
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Christmas Exodus

        

        
        
          Jessica Williams

        

        
          Published by Jessica Williams, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      CHRISTMAS EXODUS

    

    
      First edition. November 1, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Jessica Williams.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8231215683

    

    
    
      Written by Jessica Williams.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To the Most Important Man in my Life

      

    



  	
        
            
            Like a plot twist, we are born into stories well underway until we grow old enough, and wise enough, to be the hero of our own story.

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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The city shrank beneath me as my plane climbed into the blue sky. San Diego mornings are often draped in a thick marine layer but today was different—crystal-clear. Not a cloud in sight. I had the window seat, and the view was stunning. The ocean stretched out to meet the coastline as the plane tilted, soaring higher, banking towards the rising sun.

“Flying’s the worst,” a voice cut through the steady drone of the cabin.

I turned to the stranger wedged into the middle seat. His eyes were wide, his grip already tight on the armrests.

“Yeah, I’ve never been a fan,” I said, gaze drifting back out the window to the thinning coastline below.

“Nope. Hate it. Always have,” he muttered, his leg bouncing like a jackhammer.

“Right up there with getting your wisdom teeth yanked. Something you suffer through because you have to—not because it’s fun,” I sympathized.

He let out a dry laugh, then added with a nervous glance, “I’m Tom, by the way.”

“Kiera,” I replied.

The plane gave a sudden lurch. Tom jerked upright, knuckles turning white as he clutched the seat handles like a lifeline.

Then, barely above a whisper, he leaned toward me and asked, “So... you think all this Y2K stuff is gonna mess with the planes?”

“I certainly hope not,” I mused.

People say I’m a control freak.

Maybe they’re right.

There’s something deeply unsettling about being buckled into a narrow seat, suspended 30,000 feet in the air, with your life quite literally in someone else’s hands—pilots you’ve never met, mechanics you’ll never see.

But if I’m honest, it’s not just about control.

When I was five, I saw a plane fall out of the sky.

PSA Flight 182 slammed into a San Diego neighborhood in 1978, and I was close enough to see the fire, smell the burning fuel, and feel the shockwave ripple through the ground. That kind of thing doesn’t fade—it settles deep into your bones.

Maybe that’s what I’m really bracing for every time I board a plane.

And making small talk with strangers isn’t something I enjoy either. I’m not the type to strike up a conversation in the checkout line or swap stories while waiting at the bank or the post office. But as the plane lifted, pressing me into my seat, my fear of flying outmuscled my aversion to idle chatter. So, I leaned in—just a little—and let the conversation distract me, and Tom, for a while.

“Going home?” he asked.

“San Diego’s home. Well, it was. I was just visiting my parents for Thanksgiving, and they dropped a bomb on me—they’re selling the house, the one I grew up in, and moving to Hawaii.”

“Wow—Happy Thanksgiving, huh?” he said, letting the words hang in the air for a moment. “So... where you off to now?”

“Georgia,” I said, my voice steady despite the tension in my chest.

“Oh, what’s in Georgia?” he pressed, genuinely interested.

“I’m stationed at Fort Gordon,” I replied. “We’re a military family—my dad was in the Navy, which is how we ended up in San Diego.”

Tom smiled and seemed to loosen his grip on the armrest a little, so I continued.

“We have a pre-war bungalow on Coronado Island with an ocean view—well, technically—if you lean against the wall just right and stand on your tiptoes. It’s got this huge stone fireplace, which is pretty rare for Southern California. Honestly, that fireplace kept my belief in Santa going way longer than I’d like to admit.”

He chuckled knowingly.

“My bedroom was my sanctuary. As a kid, it’s where I built entire worlds with my toys. As a pre-teen, I was constantly painting the walls or rearranging the furniture—just trying to make it my own. And during my teen years, that room was my safe zone. Where I rode out the drama of high school.”

I paused thoughtfully.

“Come to think of it, that house isn’t just a place—it’s a physical connection to who I was a child and to who I am as an adult.” More to myself than to Tom, “My childhood may not have been perfect, but the memories I carry with me, shaped within those walls, sure are.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Tom nodding.

“Then Desert Storm hit when I was a senior in high school and the world suddenly felt bigger, you know. I felt a patriotic pull, wanting to be part of something more than just my own little life. So, I enlisted in the Army.

“People always ask why I didn’t follow in my dad’s footsteps and join the Navy.”

“It’s a fair question,” Tom said.

“I just don’t think I could survive being stuck on a boat for that long. Plus, I figured the Army might have more opportunities for women.”

“Yeah, my sister’s in the Army,” he said, his face lighting up. “Aberdeen Proving Ground, Maryland. She joined for the college money—wants to be a scientist.”

“That’s awesome,” I said smiling in his direction. “Yeah, I’ve always wanted to be a journalist, even before I joined. After I took the ASVAB, when my recruiter and I sat down to go over job options, he brought up Signal and said I’d be working in a radio van. I got all excited because I thought he meant Armed Forces Network, maybe even a shot at being on air.

“Turns out, he meant tactical radio communications. Combat gear, vehicle mounted communications shelters, and antennas—not microphones. He never corrected me, though. Never explained. Just smiled and slid the paperwork across the desk.”

Before Tom could respond, the plane hit cruising altitude, and the seatbelt sign flicked off with a ding.

“That’s my cue,” he said with a grin, releasing his seatbelt, probably heading to the restroom.

The cabin thrummed with the steady drone of the engines.

Around me, passengers slipped into their in-flight routines—flipping through magazines, gazing blankly out the windows, murmuring to seatmates, or nodding off with heads tilted awkwardly. Up front, the flight attendants sprang into motion, wheeling carts down the narrow aisles, the scent of coffee and reheated breakfast trailing in their wake.

My mind, though, was elsewhere—on the idea of strangers living in my childhood home. Sleeping in my old bedroom. It felt like a punch to the gut. Like a part of me was disappearing.

There it was.

Officially gone.

Just like that.

As I switched planes at Hartsfield Atlanta International Airport, my mind started spinning with thoughts of what came next. After eight years in the military, I was at a crossroads. I could re-enlist and stick with the Army, or I could use my GI Bill and go to college—start fresh, maybe.

And then there was Alan.

We’d been together since I’d come back to Ft. Gordon from Germany, but what did that mean for the future? Could I see us together long-term, or was this chapter closing too?

November in Georgia is breathtaking—the air sharp and clean. It’s the peak of fall when nature shows off before winter moves in. The trees are set ablaze in fiery reds, golds, and amber.

As the plane began its descent into Bush Field, I caught glimpses of the landscape below, a patchwork of color stretching to the horizon, welcoming me home.

When my plane finally touched down, a familiar sense of clarity settled over me.

I was, at 26, a sergeant in the U.S. Army and ready to tackle whatever came next. I’d lived overseas, faced challenges, and come out stronger. Fear wasn’t something I carried anymore—if anything, my confidence sometimes bordered on reckless. But beyond that, I had a work ethic that defined me. My teammates relied on me, and I relied on them. I was more than ready to dive back into the grind.

After signing in from my four-day-pass, I made my way back to the barracks.

On Ft. Gordon, the residential barracks were a complex of two-story, rectangular, brick buildings, their long wings stretching out on either side of a central day room. Each end of the structure had doors entering to the first floor and exterior stairwells leading up to the second floor. The barracks were surrounded by wide lawns and parking lots, creating a maze of buildings and open space.

I parked my gray, Toyota pick-up truck in the nearest spot and got out with my suitcase. Walking in the first-floor door, the long hallway, normally clean and shiny, was now scuffed and littered from the four-day weekend. It felt like the tail end of a party. As I made my way down towards my room, suitcase in tow, music from every genre filled the air—some drifting out from under closed doors, others spilling from open ones.

Everyone was trickling in from the holiday break, gearing up for the upcoming field exercise.

“Hey, Sergeant Roberts!” Corporal O’Connell called though his open door as I passed by. “How was California?”

I backed up two steps and leaned against the door frame. “Fine. How was your Thanksgiving?” I didn’t feel like explaining.

“Of course, they were serving turkey in the chow hall, but most of us just went to Saint’s and partied,” he admitted with a grin.

“Sounds about right,” I smiled.

“Word is there’s gonna be a piss test in the morning. You know, catch anybody having too much fun,” O’Connell offered.

“Thanks for the heads up,” I waved and headed to my barracks room. I didn’t have any reason to be nervous, but I wondered if it was going to be everyone or just a select few. If it was everyone, then we didn’t have to run PT in the morning.

“Hey, girl.” Specialist Tanya Washington, my roommate, greeted me as I struggled in the door with my bag.

Since January, we had been roommates, when she’d been assigned to our unit as her permanent duty station after completing AIT at Ft. Gordon. The post, primarily known for training Signal MOS’s, also hosted regular Army Signal battalions. While there were other women in C Company, we were the only female soldiers living in the barracks.

“How was your Thanksgiving?” I asked, parking my luggage next to the mini-fridge and closing the door.

Our 14’ x 14’ room was furnished with the basics: two metal-and-faux-wood wall lockers serving as closets; two wood-framed single beds that could be stacked into bunk beds if needed; two metal three-drawer bedside tables; and two matching wooden desks with chairs. One desk had become our makeshift kitchen counter, piled high with packaged food—Ritz crackers, Pop Tarts, Wheat Thins, Cheerios—and our coffee maker. The other, strategically positioned for optimal viewing, held our TV and DVD player, along with our boombox, creating an entertainment hub.

“We was gettin’ freaky all weekend,” she said with a sassy grin and a little dance. “How’s your family?”

“Let me put it this way,” I flopped down on my neatly made bed, exhaling loudly. “Going back to San Diego and staying with my parents while I go to college is not an option.”

Tanya looked at me with sympathetic eyes.

“What’s all this?” I said, referring to the expanse of paperwork she had spread out on her bed.

She hesitated for a second. “I’m going to the promotion board next month, and honestly, I’m freaking out. The thought of standing up there in front of everyone...” She gave a dramatic shudder.

I shifted upright, locking onto her words.

“You’ve already been through it,” she continued. “I was hoping you might have some advice—anything to help me not crash and burn.”

I tilted my head, “So, is it the public speaking part that’s got you rattled? Or are you worried you won’t know the answers?”

“Both,” she didn’t even pause.

Public speaking had never rattled me, and promotion boards were no exception—it always felt like square peg, square hole. But Tanya was trusting me enough to ask for help, and I wanted to meet her where she was.

“Well,” I began, “knowing what to expect makes a huge difference. So, picture this: you walk into a room with the Sergeant Major, and all the battalion first sergeants lined up on either side, sitting at a long table.” I gestured with my hands to emphasize my point.

Tanya’s eyes widened slightly.

“They’ll have you do a few facing movements—right face, about face—so they can check your uniform. Then they’ll tell you to have a seat.”

“Okay,” she said, a breath of relief slipping out. “That’s comforting. At least I won’t have to stand the whole time. Otherwise, I might pass out.”

“Don’t get too comfortable. You’ll be sitting at the position of attention.”

“Oh. Alright,” she said hesitantly.

“And yeah,” I continued, “they’re definitely going to hit you with a bunch of questions. But we can go over the material together if that’ll help ease your nerves.”

“That would help. A lot. Thanks,” she said, relaxing just a bit.

“Of course,” I nodded and smiled.

“Oh, before I forget, Alan came by looking for you.”

Alan and I were approaching the year mark in our relationship. He was handsome, tall, easy going—everyone liked him. Always the life of the party, we’d met one night while a group of us were playing cards—spades, I think—in his barracks room. People were just drawn to him.

“Thanks. I’ll go by and see him later,” I said getting up and grabbing my suitcase. “I need to unpack.” No doubt there’d be a health and welfare inspection to accompany the urinalysis in the morning.

Living in the barracks wasn’t good. It wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t good, either.

In Germany, we’d lived doubled up in married housing, sharing a two-bedroom apartment, with a kitchen and a living room in a fourth-floor walkup. But at Ft. Gordon, we were two in a room sharing a bathroom with no kitchen. There was a common room TV space and laundry facilities in the building, but nowhere really to cook. Single soldiers were expected to eat in the chow hall, but Tanya and I subsisted on whatever we could keep in the mini-fridge and whatever we could cook in the microwave that sat on top of it. Everyone always joked that training exercises, that is living out in the field in tents for up to 30 days, was the Army’s way of making us appreciate living in the barracks.

Later that evening, I climbed the stairs and knocked on Alan’s door. No surprise—he wasn’t alone. I could hear the room full of guys listening to his stereo and playing his video games. The door cracked open, and a thick wave of cigarette smoke spilled into the hallway.

“Hey, babe,” Sergeant Alan Kearney, flashed a grin before leaning in for a kiss. Then, with a little flair, he revealed a single red rose from behind his back.

It was a little contrived, but I smiled and took the rose from him anyway, dropping my voice to a whisper, “Thank you.”

As I stepped through the doorway, the noise hit me like a wall—laughter, music thumping, video games blaring, and a chorus of voices ringing out in perfect unison.

“Big Bird!”

It was a nickname I’d acquired when I arrived last year, and it stuck.

I navigated the tight space with Alan leading the way. He dropped back into his place in the chair, and I perched beside him on the armrest.

Federman, Alan’s roommate, was conquering the latest rendition of Tomb Raider. They’d gotten creative—stacked their bunkbeds to make space for a couch and a surprisingly impressive entertainment center.

Beside me, Alan leaned in slightly, resting his hand on my knee. “How was California?” he asked, eyes locked on the screen.

“It was nice. Good to see my parents,” I said, watching him instead.

He gave my knee a quick squeeze—acknowledgment, maybe comfort—then sprang forward, shouting with the others, “Ah, man! You almost had it!”

The room echoed with groans and laughter.

Then he turned back to me, voice low and suddenly serious, “Hey, let’s grab dinner when we get back from the field, just me and you.”

Another squeeze and a wink.

I nodded, “Yeah. I’d like that.”

Video games weren’t my thing, so my mind began to drift. I scanned the room and landed on a snapshot of us from that spring weekend on Tybee Island— a charming barrier island off the coast of Savannah. At the southern tip, there are wide sandy beaches and the iconic Tybee Pier—a local hub for fishing and socializing.

It was the perfect spot for us to lounge and take a dip.

The memory rushed back—us playfully wading into the warm Atlantic, laughing, the saltwater glistening on our skin. We’d splashed and rode the waves carefree for a while, until at some point, the sand beneath my feet had vanished, and Alan’s footing had disappeared too.

Looking toward the shore, that’s when it hit us—we’d drifted away from the pier and were too far out. We both knew we were caught in a rip current.

I was starting to get tired from treading water, but it wasn’t just the fatigue—it was the crushing fear of the unknown.

The ocean was big, and it was swallowing me whole!

Alan, on the other hand, was calm. His voice cut through my panic—steady and sure.

“Kiera. Hey, look at me.”

I was gasping, lungs burning, taking in both air and water in frantic gulps.

“We’re gonna be okay. We’ve got this,” he grabbed my shoulders, firm but reassuring, like he was anchoring me. His eyes locked on mine, full of quiet confidence. “We swim together, alright? Parallel to the shore. Head for the pier. Strong strokes, nice and even. Got it?”

I stared back at him, his calmness somehow cutting through the chaos inside my mind. Spitting saltwater from my mouth, I gave a shaky nod. We were in this together.

We pushed forward, side by side, swimming through the water in rhythm. Time blurred. My body moved on autopilot, each stroke an effort to stay afloat, but panic clawed at the edges of my thoughts, and the burn in my muscles screamed louder with every pull.

The pier loomed ahead, but it felt like it was slipping farther away. My strength was draining, my breaths shallow and ragged. Every stroke felt like a battle I wasn’t sure I could win.

How much longer could I keep this up?

Alan must’ve sensed the shift in me because he broke into cadence. “I don’t know what you’ve been told,” his voice rang out.

I didn’t answer.

He tried again, louder this time, “I don’t know what you’ve been told.”

Normally, I would’ve hated this—I hated the forced rhythm of it during PT—but in that moment, with the ocean churning around us, it felt like a lifeline. His voice was steady, reassuring and I found myself matching his call, “I don’t know what you’ve been told.”

“Chow hall food is good as gold.”

“Chow hall food is good as gold.”

We kept the call-and-response going, running through a litany of cadences, the rhythm distracting me from my pain and panic. I could feel the pull of the current slowly loosen as we swam closer to the pier. Alan began turning toward shore, and I mirrored him, following until I could finally feel the ocean floor beneath my feet.

Together, we hopped out of the waves, stumbling, exhausted, but relieved to be on solid ground. Safe.

I glanced at him, that memory still buzzing in my head, as he focused on his turn in the game. He checked all the boxes—tall, with that easy charm that made everyone like him. Handsome, calm, always in control.

And for the moment, that was enough.

––––––––
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THE SKY WAS PITCH-BLACK as we fell into morning PT formation.

In garrison, company formations are held in the parking lot behind the Company HQ. Each company on Ft. Gordon had a single-story, brick building which housed the First Seargent’s office, the Commander’s office, the arms room, the mailroom, and the supply room.

The cold hit hard, a raw Georgia morning that cut right through me. I was standing there, at the position of attention, in gray sweats and running shoes, freezing my ass off as the temperature neared the point of misery.

I’d braided my hair in a tight, single French braid, tucking the end under and pinning it off my collar per regulation, so the wind sliced down my neck. I hunched my shoulders, trying to trap any shred of warmth I could find. Mornings like that made me miss Germany—at least there we got to wear hats and gloves with our PT uniforms.

The First Sergeant's voice cut through the chill, announcing, “Last-four ending in an odd number, fall out for urinalysis.” Instantly, a few of the guys peeled off, heading for the warmth of the HQ. The rest of us shifted to the right, and then fell into step as we marched toward Barton Field, ready for PT.

Barton Field, the heart of Ft. Gordon, is a sprawling athletic hub. At its center lies an expansive grass field, encircled by a red dirt track stretching nearly two miles in circumference.

Morning PT kicked off with the usual stretching, some calisthenics, and then the obligatory run, all done in formation, of course, and to cadence.

But it was the run that always played with your head because you never really knew how far you were going. Was it platoon PT? Company PT? Or worse— a battalion run? Each one came with its own special level of hell.

If it was platoon PT, the Platoon Sergeant ran the show. And if he’s not feeling like torturing us with a long run—most of the time, he wasn’t—it was usually a quick 10 or 15 minutes of stretching and calisthenics, then a short, easy jog for about 20 minutes. Barely enough to break a sweat.

Company PT was a whole different beast. The Company Commander took charge of the run, and he always seemed to have something to prove. How long the run lasted depended entirely on his mood—and if he was Airborne, forget it—I’d brace myself for a run that felt like it would never end.

Battalion runs didn’t happen very often, but when they did, they were a bit of a joke. The idea of getting an entire battalion of Signal soldiers to maintain a long, continuous formation—company after company—sounded great in theory, but in reality, it was pure chaos. The run always turned into a disjointed mess, like a giant slinky stretching and collapsing on itself. We were either stuck running in place or desperately sprinting to catch up, the whole battalion zigzagging around Barton Field in a semi-organized mess.

Honestly, I didn’t mind PT. Having built-in exercise as part of the workday—that actually felt like a win—a solid way to jumpstart the day and stay in shape without carving out extra time.

But the weather. That was a different story. Standing in formation as the cold cut through every layer, shivering without the right gear, or slogging through runs either in the rain or in the choking heat, sweat pouring, bugs swarming—that’s what really got to me.

After PT, we hit the barracks for showers and breakfast, then had to report back for morning work formation in pressed BDU’s and polished boots at 9 AM.

We lucked out.

No time for a health and welfare inspection because today, we were gearing up for a field exercise, which meant heading to the motor pool for PMCS. Time to make sure the gear was ready for whatever was coming next.

I was on a four-person team, and it was all about preparedness. We had to drag out every piece of field gear—COMSEC, antennas, the whole setup—then lay it all out for inspection. Each item had to be accounted for and operational, no exceptions. Once the inspection was done, we’d pack it all back up, making sure everything was ready to roll out at 0-dark-thirty the next morning. It was always a grind, but that’s how it went.

I was also a trained combat lifesaver—so I made sure my medical pack was always in top shape, every item in its place and ready for action. Out in the field, during training exercises, I was the first line of medical support. I’d volunteered for the role, gone through the intensive training, and took it all on with zero hesitation. If things went wrong, I was the one who had to step up.

We powered through lunch, pushing to get everything done. By late afternoon, we finally took a break, lounging behind the Conex, smokin’ and jokin’, as they say.

Many of the exchanges I’m not exactly comfortable repeating. That’s the reality of being a woman in the military—always surrounded by guys, and they pretty much dominate the conversation. It’s often crude, laced with expletives, and has made me cringe more than once.

When I was a private, a specialist, and a corporal, I lacked the rank to do much about it. Unless it was specifically about me, I just let it slide. But as an NCO, I didn’t hesitate to call them out when things went too far.

On this particular day, however, the topic of conversation was mostly about the upcoming field exercise.

O’Connell took a drag from his cigarette and let the smoke out in a big puff, “I’m glad we’re not gonna be at the battalion field site this time around.” He leaned back, continuing, “At NTC, I was at the battalion site and I remember this one time, I was dog tired from stringing up camouflage all day in the fuckin’ sun and just trying to get a drink when this lieutenant comes up to me and says, That’s not the proper way to fill a canteen from the water buffalo, soldier.” O’Connell used a deep voice, mocking the officer. NTC is the National Training Center out in the desert in Southern California. Fort Irwin.

“I just looked at him and said, ‘Roger that sir’ but I’m thinking, this mother fucker hasn’t done shit all day, just sittin’ around in his air-conditioned RV and he’s gonna tell me how to get a drink of water!”

The other guys, including me, laughed at his characterization. Each of us had our own stories about being in the field and about run ins with leadership.

I chimed in, “Well, at least this field problem’s only two weeks instead of the usual month-plus, thanks to the holiday.”

O’Connell took another drag from his cigarette, “Speaking of which, what’s everyone doing for Christmas Exodus?”

Private First Class Harrison shot him a look, “Exodus? They only call it that in the training battalion.”

O’Connell shrugged and flicked the ashes off the end of his Marlboro, “Yeah, but the Commander’s got the whole company on block leave since we did that NTC training in October and November.”

I nodded, “And Christmas is on a Saturday this year, which means so is New Year’s Day.” I didn’t smoke, but I was used to it because just about everyone else did.

SPC Brown pulled out another Newport and lit it off the one he already had, “Since we’re getting the week before Christmas and the week between Christmas and New Year’s off, I’m driving up to Massachusetts to see the family.”

“And then back to work on Monday the third.” Harrison snorted and then turned his head to spit behind himself, “Guess we’ll finally see if all that Y2K bullshit actually hits the fan.”
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Chapter Two
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Field rollouts were always hurry up and wait. We had to be up and ready before the crack of dawn, which meant early morning formation with Kevlar helmet, gas mask, and full LBE; lining up to grab our weapons from the arms room; and then heading down to the motor pool with the required TA-50 to queue up for the convoy.

Once there, it was a lot of sitting around, waiting—though for what exactly, I never really knew. 06:00 signaled the daily, post-wide flag salute, and only then would we finally hit the road.

The goal was simple: get far enough out, away from any trace of civilization, and push us, with our teammates and gear, to replicate real combat conditions. Ft. Gordon spans about 55,596 acres—roughly 87 square miles—so there was no shortage of space to test our skills in the field.

The military post is thick with pine trees, but the perfect spot for signal shots is a bit higher up—an open patch where antennas can be set up and get the best reach.

We rolled up to our assigned site, dropped our generator trailers, and parked two 5-ton trucks with their communication shelters lined up parallel. Each team also had a CUCV and a HUMV on hand.

The order of operations was to ground the shelters, set up the antennas, and dial in the tactical communication shots.

Grounding the shelters, which roared to life on diesel generators, meant driving 5-foot metal rods deep into the earth, then linking them to the comm shelters. This created a direct, low-resistance path for electrical current to safely flow into the ground, protecting both us and our gear from lightning strikes, power surges, and shocks. The generators were also grounded for maximum safety.

Setting up the antenna depended on the comm shelter in use. With our AN/TRC 174 and 138A, we rigged up the AB-952/GRC and the AB-621/G mast assembly, respectively. And of course, each antenna was grounded for safety, just in case.

All of this had to happen before we could make the communications shot and that connection was the mission’s heartbeat. No jokes, no distractions. This was our job. In a real combat scenario, lives were on the line, and we were ready to meet the challenge.

A communications shot is setting up a secure, crystal-clear link. When we talk about a “radio shot,” we're ensuring a seamless connection between units or between command and its subordinates. It’s about syncing movements, directing fire, and relaying critical intel in real time.  In our case, those connections were made through rugged vehicle-mounted SINCGARS.

The first step is locking in the right frequency—VHF, UHF, or HF—depending on the mission’s needs. Then we secure the channel: configuring encryption, setting security protocols, and making sure no one’s listening in. Secure communication isn’t just a priority; it’s the mission.

Once the gear is dialed in, it’s time to initiate the shot. You call out the correct frequency and call sign— “Alpha 1-6 to Bravo 2-2”—and you’re in. It’s a quick, clean handshake of identification and communication, ensuring every message gets through loud and clear.

It took us passed noon, but finally, our shot was locked in, first contact was made, and for the moment, everyone relaxed. Misson accomplished.

After that, it’s all about making sure the field site is camouflaged, clean, and organized.

I was coiling up some extra cable when a scream cut through the air. Someone shouted my name. I dropped the cable and bolted around the HUMV.

O'Connell was on the ground, flat on his back, eyes closed—motionless.

“What happened?” I dropped to my knees, adrenaline surging through me like a shockwave. My hands were already moving—Kevlar helmet off, LBE unbuckled and hitting the dirt. I leaned in, fingers on his neck.

“I don’t know!” Harrison’s voice cracked, panicked. “One second, he was right next to me in the shelter—then he went to jump down, grabbed both sides to steady himself and—boom. This loud crack—like a pop. He just fell off the tailgate.”

“No pulse, and he’s not breathing,” I said to the circle forming around us. “Brown—my bag. In the truck.”

I didn’t wait. I launched into chest compressions, counting under my breath, focused only on the rhythm, on bringing him back.

Seconds blurred. Then—

A gasp.

O'Connell’s chest hitched. His eyes fluttered.

He was coming back, but he was still unconscious.

I scanned him quickly. “There’s blood on his face. He must’ve hit his head when he went down,” I muttered to myself. My eyes shot up, locking onto the first soldier I saw, “Wilson, get the truck. We need to move him to the hospital.”

Without a word, Staff Sergeant Wilson sprinted off.

Just then, Brown returned with my combat lifesaver bag.

“I’m starting an IV, in case he goes into shock,” I said, moving fast.

O'Connell was already on his back, and I wasn’t about to risk further injury by moving him too much, so a combat carry was out of the question. “We need a litter to get him in the truck,” I ordered, quick and sharp. “Brown, Harrison—take off your BDU tops, button them up again, and thread two ground rods through them. Make it quick.” Brown and Harrison were on it in an instant.

SSG Wilson backed up to us moments later with the covered CUCV.

Brown and Harrison worked in sync, finishing the makeshift litter and laying it next to O'Connell.

“On three, we roll him as one—just enough to get the litter under him,” I called out. Everyone was close enough to help, positioned up and down his body with many hands ready to move O’Connell’s head, torso, hips, and legs simultaneously, while Brown and Harrison shimmied the litter into place. “Nice and easy... One, two, three.”

Once he was on the litter, Brown and Harrison hoisted him into the back of the truck. I climbed in beside him, IV bag in hand, ready to keep him stable.

SSG Wilson was already in the driver’s seat. As soon as we were in and the tailgate slammed shut, I snapped, “Go!”

We were headed for Eisenhower Medical Center, but it was still at least a half hour out. My mind raced as I thought about what Harrison had described—maybe an electric shock? I reached down, examining O'Connell’s hands. They were slightly burned.

“Better check for exit wounds,” I said out loud.

“What?” SSG Wilson called from the cab.

“I think he’s been electrocuted!” I shouted through the glass.

I hooked the IV bag to stay up and started undoing O'Connell's boots, pulling them off along with his Army green socks. No blood. No burns. Just a slight discoloration. I felt a flash of relief but then decided to unbutton his BDU top and to take off his BDU bottoms just to be sure there weren’t any other injuries that needed to be addressed.

As I started, a brief hesitation hit me—this was crossing a line.

But then I remembered: he was unconscious and depending on me. My duty was clear. I pushed the hesitation aside and did what a soldier does—help my brother in arms.

Everything looked stable—so I turned my attention to the gash on his head. The bleeding had slowed, but the cut ran long and deep. I rummaged through my medical kit, my hands moving fast until I landed on antiseptic and a sterile bandage. As I pressed the gauze to his skin, O'Connell shifted with a groan. My breath caught. Then his eyes fluttered open, and relief surged through me.

“Hey, man,” I said softly, leaning closer.
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