
OP #7

(The Horrors of War) Declassified Edition

Adam Fenner


Copyright © 2025 Adam Fenner

All rights reserved

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious.  Any similarity to real persons, living or dead,  is coincidental and not intended by the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the publisher's express written permission.

Original Printing, 2014

To Safi
For teaching us about brotherhood and what it means to love your people and your country. By your example, you proved that you were so dedicated to the spirit of our cause that you became an enemy in your own home to support us. We can’t thank you enough for your sacrifice. You will always be our brother, and we welcome you to America.
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Foreword




I wrote the first draft of this book more than a decade ago. At the time I was young, younger—too young to realize it. The world looked different, and so did I.

What started as a gnawing concept evolved quickly into a full-length novel. I wrote it fast, and in many ways, I wrote it to get it out of my system. And it shows. The characters weren’t as fully formed as they deserved. The story hit hard, but didn’t always hit right. It was a product of youth—of urgency, ambition, and a good dose of arrogance.

But I got older. Questionably wiser. And so did the story.

This Declassified Edition is not just a cleaned-up version of the original. It’s the first step into a much larger universe built on blood, shadows, and fire. Since that first draft, I’ve written rough drafts for two sequels and outlined the shape of the final three. My goal is to follow SGT Stone beyond the battlefield—to trace a soldier’s path through war, survival, and eventually come home, whatever "home" becomes.

Culturally, we do a decent job of telling combat stories. But we don’t talk as much about what comes after, what it means to go home, what it takes to keep living. This series aims to do both—and to do it while keeping you on edge, entertained, and maybe a little unsettled.

Along the way, I’ve expanded the supernatural world, tapped into folklore and myth meant to linger in the back of your mind long after you’ve put the book down. Some things should keep you up at night.

This edition brings new life to old pages. It gives the characters the space they always deserved and sets the foundation for what’s to come. At the end of this book, you’ll find links to deeper worldbuilding and a preview of Book Two—because this story is just getting started.

Thank you for being here. Keep your eyes open, your kit tight, and your squad close.

You’re going to need them.

Best, Adam


Alishang Valley

Laghman Province, Afghanistan

The Real COP Najil

34°53'45"N 70°07'01"E
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Chapter 1


Day 1


SGT Trent Stone

“Standby, we are dropping through the cloud cover into the valley now,” the Blackhawk pilot said over the headsets.

Stone looked at the crew, who were all staring blankly out the windows with their hands holding onto the bars above their heads. The feeling that they knew what was ahead and he didn’t was overwhelming. He reached up for the bar above his head and signaled to the other three soldiers to do the same.

They reached up, tightened their hands around the bar above, and nodded to him.

The Blackhawk lurched, and the windows turned white as they passed through the low-hanging clouds looming over the valley. The air was thick, and the cool moisture sent shivers up his spine.

As the helicopter jerked back and forth, he was glad he was holding on to something.

Across from him sat SPC Hall and PFC Pershing. Both were extremely intelligent, but only Hall had used them by creating small detection and monitoring devices they had already found helpful during training. He was a business student when he wasn’t actively serving. He hoped to turn his inventions into a profitable venture someday. Pershing was far less productive, known for his obsession with Japanese anime and the large blade he always had strapped to his left shoulder.

Beside him sat SPC Ord, but most people called him Bear. Even clean-shaven, he appeared hairy. He was barrel-chested, and although he wasn’t much more than six feet tall, everything about the man felt big.

The helicopter shuddered again as they dropped below the clouds and into the valley. Everything had a dull gray appearance. Wisps of fog snaked among buildings, trees, and along the river. They were going to Combat Outpost (COP) Najil, a remote outpost in the Laghman province of Afghanistan. For many of these soldiers, it was their first tour. For Stone, it was third in Afghanistan and fourth overall. He had been in Iraq with the 2nd Battalion 7th Cavalry out of Arizona and served with a few of these guys in Iraq. But had volunteered for a deployment to Afghanistan a couple of years back, then kept extending to stay. Coming back to the Cavalry was like coming home.

He wasn’t sure why a cavalry unit was being deployed to a region with one road in, one road out, and no tanks. But there they were, almost.

They passed low over the bazaar to the south of the base, on the eastern side of the valley, rows of boxcars clinging to the side of the mountain road. They floated over a seemingly abandoned compound loosely attached to what appeared to be the main part of the base. They passed over concrete structures and sheets of camouflage netting that flapped in the helicopter downdraft. Stone could see Staff Sergeant Uhlrich standing on the edge of the Landing Zone (LZ), a tract of flattened ground covered in gravel.

He stood still and watched them closely. He appeared not to notice the rotor wash except to hold his hat onto his head.

“Grab your bags and bring them up the hill. Corporal Tucker will guide you to your billeting,” Uhlrich yelled over the rotors.

A group of five soldiers that Stone didn’t recognize filed past him, their faces vacant. He would have expected something resembling the thrilled faces of free men, but he only saw utter defeat.

The helicopter blades screamed. The wash of the rotors sent small stones flying outward and pelted him while he moved away. It lifted straight up through the clouds and was out of sight within a minute, leaving only the sound of the beating blades in the sky above.

Stone slung his ruck over his shoulder and reached for one of his duffel bags. “Good to see you, Sergeant.”

“I’ve got that, brother. Good to see you, too. How was the flight in?” Uhlrich asked.

“Not bad. This place is a bit depressing.”

“You think it’s hard on us? You saw those guys leaving, right?” Uhlrich tossed the duffel over his shoulder and pointed up the hill.

“Yeah, they looked rough.”

“They all look like that. I’m not sure why, either. According to the records, they haven’t seen any action in six months. Not one piece of indirect fire, no troops in contact, not even a threatening phone call.”

“That isn’t normal. Has the command been pushing them really hard?” Stone asked.

“They have logged regular patrols, but I talked to one of the squad leaders before he left and said they haven’t left the wire in six months.”

“Holy shit, how’s that even appropriate?” Stone stopped on the flat piece of ground that appeared to be a road above the LZ.

“No clue. I can’t imagine having a worse battle handoff with these guys. They literally wouldn’t talk to me—n o intelligence, no reports, no patrols together. I called command to complain, and they were really weird about it. They just said let them go, don’t make a big fuss. I dug into some old reports, and they took heavy casualties early on. Not so many combat casualties but a lot of accidents. I think Higher recognizes that we’re dealing with idiots, and it’s best to just figure it out on our own.”

“Damn. Well, not like we have a choice. Only nine months of this, right?”

Uhlrich laughed and punched him on the arm. “Sergeant looks good on you by the way.”

“Yeah, the last unit gave it to me. I’m not sure if I like how it fits.”

“Well, you better like it. I need a good NCO.”

“Yeah,” Stone replies, his tone non-committal.

A group of more soldiers arrive at the landing zone to help with the team that just arrived. Everyone is smiling except Specialist Rigby. Rigby is tall, has a lean athletic build, and is an obvious runner but with the strength of a spring coiled too tight. He scowls when he makes eye contact with Stone and turns his shoulder to him—engaging happily with Bear.

“How was leave?” Uhlrich asks. “You see your little girl?”

“I came straight here.”

Uhlrich stops him. “When was the last time you were home?”

“I’m not sure.”

Uhlrich put his finger into Stone’s chest. “You have a little girl. When was the last time you saw her?”

Stone sees Rigby turn his head slightly, his attention toward Stone.

“Over a year, I didn’t take R&R last tour. And I did duty during pre-mobilization training.”

Uhrlich shakes his head. “First flight I can get you out. I’m sending you home. Go see your daughter.”

“Sure. Thank you.”

“You call her, right?”

Rigby glares at Stone draws phlegm from his throat and expels it on the ground. A thick wad splashes on the ground. Then he turns to walk away.

Only Stone notices the gesture, but he remains unaffected.

“As often as I can.”

“I know when my little boy was that age, he begged for time with me. Make sure you give her your time. I bet she loves her daddy.”

“I appreciate it.”

While they walked further up, the stone and mud paths led straight up the side of the small mountain valley that COP Najil rested on. Uhlrich filled him in on the base layout and the basic operational climate as he understood it. A small Marine contingent lived in a separate compound with the Afghan National Army (ANA) to their south. He didn’t know much more but thought they wouldn’t say much about their Afghan counterparts. A road wound up the mountain where a heavily fortified outpost sat. They called it the Death Star because of the two machine gun mounts on each of the four sides. It had been unoccupied for quite some time, and the Commander was already talking about re-manning the position to gain better observation of the valley.

They walked past several wooden structures on waist-high stilts, the fifty-gallon drum shitters, and around some barriers before they arrived at their huts. “Before we go in, I do need to tell you one thing. I managed to get out of the squad leader whose room I’m in now.”

Stone adjusted the strap on his shoulder. “What’s up?”

“He said, ‘This place is hell.’ Bro, I don’t think he meant that in the traditional war-is-hell way. He looked like he believed it. We should hole up here until it is time to go home. The locals don’t want us here, and they don’t want our help, and there is no reason to waste our time and resources on them.”

“What are we supposed to do with that, just hunker down like they did?”

“I think we both know Captain Wulff won’t let that fly,” Uhlrich said, walking up the first few steps of the building.

“Oh no, he won’t let that fly at all.”

Uhlrich held the door open, and Stone fumbled past, his pack getting jammed in the doorway. The building was simple: seven-foot-tall walls lining the hallway and small rooms separated by quarter-inch thick sheets of particleboard. The hallway ran from the front door and out the back. Fluorescent bulbs hung from the ceiling. “Yours is the one at the end on the right. Watch the floor, though. There is a serious mouse problem, which translates into a lot of mouse traps.”

“Gotcha. When and where do you need me next?”

“I’ll let you know after the Battle Update Brief tonight. Until then, settle in and check on your guys. This is home now.” Uhlrich stepped into his second room from the door on the left. “And call your daughter…”

Stone nodded to himself, walked through the doorway, lunged forward, tossed his pack onto the bunk, grabbed his duffel from the hallway, and tossed it beside it. Stepping back, he surveyed the room. It wasn’t much bigger than the bed. The top bunk had no mattress and was most likely used as storage. Looking at the floor, he saw a line of mouse droppings along the back edge of the wall. Stone took a knee and peered under the bed. The light reflected off the eyes of three dead mice. “Welcome to COP Najil,” Stone said aloud, reaching under the bed to pull the dead rodents out.




Chapter 2


Day 2


SGT Trent Stone

“Is there ever any sun in this hole?” Specialist Rigby said. Rigby was tall, athletic, and perfect to carry their newly issued M48s. They were the size of their traditional automatic weapons but with bigger rounds.

“I can see why everyone was so depressed. This isn’t cool, man,” Private Padilla replied. Padilla was short and a little soft around the edges, nothing that a few months in the mountains couldn’t cure. He had been in the unit for six years and had been up and down the ranks. Every time he got promoted, he would find a new reason for the command to take it away, this most recent time being for his Physical Fitness Test. He failed his run and was demoted as a result. If Stone were to guess what he was going to do wrong next, he would wager on drugs. Something about his behavior recently hinted he was hanging out with a bad crowd. A deployment together might be enough to put him on the right path.

They had stepped off for their first patrol around 0800, hoping to catch the bazaar as it started to fill up. The command wanted to reestablish its regional presence and start building relationships. He had made it well known that he wasn’t happy they had to start from scratch but acknowledged that they wouldn’t have to answer for the other unit's misdeeds. Since they had done nothing, they had done nothing wrong.

Once the sun crested the mountains, the cloud cover overhead diffused the light into a soft gray, making it difficult to quickly ascertain the time of day. Everything felt damp and cold. Even the animals looked depressed. As they walked out the gate, several mange-covered dogs slunk past them on the road, their heads down, avoiding eye contact.

It was about a kilometer to the bazaar, a downhill walk to the south, following the winding road around the valley's eastern edge. The area between the bazaar and the COP was relatively devoid of life, aside from the few mangy dogs. After the final turn, they could hear the buzz of activity in the bazaar: locals bartered, laborers clanged their tools around, and motorcycle engines sputtered to life.

It was all business as usual until the first older gentleman with a thick gray beard, wearing a sky-blue man-dress, pointed at the patrol and whispered to the butcher he was bartering with. Half a slaughtered cow hung beside the two men standing in blood-soaked dirt while they watched PFC Pershing pass them suspiciously.

The commotion in the bazaar didn’t halt, but it slowed noticeably. A group of effeminate-looking boys, wearing makeup and with henna-painted fingernails, whispered and pointed at them while sitting on brightly colored bicycles, with flowers filling the baskets.

“Does any of this feel right to you?” Uhlrich asked, turning to Stone.

Stone scanned the area and focused on the upper level of the bazaar, where a man wearing a leather glove with a hawk perched on it looked down at him.

It was normal, mostly. He couldn’t identify one, but there seemed to be more shadows than owners. Movement at the edges of his vision kept him off-center and uneasy.

“No, I’ve walked into ambushes friendlier than this.” He brushed off the discomfort. “And in about two months, those boys will be pretty enough to be an acceptable deployment lay.”

“Don’t say that shit, bro. Before you know it, two months will be up, and I’ll push you to make good on those words,” Uhlrich said.


Clunk.


“Hey!” Bear yelled behind them.

Stone turned to see the burly man looking in every direction quickly, his M14 rifle tucked tightly into his shoulder, ready to fire immediately. “What was that?”

“Someone threw a goddamned rock at me!” he said, still looking around but unable to find the source. “Lucky it hit my Kevlar, though.” He turned to the medic Tucker behind him. “Did you see anything, Doc?”

“Just the rock bounce off that thick head of yours. Do you want me to check to see if it is ok?”

“Fuck you, man. I thought you were on my side,” Bear said.

“Ha ha ha,” laughing children echoed through the bazaar.

“Do you see them?” Stone asked.

Everyone replied with negative visuals. The bazaar was devoid of children.

I don’t remember kids ever hiding from us like this.

“Let’s keep moving. We will reach the end of the bazaar and take the field back,” Uhlrich ordered.


​“Roger, let’s keep moving then.” Stone looked back at Bear, whose eyes scanned every shop he passed with a hard look.


The local men pretended to ignore him. They kept their heads pointed down or away, but their eyes watched him closely. Shadows swayed behind them, continually moving.

Stone tried to find some glimmer of acceptance from someone within the market. Someone he could interact with, who waved and smiled, but no one reciprocated, not even a nod. At the bazaar's end, a man squatted over a tire, banging a hammer on the rim for no discernable reason. Houses lined the single-lane road, bright red doors faced the road, and mounds of dirt surrounded each building built into the mountainside. Red was the most colorful color he had seen since they arrived in the valley, aside from the boys’ bicycles and flowers, as if they were boys.

“Turn right, Pershing,” Uhlrich yelled.

Stone smelled copper, tangy and sharp in his nose. He knew that smell.

“Roger, Sergeant,” Pershing replied.

The young private disappeared around the corner of the mechanic’s shop—a dull blue rail car he was operating his modest business out of. Padilla and Menendez were right behind him but stopped in place.

“What the fuck?” Uhlrich said.

“‘What the fuck’ is right, Sergeant,” Menendez said, turning back to his squad leader. “You have to see this.”

Stone and Uhlrich jogged up, their heavy armor jostling with each step, and turned the corner.

Behind them, the mechanic banged away on the rim with his cheap metal hammer.

In front of them, Pershing and Padilla stared in shock as three large black dogs tore into the body of a golden-colored dog. The dog resembled a retriever, only leaner. The carcass was on its side. Its back leg twitched while the three beasts tore into its side. They had torn open the belly and fought over a scrap of intestines. They snapped at one another and then quietly returned to their meal.

The beasts stared at the soldiers as they passed, their eyes fixed while they tore into the pale dog’s belly. Their muzzles dripped in blood. Their eyes burned, reflecting more light than natural, almost emitting a light of their own, orange and unnatural on a gloomy gray day.

“Just don’t get too close,” Uhlrich said quietly.

“Roger,” Pershing replied. He moved close to the back of the mechanic’s railcar, skirted around the cannibalistic creatures, and carried forward with the patrol.

“I’ll hang back with Bear and pick up the rear,” Stone said. “I’ve got my pistol, and he has his shotgun if they come after any of us.”

“Thank you,” Uhlrich said before he rejoined the patrol.

“Those aren’t dogs, those are fucking demons,” Bear said behind him.


Thud.


A rock struck the back of Bear’s armor.

“Just ignore it,” Stone said.

“Easy for you to say.”

Stone looked the big man in the face. “It’s either that or you shoot them,”

Children laughed somewhere behind them while the three beasts pulled the leg off the dog and flung it back and forth, splattering the ground with dark streaks of blood.




Chapter 3


Day 7


SGT Trent Stone

Stone sat quietly on his bunk and stared at a slideshow of photos of his daughter Elisa while he ate a bowl of cereal out of a small plastic bowl. He had grabbed some shelf-stable milk and scrounged up a brown MRE (Meal Ready to Eat) spoon. His last photos with her were taken when she was in diapers, running around, climbing, and exploring. Her mom said that she must have gotten that spirit from him. Now she was starting Kindergarten, and she read to him the last time he was on the phone with her. He wanted more than anything to go home and sit by her bed. Read her a story or have her curl up on his belly with a book.

He sighed into his cereal. It had been a couple of weeks since his last call.

You’re a shit dad.

The thought lingered, sharp and biting. He shook it off and refocused on the mission.

The operational tempo hadn’t been wrong. Regular patrols attempted to build a relationship with the locals. None had warmed up to them. It began to wear on him. Only eight and three-quarters more months left, he reminded himself while he crunched down on another spoonful.

“Sergeant Stone,” Pershing said, popping his head into his doorway.

“What’s up?” Stone asked through his mouthful of cereal.

“Sergeant Uhlrich wants you in his office and needs you to find Doc Tucker, too,” Pershing said. The light cast an unusual shadow behind him against the back wall. It appeared to be a second person beside him in the hallway for a moment.

Stone brushed it off. “Thanks.” Stone looked down at his computer screen at a photograph of his daughter Elisa playing with a puppy at the park when she was only a couple of years old.

“And Sergeant?”

“Yeah.” He looked back up.

“When you’re done, if you’ve got time, some of the guys were hoping you could teach us some MMA moves later.”

Stone smiled. “No problem. After I’m done with Sergeant Uhlrich, I’ll come in and show you guys a few things.”

“Thank you, Sergeant,” Pershing said, heading out the back door. His shadow lingered against the wall behind him, catching Stone’s eye before it followed Pershing away.

Stone blinked and rubbed his eyes.

A water bottle full of sand slid back down the doorframe. It hung from 550-cord nailed to the top of the door and acted as a simple pulley. No one knew how to close the door in this country, so the bottle was there to ensure it was closed behind everyone as they entered or left.

Stone drank what remained of his cereal and tossed it into the small wastebasket beneath his makeshift computer desk. It had been a little time since he had sparred, and throwing the kids would be good practice. He was an amateur fighter back home. Nothing major, a few fights to build ranking, but never anything for money. It gave him a bit of mystique with the junior soldiers, who idolized him for getting into a ring and being punched more times than he cared to have been.

He grabbed his pistol, slid it into his front pocket, and headed out the front door toward the Aid Station at the base of the hill, just beside the LZ. It would have been easier to have Pershing go after Doc himself, but Uhlrich had been moody lately, and he wouldn’t make it worse. Rounding the corner where the makeshift toilets were, he saw Doc walking into the shower trailer, a white trailer built as a modular shower. On the road that ran on the cliff above, it was a 500-gallon water jug that gravity-fed the showers. Inside was a water heater and running water. It didn’t entirely feel like Afghanistan inside.

“Hey, Doc,” Stone yelled ahead.

Doc turned. “Sergeant Stone,” he said, his face pale, his tone flat, his shadow long behind him.

Stone furrowed his brow. “What’s up?”

“Can you get the door handle for me? I don’t want to touch it.”

He looked at the medic’s hands. They were covered in blood. “What the fuck, man?”

“Walsh. He killed himself. The head is very vascular,” Doc replied in a clinical tone.

Stone opened the door and held it so the medic could pass. “Specialist Walsh from Third Platoon?” He was stunned. Walsh had been a good kid, positive and motivated.

Doc turned the knob of the sink and smeared blood on the chrome handle. He began to wash his hands slowly. The bloodstains rode up his cuffs, but it didn’t matter. “There wasn’t much we could do except clean up. I felt bad. There was blood splattered all over his daughter’s drawings.”

“I don’t think Walsh had a daughter,” Stone replied.

“Well, it doesn’t really matter. Someone cared enough to send him piles of drawings. It looked like he was running a preschool out of his area.”

“Wow, I can’t believe that,” Stone said. “I’ll let you finish up. Sergeant Uhlrich wanted us up in his office. I’ll tell him you are finishing up.”

“I’m as clean as I can be without a hot shower and a uniform change,” Doc said. He grabbed a handful of paper towels and dried off his hands.

They padded back up the hill to the small office between the two barracks facing perpendicular. It was set higher than the barracks and over a deep wash where the water ran during heavy rains.

Doc held the door open for Stone. They closed the door quietly behind them. The office was all plywood, rosters and maps hung up on the walls, and ammo lined the edges of the floor. “What took you two so God awful long?” Uhlrich asked without turning around.

“My bad, Sergeant,” Doc said. “Walsh killed himself, and I was just finishing cleaning up when Sergeant Stone grabbed me.”

“Kid was a fucking pussy,” Uhlrich replied without looking up from his computer.

“Sergeant?” Stone asked, hoping he could calm the man down. Something had bothered him, but none of that should cause him to act like that.

Uhlrich turned around and took a breath. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what has been eating at me. Stress, I suppose. Are you good, Doc?”

“I am, Sergeant, thank you.”

“Ok, I just needed to give you the rundown and see if you had any thoughts before I finish this order for a mission that the Squadron has cooked up for us.”

“What kind of mission?” Stone asked.

Uhlrich stared at him, his face flat and emotionless. His gaze lingered long enough for Tucker and Stone to both notice the long, uncomfortable pause.

Stone waved his hand before Uhlrich’s face and snapped his fingers.

“Clearing operation.” He started without acknowledging the pause. “They intend to control the entire valley from directly south of us, about two kilometers south, for a few days while they try to root out any possible insurgent activity.”

Tucker and Stone exchanged glances.

“Apparently, this whole region has been a black hole of activity, and our Intel goobers believe it's because this is a hub for moving supplies, and the Taliban don’t want to draw attention to it. Which is why they are lying low.”

“What do you mean a black hole?” Doc asked, trying to keep the conversation going.

He is losing his grip.

If you kill him, the squad would be yours.

Stone shook the thought from his head.

“Nothing has happened in this area in over six months. It's the quietest part of the country and people are asking questions. Since we are new and full of energy, they expect us to get answers,” Uhlrich explained. He stood up and moved over to the map. He pointed at the village across from the valley from them. “They want to sweep everything from Parmawan to Alishing. Apparently, they have a couple of Special Forces teams scheduled to help with potential high-value targets, a company of Military Police, and the rest of the Squadron is allocating another Troop to help us out.”

“Sounds like it will be some long nights,” Stone said, scanning the map. But observing Uhlrich.

“It’ll be. They want us to hold Observation Post Seven here.” Uhlrich pointed at the compound beyond the bazaar.

“Why there?”

“Observation of the region, and more importantly, it has a small river of water that runs through the compound so we can sustain ourselves for longer. It means we will be boiling our water if we want it potable, but I need you to think of what we can do to keep us alive there.”

“Roger,” Doc replied.

“Any thoughts, Stone?”

“I will need to know where the other OPs will be so that I can set up sectors of fire ahead of time,” Stone said.

You don’t need to explain yourself to him.

“No other OPs,” Uhlrich said.

“Then why are we number seven?”

“Secrecy. Apparently, they know we are going to talk about it, so they are giving everything designations that imply there are a lot more assets out there than what is really happening, or they like the number. Fuck, man, I don’t know.”

“Fair enough, I’ll brief the guys. When are we heading out?”

Uhlrich stares at him, his eyes sharpening as if working through a disturbing thought. Then, shaking it off.

Look at this little bitch, can’t handle the stress.

Stone blinks twice to push the thought out of his head.

“Stepping off four days from tonight,” Uhlrich said.

“Ok, do you mind if I look over that order with you later tonight, so I can get a feel for what is going on?”

“I was going to tell you to if you didn’t ask,” Uhlrich said. “And, Doc.”

“Yes, Sergeant?”

“Take some time to handle your business. We have four days to complete this, and I will need you to be in the right state of mind when we step off.”

“Yes, Sergeant, thank you.”

“I don’t have anything else for you unless you have something for me,” Uhlrich said.

Stone and Doc both shook their heads.

“Good, Doc, can you give Sergeant Stone and me a minute.”

Tucker nodded and walked out the door.

“Are you prepped and ready for mission?”

“Yeah, no issues,” Stone replied.

“And the squad,” Uhlrich asked, his tone the comforting older brother tone that he had always known from the older soldier.

The lights flickered, and their shadows wavered, and something else, Stone couldn’t put his finger on at the edge of the momentary darkness.

“Umm.” Stone hadn’t thought to check; they were adults and soldiers.

“Don’t umm, I need to know. You should already have checked,” Uhlrich sighed. “You have to step up.”

“I’ve got it. I’ll look in the morning.”

Fuck him.

Uhlrich looked at him, his eyes sunken in. Dark rims circled the pale gray of his sclera. He looked like he hadn’t slept in weeks. He shook his head, rubbed his eyes with a fist, and stared at the ground.

“You are the best fighter we have, not even a close race. But you have to be a leader here. I won’t be able to do this without you.

Stone nods. “I’ve got it—no big deal.”

For a flash, Stone imagines himself hitting Uhlrich in the face, how his nose would crunch against his fist, how a few cracks of his elbow would unsettle the man’s jaws, how the muscles in his back would burn while he strikes him rapidly across the face.

Uhlrich looked him in the eyes. A dull glassy gaze. Pausing until he started talking again. “Do you? We always hated those hot garbage NCOs who looked good in uniform but didn’t actually lead.”

“That isn’t who I am.”

“You have been gone a while. This is your third deployment in a row. That changes people.”

“I hear you, Sergeant. I’ll take care of it.”

You don’t need this shit from him.

Stop it, don’t be like that.

“Take care of them. You are a natural leader. Lead,” Uhlrich forced a tired, reassuring smile. His smile stretches and pauses. Uhlrich’s face pauses for a bit too long. Holding…

Stone tries to brush it off again. Feeling the need to get away. “I’ve got your back, and I will always take care of them. Please make sure you get some sleep. We need you rested, too.”

“I’ll try, not sure what it is about this place.” Uhlrich seems to be fighting against himself while he rubs his temple and shakes his head.

The radio behind him hissed to life, “Reaper 3, this is Punisher Base.”

Uhlrich sighed. “Sergeant Sharper should really handle this shit. Fat, lazy M&M-eating Platoon Sergeant.” He picked up the handset. “Go for Reaper 3.”

“MPs just rolled their vehicle south of Alishing. We need your section to escort a recovery team and get them back to base.”

Uhlrich looked at Stone and Doc. “Get the kids spun up. I want them on the LZ in thirty minutes.”

They nodded and headed out the door.

“Roger, Punisher base, we are moving.”




Chapter 4


Day 7


SPC Christine Hope

“Hope!” Sergeant Steenberg yelled.

“Yes, Sergeant?” Specialist Hope replied and leaned forward from the barrier where she sat.

“You have your license for this thing, right?” Steenberg asked, pointing at the Mine Resistant Ambush Proof (MRAP). Four were parked at the gate entrance. Hulking and sand-colored armored vehicles were on massive black tires.

“Yes, Sergeant,” she replied. She knew it was in her best interest to stand up and come over to him when he talked to her, but he made her uneasy. When she first got the 34th Military Police Company several months prior, she had been warned about him. He was the leader who always tried to hook up with the younger enlisted soldiers. Within a week, she was already on his “hit list,” and she knew it. Thankfully, a couple of soldiers in the unit were looking out for her and always found ways to keep the two separated or ensure that they were never alone.

“Good,” he replied and smiled while his eyes ravaged her. “You’ll be driving up to COP Najil. You have also been assigned as medical support up there. I told them that you should be with us, but someone up there doesn’t like you and detached you from us for the mission.”

She knew who it was, Lieutenant Gladrey, their Operations Officer. She knew firsthand what a creep Steenberg was and always detached her when she could.

“Roger, Sergeant,” Hope replied. She grabbed a rock and tossed it at the Kevlar, which she had placed a couple of meters in front of her. When it struck the helmet, it made a dull thud sound, attracting the attention of a large black dog pacing back and forth on the other side of the gate.

The dog stared at her for a while, then returned its attention to the ground.

They were waiting on Forward Operation Base (FOB) Mehtarlam. Their bags were already loaded in the MRAPs and awaiting the final order to roll out.

Mehtarlam was the size of a base that felt big at first, but after a little while, every face was familiar, and everyone knew everyone’s business. Being a member of the minimal population of women on the base, her business was quite public. So, she did her best to keep it bland. She was not looking forward to going to the COP, where there were fewer women and even fewer amenities. But it was only temporary, and before she knew it, she would be back in her bunk, in her room with Lieutenant Gladrey.


Thunk.


“Got it,” Steenberg said, smiling triumphantly after hitting her Kevlar with a small stone.

“Nice job, Sergeant,” she replied half-heartedly.

After sitting in the hot sun for an hour, they got word to mount up.

After they sat in their vehicles for an hour at the gate, they got permission to leave.

Hope was the third vehicle back. Steenberg had tried to move into that vehicle but was ousted by their Captain. She was happy that the man didn’t say anything to her the entire trip. He played on the computer display in the vehicle, watched troop movement, and sent up regular reports.

Mehtarlam had been a relatively developed area, with the occasional two- or three-story building, semi-straight paved roads, and buildings made of something more than stone and mud. Once they were outside the city limits, they traveled back in time. The occasional cell phone tower and the long strand of power line, haphazardly thrown over sticks shoved into the ground, was the only connection to the modern world. The houses looked like they had been built by hand from rocks and mud dragged out of the river. Children ran between the legs of malnourished farm animals, and women tended the fields. Everything was lush and green. It was beautiful and reminded her of her hometown, Boulder, Colorado.

“We are nearing the Jaboom Checkpoint now,” the Captain called over the radio.

They rolled up the winding dirt path toward the Afghan police checkpoint. She felt like Dorothy, leaving Oz and driving back to Kansas. The cloud cover was so thick it zapped the valley of the bright greens she was beginning to enjoy. They passed the small checkpoint, a singular compound surrounded by barriers and concertina wire, with a ratty-looking Afghan flag flying on the top of the building inside.

Then the sun was gone, hidden behind the clouds.

They crested the hill and slowly followed the winding path toward the first village. Mud huts lined the road and crept up the mountainside on the east. No children played, and the few men who were out watched them cautiously. At the edge of the town, the lead vehicle picked up the pace. Hope kept her distance from the car in front of her. Large black dogs sat along the road, watching them drive past.

A spot of movement caught her eye at the edge of the road.

A little boy wearing all red looked at her.

He darted out in front of the vehicle.

Hope cranked the wheel hard and to the left to avoid hitting the child. The vehicle’s brakes screamed, and it leaned hard to the side. She tried to correct it, cranking the wheel to the right. The vehicle rocked left.

“Rollover, rollover, rollover,” the crew yelled, following their training.

The Captain turned back and pulled the gunner inside the vehicle just as it slammed on its side and slid across the dirt road, finally stopping near the cliff's edge.

“Is everyone ok?” Corporal Martin yelled from the back.

“Are you good, Hope?” the Captain asked.

She breathed heavily, not sure if she was okay. She lay against the door and stared at the ground, which was not at the angle it should have been from her seat.

“Yes, sir. I’m ok,” she finally replied.

“Good, what the fuck was that?” he asked.

“I didn’t want to hit the little boy. He just ran out in front of us,” she said, looking at him, hoping that he had also seen the boy.

She could see it in his eyes that he hadn’t.

“I didn’t see any kid,” He looked at her cautiously. “Either way, this really fucked us. I hope no one is hurt.”

They unbuckled themselves and all climbed out the back. The other vehicles had already set up a perimeter, and COP Najil had sent personnel to retrieve them.

It was 1305 now.

She walked around the MRAP, which looked like a massive cow on its side. It was bulky and pitiful. They might have gone down the cliff if she had gone any faster or corrected the wheel differently. It was a thirty-meter drop, and she doubted they would have survived.
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