
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Chapter 1: Something Followed Me Home

The thing about demons is they don't look like what you'd expect. I always figured if something evil were going to follow me home from Afghanistan, it would at least have the decency to look scary. Maybe some horns, red eyes, that whole Hollywood bullshit. But the thing that's been stalking me for the past eight months looks like smoke that forgot how to dissipate. Just a shadow that moves wrong when the light hits it. My name is Marcus Rodriguez, but everyone calls me Tank. I'm sitting under the I-75 overpass in Atlanta, watching this thing circle the camp like a wolf that's learned patience. The other guys can't see it. They think it's just me losing my shit, which is fair enough. Hello, some days I think that too. But right now, at 0300 hours, when the world gets quiet enough to hear your thoughts, I know what I'm looking at. It's been thirty-four hours since my last drink, which means the shakes are starting to set in and my vision is getting too clear for comfort. That's when I see it best - when the alcohol stops numbing everything and reality comes crashing back like an IED going off in your face. The thing likes it when I'm sober. It gets bolder, moves closer to the fire we keep burning in the old oil drum. People think homeless veterans are just broken. They're not wrong, but they're not right either. We're survivors who survived too much. There's a difference. When you've had mortars landing close enough to taste the cordite, when you've seen what human beings can do to each other, when you've made decisions that haunt you every time you close your eyes - you learn that broken doesn't mean worthless. Sometimes broken is just another way of saying battle-tested. The shadow thing moves again, and I get that metallic taste in my mouth that always comes right before something bad happens. It's the same taste I got right before that kid walked up to our checkpoint in Kandahar with a vest full of explosives. The same taste that flooded my mouth when I realized my squad was walking into an ambush. My body learned to recognize danger long before my brain could process it. This is a skill you have to learn; otherwise, it could cost you your life. That's what kept me alive over there. That's what's keeping me alive now. "Tank, you, seeing ghosts again?" That's Jimmy "Crow" Thompson talking. He got his nickname because he's got this habit of collecting shiny things - bottle caps, pieces of metal, anything that catches the light. His area under the bridge looks like a magpie's nest. Crow did two tours in Iraq with the Marines before his mind began to deteriorate from the inside out. He's been living rough for about as long as I have, maybe longer. "Not ghosts," I tell him, keeping my eyes on the shadow. "Something else." Crow follows my gaze, but I know he can't see what I'm seeing. Nobody can. That's part of what makes this so fucked up. In the Army, when you called out a threat, your battle buddies could see it too. You had confirmation, backup, someone to watch your six. Out here, you're on your own with whatever demons followed you home. The shadow stops moving and turns toward me. I say turns, but that's not exactly right. It doesn't have a front or back, unlike most things. It just suddenly focuses in my direction, and I feel a weight pressing down on my chest like someone sitting on me. The temperature around our little fire drops about ten degrees, and I watch my breath start to fog in the Georgia heat. That's when I know it's not just the PTSD talking. PTSD doesn't make the air cold in July. "Jesus, Tank, you're white as a sheet," Crow says, and I can hear genuine concern in his voice. That's one thing about living rough with other veterans - we look out for each other because nobody else will. "When's the last time you ate something?" I want to tell him about the shadow, about how it's been getting stronger every day, about how I think it feeds on something inside me. But I tried that with the VA shrink two months ago and ended up on a seventy-two-hour hold. Turns out telling a psychiatrist that demons are real is a fast track to the psychiatric ward. "I'm fine," I lie, which is what we always say when we're anything but fine. The shadow moves closer to the fire, and now I can see it more clearly. It's not just dark - it's like a hole cut out of the world itself. When it moves in front of the flames, they dim but don't go out. It's absorbing the light without blocking it. That doesn't make sense according to any physics I learned in high school, but then again, many things stopped making sense after my fourth deployment. Crow starts talking about his day, something about the VA appointment he missed, and how they're threatening to cut off his disability payments. I try to listen because Crow's a good guy and he deserves someone to hear him, but the shadow is doing something new. It's reaching toward me with what might generously be called an arm. The cold hits me like jumping into a frozen lake, and suddenly, I'm not under a bridge in Atlanta anymore. I'm back in that compound outside Kandahar, watching Ahmad walking toward our position with that weird smile on his face. Ahmad was maybe twelve years old, old enough to know better but young enough that someone else was pulling the strings. I had maybe three seconds to make a decision that would either save my squad or kill an innocent kid. I made the right choice for my soldiers. I've never forgiven myself for it. The shadow feeds on that moment, drinks it up like water in the desert. I can feel it getting stronger, more solid, more real. The guilt and shame that I've been carrying for eight months became food for something that shouldn't exist. "Thanks!" Crow's voice snaps me back to the present. "You stopped breathing for a minute there, brother." The shadow has retreated, but it's not gone. It never really leaves. It just waits for the next time I'm weak enough to feed it. I look around our little camp under the bridge. There's Crow with his collection of shiny things. There's Murphy, an older guy who did three tours in Vietnam and never talks about any of it. There's Garcia, who lost his leg to an IED and his family to a bottle. And there's Doc - Sarah Williams - who parks her beat-up Honda about fifty yards away and pretends she's not as broken as the rest of us. What strikes me is that we're all here for the same reasons. We came back from places where people die for reasons that don't make sense, carrying pieces of those places inside us. We can't fit into a world that wants us to be grateful for our service but doesn't want to hear about the cost of that service. I wonder if that's what makes veterans cringe when someone says 'Thank you for your service.' So we end up here, under bridges and in shelters, surrounded by people who understand without needing explanations. But what if there's more to it than that? What if the things we brought back from those war zones aren't just memories and trauma? What if some of the darkness over there is following us home? I have often wondered if this is possible. The shadow moves again, circling our camp like it's marking territory. I get the metallic taste in my mouth and feel that familiar weight pressing down on my chest. "But this time, instead of feeding it my guilt, I'm gonna try something different. I think about my squad and the guys I miss. Think about the ones who didn't make it home, about how they'd probably kick my ass if they knew I was giving up. The shadow hesitates - like it's confused or something. 'You know what, Crow?' I stand up, brushing the dirt off my pants." "I think it's time I stopped running from some things." Crow looks at me like I've lost my mind, which is fair since I probably have. But sometimes losing your mind is the first step toward finding something better. Sometimes you have to accept that the world is stranger and darker than anyone wants to admit before you can figure out how to fight back. The shadow retreats further into the darkness under the bridge, but I can still feel it watching. That's fine. Let it watch. I spent four tours learning how to fight in the dark against enemies that wanted to kill me and everyone I cared about. This thing might be supernatural, but it's still an enemy. And I've never met an enemy that couldn't be defeated with the right tactics and enough determination. The problem is I can't do this alone. In the Army, everything centered on the unit, with a focus on working together to complete the mission. But out here, we're all isolated, all dealing with our demons individually. Maybe that's part of the problem. Perhaps these feelings are stronger when we're apart. I look over at Doc's car, where I can see a small light moving around inside. She's writing in that journal of hers again. The doctor keeps track of things and notices patterns. If anyone else has been seeing strange shit, she'd know about it. The shadow moves again, and this time I'm ready for it. I don't feed it my guilt or shame. Instead, I think about my responsibility to my fellow veterans, about the oath I took to protect and serve. That oath didn't end just because I'm no longer wearing a uniform. The metallic taste in my mouth fades slightly. My heartbeat slows to something normal for me. That's when I know I'm onto something. These things feed on isolation. The darkness and depression we carry alone. What if we stopped carrying it alone? What if we started fighting back the same way we fought over there - together, as a unit? I walk over toward Doc's car, keeping one eye on the shadow that's following me at a distance. Time to find out if I'm the only one who's been seeing impossible things, or if there's something bigger going on here. Time to find out if demons are real, and if they are, how to kill them. Because that's what soldiers do. We identify the enemy, we develop tactics to engage them, and we complete the mission. The mission might have changed, but the principles remain the same. And right now, my mission is keeping my people alive - even if the enemy is something that shouldn't exist. Even if the battle is for our very souls. 
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Chapter 2: Doc's Journal
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Doc's car is a 2008 Honda Civic that's held together by prayer and duct tape. The passenger-side door doesn't open from the outside, the air conditioning stopped working sometime during the Obama administration, and there's a crack in the windshield that resembles a spider web. But it runs, and more importantly, it locks. When you're homeless, having a lock makes all the difference in the world. I tap on her driver's side window, keeping my movements slow and deliberate. Rule one of approaching another veteran who's been living rough - no sudden movements, no surprises. We're all carrying hypervigilance like a loaded weapon, and you never know what will trigger someone's response. Doc looks up from whatever she's writing, and I can see the wariness in her eyes. Even in the dim light from her phone's flashlight, I recognize that look. It's the same expression every soldier gets when they're trying to figure out if something is a threat or not. She studies my face for a moment, then rolls down her window about halfway. "Thanks," she says. It's not a greeting, just an acknowledgment. "It's late." "Couldn't sleep," I tell her, which is the truth. Sleep hasn't been coming easily for any of us lately. "Wanted to ask you something." She marks her place in whatever she's writing and looks at me with those sharp eyes that miss nothing. Doc was a combat medic, which means she had training in keeping people alive when everything was trying to kill them. It also means she knows how to read people, how to spot the difference between someone who is hurt and someone about to hurt others. "What's on your mind?" I glance back toward our camp, where the shadow is still circling like a shark that's caught a scent. Crow's asleep now, curled up in his sleeping bag next to his collection of shiny things. Murphy's keeping watch, which is what he does every night from midnight to 0600. Old habits from Vietnam, he says, but I think it's more than that. I think something's been hunting him, too. "You ever see things that ain't supposed to be there?" I ask. Doc's expression doesn't change, but something shifts behind her eyes. Recognition, maybe. Or confirmation of something she's been thinking about. "Define 'things,'" she says. "Shadows that move wrong. Cold spots that don't make sense. Feeling like something's watching you even when you're alone." She's quiet for a long moment, and I can hear the distant sound of traffic on I-75. Even at three in the morning, Atlanta never really sleeps. There's always someone driving somewhere, always lights moving in the darkness. It should be comforting to know civilization is right there, but it's not. If anything, it exacerbates the isolation. "Get in," Doc says finally, unlocking the passenger door. The inside of her car smells like antiseptic and old coffee. There's a small cooler in the back seat, probably holding whatever medications she's managed to acquire. Her field medic bag sits on the floor behind the driver's seat. Thinking to myself, it is the last of the identities she had. She hands me a composition notebook, the kind you'd find in any high school classroom. It's maybe half full, with her handwriting covering page after page in neat, precise lines. Combat medics learn to document everything: who was hit, when, what treatment was provided, and the outcome. Documentation saves lives and covers asses, sometimes in that order. "I've been keeping track," she says. "Started about two months ago when I realized the patterns weren't random." I open the notebook and start reading. The first entry is dated three months back: June 15th - Conversation with James "Crow" Thompson. Reports difficulty sleeping, recurring nightmares about "dark figures" standing over his bed. Attributes to PTSD but describes physical sensations - cold, metallic taste, feeling of being watched. No history of schizophrenia or psychotic episodes. Prescribed medications: Prazosin 2mg, Sertraline 100mg. Compliance questionable. June 18th - Murphy (first name unknown, Vietnam veteran) mentions "Charlie in the wire" during casual conversation. When pressed, describes the sensation of enemy presence during night hours. State's enemy "doesn't smell right" and "moves like smoke." Attributes to hypervigilance, but behavior suggests genuine threat assessment. June 22nd - Garcia reports object movement in his sleeping area. Items were displaced overnight with no memory of movement. Describes waking to the sensation of "something going through my stuff." No evidence of human intrusion. Considers the possibility of dissociative episodes but remains convinced of external presence. I flip through more pages, and every entry follows the same pattern. Doc has been documenting what she calls "anomalous experiences" among the homeless veteran population. Not just our little group under the bridge, but veterans throughout the Atlanta area. She's been visiting shelters, talking to guys living in cars, even interviewing some of the veterans who still have housing but are struggling with what the VA calls "readjustment issues." "Jesus, Doc," I say, looking up from the notebook. "How many people are experiencing this shit?" "Seventy-three documented cases in the past three months," she says. "All veterans, all post-9/11 deployments. Iraq, Afghanistan, some of the guys who did rotations in Syria or other places we're not supposed to talk about." That stops me cold. I figured I was losing my mind, or maybe that a few of us under the bridge were sharing some group psychosis. But seventy-three cases? That's not a mental health crisis; that's an epidemic. "What about Vietnam vets? Korea? World War Two guys who are still around?" "That's the interesting part," Doc says, and I can hear the medic in her voice now, the analytical mind that learned to diagnose problems under fire. "I found a few cases among Vietnam veterans, but they're different, older. The guys describe their experiences like they've been dealing with them for decades, like whatever followed them home has been with them since they got back." Flips to a section toward the back of the notebook, where her handwriting gets smaller and more urgent. "But the post-9/11 guys? Tank, these things are new. Fresh. Like they just arrived and they're still figuring out how to hunt." I think about the shadow that's been stalking me, how it's been getting bolder and more aggressive over the past few months. When I first started seeing it, right after I ended up on the streets, it kept its distance. Now it's getting close enough to feed off my guilt and shame, close enough to drag me back into memories I'd rather forget. "You think they followed us home," I say. It's not a question. "I think something did," Doc agrees. "Question is what, and more importantly, how do we fight them?" I flip through more pages and find her most recent entries. These are different from the earlier documentation. Less clinical, more urgent. She's stopped just recording experiences and started theorizing about what these things are and what they want. August 10th - Hypothesis: Entities feed on negative emotional states associated with trauma. Strongest manifestations occur during periods of high stress, isolation, or substance abuse. Possible correlation between the severity of combat trauma and entity strength/aggression. August 12th - Observed direct interaction between subject (Tank Rodriguez) and an unidentified presence during an episode of combat flashback. A measurable temperature drop (estimated to be 15-20 degrees) is visible, with visible breath vapor, despite an ambient temperature of 78°F. The subject is unaware of my observation. August 15th - Theory: Entities may be tied to specific traumatic events rather than individuals. Multiple subjects report similar trigger scenarios - civilian casualties, IED explosions, and ambush situations. The possibility that trauma creates "anchor points" for entity attachment. "You've been watching us," I realize. "I've been watching everything," Doc says. "It's what medics do. We observe, we document, we try to figure out how to keep people alive." She takes the notebook back and flips to the most recent entry, dated the previous day. August 18th - BREAKTHROUGH: Entities appear to weaken when subjects engage in mutual support behaviors. Observed a significant decrease in manifestation activity during group meal preparation and shared storytelling. Hypothesis: Isolation strengthens entities; community weakens them. Military unit cohesion may be key to resistance. I look at her, and for the first time in months, I feel something that might be hope.  A warmth that has been missing inside me for what feels like an eternity. "You think they get weaker when we stick together?" "I think they feed on our negativity," she says. "Shame, guilt, the feeling that nobody understands what we've been through. When we're together, when we remember that we're not just broken veterans but soldiers who survived hell together. Holding onto the camaraderie and the oath we took. We had those times, which changed something." The shadow outside her car shifts, and I get that metallic taste in my mouth again. But this time it's fainter, less overwhelming. Like, whatever it is, doesn't like the fact that Doc and I are comparing notes. "So, what do we do?" I ask. Doc closes the notebook and looks out at our little camp under the bridge. Crow is still sleeping, but Murphy's alert, scanning the darkness like he's pulling perimeter watch. Garcia's awake too, I realize, sitting up in his sleeping bag and staring at something the rest of us can't see. "We do what soldiers do," Doc says. "We gather intelligence, we develop tactics, and we take the fight to the enemy." We do exactly what we are trained to do. She reaches into her medic bag and pulls out a small digital camera, the kind you might use for documenting medical procedures. "First thing we need is proof. Something more than just our word against the world." "Think you can get pictures of these things?" "I think we're about to find out," she says, checking the battery level. "Because whatever's been hunting us is done for the night." She's right. The temperature around the car is dropping, and I can see our breath fogging the windows. I look at the rest of the crew, and they don’t show signs of the temperature drop. The shadow that's been following me is getting bolder, moving closer to the car. But there's something else, something I hadn't noticed before.   There are more of them. Dark shapes are emerging from the deeper shadows under the bridge, moving with that same wrong-way motion that hurts to look at directly. They're surrounding our little camp, and I realize that while Doc and I have been talking, they've been gathering. "Doc," I say quietly. "We got company." She follows my gaze, and I watch her face go pale. "Jesus Christ. How many are there?" I count at least five, maybe more. Each one seems to be focused on a different member of our group. Crow's still asleep, but his shadow is right next to him, reaching toward his head like it's trying to crawl inside his dreams. Murphy's shadow is bigger, older, more solid - like it's standing on watch. Garcia's is smaller but more aggressive, darting back and forth as if searching for an opening. They're all getting stronger. "We need to wake the others," I say. "Wait," Doc says, raising the camera like she is a combat journalist. "Let me get this documented first. If we're going to convince anyone that this is real, we need proof." The camera flash lights up the entire area under the bridge, and for just a moment, the shadows freeze. In that split second of illumination, I can see them clearly for the first time. They're not just dark shapes; they are voids in reality. They're still there, waiting. "Did you get it?" I ask. Doc checks the camera's display screen, and her face goes white. "Tank, look at this." She shows me the image, and my blood goes cold. The photo shows our camp clearly - Crow in his sleeping bag, Murphy on watch, Garcia sitting up and alert. But where the shadows should be, there's nothing. Just space. "They don't photograph, like some vampire from a horror film." I realize "which means nobody's going to believe us," Doc says. "We're on our own with this." I look back at our camp, where three good soldiers are being stalked by things that shouldn't exist. Some spirits that feed on trauma and isolation, that get stronger every time we feel weak or alone. Things that followed us home from a war that most people would rather forget, things I wish I could forget, but that is not going to happen on their watch. "Maybe that's how it's supposed to be," I say. "Maybe this is just another mission, and we're the only ones who can complete it." Doc nods slowly, understanding what I'm getting at. As we sit there for a moment, watching the shadows circle our people, I realize that everything is different. We're not just homeless veterans anymore that society hates. We're soldiers again. Our identity is restored with a mission and an enemy. The enemy happens to be supernatural. It's time to wake up the others and let them know what we're fighting for. 
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Chapter 3: Formation
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Waking up sleeping veterans is an art form that requires patience and common sense. You don't shake them awake - that's a good way to catch an elbow to the face or worse. You make noise at a safe distance, call their name, and let their training bring them up naturally. These guys have survived multiple combat deployments, which means their reflexes are hardwired. "Murphy," I call out softly from about ten feet away. "Need you awake, brother." Murphy's eyes open immediately, and he's scanning the area before he fully sits up. He spent three tours in Vietnam, and forty-plus years later, he still sleeps as if he's in a firebase, expecting incoming. "What's the situation, Tank?" he asks, and his voice is steady. No confusion, no grogginess. He's switched from sleep to alert in about two seconds. "Got a problem. Need everyone up." Murphy nods and moves toward Crow while I approach Garcia. Doc's getting out of her car, medical bag slung over her shoulder like she's responding to a casualty call. The shadows are still there, staying back now but not leaving. They're watching us, waiting to see what we're going to do. Garcia comes awake harder than Murphy, jerking upright with his hands already reaching for a weapon that isn't there. His eyes are wide, and scanning like he is looking at something I can’t see. I can see him back in that Humvee in Fallujah, looking for the IED that took his leg and most of his squad. "Easy, Garcia," I say, keeping my voice calm and authoritative. "You're in Atlanta, under the bridge. Everyone's okay." It takes him a few seconds to orient himself, but when he does, he nods. "Sorry, Tank. Bad dreams."  "Right now we've got worse problems." Crow takes the longest to wake up, which isn't surprising considering he's been self-medicating with whatever he can find. But eventually his eyes open, and he looks around at all of us standing there in a loose circle. "This is some kind of intervention?" he asks, trying to make a joke but not quite pulling it off. "Something like that," Doc says, stepping into the circle. "We need to talk. All of us." Murphy checks his watch - an old Timex that probably survived Vietnam with him. "0330 hours. Middle of the night powwow doesn't sound like good news." "It's not," I admit. "But it's news you all need to hear." I look around at these four people who have become my unit, my family, and my responsibility. Crow with his collection of shiny things and his Marine training that shows through even when he's half-drunk. Murphy, with his Vietnam experience and his thousand-yard stare that never quite leaves him. Garcia, with his missing leg and his inability to sleep more than two hours at a time. Doc with her medical knowledge and her notebook full of impossible things. We're all broken in our ways, all carrying pieces of wars that most people want to forget. But we're also survivors, and more importantly, we're soldiers. That training doesn't just disappear because you're no longer wearing a uniform. "Any of you been seeing things lately?" I ask. "Things that don't belong?" The silence that follows is telling. I knew instantly the question did not need to be repeated. They all know exactly what I'm talking about. Murphy speaks first. "Started about two months ago. Thought it was just Charlie coming back to visit." He uses the old Vietnam term for enemy soldiers, but something in his tone suggests he knows it's not that simple. "But Charlie never felt this cold." Garcia nods. "Something's been moving my stuff around at night. Thought maybe it was rats, but rats don't ." He pauses, struggling to find the words. "They don't feel angry." Crow looks down at his collection of bottle caps and metal scraps. "Mine steals things. Not the good stuff, just random pieces. Like it's trying to take apart something I'm building, only I don't know what I'm building." Doc pulls out her notebook. "I've been documenting similar experiences among veterans throughout the Atlanta area. Seventy-three cases in the past three months. All post-9/11 deployments." "Seventy-three?" Murphy whistles low. "That's not random." "No, it's not," Doc agrees. "And it's not just PTSD or substance abuse or any of the usual explanations. These things are real, they're feeding off us, and they're getting stronger." I watch their faces as Doc explains her theory about the entities feeding on trauma and isolation. Murphy's expression doesn't change much - he's seen enough weird shit in Vietnam that supernatural parasites probably don't even crack his top ten. Garcia looks skeptical but interested, as if trying to process this new information. Crow looks relieved, like someone finally believes him when he says his nightmares are real. "So what are they?" Garcia asks. "Don't know," Doc admits. "But I know they get weaker when we're together, and hold onto the positive memories. When we act like a unit instead of a bunch of isolated individuals." "Makes sense," Murphy says. "Charlie was always stronger when he could pick us off one by one. As soon as we formed up and fought as a team, we could see changes. " That's when I see the shadow behind Murphy start to move. It's bigger than the others, more solid, as if it's been feeding for longer. As Murphy talks about Vietnam, about fighting as a team, the tone gets more agitated. It doesn't like what it's hearing. You can tell it does not want to lose its hold. "Murphy," I say quietly. "Don't turn around, but you got company." Murphy's training kicks in immediately. He doesn't turn, doesn't tense up, shifts his weight slightly, and asks, "How close?" "About six feet behind you. Big one." "Want me to move?" "Not yet. Doc, you see it?" Doc's looking over Murphy's shoulder, and I watch her face go pale. "Jesus Christ, that thing is massive." The shadow behind Murphy isn't just bigger than the others - it's more defined, more present. I can make out what might be arms and legs, and there's something that could be a face looking down at Murphy, as if it's trying to decide whether to feed or attack. "Can you all see it now?" I ask. They all nod, even Crow, who's usually too messed up to see much of anything. "That's new," Doc says, making notes in her book even while staring at a supernatural entity. "Individual manifestations weren't visible to the group before." "Maybe they're getting stronger," Garcia suggests. "Or maybe we're getting better at seeing them." The temperature around our little circle drops another ten degrees, and suddenly we can all see our breath. The shadows around the camp are moving now, circling us like wolves that have finally decided to attack instead of just stalking. "Formation," Murphy says, in a voice we couldn't hear well. It's not a suggestion, he screamed. We move without thinking, muscle memory taking over. Murphy and I take point positions, Doc covers our six with Garcia watching the flanks. Crow moves to the center of our little formation, not because he's weak but because that's where his skills are most useful - he's got the best eyes in low light, and he can spot movement that the rest of us might miss. The shadows don't like this. As soon as we form up into a proper tactical formation, they start retreating. Not disappearing, just pulling back to the edge of our light. "Well, I'll be damned," Murphy says. "They don't like unit cohesion." "It's working," Doc says, and I can hear excitement in her voice. "The threat response is decreasing as soon as we demonstrate military structure." But even as she says it, I can see the shadows regrouping. They're just regrouping.  Learning these things has been feeding off isolated veterans for months now, and they're smart enough to change tactics when their prey starts fighting back. "Don't get comfortable, stay vigilant, " I warn the others. "They're just figuring out a new approach." That's when Crow speaks up from the center of our formation. "Tank, there reinforcements are coming." I follow his gaze and see dark shapes emerging from deeper under the bridge, places where our fire doesn't reach. Not just five or six this time, but dozens. Maybe hundreds. They're moving like smoke, flowing together and apart, trying to surround our position. "We got a problem," I announce. These things have been picking off our brothers one by one, and now they're coming for us. Question is, are we going to let them, or are we going to fight?" Garcia chambers a round in a pistol I didn't know he was carrying. "I didn't survive three tours in Iraq to get killed by some shadow monsters in Atlanta." "That's what I'm talking about," Murphy grins, and for the first time since I've known him, he looks like the young soldier he used to be instead of the broken-down old veteran he became. Doc pulls out her medical kit and starts distributing what looks like military-grade stimulants. "If we're doing this, we need to stay alert. These will keep you sharp for the next six hours, but there'll be a crash afterward." "Better to crash alive than die tired," Crow says, accepting the pills. The shadows are getting closer now, and I can feel them pressing against us like a physical weight. The air is so cold I can barely breathe. We could cut the air with a knife. There's a sound like whispers just at the edge of hearing. They're trying to get into our heads, make us remember the worst moments from our deployments. But instead of letting them feed off our trauma, we do something different. We start talking. "Remember that time in Ramadi," Garcia says, "when that insurgent threw a grenade and it bounced off Tank's helmet?" "Dumb luck," I say, but I'm smiling. "Thing was a dud anyway." "Tell that to the look on your face," Doc adds, and even though she wasn't there, she's heard the story enough times to know the details. "Or how about when Murphy here taught us all how to make coffee that didn't taste like motor oil," Crow contributes. "Secret ingredient," Murphy says. "Little bit of chocolate from the MREs." We keep talking, sharing war stories and memories, from times that were the backbone of our bonds, but not the dark ones; the shadows want to feed on them. We're talking about the times we looked out for each other, the times we proved that soldiers don't leave anyone behind, the times we were more than just individuals trying to survive. And the shadows start to weaken. Not disappearing, but becoming less solid, less present. The cold air around us starts to warm up, and the whispers at the edge of hearing fade to nothing. "Son of a bitch," Murphy says. "It's working." "Unit cohesion," Doc says, scribbling notes even in the middle of our defensive formation. Shared positive experiences related to military service. It's like kryptonite to these things." But even as we celebrate our small victory, I know this is just the beginning. They are learning and figuring out new ways to hunt us. We've seen this before, as the enemy would probe our perimeters and tactics. The difference is now we know what we're fighting, and more importantly, we know how to fight it. We're not just homeless veterans anymore, struggling alone with demons nobody else can see. We're a unit again. And units don't break. "So what's the plan, Tank?" Crow asks. I look around at my people - because that's what they are now, my responsibility, my unit, my family. "We find that the other veterans are hunting. We form them up into units like us. And we take the fight to these shadow bastards." "Hooah," Garcia says, using the old Army battle cry. "Oorah," Crow adds with the Marine version. "Hooyah," Doc contributes, because medics adopted whatever battle cry their unit used. Murphy grins. "Charlie, don't surf." The shadows may have followed us home from our wars, but they made one critical mistake. They thought we were just broken individuals, easy prey to be picked off one by one. They forgot that soldiers are never really alone. Our bond is unbroken and built on the same thing that our enemy now feeds on. We're part of something bigger, something stronger than any individual trauma or fear. We're part of a brotherhood forged in combat, tempered by sacrifice, and bound together by an oath that doesn't end just because you take off the uniform. Time to remind these things of what happens when they mess with that brotherhood. Time to take back our streets, one veteran at a time. 
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Chapter 4: Recruitment
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The sun rises over Atlanta, as if apologizing for something, casting weak light through the smog and humidity that makes everything look as if it's underwater. We've been awake for three hours now, planning our next move while the shadows retreated to wherever they go when daylight hits. They don't disappear completely - I can still feel them at the edges of my awareness - but they're weaker during the day. Doc spread her notebook and a street map of Atlanta across the hood of her car, marking locations where she's documented veteran sightings of supernatural activity. Red X's for confirmed cases, yellow circles for suspected ones, and blue dots for veterans who might be experiencing something but haven't discussed it yet. The blue dots seem to be the majority. The map resembles a battlefield assessment, which it probably is. "We got veterans scattered all over the metro area," Doc explains, pointing to clusters of marks. "Highest concentration is downtown near the shelters, but there's significant activity in Decatur, Marietta, and out toward Stone Mountain." Murphy studies the map as if he's planning a search-and-destroy mission, which he probably is. "We can't cover all this ground with just five people. Need to prioritize." "Agreed," I say. "We hit the areas with the highest concentration of activity first, try to form up larger units." Garcia taps a section of the map near downtown. "Gateway Center's got maybe two hundred veterans on any given night. If even half of them are dealing with this shit, that's our best chance for recruitment." The Gateway Center is Atlanta's largest homeless shelter, and it's always full of veterans who have fallen through the cracks after returning home. Some are dealing with PTSD, some with substance abuse, some with physical injuries that make holding down a job impossible. Most are dealing with all three. "Problem is, how do we approach this?" Crow asks. "Walk up to random veterans and ask if they've been seeing shadow monsters?" "Same way we'd approach any intelligence gathering mission," Murphy says. "Start with what we know, build trust, verify information." Doc closes her notebook and looks at each of us. "I've got contacts at Gateway from when I was still trying to work within the system. A couple of counselors who know me trust my medical background. I can get us access." "What's our cover story?" I ask. "Mental health outreach," she says. "Which isn't even a lie. We're just not mentioning the supernatural part until we know who we can trust." That makes sense. Veterans are already suspicious of anyone claiming to want to help, especially if they're not veterans themselves. We've all been through too many programs that promised support but delivered red tape. Too many counselors wanted to fix us without understanding what we endured. "We go in pairs," I told, "Murphy and Garcia take the east side of the shelter. Crow and I take the west. Doc coordinates and provides medical cover if anyone needs it." "What are we looking for specifically?" Garcia asks. The doctor pulls out a checklist she has developed based on her research. "Sleep disturbances, cold sensations, feeling of being watched, objects being moved or displaced, difficulty staying in enclosed spaces, increased substance abuse as a coping mechanism." "That describes half the veterans in the shelter," Crow points out. "Which is why we look for patterns," Doc explains. "Multiple symptoms, recent onset, specific triggers related to combat trauma." We spend another hour reviewing our approach, refining our questions, and establishing signals in case something goes wrong. It feels good to be planning a mission again, even if the mission is stranger than anything we faced overseas. By 0900 hours, we're loaded into Doc's Honda and Murphy's beat-up pickup truck, heading toward downtown Atlanta. The Gateway Center sits in the middle of the city, like a fortress built to contain desperation. It's not a bad place as shelters go, but it's still a last resort for people when all their other options have been exhausted. The parking lot is already busy with case workers, counselors, and volunteers arriving for the day shift. Doc leads us through the front entrance, past the metal detectors, and the security checkpoint. We enter into a lobby that smells like disinfectant and defeat. I chuckle to myself, thinking back to a time when I would say that if it smells clean, it must be clean.  "Sarah!" A woman approaches us, wearing scrubs and a smile that comes from years of experience in social work. "I didn't know you were coming by today." "Hey, Linda," Doc says, "I brought some colleagues with me. We're going to do some outreach with veterans who might not be engaging with traditional services." Linda looks at the rest of us, and I can see her taking inventory. Four rough-looking guys who aren't social workers or counselors. But she nods anyway, probably because she's learned not to ask too many questions about what might help the people she's trying to serve. "Most of the overnight residents are in the day room or the courtyard," she tells us. "Breakfast service ends at ten, so you've got maybe an hour before people start dispersing." "Perfect," Doc says. "We'll try not to disrupt your routine." Linda walks away, and we're on our own in a room full of people who've been failed by every system designed to help them. Veterans mixed in with civilians, all carrying the kind of damage that comes from living on the streets. But I can spot the military personnel immediately - it's in how they sit, how they scan the room, and how they position themselves with their backs to the walls. "Noon," Murphy says quietly. "Three guys at the corner table. All military." I follow his gaze and see what he's talking about. Three men in their thirties or forties, sitting together but not interacting. They're all facing the entrance, no doubt, and are they all familiar with their exit strategy, all positioned so they can move quickly if necessary? Some got the thousand-yard stare that comes from seeing too much. Another keeps checking his watch, as if he's waiting for something that's already late. The third is methodically shredding a napkin into precise strips. "I'll take them," I say. Approaching other veterans requires a different skill set than approaching civilians. You don't want to seem like an authority, but you also don't want to seem like a threat. Most veterans have been approached by enough well-meaning people offering help that didn't materialize that they've developed a sixth sense for bullshit. "Mind if I sit?" I ask when I reach their table. The guy with the stare looks me up and down, taking in the worn clothes, the way I carry myself, the fact that I'm asking permission instead of just assuming I'm welcome. "Free country," he says, which isn't exactly an invitation but isn't a rejection either. I sit down and introduce myself. "Tank Rodriguez. Army infantry, four tours." I call this the military business card. The tension at the table shifts immediately. Not friendlier, exactly, but less guarded. They're still evaluating me, but now they're evaluating me as a fellow veteran, rather than as a potential threat or someone trying to save them. Veterans tend to be cautious when it comes to the game of trust.  "Jake Morrison," says the guy with the stare. "Marines, three tours in Iraq." "Pete Williams," says the one checking his watch. "Army logistics, two tours in Afghanistan." "Danny Chen," says the guy shredding napkins. "Air Force security forces, one tour in Iraq, two in Afghanistan." Now comes the part that will decide how the rest of the conversation will go. I need to find out if they're experiencing supernatural activity without sounding like I've lost my mind. "How long have you guys been in Atlanta?" I ask. "Six months," Jake says. "Got evicted when my disability got held up in appeals." "Year and a half," Pete adds. "Lost my job when I couldn't handle being around crowds anymore." Danny holds up three fingers and keeps shredding his napkin. "Rough transition," I say, which is the understatement of the year. "You guys sleeping okay?" That gets their attention. Sleep problems are universal among combat veterans, but there are different kinds of sleep problems. PTSD nightmares are one thing. Feeling like something is hunting you is another. "Define okay," Jake says. "Getting more than two hours at a stretch. Not waking up feeling like you're still in a firefight." "Shit, when did you start sleeping okay?" Pete asks, and there's genuine curiosity in his voice. "About six hours ago," I tell them honestly, "when I figured out what was keeping me awake." Danny stops shredding his napkin and looks directly at me for the first time. "What do you mean, what was keeping you awake?"  I know I am catching their attention, but this is the moment where I either gain their trust or they decide I'm another crazy veteran who's lost touch with reality. You get one chance at this; fail or succeed, the fact is there are no do-overs. I think about Doc's research, about the seventy-three documented cases, about the shadow that's been stalking me for months. "You guys ever feel like something followed you home?" I ask. "Not memories or flashbacks, but something actual?" The silence that follows is heavy with recognition. Jake stops scanning the room and focuses on me completely. Pete quits checking his watch. Danny sets down the remains of his napkin. "Keep talking," Jake says. So I tell them. Not everything, not yet, but enough. I tell them about shadows that move wrong, about cold spots that don't make sense, about the feeling of being hunted by something that feeds on the worst parts of our war experiences. I tell them about Doc's research and about how we discovered that these things get weaker when veterans stick together. "You're talking about something real," Danny says when I'm finished. It's not a question. "Real as the IED that took out your convoy," I confirm. "Real as the mortar fire you ducked in Fallujah. Real as the rocket attack that woke you up every night for a year after you came home." Pete leans forward. "You said it gets weaker when veterans stick together?" "Unit cohesion," I explain. "These things feed on isolation, on shame, on the feeling that nobody understands what we've been through. But when we form up like soldiers instead of just surviving like individuals, they lose power." Jake looks over at my team, scattered throughout the day room but working together. "That's your unit?" "Part of it. We're looking to expand." "What's the mission?" Danny asks, and I can hear the soldier in his voice now instead of just the broken veteran. "Protect other veterans from these things. Form them up into units. Take the fight to whatever's been hunting us." They exchange looks, the kind of silent communication that occurs between people who have been in combat together. Not that they served together, but they understand each other in ways that civilians never will. "When do we start?" Pete asks. That's when I know we've got them. Not because they believe everything I've told them, but because they're desperate enough to try anything that might give them back some control over their lives. "Right now," I say. "But first, tell me about your experiences. Doc needs documentation." For the next thirty minutes, they tell me stories that match everything in Doc's notebook. Jake's been seeing a shadow figure that looks like a Marine who died in his arms in Fallujah. Pete's been having his belongings moved around by something he can't see, always in ways that remind him of IED placement. Danny's been hearing voices that sound like the insurgents who attacked his base, telling him he should have died with his squad. By the time they're finished talking, the temperature around our table has dropped ten degrees, and we can all see our breath. The shadows are here, even in daylight, even in a crowded room. They don't like what we're doing. "Jesus Christ," Pete whispers, staring at something behind my shoulder. "Don't look directly at it," I warn them. "That just makes it stronger. Form up with my team. Move slow, stay together." We stand as a group and move toward where Doc is talking with another veteran near the windows. Murphy and Garcia converge from the other side of the room, with Crow bringing up the rear. Without discussing it, we form a loose defensive perimeter around the newest members of our unit. The shadows follow us, but they keep their distance. You can tell they are observing, learning, and I have no doubt reporting back.  More importantly, Jake, Pete, and Danny are holding together instead of panicking. They're scared, but they're functioning. They're thinking like soldiers, not victims. "Welcome to the unit," I tell them as we regroup near Doc. "What's our first assignment?" Jake asks. Doc holds up her notebook, which now has three more entries. "Find the rest of the veterans in this shelter who are being hunted. Form them up into a squad. Teach them what we've learned." "And then?" Danny asks. Murphy grins, and for a moment, he looks like the young soldier who survived Vietnam instead of the old veteran who's been fighting his demons for forty years. "Then we go to war," he says. The shadows around us seem to shiver, like they understand what that means. They've been picking off isolated veterans one by one for months now, feeding off our trauma and shame and isolation. But isolation is a choice, and we're choosing something different. We're choosing to fight back. We're choosing to be soldiers again. Relying on our bonds and training. This is making us stronger, something they don't like.
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Chapter 5: Basic Training
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Finding a place to train eight veterans how to fight supernatural entities isn't as easy as you'd think. You need space, privacy, and a location where shadows can manifest without civilian interference. You also need somewhere that won't attract the attention of law enforcement, social services, or well-meaning citizens who think homeless veterans gathering in groups means trouble. We end up at an abandoned warehouse in the industrial district south of downtown, about two miles from the Gateway Center. The building has been empty for at least five years, long enough for the city to forget about it, but not long enough to be completely overrun by squatters. It features concrete floors, high ceilings, and ample space for tactical movement exercises. More importantly, it's got shadows. Lots of them. "This place feels wrong," Pete says as we do our initial sweep of the building. He's right. Even in daylight, with sunlight streaming through the broken windows, there's something off about the warehouse. The shadows are too dark, too thick. They move when they shouldn't and stay still when air currents should shift them. It's like the building itself has become a gathering point for these things. "Perfect," Murphy says, checking the sight lines and potential exit routes. "If we're gonna train people to fight these bastards, might as well do it where they live. Baptism by fire is the best training you can get." Doc's setting up what she calls a "field research station" in one corner of the main floor. She has her notebooks, her camera, a digital thermometer, and some other equipment she has borrowed or stolen from various medical facilities. If we're going to fight these things effectively, we need to understand them better. "First lesson," I announce to our expanded group. "These things are real, they're dangerous, and they're hunting us specifically. They're not invincible; they have weaknesses we can exploit." Jake raises his hand like we're in a classroom. "What kind of weaknesses?" "They feed on isolation and negative emotions tied to combat trauma," Doc explains. "But they weaken when veterans form cohesive units and focus on positive shared experiences. We learned this by accident and saw them have to back up and regroup. "So we just think happy thoughts and they go away?" Danny asks, and there's skepticism in his voice. The group found humor in this, and everyone chuckled. "Not happy thoughts," I correct. "Military thoughts. Unit cohesion. The brotherhood that kept us alive over there. These things aim to make us feel alone and ashamed. We remind ourselves that we're neither." Crow is standing near one of the darker corners of the warehouse, and I can see him getting tense. "Thanks," he says quietly. "We got movement." I look where he's pointing and see shadows starting to coalesce in the far corner of the building. Not just one or two, but dozens. They're drawn to us, to the concentration of veteran trauma in one location. But instead of retreating like they did at the bridge and the shelter, they're getting bolder. "Form up," I order, and watch our people respond. The original five of us move into positions automatically, but Jake, Pete, and Danny hesitate. They're unsure what 'formation' means in this context. "Defensive circle," Murphy clarifies. "Back to back, overlapping fields of observation. Nobody stands alone." Now they get it. It's basic infantry tactics adapted for a supernatural threat. We form a tight circle with the most experienced veterans—Murphy, Doc, and I—anchoring the positions, and the newer guys filling in the gaps. The shadows start moving toward us, and the temperature in the warehouse drops twenty degrees in about ten seconds. "Jesus Christ," Pete whispers. "There are so many of them." He's right. There are maybe thirty or forty shadow entities surrounding us now, more than I've ever seen in one place. They're different sizes and have varying levels of density. Some look almost human; others are just formless darkness that hurts to look at directly. "Don't focus on individual targets," I tell the group. "Think about your battle buddies. Remember why you enlisted. Remember the oath you took to support and defend." Jake starts talking about his Marine unit, about the guys who died in Fallujah and the ones who made it home. Pete talks about convoy duty in Afghanistan, about watching each other's backs on roads that wanted to kill them. Danny describes pulling security at Bagram, twelve-hour shifts where the only thing keeping you alert was knowing your buddies were counting on you. And the shadows start to weaken. Not disappearing, but becoming less solid, less present. The cold air warms up slightly, and the oppressive feeling that was pressing down on us lifts a little. "It's working," Doc says, making notes even while maintaining her position in the formation. "Shared positive military experiences are having a measurable effect on entity manifestation. Even in combat, some weapons only work until the enemy figures out another weakness. " But even as she says it, I can see the shadows adapting. They're not retreating as far as they did before, and they're moving differently. Learning. "They're getting smarter," I observe. Murphy nods. "The enemy always adapts to your tactics. That's why we need multiple approaches." One of the larger shadows moves toward our formation, and this time it doesn't stop when we start sharing positive memories. It keeps coming, and I can feel it probing for weaknesses in our mental defenses. "Garcia," I call out. "You're getting targeted. Talk to us." Garcia's face has gone pale, and I can see him starting to shake. The shadow behind him is feeding off a specific trauma that our normal tactics aren't countering. "Can't," he says through gritted teeth. "This one's different. It knows about the kid." That stops me cold. Garcia's never talked about a kid, never mentioned civilian casualties. But now, with this thing feeding off him, I can see the guilt eating him alive. "Talk about it," Doc orders, switching from researcher to combat medic. "Don't let it feed alone. Share the weight." "IED went off under our Humvee," Garcia says, his voice barely audible. "Kid was standing maybe fifty meters away. Shrapnel took him down. I could have. should have ." "Should have what?" I ask. "Seen the future? Known exactly where the blast pattern would reach?" "Should have warned him. Should have done something." "You did do something," Jake says firmly. "You survived. You came home. You lived to feel guilty about it, which means you're a good man who cares about innocent people." The shadow feeding off Garcia wavers slightly. "That kid died because some asshole terrorist planted a bomb," Pete adds. "Not because you failed to be Superman." "War kills innocents," Murphy says, and his voice carries the weight of Vietnam. "Always has, always will. That's not on us. That's on the people who start wars and the people who fight them from behind desks." Danny nods. "I lost count of how many kids I couldn't save. But I also lost count of how many I did save, how many families made it through checkpoints because we were there doing our job." The shadow behind Garcia is becoming smaller and less defined. It's still there, but it's not feeding as effectively. Garcia's guilt is still real, but now it's shared among eight veterans who understand the impossible choices that combat forces you to make. "Unit cohesion," Doc says, scribbling notes. "Shared trauma processing in a supportive military framework. The entities can't feed effectively when the emotional burden is distributed across multiple individuals." That gives me an idea. "Everybody pick someone," I order. "Share your worst moment. Don't carry it alone anymore." "Tank, that's not-" Crow starts to object. "That's an order," I interrupt. "We're soldiers. We don't leave anyone behind, and we don't let our battle buddies carry impossible weights alone." For the next hour, in that abandoned warehouse surrounded by shadows that want to devour our souls, we do something that none of us has ever done before. We tell each other the truth about what happened over there. Not the sanitized versions we tell civilian therapists or family members, but the actual truth about the decisions we made and the prices we paid. Murphy talks about a village in Vietnam where he had to choose between following orders and protecting civilians. Crow describes a firefight in Ramadi where he froze for thirty seconds, and another Marine died. Doc tells us about a field hospital in Afghanistan where she had to choose which wounded soldiers to treat first. Jake explains how he survived an ambush by using a wounded Iraqi civilian as cover. I tell them about Ahmad, about the kid who walked up to our checkpoint with a suicide vest and the split-second decision that saved my squad and ended his life. All of us have heard stories like this or even have one of our own that we can relate to. As we share these stories, the shadows around us grow weaker and more agitated. They're not disappearing, but they're losing their grip on us. The guilt and shame that they've been feeding on become diffused among eight people who understand that war forces impossible choices on good people. "Jesus," Pete says when we're finished. "I thought I was the only one carrying something like that." "We all are," I tell him. "That's what these things have been feeding on. The fact that we think we're alone with the worst parts of what we've done and seen." Danny looks around at the shadows, which are now keeping their distance. "So this is it? We just share our trauma and they go away?" "Not go away," Doc corrects. "But they get weaker. Less able to control us." "And we get stronger," Murphy adds. "Because now we know we're not alone with this shit." That's when one of the shadows does something new. Instead of just moving like smoke or reaching for us with tendrils of darkness, it speaks. "You think talking changes anything?" The voice comes from everywhere and nowhere, like it's being whispered directly into our minds. "You still killed that child. You still let your friends die. You still failed when it mattered most." Jake raises his rifle - not a real rifle, but he's going through the motions, muscle memory taking over. "Contact!" "We followed you home because you belong to us now. You are marked by the things you did in our lands, stained by the blood you spilled. You cannot wash that away with words." "Maybe not," I say, addressing the voice directly. "But we can choose what we do with it." The shadow speaking to us becomes more solid, more defined. I can make out what might be a face, features that look almost human but wrong in ways that make my brain hurt. "You choose nothing. You are ours to feed upon until you choose to end your pain the only way that matters." "Fuck that," Garcia says, and there's steel in his voice now instead of shame. "I didn't survive three tours just to come home and let some shadow monster tell me I'm worthless." "You survived because others died in your place. How does that feel, knowing your life cost the lives of innocents?" "It feels like responsibility," Doc says firmly. "Responsibility to live in a way that honors their sacrifice." The shadow recoils slightly, like her words cause it physical pain. "Pretty words. But when you are alone in the dark, when the memories come, we will be there. We are patient. We are eternal. We will feed." "Then I guess we'd better make sure we're never alone in the dark," Murphy says. Eight veterans stand together in an abandoned warehouse, surrounded by things that shouldn't exist, and for the first time since we came home from our wars, we're not carrying our burdens alone. The shadows may have followed us home, but they made one critical mistake. They assumed we were just broken individuals, easy prey to be picked off one by one. They forgot that soldiers are never truly alone. We're part of something bigger than ourselves, something that transcends individual guilt, shame, or trauma. We're part of a brotherhood that death itself can't break. Time to remind these things of what happens when they try to hunt the pack. 
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