mange to focus
however, he was greeted by Rambo's familiar face
“Everything's fine,” Rambo said calmly to him.
“Take it easy, you’re alright bro.”
But Ortega shot a worried look around him as he tried to take in his surroundings, in
a rather worried manner. From what little his facial expressions could still reveal, he
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was concerned. He had no idea where he might be and that clearly troubled him.
“It's all right,” Rambo repeated calmly to him again, trying to be as reassuring as
possible, given the current circumstances they were in.
“We’re safe in here.”
It was only then that the tension in Ortega's swollen face began to disappear.
That was the first time Ortega's fate was in Rambo's hand like that.
Generally, it seemed to be the other way around.
Usually Ortega was the one taking care of Rambo in situations just like these rather
than the contrary.
For the past three years Trautman and Ortega had been the only ones who’d actually
cared about Rambo or looked after him when the situation called for it. The only ones
who, from time to time, would ask how he was doing and were sincerely interested in
how things were going on a daily basis.
They were the only people who cared about his present state and eventually even
about his future. Once he’d put that 'crazy' kind of life behind him they would
probably still be a part of his life.
Those two men were the closest thing to family that Rambo had ever had his whole
life. But if something had happened to him that very day, it wouldn't have mattered so
much in the end. Why should it?
Afterall, everybody died and in Vietnam there were no exceptions to that rule. The
young, the old, the guilty, the innocent, the good and the bad. Death was blind had no
prejudice, and Rambo knew it. Good men like Ortega died every minute of every day
especially days like the one they’d just been through.
If it had been Ortega’s time to go Rambo would have gotten past it, and Ortega would
have done the same for him.
But would he have been the same man after that? No.
Not to mention Trautman, who had had all the odds against him, was most likely
already dead by then.
With this thought, Rambo got an empty feeling in his stomach and suddenly felt a
little uneasy.
What if the Colonel really was dead?
What would become of us?
What would become of our village?
Rambo didn’t have the answers to any of those questions. What he did know was that
his life would have never been the same. But, just like in any other circumstance,
he’d have found the way to get through it.
John was well aware of his own limits.
He knew he was better at fighting than leading the average civilian lifestyle. If he
ever actually managed to get back to one that is.
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Honestly speaking, he was a lot better at living a life at war than as a civilian.
What’s more, without the likes of Trautman or Ortega in his life, everything would
have been much harder than it already was.
“I’m a wreck,” said Ortega to him quietly and thereby interrupting Rambo’s chain of
thought.
Rambo leaned up against the hard rock wall without ever taking his eyes off his team
leader.
“You’ll get a medal for what you did here,” said Rambo.
“For the choice you made to stay up here on your own just to make sure our asses
were covered.”
“You’d have done the same thing.”
“It doesn’t matter what I would have done Manuel, we’re not talking about me here,”
Rambo answered, almost curtly.
“You don't understand, John, I’m not just talking about us. If Trautman’s still alive...”
“Listen, there’s no way Trautman made it,” sentenced Rambo.
“Whatever, none of us are ever going to get down from of this mountain alive
anyhow.”
Ortega's looked down and immediately lost himself in his thoughts. He had come to
terms with something that in retrospect, he had always known.
“Enough talking already Ortega,” Rambo said but quickly regretted the harshness of
his tone.
“Try to get some rest.”
Barry appeared from the other end of the corridor and turned into the small room's
entrance.
“We should be good for the night,” he said to them.
“The East entrance is booby trapped, but I think we ought to take turns guarding the
other one. What do you think, John?”
Rambo nodded in accord.
“Ortega?”
Ortega did his best to nod as well.
Barry then went on to say:
“It’s probably a good idea to do a stock count, you know, before we get started with
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the shifts.”
Ortega nodded once more, but this time he had to clench his jaw to get the strength to
answer.
The pain was mounting.
Not more than a foot away from Ortega, the two of them sat down and started
rummaging through all their stuff. Once they’d done a stock check they’d know
exactly what they were going to have to work with.
“So, looks like we’ve got three AKs,” Barry began.
“Did you see this, Skorpio? He must have been thinking of you.”
“There’s five magazines here.” Rambo said once he’d added them all up.
“How about you Barry?”
“Nada.”
“Three grenades.” Rambo said, moving on with his list.
“I got two of those babies.”
“Okay. Let’s move on to the M16s. I've got four magazines.”
“I have three,” said Barry pulling them out one at a time.
“Alright. Now the handguns. Two magazines.” Rambo said.
“Three of those too,” Barry answered back
“Well, looks like tomorrow’s gonna’ be AK day all the way,” Barry said to them both.
Rambo nodded but in hesitation, and his discontent couldn’t have been more obvious
thanks to the look on his face. Rambo thought that using AKs over the Marines' was
going to be about as useful as friendly fire. But with only two XMs to count for, and
such a small number of magazines, having to use enemy AKs went from being a
choice to being a necessity.
Ortega, who hadn’t moved since his last nod, put his hand forward and showed them
both his empty palm. You didn’t need to know sign language to understand that what
he wanted was a gun. Rambo complied almost immediately, passing him his Hipower and put the two magazines they had available for it, on the ground in front of
him.
“Now, onto the water.”
“I've got two bottles.”
“Me too. Ortega?”
Ortega lifted his index finger.
“Okay then, that’s five bottles in total. How about heavy clothes? None? No. Okay.
Anything else?”
“I’ve got a Zippo Delmore, and it’s just been refilled,” said Rambo.
Ortega had one too.
“So that’s two lighters, then. Okay, so for dinner tonight it looks like we’ll be having
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hot water with Kool Aid. Awesome!”
“To-mo-rrow?” whispered Ortega.
“Always thinking about tomorrow, eh Ortega?” remarked Barry with a grin.
“We’ll worry about tomorrow when tomorrow comes, so no problem. Tomorrow’s a
brand-new day.”
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Westmore was holding the only flash light they had and it happened to be a red
filtered one as Messner stitched up his wound.
The wind was blowing hard and with it came frozen drops of rain that kept
annoyingly getting into his tiger striped uniform collar.
He could hardly tell the blood, the shadows or the injury itself apart as they all
seemed to look the same under Westmore's L-shaped flashlight. What was more,
Messner wasn’t just cold, he was freezing cold. He’d lost a great deal of blood that
day and it certainly didn’t help that he was sitting there with his pants pulled all the
way down while he stitched himself up. He wanted to die.
“You’re shivering,” Westmore said to him.
“No shit.”
Messner pushed and pulled the needle in and out of his own skin.
“Did you have anything to eat at least?”
“Sure, I mean I had a K-ration and almost all the sugar we had.”
Westmore nodded.
“It’s just that you don't look so hot, even if I think that’s totally normal considering
everything. I could never stitch myself up. I mean, not without taking painkillers.”
“Me neither, don’t kid yourself. I shot up some local anaesthetic, otherwise I couldn’t
do this shit either. I can’t feel a fucking thing.”
“Whatever the case, you still don't look good anyway,” said Westmore observing his
friend even further.
The ten stitches that he had given himself in the leg had probably been the hardest
ones he’d done his entire life. Once he’d gotten to the last one he tied a knot, cut the
string and finally pulled his pants back up.
Unfortunately for him they were cold, wet and rock hard like they’d just come out of
the freezer or something. He knew from first-hand experience that he’d feel a lot
warmer in no time. Putting wet clothes on in freezing cold temperatures was standard
protocol, and he had done it countless times in the past already. You did whatever it
took to survive, and there was no news in that.
“How good were you at giving stitches back in Fort Bragg?” Danforth asked.
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“Not bad. I mean, I probably wasn't the best but I sure wasn’t the worst either.”
Messner nodded in resignation.
The second injury that needed to be taken care of was on his right shoulder. The
problem with that one was that he’d have to do it with his left hand however.
He just couldn't do it.
“Gimme’ your gloves,” said Messner.
He wanted to warm his hand up or a couple of seconds before Westmore had to put
them back on.
Messner rubbed his hands together hard and got some of the feeling back.
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Danforth was guarding the North side even if nothing of interest had happened in the
last few hours. Sometimes they’d hear the sound of a single shot echoing in the
distance but those were false alarms coming from the VCs who were behind them or
the Marines who were down below.
By not moving at all Danforth was as cold as hell by then.
Sometimes the direction of the wind changed for no apparent reason and infiltrated
itself down his collar moving all the way to the bottom of his wet, sweaty back. It
sent a chill through him when it did.
Not to mention how much his burn stung each time it did.
Danforth tried to bundle up tight in his poncho but it was no use.
That’s when he got an idea.
And it was a fucking good idea too.
*
“Messner?”
“I’m right here.”
“Tell me you’ve got the emergency 'pilot' radio with you, and that you didn't leave it
down there with the Marines.”
“The walkie-talkie? Yeah, I got it, but it's only the long rescue channel. There
probably won’t be anyone listening on that frequency.”
“It can’t hurt to try.”
Messner looked perplexed.
“Go get it, will you?”
“Sure.”
“Give it here.”
“Hang on. Here you go.”
“Eagle to Covey leader. Come in Covey leader,” Danforth said talking into the
microphone.
“Eagle to Covey leader. Come in Covey leader.”
“Eagle to Covey leader, come in.”
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“We copy you, Eagle loud and clear. This is mic two here. State your position Eagle,
over.”
“Holy fuck!” said Messner almost jumping on the spot.
“There's somebody fucking out there. They heard us!”
Danforth pulled the microphone up closer.
“This is Eagle here, Baker Team Eagle to Covey leader. We’re currently perched up
top. That’s the Northern tip Convey leader. Over.”
“Copy that, Baker Team Eagle. What’s your man count up there? Over.”
“Total man count is at eight. Three with me at less than a click East and one West,
right above the Marines,” Danforth informed him, energetically.
There was a long pause. It sounded like the person who’d been listening was doing
something else besides being on the radio with them.
Shortly afterwards, the voice on the radio came back:
“What can we do for you Baker Team? Over.”
“I need to talk to Covey leader. Over.”
“That’s a negative Eagle. Covey leader is NOT on the premises. Repeat, Covey leader
is Not on the premises. Over.”
Danforth felt like the ground had suddenly disappeared from under him.
He quickly put his arm out to lean against the wall, but when he understood it wasn’t
enough, he let himself slide down the wall and onto the floor.
“Where is Covey leader situated? Over.”
“The Colonel is currently believed to be in Missing status at the moment.”
Danforth’s eyes closed as he pushed the mic button once again.
“No names or rank by radio, private. Over.”
“Yessir. Sorry, Sir. Code name 'Covey leader' was together with the Delta company
(Sander's company) when it was over run.”
Over run – Danforth repeated aloud.
“Copy that. Whereabouts? Over.”
“On the Western slope, far more South than your current position. On the opposite
side of your present whereabouts. Don't even think about it.”
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Rambo's filtered flash light illuminated the gallery ever so faintly with its red
shadows.
“Hey Manuel,” Rambo began, smiling in that red-tinted darkness.
“Do you remember the last time you were wounded and we had to wait for dawn
together?”
“Dak To,” Ortega replied weakly.
“That was quite the fall you took that night, ‘member Manuel?”
Neither spoke.
“You’ve really got to quit hurting yourself all the time for fuck’s sake,” Rambo said
teasingly.
“If it isn’t one fucking thing it’s another. You’re always out of the game for some
reason. How many purple hearts have you got now? Three is it?”
“Rambo, ‘member your arm? After Black Spot.”
Rambo's smile disappeared.
He instinctively began opening and closing his right fist He seemed to be testing it,
unconsciously.
“I never did understand if you ever really recovered from that or not,” whispered
Ortega to him.
Rambo shook his head a little, though he didn’t know what to answer.
“It recovered enough.”
Turning to Ortega, he then added:
“What really matters is that no one ever noticed whether it did or not.”
“Recovered enough to stay in the Army you mean?” Ortega asked.
Rambo nodded.
The two of them went quiet again.
“You’re unrivalled Rambo.”
“Come on, gimme’ a break.”
“No, I mean it, really, and I’m saying it as a team leader, not as a friend. You’re never
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in pain, you never lose control. You’re always clear and you never stop using your
head even when everything is going South. Sometimes you’re like, well, like a
Goddamn' fighting machine, John.”
“I am NOT a machine.”
“I know that.”
“I’m a human being too, you know,” Rambo insisted, but then grinned.
“What really matters is that no one will ever have the chance to notice.”
Rambo lit a cigarette with his SOG engraved Zippo, and handed it to Ortega.
“Thanks John.”
The two reflected quietly again for a moment while Ortega enjoyed his cigarette.
“I need to tell you something, John. Come closer.”
Rambo moved up to his friend as asked.
Ortega raised his hand and grabbed Rambo by his collar and pulled him right up close
far more aggressively than Rambo had expected possible given his current state.
“Tomorrow, when the time comes to get off this fucking mountain, I’m gonna’ fight
John.”
“I know you will Manuel, I know.”
Rambo tried to get his friend off him, but was having a hard time doing it.
Ortega's face was all covered with sweat and his eyes were wide. The morphine must
have worn out by now and had left the team leader subject to all his excruciating
pain.
“Calm down Ortega,” Rambo told him. Then, with great care he loosened Ortega's
hands.
“I’m sorry John.”
“No problem Ortega, don’t worry about it.”
Ortega took the cigarette out of his mouth, placed it on a rock, then lifted his left hand
towards Rambo’s, like he wanted to shake it.
To Rambo’s surprise, it was an invitation. Ortega wanted to arm wrestle in mid-air.
Rambo accepted the challenge and, not more than a moment later, the two started arm
wrestling there, where they were and in mid-air.
Ortega was having a hard time handling the pain so the match was probably meant to
serve as a buffer somehow to help redirect the pain. Rambo was unexpectedly
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surprised by the amount of force he was using.
“What's happening?” Ortega couldn’t help but ask.
The team leader’s forehead was dripping sweat by then.
“You’re not tired are you? Are you feeling all right?”
“Yeah.”
But then he quickly added:
“You’re hurt, man... I’m just letting you win.”
So Rambo began to push a little harder.
“I’m not gonna’ let you die here Manuel,” Rambo said suddenly, and then in one
motion, won the match. He let go of his team leader
and gave him a pat on the shoulder after he did.
“Now finish off your cigarette, man,” he told him.
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“Baker Team, are you still there?”
Messner lifted his head up and stretched out his arm in the dark towards the small
little radio. It was good to hear that they hadn't been left all alone up there again.
“Copy that. Go on mic two,” he said cautiously, in case there were VC's in the
vicinity.
“We’ve just been informed Baker Team and we thought you should know. You’ve all
been recommended for the Bronze Star for last night’s undercover mission. Over.”
Messner didn’t say anything.
“Baker Team, did you copy that?”
“Yeah yeah we copy. Thank you mic two. Over,” Messner responded.
There was another pause, then the man on the radio spoke again.
“Baker Team, I don't think they’d ever ask us what we think, but if it were up to us,
we’d give you the Silver Star instead. Over.”
Messner didn't know what to say at first.
Then he said:
“Thanks mic two, over.”
“Hold your ground up there. Nobody’s forgotten about you or your men. We’ll get
you out of there. Over.”
Messner appreciated the seemingly kind words, but he was well aware that what they
were telling him was nothing but a load of shit.
No one in the world would have ever gotten them off that bloody mountain alive.
And no matter what happened tomorrow, they’d have to find a way to get out of there
on their own, just they always had.
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Before long it would be dawn and Coletta tightened his poncho for the last time
knowing the VCs would launch their mass attack soon.
The time had come.
After all those hours outside, in that unbearable cold and unceasing rain that had cut
through him for hours.
But he’d done it.
He’d made it through the night despite not having the right gear to do it at least.
This reminds me of Fort Bragg – he thought.
During the training program when I almost got kicked out because of a fever.
That time in Fort Bragg when he’d actually caught pneumonia.
That’s why that night in Vietnam had gone better than that time in Fort Bragg when
he was still a greenhorn.
It was all a matter of experience, of course.
Experience was everything when it came to certain things and two of those things
were cold temperature and knowing how to get through it.
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It was five in the morning and the sky had begun to change colour, passing from
black to dark blue.
Danforth and the others were getting ready to move out when another radio
communication came in.
“Mic two to Baker Team, do you copy? Over.”
Messner jumped over a few rocks and then passed the radio to Danforth.
“Mic two to Baker Team, do you copy? Over,” the voice repeated.
“We copy you loud and clear mic two. Baker Team here. Talk to me. Over.”
“Good. This is Romeo Lima, of ARVN here. What's your status Baker Team? Over.”
Unfuckingbelievable - thought Danforth ironically to himself.
Had Decker's ARVN gotten there before the Americans themselves? How the hell
was that even possible?
That’s what it sounded like though.
“Romeo Lima, Baker Team here. We’ve initiated preparations to move out. Over.”
“Roger that Baker Team. Hold on, over.”
Messner and Danforth looked at each other and waited quietly.
“Baker Team, this is Colonel Shrengnost, ARVN Military adviser together with Major
Decker. I do realize how important getting off that mountain is for you. And if you’ve
decided not to wait, I’m sure you’ve got very good reason for doing so. Over.”
“Affirmative, Sir. Go on, over.”
“I won't bullshit you Baker Team. Today’s weather forecast is exactly the same as
yesterday's so there aren’t any flights scheduled for today either. Nevertheless, my
men at the bottom are available for a diversionary attack if necessary, which is always
better than nothing. The real issue at hand is that we’ve got Marines stuck somewhere
between you and us and we’ve got no way of communicating with any of them.”
Danforth didn’t know what to say.
Schrengonst then continued:
“You may get caught in friendly fire when you eventually come down. In what
direction will you descend?”
“The West side, Sir, cover being the primary reason.”
238

“And when exactly?”
“Now.”
“Fine. My ARVN unit is a fighting unit, if you know what I mean. If those are your
intentions, we’ll start making some noise up here for you too.”
“That would help us a lot, Sir.”
“And we’ll try to get back up to where you are while we’re making that noise for you
too.”
Danforth and Messner looked at each other in surprise.
How would they manage that?
Could ARVN really make that kind of difference?
“Baker Team, did you copy that? Over.”
In the US everybody hates the South Vietnamese and that meant everybody. No
exceptions.
But that was wrong, terribly wrong!
They’re just not getting it back at home – Danforth thought disappointedly.
“Yeah yeah we copy that Sir,” Danforth finally answered coming back to reality.
“Fucking thank him, will you? What the fuck’s the matter with you!” Messner
pressed him.
“Thank you, Sir,” Danforth quickly remarked.
“Don’t thank me, Soldier. Hang in there.”
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At the First Sign of Dawn
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“Remove the slings from your rifles,” Danforth said to the others.
“Now, here’s what we’re gonna’ do. When we run out of ammo, I want everybody to
just keep running, toss your weapons and use your handguns. Got it?”
“Oh, and try not to waste your ammo,” he added.
“Seriously, whatever happens, spare your ammo.”
<< They’re running away like dogs, >> said the Vietnamese Soldier as he observed
the skirmishes going on the other side of the gorge.
At that distance, Danforth and the others seemed absolutely miniscule.
The four of them had just started making a run for it downhill firing one magazine
after another.
<< They aren’t going anywhere, >> said the other North Vietnamese Soldier
arrogantly.
<< If they keep going like that, they’re going to run right into Vixuan and his men.
>>
<< They’re so pathetic. They fight like dogs. >>
There were about ten or so Vietnamese soldiers, maybe more, who were carefully
observing the other side of the gorge from what seemed to be a terrace reinforced
with sandbags.
Rambo, who currently found himself behind all of them, moved to take cover once
more. Then, he turned around to face Delmore and Ortega, and began with a
sequence of hand signals regarding their eventual attack.
Ambush, fire, all at once – he signalled to them.
Delmore didn't just nod, he smiled as well.
Ortega was sweating and could feel the muscles in his neck straining. When he saw
Rambo's hand signals pointing at him he nodded in accordance, even if he was aching
all over.
He didn’t care how much pain he was in however, they could count him in.
Despite all the pain.
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Nothing else mattered. Ortega was ready to strike.
Perfect – thought Rambo.
Then, he pointed three fingers in his team’s direction.
Three
Two
One...
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Ortega clenched his jaw hard to dull the pain before jumping out and opening fire.
Rambo, Berry and Ortega opened fire all together creating one hell of an inferno in
the process.
B-B-BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM
Those ten North Vietnamese Soldiers died almost simultaneously and when they hit
the ground their AKs still had their safeties on.
There was only man left standing and by the look on his face he was clearly terrified.
He was unarmed and that’s why they instinctively left him as one of their last tasks at
hand. Rather than capturing him alive however, after a moment of indecisiveness,
they decided on the contrary and just blow him away instead.
It was silent once more.
“Reloading,” announced Rambo.
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Danforth, Bronson, Messner and Westmore were running a relay race in couples. Two
ran while two covered and vice versa, taking turns while the runners found decent
cover.
After the first part of the race, Danforth jumped back under cover and turned around.
“GO! GO! GO!” he shouted before shooting upwards. But it was insane.
Running downhill over those damn rocks was nothing less than absurd. It was
desperate as far as moves went. After a few seconds of running something happened
above them.
They occasional round AK ammo echoed from above. Judging from its whereabouts,
they didn’t seem to be aiming at the Baker Team itself but elsewhere. The Vietnamese
were no longer shooting towards Danforth but had changed their direction of fire.
Something had obviously just taken place, that was for sure. The VCs were fighting
someone else, it might even have been Rambo's unit, for God’s sake. Was this even
possible?
It certainly was.
One way or another, they had to find a way to get down that fucking mountain, Jesus.
Don't think about that – thought Danforth.
You’re in charge of cover.
Keep your men running and nothing else.
“KEEP RUNNING!” he screamed aloud.
Lucks on our side so let’s use it.
Milk it for what it’s worth.
“DON'T TURN!” shouted out Danforth.
“KEEP RELAYING! KEEP ON RELAYING!”
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Coletta had familiarized himself with the valley using the night vision device since
dawn. The firing squads didn’t have all that many routes available leading to the
bottom. So, when the show finally got under way, Coletta was ready for it. He didn’t
want to be caught unprepared. Quite the contrary.
He now had a pretty good idea about where the VCs would most likely do their
shooting from. Seeing as he’d positioned himself to purposely be out of range for
practically any weapon other than a sniper rifle, this would be nothing more than a
little target practice for someone like him.
Coletta shot and reloaded, shot and reloaded over and over again the entire time
Danforth and Rambo were descending. Danforth and Rambo shot off almost five
M14 magazines, corresponding to about one hundred rounds of ammo in the process.
They concentrated on the left side of the valley where Danforth was, which was the
side facing the nastiest of moments in that descent.
Considering the Marines' fire and ASRVN's artillery, both of which had, in the
meantime made their way to the bottom, the VCs had more than enough to deal with.
In fact, they’d been so overwhelmed that they’d decided to practically ignore Ortega
and Danforth, so reuniting with some Marines further below didn’t end up being as
problematic as expected.
Consequently, both fire teams had managed to get back to their initial starting
positions, the same Goddamn positions from which they’d initially left the previous
day. In the end they’d done it without any losses too.
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When Danforth finally saw Barry's familiar face again he quickened his pace towards
him.
“Great to see you again, Eagle,” Barry said smiling and stretching his hand out
towards him.
Danforth on the other hand didn’t extend the same heart felt welcome. Instead, with
the excuse of shaking his hand, he got up close to him for the sole purpose of
whispering something inside his ear.
“Don't tell the Marines we have an emergency radio. There isn’t much battery left.”
“Ok.”
And once he’d finished giving Barry his message, Danforth finally let go of his hand.
“Sorry, Snake,” he immediately made up for his initial greeting.
“Great to see you again too.”
“Where the hell’s Coletta?” inquired Barry.
“He’s still up there.”
Danforth pointed to the wall of rock above them, but Barry couldn’t see anything.
Coletta was perfectly hidden of course.
“How the hell did he manage not dying up there last night in that freezing cold? But
more importantly than that, how the fuck is he gonna’ get down?”
“Get down? He’s never gonna’ get down from there. Not as long as there’s even a
single Vietcong left in this entire valley he won’t.”
“Let's just hope the cold doesn’t kill him if we end up having to stay here another
night.”
“I don't think that’ll happen.”
“Why do you say that?”
Danforth stopped to look at Barry
“What? What’s going on?” Barry asked in a concerned voice.
“Did we miss something?”
“The Marines told us that during the night some VCs managed to position themselves
somewhere between us and the other Marines further down and that there are missing
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in action scattered all over the place.”
“Jesus Christ. We’re really mixed up for good then, aren’t we?”
“Yes, we sure are,” Barry replied.
Danforth paused to think for a moment but was immediately distracted by a horrible
smell in the air. A stench like that could only come from rotten meat.
They had come into walking distance of three or four dead bodies, which happened to
be located a little above them. Judging by the smell, they must have been there at
least a few days. It smelt like beef left on the counter, in the summertime.
“So we are still stuck here then,” remarked Danforth trying his hardest to ignore the
foul smell of decaying Soldiers.
“And, before we know it, there’ll be a thousand regulars that weren’t able to get
down the mountain yesterday coming through here today,” he said.
“Oh Jesus, for Christ’s sake.”
“What about Skorpio?” Danforth asked before getting caught up in how bad the news
really was. Danforth wasn’t used to situations as dramatic or volatile as these.
To be honest, no one on the Baker Team was. They hadn't been Special Forces for
that long. They were a unit that had the objective of running special missions. Now
that they were stuck on a battle field and on their own without equipment or
assistance, for the Baker Team, the entire thing felt surreal.
“How about Skorpio, is he fit enough to go on?”
“Yeah, well no, I mean honestly speaking, I really can’t be sure. Yeah he’s conscious
and rather alert for the time being, but his back is badly burnt, his jaw is either
dislocated or worse still, broken. Not to mention the fact that he’s full of aches and
pains because the guy was almost beaten to death. Worst of all though, he may be
suffering from internal injuries that we don’t know about yet as well. He could be a
dead man walking for all we really know.”
Danforth went quiet.
“It wouldn't be the first time that crazy sonofabitch turned out to have nine lives like
a fucking cat does. How about we don’t worry ourselves before the time comes,
okay?”
But Barry shook his head.
“We have to find a way to get him to a hospital.”
“There's no way in the world that’s possible right now, man. It really isn't.”
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Ortega was sitting still on the rocks with an agonizing expression on his face. His
pain levels had reached an excruciating high.
“You’re alive, Skorpio.”
“So are you Flynn,” retorted Ortega, but his voice was somewhat broken up.
Now that he could pause a moment the pain had become unbearable. Without all that
adrenaline pumping through his veins and acting as a buffer, his body was aching all
over and growing to unprecedented levels.
Running downhill had simply been the icing on the cake.
Nevertheless, when Flynn stretched his hand out towards him, Ortega had made sure
to shake it firmly in any case.
Compared to the day before, the nineteen-year-old looked about ten years older.
“I thought I was never going to see you again, Skorpio. There were rumours going
around about you getting captured by the VCs and killed in real time.”
“Well I’ve got a pretty bad burn on my back.”
“Your back? Skorpio, your face…”
“Yeah, my face, I know.”
Ortega seemed to become distant for a moment.
“The VCs did beat me up for a while, but everything's fine now.”
Flynn's face changed a little.
“Hey, don't give me that face. I’m alive you know, I made it,” added Ortega with a
smile.
Even if what had happened to him had occurred under the eyes of many, neither
confirming nor denying had become second nature for Ortega by then. That explained
why Ortega never went into details about anything if he could avoid it.
“Oh Christ,” replied Flynn.
“It really was true then. You did get captured!”
“Yeah, I did, but it didn't last very long.”
“Holy fuck, Skorpio.”
“Uh, listen, it's part of the job. It's one of the job risks. Besides, like I said before, it
wasn’t long before they let me go.”
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The young man nodded obviously perplexed.
He couldn't imagine how any time spent in the company of the Vietcong could be
considered 'not long'.
Was it even possible for the VCs to only want to keep someone only for a little
while? It certainly sounded surreal to him.
“Have you got a smoke Flynn? I'm all out.”

249

As they’d done the day before, when the time came to go down that hill the VCs
opted for no nonsense, all American fire power. They cleared their way by randomly
shooting everything and everywhere, bearing more resemblance to the Russians in
World War Two and not the North Vietnamese in Vietnam.
The matter had become problematic for a variety of reasons. First of all, they didn’t
seem to think there were any new positions that interested them for the taking, or
strategically better that would make the difference. Secondly, there was only one way
off that mountain and it was down. With no escape routes available, their descent
could only take the form of a mad rush down. No planning, no options and no other
way out. They were trapped and down was the only way out. Finally, under these
circumstances there appeared to be little left to fight for up there. As a result, all they
had to concentrate on now was getting to the bottom no matter what the cost. In
other words, it was every man for himself.
Everything the Baker Team had fought to avoid these past two days was all unfolding
now.
They were all thinking pretty much the same thing – something along the lines of 'the
end'.
“What the hell are we ‘gonna do now?” asked Bronson.
“We’ll get through it,” answered Danforth, clenching the muscles in his jaw a bit.
“To the end.”
Danforth turned around to look at Ortega who was standing only a few feet away,
then he nodded in accordance.
Barry got the impression they were both thinking the same thing.
Shit just got real. getting real.
It was all unfolding right there in front of them, and it wasn’t simply a figment of
their imagination.
It was happening for real.
“Good” he replied.
Then he turned and opened fire with his M60.
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Trautman
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As Trautman made his way of the Commander’s tent he was followed by a young
man all the way to the front line to line himself up just like everyone else.
The previous day the Colonel had travelled as far down the mountain as was
physically possible despite having to stop three times. The first tiem they’d been
obliged to stop was because of enemy fire. They had been forced to stop a second
time because night had fallen and moving forward in the darkness was considered
too much of a risk so they’d decided to wait for daybreak again. The third and final
time was when they had not only encountered enemy fire for the second time, but
because the young man who’d been following him that entire time had gotten shot.
An AK had shot the top part of his head right off like a lid and the rest of him fell to
the ground instantly like a rag doll.
After hearing the first shots Trautman bent down as low as he could to the ground at
the first available cover, under cover waiting for his chance to move out. Looking
around him he saw remnants of scalp and grey matter stains on the rocks. Once he
deemed possible, he took to running once gain and didn’t dare turn back.
But he knew there was nowhere to run to now.
Once he’d returned safely to Sander's position, any other attempt to break away
would have been suicidal considering the VCs were making way with their AKs, and
mortars.
The time had come for the Colonel to fight with the rest of them even with the
knowledge that the eventual loss of a man with his calibre would have been
detrimental for the cause and the United States Armed Corps.
The fact that he hadn’t fought in an open field battle for such long time kept going
through his mind. Almost a lifetime had passed since he’d fought in Korea.
Keep calm – he said to himself.
So what if you’re a little rusty, big deal. You still know how to do it, so it’ll all come
back to you. You’ll remember everything once you get going.
Even the landscape resembles those Goddamn mountains in Korea so there’s nothing
to worry about and all you’ve got to do is keep your cool. After all, it’s like riding
your bike. You may not do it for a while, but when the time comes you still know how.
“Maybe you should find yourself an M-16, Sir,” said the young man who happened to
take the space next to him as he propped himself in the very same foxhole.
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Trautman shook his head to show his disaccord.
Having considered the distance for which he’d need to shoot, his 1911 would more
than have done the trick. Besides, he knew that weapon like the back of his hand.
What couldn’t have been more than a moment later, he saw the first signs of the
enemy as they inadvertently began popping up behind rocks and whatnot, in the
vicinity up ahead.
Jesus Christ.
Trautman stretched his arm out and his forty-five forward and took aim using just one
hand, as was common at that time, and then went ahead and opened fire.
BOOM!
Trautman considered the situation which was unfolding around him, to himself.
If the VCs had managed to come down this far then it had to be because they weren’t
encountering any resistance whatsoever, and if there’s no resistance along the way
then that can only mean that all my men are dead – he concluded sadly.
The sound of his handgun thundered loudly in his ears and he felt it kickback in his
hand like a mule.
BOOM!
BOOM!
BOOM!
Three Vietcong Soldiers stopped dead in their tracks on account of those shots being
fired. This unexpectedly gave some of those Marines who happened to be in the near
vicinity the necessary time and visual to react. Rounds and rounds suddenly began to
bombard all around them, thereby forcing them to dive back behind the nearest cover
they could find. They disappeared under their rocks as quickly and ably as
cockroaches would have.
The VCs had made it inside the perimeter.
They were now inside their defence perimeter.
This could only mean one thing. It was the end.
“What's your name son?” Trautman asked the young man who was there sharing that
foxhole with him, as he quickly reloaded his 1911.
“Joel,” the Soldier answered between shots.
“I’m sorry to have to tell you this Joel but given that the young man who generally
assists me on such matters got his fingers burnt as we were coming down this
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morning, I’m afraid the current circumstances require me to inform you as well.
Under no circumstances, and I mean no circumstances whatsoever Joel, am I to be
taken alive. You got that Soldier?”
“What?” answered the Soldier turning towards him with an expression of absolute
bewilderment on his face.
BOOM – went the Colonel’s handgun once he’d opened fire again.
KRAAAK – sounded Joel’s M16.
“Sir,” the young man said to him almost in a whisper, apparently worried their
conversation could be overheard in spite of all the commotion going on around them.
“You heard right, son.”
“But Sir,” the young man repeated, still contesting somewhat.
This time however, Trautman turned around giving him the opportunity to look the
young man directly in the face and stare straight into his eyes.
“Son, I’ve been in the Secret Service for over six fucking years now. You can allow
yourself to be captured alive if you so well please. I on the other hand, do not. End of
the story.”
Almost as soon as he had finished saying his last word, they were startled by a
Vietcong Soldier who had unexpectedly peered into their shelter from up above.
Jesus fucking Christ – blurted out Trautman right in his face.
BOOM!
BOOM!
BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!
And while his wrist vibrated as the pistol kicked back on the inside of his hand every
time he fired, Trautman saw the barrel of another AK that was flaming much too
close for his liking.
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Part Four
The end
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The world had ceased to exist as far as Westmore was concerned.
So that's what happens.
Everything was white and his ears were ringing loudly, almost vibrating.
So that's how dying feels. I don't feel a single thing any more.
Can’t see a thing.
Ceasing to exist.
And yet, a moment later Westmore managed to see his own hand stretch upward in an
effort to protect his own face, and then he saw the light of day before him. He could
see and feel he light coming down from the sky above him.
The problem was that he wasn’t able to feel that hand.
It was as though the hand wasn't his.
Maybe this is just a dream.
Maybe I’ve already ceased to exist.
But Westmore hadn’t ceased to exist. It was quite the contrary, in all actuality.
And he still had to fight, of course.
Shit – he thought to himself.
Something appeared to be taking shape overhead as he slowly regained
consciousness.
What was taking shape was an almost blue sky.
At least that – he thought optimistically.
The sky is finally clearing up, at least.
He slowly lowered his eyes so as to see himself clearly all over and with that, he
finally began to hear the occasional sounds once more.
His tiger-striped uniform had darkened somewhat.
He had found himself to be at the very centre of an incredible blast. A blast that
should have killed him given that the blaze from its flames had entirely covered him
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and severely burnt him from head to toes.
Westmore rolled over onto one side as he lay on the rocks he could feel physically
feel the rest of his body and surprisingly, nothing was missing. He still had both his
arms and his legs.
He may have lost the feeling in both of his hands but they were there, and he himself
was still in one piece, thank the fucking Lord.
It was then that he finally began perceiving the world around him, once again.
Despite being almost completely deaf at that moment, he could still feel the
vibrations from the sounds themselves nonetheless, like the air was shifting. The
movement or shifting of vibrations in the air was something he was very familiar
with.
He knew exactly what each one was and what it represented.
I’m under fire – he said with a clear and conclusive manner aloud in his head.
Westmore rolled a little further onto his side letting himself fall lower down in the
middle of the two large rocks he was taking cover between. As he banged the ground
he didn't feel anything. Nothing at all.
Jesus Christ, I must be in shock.
I need to get back into the zone.
I can’t be this out of it if I wanna’ get out of here alive.
Westmore gave his head a good hard shake.
Feels like I’m tripping.
And it really did seem like he was on LSD. He’d only tried it once in his life and that
was more than two years ago. He remembered it so clearly that it could have been
only yesterday because of how intense it had been.
Come on, snap out of it, God damn it.
You can do it, so do it.
Snap out of it.
And he did.
Westmore did precisely what he’d been trained to do. He clenched his jaw, honed in
on the reality that was unfolding there in front of him, he focused beyond any
measure and he managed to come to his senses.
Slowly he noticed his hearing was coming back to him as well as the noise from the
battlefield got louder and louder and each unique sound became clearer in his ears.
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His right hand felt okay, but the left one was badly burnt and swollen. Horribly
swollen.
It must have been an RPG rocket that had exploded next to him. It was the only
possible reason explaining why he happened to be still alive.
Had it been any other fragmentation ordnance he wouldn’t have had any chance of
surviving.
Okay, then – he thought while glancing around the near vicinity for his XM rifle.
You survived an RPG explosion. Well done.
Now all you’ve gotta’ do is make it through everything else somehow.
What he had to figure out now was where in the world he was supposed to go to.
“You all right, Flame?” called out Rambo.
Westmore had some trouble shaking his head in reply to Rambo’s question. Instead,
he carefully stretched his arm out and pulled his good old XM towards him.
There you are, little guy – he said almost songlike, slowly picking it up.
“Give me a hand, Flame” Rambo said from above him.
“Give me a hand in keeping their heads down, or the it’ll be the end sooner than we
think.”
After being shot in the right hand Danforth crawled back behind his cover.
He immediately looked down at his uniform sleeve panicking slightly as he did, but
luckily the round of AK shots that had hit him had in all actuality, just grazed him. It
resembled a cut far more than a bullet wound to the wrist, but it was losing a lot of
blood unfortunately.
I haven’t got time for this shit – he thought rather annoyingly to himself, rolling over
once more to open fire.
But this time, when he peered out of his shelter to shoot, his rifle went click!
On the other hand, the VCs were so damn close to him that reloading would have
taken too long.
Danforth put his XM behind him and drew his 357 Magnum out of its holster because
he knew those VCs weren’t going to let up. They wouldn't because they just couldn't.
There they are.
Here they come.
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Danforth stretched out, aimed as fast as he could and fired. His revolver made a
shrill, almost annoying sound compared to the simple yet thundering krack! of the
other M16s.
Boom!
Boom!
One, two, three...
He shot off the six 357 Magnum rounds available to him, in what felt like an instant,
but at least Danforth had forced the VCs to take cover again, and maybe he’d
managed to shoot one as well.
Now he needed to change position.
So he moved over to some other rocks and started reloading.
Once he was on his back, Danforth opened his revolver cylinder with his bloody and
shaky fingers.
As he reloaded the bullets one at time – he realized he was getting blood all over
them. - He couldn’t help but worry that all that blood would somehow end up
jamming his gun.
Click – went the cylinder once it had shut tight.
Your hands are fucking shaking – he thought initially perturbed but then quickly
lightened up and thought to himself:
Well, of course they are for fuck’s sake. I just got shot.
When Danforth started shooting again, he was sure there were tiny squirts of blood
flying out of the cylinder every time a shot went off.
It was time to move. Coletta had actually lost count of how many confirmed kills
he’d had by then. A group of VCs down below had finally caught on however. They’d
just realized they were facing a hidden sniper and that he had to be up where he was,
at an elevated position.
They’d finally caught him. Coletta and his trusty M16 had officially been located. So,
in other words, he needed to get the fuck out of there.
He could see on of the VCs gesticulating upwards in his direction while inciting his
team mates to shoot right around the area where Coletta had been hidden since the
day before.
Ricardo, somewhat annoyed by those very gesticulations, replied how he knew best
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and that was by blowing the motherfucker’s head off.
Boom! sounded his M14. This a moment too late however, because it didn't prevent
the Soldier’s team mates from understanding the signalled message all the same. As a
result, and almost instantaneously, it began pouring bullets all around him anyways.
Damn it – thought Coletta angrily as he lowered his head down on his rifle to avoid
being hit with shrapnel or flying debris.
When all the dust and debris cleared, Coletta looked into his rifle scope again and
realized one of those VCs was now aiming his RPG upwards right at him.
No fucking way – he thought aloud to himself taking aim as fast as he possibly could.
There wasn’t enough time however. He had officially run out of time.
Boom! - went Coletta's M14, but they’d shot the RPG warhead as well, and, after
heading upwards a while, it ended its course by crashing up against the rock wall
below making the ground under him tremble in the process.
Alright, let’s wrap this up – he thought, shifting his aim away from the dead VC and
towards his ball breaking teammates.
Rambo kept on firing in all direction like a madman would, but it didn’t seem to be
enough.
It was never enough.
“Fall back! Fall back!” Flynn shouted out suddenly. He was positioned just to the left
of them. Given their current circumstances, it was difficult to argue with the young
Marine.
But Ortega’s voice intervened bellowing out:
“NO!”
“Let's move West! And someone call for a fucking helicopter!”
In the heat of the moment Rambo couldn’t understand what the fuck Ortega was
talking about. Not until he glanced up at the sky, that is. It was then that he realized
the weather was in the midst of changing for the better.
How could someone like him NOT have noticed something as important as that?
How had that gotten past him?
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Well!
That detail had gone completely unnoticed by Rambo however because, upon quick
and careful consideration, in the end it wouldn’t have made any difference.
Everyone and their dog knew exactly what the hell was going on over there on that
mountain, and even if the helicopters had arrived in time they’d all be dead long
before that anyhow.
So, all the helicopters in the world weren’t going to make any kind of difference at all
unfortunately – concluded Rambo who went right back to fighting almost
immediately as a consequence.
“DON'T GIVE UP!” screamed Ortega at the top of his lungs.
“DO NOT GIVE UP!”
Yelling like that as he stood there on top of his cover made him look like a standing
World War II Captain.
“KEEP SHOOTING, FOR FUCK'S SAKE! DO NOT STOP! WE CAN STILL DO
THIS!”
No, we can’t. That’s bullshit– said Rambo aloud in his head.
But what difference did it make now? None whatsoever.
Fight.
Just keep fighting.
When Rambo stood up to join in with his team leader and shoot, this time there were
over a dozen VCs in front of him, at the very least.
And they were all raging.
So, Rambo blew every single round he had in his XM, but this time not as cover fire:
this time he aimed carefully at each one of those VC bastards.
One down, two down, three down. He wasn’t going to leave any of them standing.
Not even one.
He was going to hit them all.
“THEY’RE TOO MANY OF THEM!” shouted Ortega.
“WE GOTTA’ MOVE!”
Rambo nodded his head instinctively in agreement.
Ortega let go of his rifle letting it dangle in its sling in order to take a hand grenade
out of his gear. Pulling out the pin he stretched his body as far as it would go and
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tossed it hard into the air in front of him.
BOOM!
That’s when the surge of unbearable pain suddenly shot through Rambo's head. It
almost seemed to create a void in the world surrounding.
His uniform had a hole in the left shoulder and there was a whole lot of blood
squirting out of it.
But it wasn't Ortega's fault.
It had been an AK– concluded Rambo staring hard and carefully at the shape and size
of that hole in his jacket shoulder.
As he tried to stay focused on the wound he realized, from the corner of his eye that
the world around him was becoming smaller and smaller. It was getting blurry, almost
surreal like, up until when he felt Ortega violently pull him back to reality by tugging
extremely hard by his jacket tail.
Ortega wanted to take a look at that bullet wound.
And he wanted to see it now.
The team leader’s observing and keen eye recognized what he had there in his sights
and with practically no delay. It was easy to discern the typical shape and resulting
hole made from an AK bullet on human skin. Ortega went from being highly focused
to suddenly becoming distant and distracted almost to the point of being lost, there
where he stood, just staring at Rambo’s wound.
“We’ve gotta’ let them pass through,” said Ortega unexpectedly and completely out
of context given the situation and what he’d been doing at the time.
“What?”
“We’ve gotta’ let them pass. We’ve gotta’ let the enemy through. We may be
sentencing some of the Marines to their deaths but at least we’ll be saving the rest of
them instead.”

262

What? - thought Rambo in astonishment.
No.
No way.
Not fucking way in Hell.
Rambo swallowed and then tried tensing up to keep from passing out.
I must’ve heard wrong – he shook his head almost in disbelief.
But once he looked into Ortega's eyes he realized it was the exact contrary.
He’d heard correctly all right.
He hadn’t misheard him at all.
No, no, no.
I don't wanna’ do it, Manuel.
Rambo could picture all those Marines dying inside his head already.
He could see litres and litres of blood flowing over the rocks, and body pieces laying
everywhere. He could barely make out just how many black body bags were laying
there in his mind’s eye. There were too many too count as far as he could tell. And
that night they would have all ended up at the national airport in Saigon waiting to be
put into coffins once they’d landed in America.
No, Manuel, please.
Only seconds later however, once his mind’s eye went clear, he realized what Ortega
was saying was right.
His move made sense. It made a lot of sense actually.
They’d lost Trautman's position quite a while before then. it was quite probable that
there was nothing more they could possibly do for him by then. The mission had
failed and so too had their priorities as a direct consequence.
Rambo took the magazine off his XM, getting blood all over it as he did and put a
new one in it.
That’s when he gave Ortega an approving nod.
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“Okay,” said Ortega wrapping a bandage around Rambo’s wounded shoulder in what
seemed to be record time, all in hopes of slowing the blood flow down as best he
could for the time being anyways.
Rambo then put a hand on his shoulder while his friend helped him up when the time
came to start shooting again.
“You ready?” asked Ortega looking him right in eyes.
Rambo nodded again.
The two of them were now standing, one next to the other, and only seconds later,
had opened fire with their trusty XMs.
“LET ‘EM PASS!” Ortega screamed at all the Marines that were standing in his near
vicinity.
“DO NOT SHOOT EASTWARDS! LET THEM PASS THAT WAY! IS THAT
CLEAR?
“ONLY SHOOT NORTH BOUND!”
“THEY’VE GOTTA’ UNDERSTAND WE’RE GONNA’ LET THEM PASS THAT
WAY!”
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“They’re gonna’ over run us,” kept repeating the one-armed Soldier to Messner over
and over again. What he was saying was true too, but Messner wasn’t listening. The
Doctor was too busy concentrating on dressing the young man’s wounds to be
listening to anything else in that instant.
The kid was pale, really pale, not to mention under severe shock as well. He was
bleeding so much that the entire situation resembled the slaughtering of a pig in your
typical slaughterhouse scenario, and Messner knew it. Despite the horrendous
circumstances his situation entailed however, he was still addressing Messner in an
incredibly coherent manner. That young man was still fully aware and conscious of
the severity of the situation they were in.
“They’re gonna’ over run us. They’re gonna’ over run us. They’re gonna’ over run
us.”
At one point the Baker Team Doctor stopped, grabbed the young Soldier by his chin
turning it directly towards him before he finally said:
“Look at me, will you? Look at me!” exclaimed Messner, when he just couldn’t stand
it any longer.
“Look at me kid.”
The brusqueness of Messner’s action had apparently helped him snap out of it. At any
rate for the time being anyways.
“The sooner I can get you patched up, the sooner we can get the Hell out of here. You
got that?”
The kid nodded and Messner was finally able to do his job in peace, or at least
without having to answer the same question every other second until he did.
“It's a clean cut, so the vessels will be able to close up on their own. You're not
gonna’ die, Soldier. You’re gonna’ make it, okay?”
The kid nodded once more, but this time trying to stand up and leave after answering
him, but Messner quickly stopped him, pushing gently back down onto the ground
where he’d sat initially.
He probably hadn't realized that he’d lost an arm yet.
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“Let me put it another way, Marine: once I finish here, then we can leave.”
The kid nodded to show his understanding.
“I didn't hear you, Soldier,” Messner made him repeat.
“Yessir.”
“Good. Alright then kid, you stay put exactly where you are and in that position.
Good.”
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Bronson observed the dead bodies he was passing over paying close attention, seeing
as he’d run out of ammo and was hoping to find some anywhere he could.
The view he had clear in sight appeared to be never-ending. There was a hell of a lot
of blood, but he kept looking despite not finding what he was looking for right away.
His search lead him to the area immediately behind the troops up at the front line.
It was there, only a few metres from where he was currently standing did Bronson
finally lay his eyes on what he’s been looking for in the first place. Honing in on and
moving forward, a pile of metal boxes, backpacks and chests appeared, almost
miraculously in front of him. He thought his prayers had been answered, but when he
eventually reached first for the box and then moved onto the backpacks and chests, he
disappointedly realized they were all empty.
Now that was definitely problematic.
From the corner of his eye however he saw a young man, obviously wounded, and
sitting on top of a wooden ammo box. He just sat there. He wasn’t moving, but he did
have his M16 laying right across both of his knees.
He was wounded rather badly right in the middle of his chest. It was clearly, and
without doubt the kind of injury you could only survive in hospital. You needed
nothing less than a team to save you from a bullet hole like the one he had. He was
paler that a ghost and there was so much sweat pouring down his forehead that only a
dying man could find himself in that kind of state.
“Take mine,” the young man said in a whisper as his eyes shifted towards Bronson.
Bronson looked at him perplexedly.
“You need a gun. Take mine.” insisted the Soldier, slowly pulling his rifle from off
his own knees.
“Thanks, man.” Bronson said to him, feeling almost short of breath.
Bronson moved to take his weapon gently, and began, with the utmost caution, taking
the cartridges he had stored, out of his pockets.
“What the fuck is that?” said Bronson rather abruptly as his eyes unexpectedly passed
over something while he was making sure nobody snuck up on them.
On the rocks only a little way behind them, placed quite nonchalantly on some other
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wooden crates, was a rotating barrel minigun wires and all.
But that was a helicopter weapon. What the fuck was it doing down there?
“That?” the Marine replied again whispering.
“That’s experimental. It was here on trial. Its testing debut I guess. Go figure.”
Bronson stared at it even further, still in astonishment.
That was chopper stuff. Those were electric hi-power weapons used for hi-power
shooting. If the Marines had one of those, then that could only mean that around there
somewhere there had to be one serious-ass supply of 7.62 ammo made for that thing.
And maybe even more than he could possibly imagine, given that a puppy like that
used to eat a lot of ammo, and it ate it fucking fast too.
On the other hand, what Bronson just couldn't figure out was how something like that
could possibly work hand held, meaning detached from its power source. After all, it
was a power-generated weapon, and power-generated weapons needed power to run,
and a lot of it too, like the amount and kind you’d get from a chopper for instance.
“Does it run on battery then?” he said realizing how surprised he still sounded.
“Yeah, sure. Everything it needs is there, inside that box.”
Mesmerized, Bronson let the M16 almost slide out of his hand, slowly enough that it
placed itself rather gently down onto the ground itself. It was like time had slowed
time. He moved slowly but with an underlying determination in his step towards the
wooden box which was located immediately to the right of the minigun. The famous
wooden box, he couldn’t help but think, because that box was apparently supposed to
contain everything and anything that minigun needed to be operated. To his great
surprise, and almost to the point of feeling stunned by the revelation, that that box
really did contain everything required to make it work. It really was all there.
That fucking thing was functional.
Some prick in Washington had seriously thought someone could just pick a 45 lbs
automatic minigun up and walk around the fucking jungle with it, shooting nothing
less than a hundred fucking rounds per second.
What a bunch of fucking morons – he thought still taken aback by all of this.
There’s probably about a thousand rounds of 7.62 ammo in there and I bet the belt
isn't even compatible with an M60.
I can't even bring them up to Barry, God damn' it.
Both the metal belt and the car battery needed to power that fucking thing were all
packed up tight in the same backpack, which on its own weighed nothing short of a
one-week-fully-loaded-survival backpack did.
We need that fucking ammunition –Bronson thought to himself determinedly as he
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stretched his hand out to pick the backpack up.
Before actually picking it up however, he returned the M16 to the wounded Marine,
nodding in thankful appreciation, and then turned to look at the backpack. He got into
the necessary position required in order to pick the minigun backpack up and then
subsequently toss it over his own back all on his own.
Once he had, he squatted down and picked the weapon up as well.
Jesus fucking Christ.
On its own, it weighted about the same as two M60s put together, and God only knew
that M60s certainly weren’t the lightest of machine guns around.
Bronson put the power jacks in and then twisted the barrels by hand to load the first
round into the chambers.
Something he just couldn’t get his head around however was the material weight of
all the stuff he had on. It felt like he was packed for a week-long mission. The real
problem would be running, jumping or diving for cover however. With that kind of
weight on him, all that shit was unequivocally out of the question.
“What are you doing?” said the dying Marine.
“We need the firepower,” answered Bronson quite matter-of-factly.
When Bronson eventually turned around, he realized that not too far away was the
Baker Team itself. They’d fallen so far back that they’d practically reached him.
What was more evident than that was the fact that they were all shooting upwards.
Ortega, Bronson, Danforth, Westmore and even Rambo had taken to shooting once
more.
Only Messner was missing but that was probably because he’d be with the wounded,
so further back still.
I’ll shoot over their heads – thought Bronson.
I’ll shoot up at the peak, just to make some noise.
Having made up his mind, Bronson disengaged the safety from what one could only
refer to as the monster.
Click!
He slowly turned to the side and pointed it over his team mates’ heads and to some
degree the area around the VC’s second line of defence. Those fuckers were still
coming down the mountain from there
In all probability, he figured it would be better if he avoided shooting directly at the
front line for now anyways. Not only because this was all relatively new to him, but
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especially since there was no real way of aiming that monster. There was only one
thing he knew for certain, and was that it undoubtably had an incredibly wide spread.
He’d figure out just how wide of a spread exactly, in no time at all.
Bronson lifted his arm nice and high aiming over to the side, then he bent as far as he
could forward without falling over. He’d need it to compensate for the back kick he
was expecting to get once he finally got around to squeezing the trigger.
Once he did, that minigun didn't just start shooting, it started screaming.
It was literally screaming.
VUOOOOOOOM!
Standard machine guns make a hammering kind of sound once they get going.
Miniguns aren’t what you’d call a standard weapon however. A minigun bursts so fast
that the noise it makes almost sounds continuous, as though there’s no start or finish
to it. In the end it could be mistaken for a very powerful whistle almost, or even
someone screaming for that matter.
And to Bronson's ears, that was the nearest thing to a scream that he’d heard for quite
some time now.
And while the minigun screamed, Bronson couldn’t help but almost lose his balance
a couple of times because the kick back and the air pressure were so hard that
together, they were practically creating a revolving effect.
Despite knowing he was behind the barrels of that weapon if he’d closed his eyes he
could have easily imagined standing in front of two airplane motors instead.
There was rock and all kinds of other debris blowing up in mid-air on the VC side. It
was like a windstorm had broken out or something.
He wasn’t just hitting their entire side of the mountain either, but that monster was
even getting the space between rocks too.
There was quite a lightshow going on as well. As far as he could tell, there had to be
red tracers shooting out of his belt somewhere. From a purely visual perspective, the
minigun almost lead one to believe it was shooting out laser beams from the other
side.
In the meantime, and quite unexpectedly for that matter, Bronson found his back side
lighten up so abruptly that not only did he risk losing his balance but he practically
almost went flying because of it.
Jesus fucking Christ – he thought again. That’s all he could keep saying to himself for
some reason. Or at least since when this whole Damn thing started anyways.
The Vietcong came to a sudden and complete standstill. From where he was standing,
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it looked as though they’d caught sight of some super natural creature that had
appeared out of nowhere, and was now standing among their adversaries and what’s
more, fighting in their lines.
They were so taken aback by it all in fact, that they stopped shooting altogether. They
were literally at a complete loss. They couldn’t, for the lives of them, figure out what
the hell was happening out there. Once it had stopped firing, that minigun, had
brought an unsettling silence onto the battlefield.
Holy fuck – thought Bronson, almost unsettled himself by all the power he was
holding in his hands.
This time however, before opening fire once more, Bronson decided to reposition
himself much more carefully than the last. He wanted to find a position that would
help him make sure that his feet stayed as glued down to the ground as possible,
given the circumstances of course.
If at all possible, he wanted to avoid getting thrown around, or at least feeling like he
was, for a second time.
The last thing he wanted was to get his head cracked open because his gun seemed to
be stronger willed than he was.
The Baker Team would never let him live it down if he did.
The second thing he’d decided before opening fire was to work on his technique as
well. This time around he wanted to concentrate on taking better aim. Now that he’d
seen more or less where the rounds had ended up after he’d fired them for the first
time, he was in a much better position to hit specific targets.
What’s more, now that he seemed to have a better feel for how the bloody thing
moved, he was going to try his hand at waving it around more that last time. Move
more from left to right, from side to side. If he had done his calculations correctly,
that should help him avoid shooting disproportionate amounts of ammo all in one
place, rather than spreading it out better. That way, he’d shoot less but hit more.
And last but not least, right before squeezing the trigger Bronson took a second to
observe the battlefield a little better, but most importantly, how it had changed.
Once they’d heard 'the monster' stop screaming, the Vietcong had wasted no time in
coming out of their holes and start advancing again. Some had even dared to make a
run for the Marines themselves, not just towards them. When Bronson squeezed the
trigger again however, remembering to move as fast as he could from side to side, he
started knocking them over like bowling pins.
In no time at all, the whole valley had been filled with a cloud of dust and smoke. It
lingered in the air the same way thick fog would, without any sign of easing up.
A group of Vietnamese Soldiers were literally over run by it right in the middle of the
valley while they’d been trying to cross it. Some of them as a result were hit by thirty,
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forty maybe even fifty bullets at at time and they literally exploded into pieces right
in front of him.
When the smoke had filled the gorge completely however, Bronson realized he could
see a single thing any longer either.
In fact, the barrels were now rotating in vain too, by then.
It may have run out of ammo, but at least the North Vietnamese attack had come to a
complete halt once again.
Bronson took advantage of the smokescreen to crouch down and get behind cover.
He took the backpack off his shoulders, and noticing that the picked up the wounded
Soldier had passed out, he leaned over to pick up his M16.
It didn’t take long for the VCs to open fire again, and when they did it seemed far
worse than it had before.
The VCs hadn't just located him, but they had now decided to make a priority out of
him.
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“No” Ortega screamed.
“No, no, no, you’ve got to cover that direction, Goddamn it!”
He had barely finished bellowing out his orders when Ortega saw Flynn suddenly
jerk backwards and then fall to the ground. He’d been shot. Not once, not twice but
three times. Twice two in the chest and once in the head.
Thump
Thump
Thump was the sound of the bullet when it hit him.
No – Ortega mumbled, still trying to fathom what he’d seen.
“FLYNN!” he then cried out loudly once he understood what was happening.
Rambo turned instinctively in the direction of where the bullets had come from, and
immediately returned fire on the VC who’d shot Flynn.
“Flynn!” Ortega shouted again.
“Fuck,” answered the Soldier while the team leader crouched down next to him.
He was still alive.
Despite having a bullet in his head and two in the chest.
The first bullet had peeled past the bone across his forehead. Luckily it had only
grazed him, otherwise he would have died on the spot.
The other two shots that he’d taken in the chest seemed less serious astetically
speaking, but had obviously done much more serious damage.
“I don't wanna’ die,” whispered the young man.
“You’re not going to die,” Ortega immediately answered him.
“You’ve survived a bullet to the head, kid. That isn’t something that happens every
day you know.”
As he kneeled to reload Rambo overheard what Ortega was saying to the young man.
He frowned without even noticing he did. He couldn’t help it because as far as he was
concerned, it simply wasn't true.
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“The helicopters,” said the young man unexpectedly.
“I can hear the helicopters.”
But he was dreaming, there weren’t any helicopters. Quite contrary.
The sky was quickly becoming overcast yet again and allowing helicopters to fly
between one downpour and another would have been insane.
“I’m not like you, Skorpio,” Flynn said suddenly interrupting Ortega's train of
thought.
“Keep quiet, kid and try to save your energy,” Ortega turned around to say to him.
All things considered, we’ll all be dead soon enough.
“It hurts, Skorpio. It hurts like hell. How the fuck did you keep on fighting until
now?”
“That’s enough for now, Flynn. Calm down.”
“No,” he retorted.
Then less than a moment later, he began to cry.
Messner turned up at the same time to examine Flynn, almost as though on cue.
They had all gathered around him at this point, standing next to each other in a semicircle. Rambo was the only one who was still shooting.
There were a lot fewer VCs now than there had been before. Something must have
happened.
From time to time, you could even hear Coletta's M14 echoing from above as it
travelled right across the valley and that wasn’t something they could discern before
then.
Flynn just laid and stared up at the clouds above him while Messner began to
unbutton his uniform.
“The pain is unbearable,” the young man said no longer able to hold back the tears.
“Stop it, Flynn.”
“I almost did it, Skorpio. I almost lasted long enough for the helicopters to arrive.”
There are no helicopters – thought Ortega once more.
Messner stopped unbuttoning and decided to cut the young man’s uniform with some
field scissors.
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Once he had a clear view he observed the two wounds carefully for a long moment.
As he processed the information, he didn’t say a word and neither did anyone else.
When he eventually turned to face Ortega it was clear from the expression on his face
that he had lost any interest he may have had for him. Given the fact that Messner
had far more important wounded Soldiers to take care of he turned around again and
left. He disappeared, just like that, without thinking twice about it.
More important wounded men like Westmore, for instance.
Westmore had been hit almost half an hour ago and since he hadn’t stopped shooting
in the meantime, his hand had swollen up like a balloon by then.
“You’ve got to prick your hand, Flame. Otherwise we’ll have to amputate it.”
Messner started to roll up Westmore's sleeve as he kept on talking to him.
“You need to prick yourself here,” he told him as he pointed to exactly where he
intended him to.
“Sorry, but are you expecting me to do this myself?” Westmore protested.
“’Cuz I’m pretty busy right now. Move.”
Westmore drew out his long Baker knife from its case. And then, without giving it a
second thought, he stuck the Bowie tip right into his own hand. He not only acted as
though nothing had ever happened, he didn’t even let out the slightest moan as he did
it.
The second his knife tip came out however, the blood started coming out in a streamlike fashion, like he’d cut into a ripe tomato or something.
Once he was done, he had to admit that he did get the feeling in his hand back right
after that, so Doc was right.
“I hear them,” continued Flynn.
“The helicopters. They’ve turned their lamps on.”
What the fuck is he going on about now? – Ortega complained quietly to himself.
And after informing them of that last helicopter update, Flynn closed his eyes at long
last.
A bout of panic came over Ortega however, and he suddenly became concerned that
Flynn might have been dead.
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Almost as though he sensed it, the young man lifted his right hand up apparently
searching for Ortega’s while keeping his eyes closed.
The team leader sighed, and Delmore, who was standing nearby, nodded at him.
Albeit initially reluctant, Ortega grabbed Flynn's hand and squeezed it.
He continued to squeeze it tightly, the entire time the young man was dying.
“I wanna’ go with my friends,” Flynn blurted out quietly and without bothering to
open his eyes yet.
Moments later, when he did finally reopen them that one last time, he looked right
into Ortega’s when he did.
“I don't remember your name, man.”
Ortega sighed once more.
“That’s because I didn't tell you it, kid,” he said, answering the young man’s question.
He could feel his voice starting to waver.
“You know us. We’re the guys working for the Secret Service,” he added smugly, and
it was followed by forced yet playfully overconfident, half-smile.
He was truly on the verge of breaking down however. He wasn’t sure exactly how
much more of this he could take.
“My name is Manuel Ortega,” he replied in the end.
“It's all right, Manuel. Everything's gonna’ be all right.”
And with that last and final comment, Ortega felt Flynn's grip on his hand slowly slip
away through his fingers.
“No kid, come on! For Christ’s sake, come on!”
Pausing only a second, he went on to say:
“Come on, don't die on me! You can do it! Hold on! Come on, kid! Come on, the
choppers are here!”
Ortega just couldn’t help it. He was crying now.
He could feel the tears streaming down his face the way a child would. The warmth
on his face made him realize suddenly that he hadn’t cried in years.
“The helicopters,” he repeated quietly, mechanically almost.
But this time it was real. He was serious.
Flynn had been right.
Ortega stared up at the sky in total disbelief because as far as he was concerned, this
was nothing but a miracle.
276

And the one who had brought about that miracle had been that kid.
Two gunships and two Cobras had suddenly appeared from behind the mountain top,
machine-gunning a fire-storm the minute they did heading for the VC.
It was a full blown fire-storm making Bronson’s minigun attacks resemble child’s
play in comparison.
Gunships and Cobras were unlike any other aircraft in that they could shoot with such
accuracy thereby naturally avoiding any kind of friendly fire mishap. And those crazy
bastards had decided to risk aircrafts that were worth millions not to mention their
own lives in jeopardy to help out their fellow Marines.
“May lightening strike me down kid,” Ortega began but was clearly unable to
continue. His voice was wavering and broken by the occasional sob.
“You were right!”
But Flynn didn't reply, of course.
“Look! Look at that, man!”
But Flynn's hand remained motionless in his.
Ortega pushed two fingers down on his neck to check his pulse, just to be sure. Deep
down he didn’t expect to find anything obviously.
And in fact, Flynn was dead.
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Coletta looked down the side of the mountain upon which he had passed the entire
night, and from which he had fired more than two hundred rounds.
Below him the ARVN was all over the place by then.
The South Vietnamese.
Who would have ever thought?
Coletta rose to his feet, took a step forward out in the open and then sat himself down
right on the edge of the ravine. He let his feet dangle in a half-hazard manner off the
steep edge.
Yeah.
This time it was over for real.
Coletta put his M14 across his legs, then he lit up a cigarette with his trusty Zippo
and took a long, deep breath.
After twenty-four hours as intense as those he had just been through, he was smoking
it more like a joint than a cigarette.
What a fucking day – he thought.
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Bronson greeted Coletta with a gesture from afar, then looked back down again.
I need to remember to put some gloves on next time – he thought while observing the
shape his were in. They were burned, pretty scratched up by red hot cartridge cases,
rocks, shrapnel and much, much more. God only knew what else exactly.
Bronson sat down for a breather, then he went ahead and took the band off his head.
It felt good to feel the wind go through his hair again especially after sweating so
much.
I can't lead this kind of life for ever – he thought aloud to himself as he folded the
fabric in his hands.
It wasn't too late at all to change his life if that’s what he really wanted to do. Not for
someone like him it wasn’t anyways.
reason being he wasn't like Rambo or Ortega either.
And he certainly wasn't even remotely similar to any of those crazy bastards who had
made Vietnam their whole life by then either. The kind of people who would kill
themselves at a moment’s notice, if the news that America had lost that fucking war
ever actually made the headlines for real.
No Goddamn way.
He wasn't like them at all.
Sure, when it came to being crazy, he was as crazy as any one of them, hands down,
but at least he had a reason for being the way he was. He had lost a daughter at a very
young age, and that alone was enough. Rambo on the other hand, Ortega or even
Trautman and all the rest of them for that matter, were that way for real, because of
themselves, and nothing else.
Contrary to him, they were born like that.
After his daughter's death and then subsequently divorcing his wife, that Bronson
never ever thought about his future seriously again after that.
He hadn't given his future any such for years by that point.
But now, who knew. Maybe now was different.
Maybe after a battle like that one, things had changed somehow.
Maybe now he was ready to seriously rebuild everything once more and create it all
from scratch.
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Restart in another place and create a completely different life.
Yeah.
Maybe he would have even changed his surname.
As soon as he realized what he had just admitted to himself, he stopped, almost
startled. Something had just clicked. Bronson understood it had immediately when it
did. When you actually make it through what should have been an all but apparently
not certain death, against every fucking odd there was or is, it changes you. And
that’s what he was. He was changed. Something had clicked his head and now it
suddenly all made sense.
That morning Bronson understood for the very first time in his entire life that his little
girl’s death had never really been his fault.
It wasn’t because of him.
It took fighting and surviving a battle like the one he just had, for him to truly get it.
In the end however, he had gotten it and now, in that head of his, the little one’s
death, his sweet, beloved daughter’s death, had never been because of him.
It had been a terrible, horrendous misfortune but that's all.
And he deserved more than that. He deserved more than all those deaths he’d seen or
even caused, and a lot more than what the damn battlefield was now. Now all it did
was stunk, and it stunk as profusely as a slaughterhouse would, forgotten under a hot
beaming sun.
Bronson lit himself a cigarette. He was a little agitated but finally, after long last, his
mind was finally clear.
It had taken years after the passing away of his daughter for his mind to finally be at
peace with itself.
Bronson could now consider becoming an actual civilian.
Yes... A civilian.
He would have bought a house in some state, but it wouldn’t have been a random
choice of state. No way.
It would have to be one of the 'beautiful' ones.
Who could tell, maybe Florida for instance.
Maybe he would have bought a boat as well and he would have earned a living by
taking tourists on boat trips. He could spend all his free time on a houseboat if that’s
what he wanted to do.
If that’s what made him happy.
And that was the way that day – for the first time since his daughter had passed away,
that Luis Bronson had given any sincere thought to himself. Most of all genuine
280

consideration regarding his future. In fact, for the first time in years he finally
understood to have one.
A future.
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“I don't know what to say, John,” Ortega said to him.
“So don't say anything then.”
Rambo's comment clearly reflected the lack of empathy present in the expression on
his face. He was neither smiling, nor joking as he said it.
He meant it.
“You still can’t stand me for the fact that I let the VCs go through.”
“I don't hate you, Manuel.”
Ortega nodded but rather sarcastically as if he didn't believe it.
“I hate the fact that you were right.”
“You hate war.”
“I hate war, yes. But now you’ve got to go to a hospital, Skorpio.”
“You too, John,” Ortega immediately retorted back.
Limping as he walked however, and despite the unbearable pain which could be
clearly seen on his face, Ortega set out in the exact opposite direction in which
Rambo was expecting him to go.
“Before I go, I want to know if Trautman is still alive or not.”
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Trautman
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With hands that were trembling in fear, Ortega finally found the courage to push past
the green canvas door and walked into the Command tent.
Trautman was sitting there on a stool and he was very much alive.
Thank God he was still fucking alive.
And not only was he alive, but he didn’t have a single scratch on him either.
The Colonel was still holding his 1911 in one hand and a cigarette with the other.
Ortega's full attention fell immediately onto his gun.
The hammer was cocked, there was a round in the chamber and his finger was just
sitting there on the trigger. There was absolutely no regard for any, or even the most
basic of all safety protocol going on here, that’s for sure.
As per habit, Ortega immediately took note of every single detail of any scene he
happened to lay his sights on, and this scenario was going to be no different. As he
did however, he felt a strange and rather annoying shiver go down his spine. It took
some time for him to fully comprehend the fundamental origins of that shiver
however. This wasn’t solely a matter of safety protocol being blatantly ignored, not in
the least. There was something far more concrete in the back of his mind. The
Colonel's posture, the pistol he was holding tightly his hand or the look he had on his
face.
Ortega took a deep breath once he figured out what it was. Trautman, at that very
moment, was an exact duplicate of Jorghenson that day in the Sam Lo shower room,
right before he blew his head off.
He had witnessed it from a distance, but that night he had seen Jorgenson raise his
pistol to his head and blow his skull right off.
He certainly had
Jesus fucking Christ – he recalled sadly.
“I thought you didn't smoke Sir,” he said only in an effort to ease the tension
somehow.
Because he knew he had to do it.
He had no choice but to wake the Colonel up from the trance he seemed to have
fallen in to.
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And, in fact, Trautman outright ignored him.
Not that Ortega was expecting anything different from a Special Forces Colonel who
had that look in his eyes and a finger on a trigger.
“Colonel?”
Trautman took a drag from his cigarette, and then exhaled the smoke through his
nostrils.
“Are you all right, Colonel? Did you get wounded at all?”
“Yes, well no,” Trautman immediately corrected himself.
Then, he added:
“It's been a life time since I last shot someone in the face.”
“Did you shoot him with that?”
Trautman nodded.
“Then it was at close range,” added Ortega.
“It sure was.”
“And did you hit him, Sir?”
“Oh, you bet I fucking did. I certainly hit him, and fucking hard too. I made his brain
squirt right out of his head.”
For a moment, Trautman looked like he was on the verge of adding something else,
but then he didn’t.
“Sir?” said Ortega.
“Give that to me, Sir.”
“The pistol, Sir: give it to me.”
Trautman took his finger off the trigger and slowly passed the gun over to Ortega.
Thank God – thought Ortega to himself.
Ortega took the magazine out, took the round out of the chamber and, in the end, he
put the gun away for safe keeping behind his back, in his belt.
“Listen, Sir,” Ortega began.
“We’re friends. If there's anything I can do.”
“We aren't friends, Ortega,” the Colonel interrupted him brusquely.
“I didn’t, I mean think I get it, Sir.”
“I could send you to your death at a moment’s notice, Ortega. And I’ve already done
it if you can recall. I’ve done it plenty of times in all actuality. In fact, I've done it so
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many times that I’ve essentially lost count by now.”
“Yessir,” replied Ortega quickly swallowing the bitter pill he had been given.
“Well,” he added for the sake of commenting and nothing more.
“It seems to me I’ve always managed to survive, at least so far, Sir.”
Trautman stood motionless, just staring like he hadn't even heard him.
“I’ll do it again,” he retorted.
“I’ll do it over and over,” continued the Colonel.
“Until every single one of you is dead. The entire Baker Team that is.”
Ortega nodded.
“I’m fully aware of that Sir,” he replied, doing his utmost not to sound neither
astonished nor perturbed.
“And I’ve been aware of it from the very start, from the moment I joined the Army.”
Trautman shook his head all in discontent but he was talking to himself at that
moment and not anyone else.
“No, you don't. You don't know shit, Ortega. When you crossed enemy lines into
North Vietnam, the time you lost Jorgenson and Krakauer, remember? We didn’t
think you’d last more than fifteen minutes. And yet I made you go willingly and run
that risk anyways.”
Trautman turned to face him before going on to say:
“Fifteen minutes. Fifteen pathetic minutes and I knew it. Yet I sent your sorry ass
there anyways because I needed you there.”
Ortega got a sudden, sharp pain right in the middle of his chest. As was per usual,
when the battle was over and the adrenaline levels went back to normal, that was
generally when you’d start reflecting back on all the rest. And thinking about the rest
was always shitty.
Like memories, for instance.
Like the memories of Jorgenson and Krakauer.
And in that exact moment, that morning, it was like they were still alive inside of
him. In the middle of his chest and they had always been there throughout the battle.
Friends.
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More than friends.
Brothers.
Brothers of uncommon valor.
Ortega closed his eyes for a moment, just a brief moment, in an effort to take in the
all of that bullshit Trautman was dealing out. Despite being as lost as he was during
that 'post-desperate-battle' delirium, he needed to tell to him.
“Jorghenson didn't die over there, Sir.”
“Don't contradict me, Soldier.”
“Jorgenson killed himself Sir.”
“Goddamn it! It was me who sent you there! Me! And I didn't even give it a second
thought before doing it. I just did it!”
Ortega was truly speechless at this point. This was just part of war. Those were
nothing more than the rules of the game.
And it wasn’t Trautman's fault.
“How many,” said the Colonel eventually, and interrupting Ortega’s train of thought.
“How many what Sir?”
“How many men did you lose, Ortega?”
Ortega turned towards the Colonel filled with astonishment. Perhaps that had always
been the real issue with Trautman, and it was revealing itself at that moment.
Ortega stood at attention before giving an answer.
“Not even one, Sir,” he said proudly.
“Baker Team’s intact, Sir.”
It was Trautman’s turn to swing around and face him with a look of astonishment.
Ortega went on to add:
“Well, if I may speak freely Sir.
The truth is I won't be operative for a while. Rambo and Westmore were both shot
once whereas Messner was hit twice. Danforth lost a piece of ear but was nothing
more than a scratch. In all actuality Colonel, even those who weren’t injured in any
way may have a touch of pneumonia because as you know Sir, it was incredibly cold
up there last night. But we’re all still alive and we are all doing well, Sir.”
Trautman’s eyes were wide open at that point, and they looked as though they had
regained their shine. He was a sleepwalker, and apparently, he had just woken up
from it.
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“Your face... It looks like someone beat you, Ortega.”
“Well, the VCs did capture me, Sir, but it only lasted a few minutes.”
“Jesus fucking Christ”
“Sir, may I ask you something?”
Trautman nodded, puzzled by his request.
“Do you think I've got all the necessary requisites to qualify for the Prisoner of War
Ribbon?”
Trautman ignored the Soldier’s attempt at being funny and rubbed his eyes like he
was not only exhausted but trying to wipe away his disbelief.
“Just debrief me, will you, you idiot,” said Trautman turning towards him.
And it was then – and only then – thanks to Trautman’s request for a debriefing that
Ortega genuinely felt the entire event was finally over.
Mountain Hunt was over for real.
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Baker Team
Manuel Ortega (W.I.A.)
Bronze Star
Purple Heart
Neil Westmore (W.I.A.)
Bronze Star
Purple Heart
Joseph Danforth (W.I.A.)
Bronze Star
Purple Heart
Barry Delmore (W.I.A.)
Bronze Star
John Rambo (W.I.A):
Bronze Star
Purple Heart
Ricardo Coletta
Bronze Star
Luis Bronson:
Bronze Star
Daniel Messner
Bronze Star
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BAKER TEAM B
TEAM STATUS AT CURRENT DATE - 25/06/1969
ON ACTIVE DUTY:
Joseph “Eagle” Danforth W.I.A.
Barry “Snake” Delmore W.I.A.
Neil 'Flame' Westmore W.I.A.
Ricardo “Sniper” Coletta
John 'Raven' Rambo
Daniel “Doc” Messner
Luis 'Viper' Bronson

INJURED PERSONNEL/LOSSES:
Manuel “Skorpio” Ortega W.I.A. requires
15 days hospitalization at most
Daniel Messner W.I.A. requires
7 days hospitalization
NOTES:
/
W.I.A. Wounded In Action
M.I.A. Missing In Action
P.O.W. Prisoner Of War
L.K.A. Last Known Alive
K.I.A. Killed In Action
B.N.R. Body Not Recovered
P.F.O.D. Presumptive Finding Of Death
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“This war doesn't seem to be of interest to anyone any fucking longer!” exclaimed
General Loyd, from his seat.
After an emphatic pause he finally turned to look at Trautman.
“But the other day, only the other day you and I, we conquered a Goddamn
mountain.
Holy Christ, a whole fucking mountain for God’s sake.”
Trautman looked like he was going to jump to his feet but luckily, he did not.
He was furious by then.
“'Conquered'? We conquered nothing! NOTHING!
A few days from now a handful of Vietcong will commit some massacre in a nearby
village and we'll be forced to move in mass elsewhere, Goddamn it!
That’s the way it’s worked for years now!”
Lloyd turned purple and started to yell as he waved his index in every direction:
“We are soldiers, God damn it! Killing the enemy it's our real job!
And up there, on that mountain top, in only one day, we killed more than any stupid
ARVN Soldier has probably done ever up to now!”
“Do you even listen to me when I talk?” the Colonel retorted.
“I was there Goddamn it, not you! Don't you dare tell me how to fight my own
Goddamn war!”
“That's the problem with you, Trautman! You think this is 'your' Goddamn war!'
At that point, General Lloyd stood up and took one big breath cutting in. This time,
he was really pissed off.
“THIS IS MY GOD DAMN WAR, NOT YOURS!”
I’M THE GENERAL HERE, NOT YOU!
YOU’RE JUST A FAUCKING COLONEL, JESUS CHRIST!
EVERYONE IN THIS ROOM IS HIGHER IN RANK THAN YOU ARE AND YET,
YOU CONTINUE ADRESSING US AS IF IT WERE THE OTHER WAY
AROUND!
WHAT’S MORE, I’VE ABSOLUTELY HAD IT WITH YOU DECIDING TO
WHAT EXTENT YOU’LL OBEY OUR ORDERS! IT'S TIME TO PUT AN END
293

TO THIS SHIT! IT'S TIME TO PUT AN END TO YOU!”
Loyd readjusted his shirt slightly, apparently regaining his composure, and went back
to speaking with his normal tone of voice.
“From now on, you’re going to do exactly what you are told the way you’re told to do
it” he retorted.
“Furthermore, if I order you to continue fighting this fucking war at any cost, you'll
continue FIGHTING IT AT ANY COST AND WITH ANY LOSS NECESSARY,
GODDAMN IT!
They’re Soldiers, for fuck's sake.
They’re paid do die. It's their fucking job, Jesus Christ.”
For the first time in his life ever, the General was about to lose his head in public.
This time he was going to lose control and lose it for good.
And when he did, he did it in front of everyone without caring who was there to hear
him.
“Is that so?” exclaimed Trautman.
The tone of his voice was more than ample to discern that Trautman was back on the
offensive once more, and there was no going back again.
“Well, Johnson’s not around anymore, asshole,” the Colonel began to press.
“Now we’ve got Nixon to contend with, Goddamn it. And the fucking idea that a war
can be won through exhaustion has been a failed concept for years. You still believe
in ideas like that however, ideas that have failed on the battlefield and that currently
are still failing these past not one, but two fucking years in a row!”
“IT ISNT YOUR JOB TO QUESTION MY DECISIONS! IS THAT CLEAR?
I’D SHUT THAT MOUTH OF YOURS COLONEL!
AND THIS TIME IT'S A FUCKING ORDER, SOLDIER!”
In the time it took for the General to lean into his chair and sit back down again was
all the time Trautman's face needed to go bordeaux.
As he looked directly at each and every one of the MacV colleagues sitting around
that table with him, he realized that he might as well have been alone in there.
Nobody had the nerve to back him. What was more, not one of the brass heads there
with him could take their eyes off the table long enough to look him directly in the
face instead.
This isn’t going to work anymore – thought Trautman angrily.
The entire US Army isn’t working for that matter, and it hasn’t for years either.
That’s precisely the reason why we lose our wars. We did the exact same thing in
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Korea, we’re doing it all over again here in Vietnam. Worst part is that it's going to
keep on happening till the end of time if we always take this Goddamn road.
After a lengthy pause, Trautman was finally able to calm himself down.
All things considered, calming down was for the best because it’s not as though he
really had any other viable choice.
“I have never questioned your decisions while we were on the field, General.
Where I will question those decisions however right here and right now.
Bloody hell, it even came down to me defending myself with my very own 1911, for
God’s sake.
I could have been fucking captured General.”
Loyd, who happened to be clearing his throat almost choked.
“What?” he exclaimed.
He was so taken aback by the news that he almost stuttered.
“But…but... BUT WHY THE FUCK DIDN'T YOU GET OUT OF THERE
SOONER?”
“Because of you, General.”
“WHAT?”
“Because when you insisted on putting your stupid encircle manoeuvre strategy thing
or whatever you want to call it, into action, you removed any potential nonconfrontational escape route that the VCs, may have had. You realize that that kind of
policy cost a great deal of Marines their lives because the VCs could only come down
into a kill or be killed scenario. They couldn’t retreat if they had wanted to. We
essentially found ourselves stranded at the top of the mountain because of your
exceptionally bad timing so we could neither retreat nor climb down. We had
captured an enemy General ourselves at the time and were far too busy interrogating
to be playing along with your ring around the rosy policy. They were extraordinary
circumstances by all means.”
Everyone had become so enthralled by the story they were being told in that meeting
room you could have heard a pin drop.
All eyes were finally on Trautman.
This was his moment.
“Do you realize what would have happened if the VCs had captured you?” asked
Loyd.
“Do you realize what could have happened if the VCs had gotten their hands on a
fucking Colonel in the Secret Service?”
“First they would have interrogated tortured me and eventually killed me in the most
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painful and inhumane way. In any case, my plan had been to blow my brains out far
before anything like that became even remotely a risk.
Not to mention the fact that you would have burnt it to the ground rather than let me
fell into their hands alive. And I would have understood that. As a consequence, the
odds of being captured have always been almost nil because of it.”
“Yes, but what I mean is, to lose a Colonel of your rank...”
“That would have been an ’severe loss' almost at a national level. So what? Yesterday
we had suffered severe losses nonetheless and all thanks to you.
Therefore, would you kindly explain what the difference is to me because I just cant
see it.
Regarding the Vietcong however, well, that was another story altogether.
Those losses mean absolutely nothing to them.
The North neither knows nor cares know how many of its own died on that mountain.
At this very moment, the Communist propaganda machine reaping the phycological
rewards of its grand 'hit & run' victory. They have no rights, no free press but unlike
us, they have millions of men at their disposal before their public opinion gets pissed
off. Millions.
And that's the reason why after bombarding them with heavy casualties for five
fucking long years nothing has changed as far as they’re concerned and nothing ever
will.”
This time Lloyd didn’t say anything.
In fact, matters looked considerably worse for the General when many of the brass
heads seated at that table even nodded in agreement regarding Trautman’s overall
conclusions.
The Colonel seemed to be was winning this argument, at least.
And he was winning in front of a dozen big wigs.
“It doesn’t matter anyways. Talking to you about this is absolutely pointless. I
suppose my contribution as an on-the-field-expert doesn't interest you any longer,
does it?
Very well then.
In that case I’d say we’re pretty much done for today then.”
A very heavy silence fell over the entire room.
Most of those who were present were doing their utmost to keep their eyes down
hoping to cross neither the General nor Trautman.
Trautman knew the time had come to go so he got up, dismissed himself, took to his
heels and left.
At least he’d managed to have the last word.
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Trautman turned on the tap and let the water flow for a minute. He had gone into the
bathroom there in the Embassy to splash some cold water over his face. He just
couldn’t get over what was going on.
He had risked his life.
He had risked losing the entire Baker Team for that matter, and all because of one
man: Loyd.
A man who despite all the havoc he had reaped through all those years was still in
power as though none of it had ever happened.
Not only was Loyd an incapable general but he was unjustifiably violent when it was
least called for and particularly when it came to women and children, racist and the
most extreme right-wing policy pushing prick you’d ever meet to boot.
Worst of all, his idiotic and highly incapable manner of leading had turned out to be
much more hazardous and toxic than Trautman could ever have imagined he could
be.
Despite all that and more however, he couldn't even bring himself around to letting
Ortega and the others knock him off either.
Because they had obviously asked him to already, of course. They had indeed.
Ortega in particular had asked permission to do it almost as soon as they had.
There had been other occasions as well. Danforth had asked him the very same
question and even Rambo had inquired as to whether the Colonel required that a
certain General be “taken out of circulation” as he had so delicately put it. Frankly
speaking, they had all asked at one point or another, and they had all done so in
private probably in the hopes that Trautman would give the job to them. It was more
than evident that they all wanted the personal satisfaction of killing that son of a bitch
with their own bare hands.
More so than any other, Rambo had a pending debt with the General that went back
to their POINT OF NO RETURN mission.
Only a year earlier it Loyd had been the one to decline the Baker Team the necessary
permission to execute a raid in Laos, thereby denying them the possibility to rescue
the POWs there. A raid that the Baker Team boys ran in any case, directly defying his
orders by doing so, but justifying their act of disobedience on a lack of radio
communication technicality. not. Upon close examination of the facts the Baker Team
had 'justifiably' disobeyed direct orders given by Loyd. Not having an extraction plan
that was authorized and thus coordinated by Central Command had in turn, ended up
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causing the abandonment of Rambo and Jorgenson to their own wits who were left
missing in the jungle for no less that a ten day period. What’s more, that inability to
command had probably even been the cause of death of a prisoner named Lowell as
well, albeit indirectly. He had lost his life in a river crossing, a crossing which had
been an improv rescue attempt made by the Baker Team to rescue the POWs that they
had found and all and only because they lacked the necessary extraction plan.
As much as Trautman would have like to put an end to all the problems they
continuously had with that idiotic General, he just couldn’t stomach the idea of
another murder on their consciences. They had all done their fair share and more of
killing and assassinating in the process of that horrendous war.
Trautman rinsed his face for the third time, but the water was still as warm as urine.
There was no point. He was done with it.
So he dried himself up.
Only the idea of committing another murder honestly made him want to gag.
He couldn't stand that shit any more.
He just couldn't.
It had been twelve hours since operation Mountain Hunt had come to an end but he
still felt as broken up as when he’d come down from that Goddamn mountain.
Maybe he was getting rather too old for this nonsense, or, if it wasn’t a question of
age then it had to be that he was just dangerously close to reaching his own limit.
Enough – he thought exhaustedly.
Enough is enough.
Fundamentally there was another problem however, being he couldn't stop himself
from doing it.
he hadn’t been capable of stopping for years now, and, as of present, he still couldn't.
Until he hadn’t saved that Goddamn country from itself would Trautman ever have
had a moment of peace.
He would have never given up, not ever. And even less so now that America – God
only knew why – didn't seem to give a shit about Vietnam any longer.
But I still care, I really do – he thought almost pleadingly.
And I don't give a flying fuck about what America thinks.
It was then that Trautman decided he was truly going to do something about it.
Fine – he concluded decisively.
But what?
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Given the circumstances, all he had to do was find a viable alternative to killing.
Another alternative from the countless list of alternatives that he now had to build
from scratch, from the ground up. Just as he’d managed to find all those other
alternatives however, he would have found the strength and perseverance to build this
one too.
He sure would.
And in no more than few hours from then either too.
And then, as always, he would have assigned the Baker Team to it, naturally.
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A few hours later that evening, around eight more or less, Loyd put out his last
cigarette in an ashtray that was already overflowing with cigarette butts. It was the
only thing on that table, all alone and in dead centre of the MacV meeting room.
That day the meeting had been so long that all the events pertaining to the Marines,
Trautman and the Baker Team felt like the far and distant past by then.
This rang true particularly because that Goddamn country never seemed to run short
on problems. There was always something new to contend with.
Always and everywhere.
“Well, gentlemen,” Loyd finally concluded.
“If you don't have anything else to discuss today, I think I’ll go.”
Loyd turned and looked at the clock.
“A luxury blow job awaits me in one of the best flats available here in Saigon,” he
said matter-of-factly.
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Downtown Saigon,
That Night
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Loyd opened the bedroom door.
The room, which no expense had been spared to decorate, was lined with silk, satin
sheets and pillows scattered everywhere. It was dark.
“Peek-a- boo!” said the General in a playful voice, slowly undoing his tie as he
moved forward.
In front of him, lying in the candle-lit shadows, was a small figure wound up in the
smooth red sheets and grasping them tightly over her head like she was playing hideand-seek too.
“Little Hooooooney?”
“Where are you, little honey! I can't see you!”
The young woman giggled quietly from under the sheets.
Lloyd took his shirt off first and then moved onto the T-shirt he had underneath,
letting both fall onto the ground once he’d gotten them off. He was getting pretty
worked up by then.
He kicked off his shoes, undid his trousers, took those off along with his underpants
as well. Now that he was completely naked it was easy to see that he was both hard
and ready to go.
He was a very hairy man and part of that hair was now grey due to aging.
It was then that the light suddenly came on and the little girl who had been hiding
under the sheets, started screaming like a maniac.
Blinded as he was by the unexpected light and surprised by the screams, Loyd
jumped backwards in astonishment. As naked as he was at the time, he felt himself
twice as defenceless and most of all that wasn’t her.
That wasn't her.
Jesus fucking Christ.
That girl wasn't 'his' usual Sing Mu, but another girl infinitely smaller. Smaller and
far younger.
Too young.
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Who the hell was that little girl?
And exactly how fucking young was she?
She was a baby for God’s sake!
What the hell was she doing there?
But, above all however, who the fuck had just turned the lights on from behind him?
Who else was in that fucking room?
Loyd swung around to face that blinding light absolutely terrorized as he did. He was
afraid of finding Vietcong Soldiers standing there in front of him despite how
impossible that would have been.
Nevertheless, there he was with three men standing there in front of him.
Even though all three of them had their faces covered, judging from their height,
Loyd immediately came to the conclusion that they couldn't have been Vietnamese.
Not a chance in hell.
Those three were fucking American and, without a doubt they were most likely
Soldiers too.
Two of them had guns in their hands while the third who was standing slightly behind
them was holding a camera and photographing non-stop.
“AAAAA! AAAAH! AAAA!” the girl continued screaming before turning around
and running away.
She had to be eight or nine years old at most, and was completely naked.
“AAAAAAAAAAAAA!”
Only the time necessary to take six or seven photos before one of the men signaled
the naked little girl, and understanding immediately, she stopped screaming and ran
out of the room passing them as she did. She vanished into thin air, behind them.
But... But that meant...
That had to mean they were in on it all together!
They had planned everything from the start!
It was Goddamn trick!
Finding out it had all been a sham may have eased Loyd’s concerns over whether
he’d die or not that night, but knowing he’d been tricked filled him with a rage
nevertheless.
Loyd turned purple, his face swelled up like a ball and he exploded.
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“YOU MOTHERFUCKING ASSHOLES!
DO YOU KNOW WHO I AM YOU GODDAMN COCKSUCKERS?”
The General took a step forward in their direction but the man with the camera pulled
out a Browning Hi-power from behind his back, and the General stopped dead in his
tracks.
“General,” said the cameraman as he passed it off to his fellow mate behind him.
“We know exactly who you are.”
The man broke into a grin under his ski mask.
Then, he went on to add:
“You are a paedophile.”
Loyd stood there in shock
Well, at least everything was clear now.
“You are a paedophile.
And, if you don’t find yourself something to do that’s far away from Vietnam, and
fast, everyone will find out. Not only here mind you but in the real world too.
Especially in the real world. We'll make sure the photos end up on the fucking cover
of TIMES magazine if you force us to do so.”
“I AM NOT A PAEDOPHILE!” he shouted.
“And yet, we have photos that clearly illustrate otherwise. And photos never lie, do
they General?”
“Leave Vietnam,” said the other man next to the first, with a tone of voice that sent
shivers all the way up the General's spine.
It was then that Lloyd began to look carefully at those men with their masks.
The leader seemed to have a beard coming out from under his mask, one of the others
was white and a little shorter while the last was black and much taller. He was as big
as a mountain.
“I will get you, you motherfuckers,” he growled angrily.
The veins in Loyd's neck were pulsating.
“I’ll get you and when I do, you can’t imagine what I’ll do to you” he added
practically foaming at the mouth but without moving a finger.
Because he couldn't, and he knew it.
There wasn’t a single thing in the world he could do though.
They had screwed him royally.
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The guy in charge, the one with the beard, shook his head with disappointment and
then took two steps forward towards the General, staring at him defiantly.
“There appears to be some kind of misunderstanding,” he said looking directly into
the General’s eyes.
“We could have fixed things up Vietnamese-style, if you know what I mean. We
could’ve tortured you for a very long time and then eventually just killed you. No one
in the world could’ve ever figured out who’d done it.”
Loyd swallowed.
“Not to mention the fact that, it would have been far simpler than setting this entire
fucking charade up, wouldn’t you say?”
Facing death the way he was Loyd knew it was all true. Cutting his throat would have
been much more straightforward than putting that farce into play. It would have
required less time, less money and entailed a lot less risk. Loyd knew enough about
Black Oops to comprehend that perfectly.
The shortest one of the three, the one that still hadn't done anything until then except
stare that is, and that was more than enough to freeze the blood in Lloyd's veins.
Behind that were eyes of a predator. The eyes of a tiger.
Eyes that continuously following every movement the General made the same way a
boxer stares down his opponent before the cage match even begins.
Jesus Christ – Loyd couldn’t help but think to himself, quickly realizing how lucky
he truly was.
“Killing you would have been far easier,” repeated the man with the beard.
“And we could have saved the money we naturally paid the little girl for her services,
Sir.”
With that, he gave the que and the three of them disappeared as quietly as they had
come, out the door.
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Danforth, Rambo and Delmore made it down to the street and took their ski masks
off only seconds before stepping foot outside the building.
The streets of Saigon were deserted at that hour of the night.
After walking for a while in silence, Danforth couldn’t help but chuckle to himself.
A moment later, the three of them were laughing hysterically out loud and all
together. It was over at least.
Mountain Hunt was really over.
And Mountain Hunt wasn't the only thing that was over.
Their second tour was almost over too by then, and there probably wasn’t going to be
a third tour either. This was especially true if you considered the rate at which Nixon
was withdrawing US troops from Vietnam. As a result, with the SOG being
momentarily suspended, along with the impending end of their personal tours and
how rarely new missions seemed to come their way, it was highly unlikely that
Rambo and the others would be called to run another mission before the end of their
tour.
All things considered, what that basically meant was that Mountain Hunt had just
been the last mission of their lives.
And, against all odds, they were all still alive.
That explained why for the first time in his life, Rambo, who was laughing in a
somewhat carefree manner with the others, felt relatively optimistic.
Optimist about himself and his future.
Above all however, he could see a real future ahead of him, that very night.
There was no denying that, returning to America wouldn’t be easy. Not after
spending three years living the kind of life they had.
In any case, that circumstance was the same for everyone, and not him alone.
And they would have face it together.
They would have gone through it all together, a little at time and by trusting each
other the same way they had out in the field until then; him, Trautman, Ortega, Barry,
and the rest of them.
Rambo patted Danforth on the shoulder and then did the same to Barry. shoulders.
The two of them looked like on the verge of wetting their pants they were laughing so
hard still. Because yes...
With friends like those, Rambo would make it for sure.
306

He certainly would.
He no longer had reason to doubt by then.
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Baker Team’s all dead Sir.
I’m the only one left.

John Rambo, 1982
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THE END
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Dear reader,
It's currently the seventh of November, 2020, and I began writing Year One back in
the summer of 2011. That’s a good nine years of work, not to mention the $80009000 of costs I faced for nothing so far.
For no other reason than to give it to you, and that's it.
And now that I’ve finished translating Mountain Hunt page by page, I can’t help but
wonder why in the world did I ever decide to spend nine years of my life writing for
no reason.
I won't lie to you by saying that I’m happy.
Because I’m not. I’m quite sad.
I’m on the verge of desperation actually, because I so naïvely thought that if I had
given my best while writing the best I could (and yes, it was THAT story) something
would have happened.
I thought, 'hey, if I get critically acclaimed from readers and critics all over the world
(as has been the case mind you), then MAYBE, just maybe something will 'happen'.
It might have been the launching of my name for my future non-Rambo, all original
novels.
Or perhaps the result might have been a legally viable solution to commercially
publish this saga like the unofficial Rambo prequel I always meant it to be.
I thought that something – anything – would have happened in return for my efforts.
Yes, I did.
I was so fucking wrong.
I honestly thought the world was a good place in that it gave something in return to
those giving their best but boy, I was wrong, and so very stupid too.
I was stupid because the real world is exactly the way it is portrayed in my novels,
and I knew it. The world is not a rightful place.
It's a mean place.
And it’s nasty as well.
It’s a place where the bad guy wins, the weak get killed and no good turn – like
spending years working for people you’ll never even meet – mean anything.
Now it's 2021 and I have thousands of US and UK readers.
I have more readers and am more critically acclaimed than most Italian high-profile
writers are, and yet, not a single Italian Publishing House cares even remotely about
what I’ll ever write after I finish with Year One.
And do you know why?
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Because I wrote a Rambo prequel.
Yeah, you read right.
Let me tell you a true story. It's a short one.
An Italian literary professional once told me:
“You wrote what?”
“A Rambo prequel saga.”
“Seriously?”
“Yes.”
“Then you’re an idiot. Just on more question: is this Rambo prequel you wrote any
good?”
“A former BBC's broadcaster, who worked for the Guardian and TIMES magazine,
said, and I quote, it's 'infinitely fascinating'”
“Really?”
“Really.”
“Then you’re an even bigger idiot than I originally thought.”
And what about all those readers in the US and in the UK? The very readers that the
most famous Italian writers generally don't have?
The vast majority of them have never even sent me an email to say thanks.
And this time next year when this work will be completed, after the last two book
remaining, I'll be left empty handed.
I’ll go back to being a nameless writer who writes for others (a ghost writer). You
know, the one nobody cares about and is hardly even read for that matter.
Because despite all the work I did with Year One, and in spite of all the results I’ve
achieved to this point, nobody in the fucking world wants to give me a chance.
A chance at being a writer.
David Morrell said my work is not original as though the stories of Delmore,
Bronson, Jorgenson, Coletta, Ortega, Danforth, Messner, Krakauer and all the others
weren't entirely fucking mine.
But you know what?
They fucking are.
You wouldn’t say that THE DARK NIGHT isn’t a masterpiece because Cristopher
Nolan didn’t create Batman, would you? Of course you wouldn’t.
And yet, some think this work is nothing more than fan fiction.
But fan fiction is written by fans, and I’m no fucking fan.
I am a writer.
And life...
Life is fucking cruel.
Yet...
Yet, if I could go back ten years in time…
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I would do it all again.
I know it may sound corny, but it’s true. I’d do it again because the upcoming two
volumes and final mini-saga titled 'Last Known Alive' is far better than anything
you’ve read thus far (according to a sample taken of Italian readers who participated
in a literary survey).
All I wanted when I started writing Year One was to look back at it one day and say
that at least, at the very least... I tried to write the kind of masterpiece every single
writer dreams of writing at least ‘once in his life'.
And I fucking did that, and I did it for myself.
But after that however, I wanted to put it out to there for the rest of the world too, for
both the readers and for the benefit of my career, so I translated it (another 3 year
effort) for those international readers or anyone residing outside my homeland of
Italy (and yes, obviously as a benefit for my career as well).
But, all I’ve got now are regrets, sadness and this feeling of desperation because
although writing is everything to me I couldn't find the way to turn this saga into a
career game changer for my persona.
I’ve failed at that.
I succeeded with regards to the quality of my work and in making the public happy,
but I failed with regards to enhancing my career as a writer.
In other words, you got everything and I got nothing in return.
Even David Morrell criticised me for taking the prequel option (an option he never
bothered to use these last 40 years) 'away from him' (quote, unquote).
What's even worst of all however was that he bashed me for writing a work which
was critically acclaimed worldwide.
Yes, you read that right too.
He didn’t just bash me for writing a Rambo prequel, but for writing very good one to
boot.
Go and ask him yourselves if you don't believe me.
And if that's what he thinks about what I did, God only knows what he really thinks
regarding Sylvester Stallone and what he did with his character.
So yes, it's 2020 and I am desperate.
And the only thing keeping me on track.... Is that nothing is over,
and that eventually I’ll write my own fucking masterpiece, no matter what.

Wallace Lee
nine years for nothing and going
If you’d like to send a thank you, write me at ramboyearone@gmail.com
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If you’d like to support me in covering the cost of the saga, make a PAYPAL donation
to: marswallace@yahoo.com
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 THE END OF YEAR ONE One thousand pages representing the last two volumes and final mini saga
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