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Author’s Note / Foreword

The Phantom Veil
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As the Iraq War drew to a close in 2010, twelve soldiers from different units and backgrounds received sudden, unexplained transfer orders to a remote, long-abandoned outpost near the Iranian border—FOB Ghost. None of them knew why they had been chosen. None knew each other. And none were prepared for what awaited them beyond the wire.

What began as a routine security detail quickly unraveled into a waking nightmare. Under the desert stars, an unseen force stalked them—one that could mimic their voices, their thoughts... even their faces. As soldiers began to vanish, fear turned inward. Paranoia festered. Was the enemy among them? Or were they being hunted by something far older—and far more terrifying?

Among them, Staff Sergeant Sherri Cooper, a soldier with a haunted past and a quiet resilience, must fight not only for her life but for her soul. An ancient presence is stirring beneath the sands—and it wants her.

Buried in the ruins lies the truth: a classified experiment known only as Project Phantom Veil—a program long believed to be abandoned. But some things refuse to stay buried.

As reality fractures and identities blur, the final survivors must face one last question:

Is death their only escape... or the beginning of something worse?
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Prologue
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REDACTED FIELD NOTEBOOK

Recovered Item #417-A – Karkh District, Baghdad

Location of Recovery: Abandoned Safehouse, 3rd Floor Crawlspace

Date of Recovery: 18 January 2004

Author (Presumed): Maj. R—— S. M—— [Status: MIA]

Condition: Pages brittle bloodstained; faint radiation trace detected.

Classification: Level 3 Clearance – Veil Project Watchlist



ENTRY: 12 DEC 2003 – 0047 HRS

Karkh District – Sector 9A

They’re not ghosts. Not in the traditional sense. Ghosts don’t bleed. But these...these things do.

We hit the target house under moonlight—no streetlamps for blocks. ROE tight. Eyes wide. Intel tagged it dormant, just another shell property the Fedayeen used in ’02.

But the place felt alive.

And I don’t mean enemy presence.

I mean—the walls were breathing.

Two vehicles. Six operators. Two Terps. One of them—Jasim—kept whispering Al-Ghashiyah. Said it meant The Veil.

I’d heard that word once before. Years ago. Berlin. And not from an Iraqi.

The basement hatch was sealed—recently torched open. Scorch marks still hot. Entry was fresh. Not weeks. Hours.

We descended with comms low. NVGs glitched the second we hit concrete. Radios bled Morse—none of us transmitting.

Echoes ricocheted off angles that didn’t exist. Geometry didn’t hold.

Jasim froze mid-sentence.

“It’s reaching,” he whispered. Then he was gone.

No fall. No scream. No blood.

Just—gone. Like a light switching off.

We opened fire. I don’t know what we hit, but the wall bled.

Then it screamed.

Temperature dropped—thirty degrees, maybe more. Something stepped through the drywall. Uniform like ours. No face. No name tape.

It saluted me. Then it started to ripple.

We ran. I’m not ashamed. Whatever we woke up down there wasn’t from this war. Wasn’t from this time. Wasn’t from this world.

I saw a mirror on the stairwell. My reflection wasn’t in it. But something else was.

We exfilled. Burned the tapes. Told command the place was booby-trapped. We lied.

It’s still in there. Or maybe it followed us out. I don’t know anymore.

But I do know this: The Veil is real. And it moves.
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ONE - 2010 A.D. – IRAQ/IRAN border


I 

Captain Richard Hurst
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Captain Richard Hurst shoved aside the cracked-glass door and bolted down the dust-covered steps to the street below. Encased in his sweat-soaked, ten-pound protective vest over his desert camouflage uniform—his M4 rifle slung across his back—he moved with practiced urgency toward the waiting Humvee. He ignored the hot rivulets of sweat running down his face and the cold, unreadable stares of local bystanders. He was used to both.

Inside the engine-running Humvee, Private First Class Don Simmons sat tensely behind the wheel, eyes wide and darting. Corporal Sean McKeon stood on a makeshift platform behind the mounted M-60 machine gun, scanning. Just outside, Sergeant Steve Winters maintained a watchful stance beside the rear door, his weapon raised, eyes sharp on the crowd.

“Get in!” Hurst barked.

Winters jumped in without hesitation.

“Move out!” Hurst snapped to Simmons. “And do not stop for anything—unless I say so!”

The Humvee lurched forward, spitting gravel and brown dust behind it. McKeon staggered slightly as the vehicle surged ahead, frantically gripping the weapon for balance.

“Shat!”

“You alright, Mac?” Simmons called back.

The Humvee barreled down the road, flanked by palm trees and guarded by clusters of curious Iraqis watching silently. Captain Hurst kept his eyes forward, focused, stone-faced.

He was respected by his men—admired, even—for his way of navigating what he called the “absurd rules of engagement.”

“Everything alright, sir?” Simmons asked.

Hurst smirked and shook his head. “No.”

He unfolded the crumpled paper in his hand and reread it. Scowling, he muttered, “Not at all.”

“Sir?”

“Orders. Can you believe it? New orders. In the middle of a war.”
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II

Major Joe Devon
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Major Joe Devon leaned over his desk, lit only by a small lamp in the corner of his JAG office. At 2200 hours, the Green Zone was quiet. His office, tucked up a winding staircase in one of Saddam’s old palaces, gave him a front-row seat to late-night isolation.

A Cuban cigar smoldered in a golden ashtray, releasing slow arcs of gray.

He read the document again, his brow furrowed. New orders. A sudden reassignment. And not just anywhere—some godforsaken outpost near the Iranian border.

The war was winding down. After seven years, they were finally leaving Iraq. So why send him now? And there?

Devon reached for the cigar and took a long drag before snuffing it out with a grimace. Then, he opened the sealed packet once more.

Orders #2756420

You are temporarily assigned to Forward Operating Base (FOB) Ghost in the Dahuk Province.

Report to Landing Zone Washington, Baghdad Green Zone.

Report date: 1 March 2010.

“FOB Ghost?” he muttered. “Where in this Godforsaken country is Ghost?”

No answer. The room had been empty when he returned from dinner and found the packet waiting.

He fired up his laptop and started digging. “Holy—” he whispered, spotting a small blip on the map. “A valley... wedged between Iraq, Iran, and Turkey.”

He rifled through a desk drawer, retrieved a worn map, and traced the coordinates with his finger. “Shirwani Mazin... Rayat... It’s out there, alright.”

He stood and began pacing. “This can’t be right. No. This cannot be right.”

Then he saw the symbol on the orders. Small. Embossed near the corner.

A stylized eye behind a lattice.

He’d seen that once before. In a redacted file that vanished two days later.

He returned to the screen, searching by reflex now. Four soldiers—same task force—each with sealed psychological records. Each flagged with a clearance code he didn’t recognize.

A12-VL

He clicked one.

ACCESS DENIED

His clearance should’ve opened it. But it didn’t. That meant one thing: someone wanted him to see the orders, but not the why.

Devon leaned forward, the weight settling in his chest.

This wasn’t an assignment.

It was a test.

Or a trap.

He printed what he could—just headers, call signs, a partial roster. He slid the printout into the back of a Bible he never opened. Hid it in the false bottom of his drawer. If someone came looking, it would be because he was already gone.

He looked out the window toward the edge of the city, where the streetlights faded into black.

“The Veil recruits.”

The phrase flickered in his memory—something he’d seen scribbled once in the corner of a debriefing transcript that vanished from the system a week later.

Devon closed the laptop, sat back down, and exhaled.

He didn’t believe in ghosts. But something was wrong with these orders. And deep down, in that place his legal mind couldn’t touch, he already knew:

He wasn’t being assigned to Ghost.

He was going to be buried in it.
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III
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Staff Sergeant Sherri Cooper

Staff Sergeant Sherri Cooper sat in the passenger seat of a packed Humvee, head tilted back against the headrest, eyes shut tight. The sun was a relentless hammer in the Iraqi sky, baking the metal around her.

But it wasn’t just the heat weighing on her—it was the orders. New assignment. New FOB. Just when her unit was preparing to rotate home.

Why now? she thought. Why Ghost? Where the hell is Ghost?

She drifted into a shallow sleep. And there it was again—the dream.

A civilian, drowning in the muddy waters of the Tigris. Gasping. Flailing. Dying.

“Leave him, Coop!” someone had yelled. “Don’t risk it! He’s just a Haji!”

She remembered the terror in the man’s eyes. She had shouted, “Wait!” But the driver hit the gas.

“Sniper territory!” he warned.

They drove away. She watched the man disappear beneath the current.

The image never left her.

She jolted awake, shivering despite the heat. I couldn’t have helped him anyway, she told herself. I only would’ve gotten someone else killed.

But the guilt was growing harder to silence.

IV

First Lieutenant Phil Lawson

First Lieutenant Phil Lawson picked at his tray of food in the crowded dining facility across from the palace. Soldiers, contractors, and marines milled around, chatting over overflowing plates of fried chicken and mashed potatoes.

A staff sergeant with a confident stride caught his eye. Attractive. Tough. Too bad she’s enlisted, he thought. She looks like she could hold her own—in love or war.

He looked away and frowned. Not the time.

Ghost. That’s what I’ve got to worry about now.

The name of the FOB had arrived on his transfer orders earlier that afternoon—out of the blue. He hadn’t done anything wrong... at least, not recently.

Still, a memory clawed at the back of his mind.

Fallujah. First tour. He’d ordered Iraqi soldiers into a firefight that chewed them up in minutes. Airstrikes saved the rest. He hadn’t lost any of his men—but the Iraqi platoon? Gone.

Nah, he reasoned. This assignment has nothing to do with that.

But doubt was hard to shake.

V

First Sergeant Esther Stone

First Sergeant Esther Stone sat ramrod-straight behind her desk, her frame stiff as a bayonet. At forty-five, she still ran her company like a field manual—no shortcuts, no excuses.

A letter lay open in front of her. She reread it silently, lips pressed into a hard line.

Orders #185627

On 1 March 2010, you will proceed to Forward Operating Base Ghost as the senior-ranking enlisted soldier. You will travel in a convoy departing Baghdad, with stops in Kirkuk and Irbil, and fly from Camp Zaytun on 3 March.

Stone frowned. “FOB Ghost... whose brilliant idea was that?”

She thought about the younger soldiers under her command—especially the one who dared leave her tent for the latrine in shorts and a sports bra.

“If you want to parade around like some brazen little hussy, you’ll bring nothing but trouble,” she’d told her, voice sharp enough to draw blood.

Her ways made her unpopular—but she wasn’t here to win hearts. She was here to keep soldiers alive.

Still... Ghost?

VI

Colonel Charles Ballard, M.D.

Colonel Ballard peeled off his bloodied gloves and dropped them into the waste bin. Another surgery done. Another life saved... barely.

The young Marine had survived the IED blast—but lost his leg.

Ballard had made the call quickly. “Amputation set. Now.”

He’d become used to it. Field medicine in Baghdad’s 86th Combat Support Hospital was brutal but vital. In interviews, he’d called war a “harsh incubator of medical innovation.”

But treating insurgents—that was the hard part.

“I don’t like it,” he once told a nurse. “Some of them are the same ones who shot at our boys. Still, Hippocratic oath and all that.”

He stripped his gown and tossed it aside, then turned to his head nurse.

“I can’t believe they’re pulling me from here,” he said, voice low. “FOB Ghost? Where the hell is that? We’re in a war zone already. I don’t need a ghost story.”

VII

Specialist Tony Matthews

Specialist Tony Matthews gripped the wheel of the Humvee, blood on his boot pressing hard against the gas. Sadr City blurred past in flames and smoke.

Gunfire rattled. Mortars pounded. Rockets screamed.

A wounded sergeant groaned in the backseat, his arm a mangled mess.

“Faster, Matthews!” shouted Lieutenant Davis.

Matthews muttered, “It ain’t the bullets I mind, sir—it’s that god-awful rotten milk smell out here!”

Davis ignored him. “Still with us, Sergeant Varga?”

Varga grunted. “Just... drive...”

The convoy reached thick traffic. “Clear this road!” Davis ordered.

Matthews lay on the horn. The gunner opened fire—warning shots. Panic. Civilians scattered.

Checkpoint ahead. Marines raised weapons.

“Stop!” they barked.

Matthews froze. “Sir, they’re aiming at us!”

Davis leapt from the Humvee. “Injured man! Let us through!”
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