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Chapter 1


Day 14


CW3 Banks

Clink.

Clink

Clink.

The heavy plates rattled on the bar upon her shoulders while she squatted low.

She rose, stepped forward, and racked the bar.

Clunk.

The noise echoed through the bunker, fading into the hallway's darkness.

She breathed heavily. Above her head, one of the three incandescent lights buzzed. It may be a bad bulb, or it was incorrectly installed. Perhaps the wiring was bad. Buried inside the dark corner of the bunker she waited in, the idea of shoddy wiring made sense.

The flickering light played with her vision, creating movement in the corner of her eyes as shadows darkened and receded. An armless figure lurked in the corner, a punching dummy she named Bob, his cheeks, nose, and ribs darkened from the oils in her hands as she pounded it—an act of exercise, skill development, and therapy.

“I don’t know why you insist on working out in this dungeon, " a familiar voice said from the doorway. This is Jalalabad. We have a great gym on base.”

“Prinsloo, what are you doing down here? Aren’t the boys watching another Die Hard Marathon?” She reached down and grabbed a banged-up water bottle wrapped in ragged stickers and took a swig.

“John Wick, if you will. I figured I’d check in on you.” He was young, tall, and lean, with wild brown hair that he always kept at the edge of Army regulations. Pilots always seemed to get a pass on that, though. “I also needed to get you your radio, our watch is starting. They have us supporting Laghman province, which has a big operation down there, but it has been a dead zone for activity for the last couple of years. Special Forces are down there shaking things up.”

“Got it.” She took the radio and confirmed the settings were all right to hear the call. A small Motorola for around the compound wouldn’t serve any purpose outside the building. Channel 3, battery three-quarters charged.

“I tell you what? That Bob doll gets me every time I turn the lights on here, and I freak.”

“Better than the creeps at the base gym, I’m so burnt out on overgrown Senior NCOs, wearing extra medium shirts, hitting on me as if I don’t see their wedding rings, or the same guys talking to young junior-ranked female Soldiers in the chow hall. If it isn’t them, it is the younger guys trying to low-key take videos of me doing squats.”

“Your loss,” he shrugged.

She rolled her eyes. “It feels like it.”

They had been assigned as partners within the Crow Squadrons. They always flew in pairs. Their commander thought it was pretty clever that when crows flew together, it was called a Murder—an appropriate name for a squadron of Apache attack helicopters.

She was Crow 7, and Prinsloo was Crow 5.

The radio crackled to life. “Banks and Prinsloo, we got a call, get saddled up.”

“Moving.” Banks replied.

Prinsloo nodded back at her.

She tucked the radio into her cargo pocket.

They ran down the corridors of the bunker, and outside, the sun would set in an hour. Her Apache sat beside his, silhouetted in the setting sun. The cockpit was small, with a long tail pulled back and the belly and nose distended with guns, missiles, and sensors. Its wings stretched out to carry more armaments.

“Five, double-check your optics. It will be dark when we get back.” She climbed into the cockpit and started to flip the switches, start the engine, and check the gauges before she flipped the rotors on.

Whump.

Whump.

Whump.

The blades thrummed overhead.

“Mission brief is short, I have a location, information is light. Comms are bad out there, the Special Operations team is potentially compromised, and the ground unit is taking heavy small-arms fire in the valley. They haven’t asked for medical, but give us a call if you think it is needed. Don’t engage until you know what is going on down there.” They were briefed over the radio.

Banks fitted her helmet on and looked through the window at Prinsloo. “Received, Crow Seven ready.”

Prinsloo gave her a thumbs-up. “Five ready.”

She held the throttle in one hand and the cyclic in the other. She lifted off, leaning forward, and then pulled up into the sky, Prinsloo behind her.

They were quickly leaving Jalalabad airspace and moving through the valleys. They had coordinates to the small outpost, COP Najil. Moving northwest, the sunlight was golden yellow on their left shoulder while they pushed low through the green valley.

The mission felt routine. They were halfway through their tour, a six-month rotation. She and Prinsloo had already flown forty-eight missions, enough to start losing count. She felt comfortable in her seat, the cyclic controls were worn to a shine from hers and the other pilots’ hands that came before her.

“Five minutes out.” Banks called over the radio.

“Roger five. Cloud cover is low and seems to have come out of nowhere.”

“Yeah, it is a bit gloomy.” Banks replied. “What was the local channel?”

“Sixty-seven, five nineteen. I’m going to call out once you are on it. Call sign is Punisher.”

“I’m on.”

“Any Punisher element, this is Crow Seven, we are three mikes inbound. What are we looking at?” Banks called out.

“Crow…”

Static.

“Break.”

“Punisher element, you are coming in broken, we will circle overhead. I think the weather is getting in the way of our comms.”

“Crow Seven, this is Punisher Base. I have Punisher Eight in the valley with Punisher Six. Request a visual recon and report back. We are getting some conflicting reports from the ground.”

“Punisher Base, read you loud and clear, we will do a flyover. One minute out.”

They came in low along the Alishing River, dipping past a small Afghan Police outpost noted on the map as the Jaboom Checkpoint, then curved around low into the valley.

Crack.

Crack.

Crack.

Obvious small arms fire from the valley's west side fired onto a small force on the east. But there was no return fire. “You catching that Five?”

“Yeah, at first glance, we have friendlies pinned down.”

“Copy, I see the same thing.”

“Crow, this is Punisher Eight, do you read?” a confident voice came over the net. They were only a kilometer out now and could more clearly see the valley and the forces on the ground.

“Eight, this is Crow Seven, I have you Lima Charlie, send it.”

“We are on the valley's west side, pinned down by small arms fire by enemy ground forces. Requesting immediate suppression fire.”

“Did he say west side?” Prinsloo asked, confused.

“Yeah, I caught that.” Banks replied.

Flying overhead, they saw soldiers ducking for cover on the east side. Their weapons pointed up. One appeared to be on a radio, trying to contact someone.

They pulled up and prepared to circle back.

“Five, what do you see?”

“I don’t want to assume, but those are our guys on the west side engaging.”

There is no way they are engaging each other. It is too close. They would see. They are a few hundred meters apart, max.

“Punisher eight, confirm your position? We are observing friendly forces on the east side of the valley. Are you on the east or west side?”

“I know where I am, Crow, we are on the west side. These guys are lighting us up. Request immediate suppression.”

“Ask him to drop a panel, I’m not opening fire on that,” Prinsloo called out. They moved up the valley to the east and pulled up to circle overhead.

“Punisher base, do you have comms with your six element?”

“Negative, we lost comms with all elements a few hours ago.” The voice sounded frustrated.

“Eight, if you have a panel. Lay it on the ground to confirm the position. We are seeing friendlies on both sides of the valley, and no one is engaging from east to west.”

“I’m getting a panel, please clean your optics. I’m dodging bullets out here.” She could hear him gritting his teeth through the radio.

“Tango Yankee.” Banks thanked him.

“This guy is an ass,” Prinsloo called out. “I see the panel, west side.”

“They are firing on their own guys,” Prinsloo called.

“Eight, this is Crow, you need to cease fire, you are firing on friendlies, confirm. You are firing on friendlies.”

“I confirm you are wrong, get the fuck out of my airspace if you aren’t going to help. If I make it out of this valley, I will discuss with your command personally.”

I can’t even with this guy. How does he not know he is shooting his people? Think it through, what can you do?

“Miller, bro, are you ok?” A voice called from the cockpit.

What the fuck was that? Am I going crazy?

She looked around, trying to figure out the source of the second voice, distant against her helmet and the noise of the rotors overhead.

“If I get my fucking hands on you. I have soldiers wounded down here.” Punisher Eight screams.

“Miller, dude, answer me.” The voice called again.

Banks remembered the Motorola in her pocket. She grabbed it and keyed the mic. “Hey, I caught your message from overhead. What is up?”

She turns the volume down on Punisher. He continues to curse at her over the radio.

“Are you in the Apache?”

“Yeah, who is this?”

“I’m Specialist Agdal. I know this isn’t the proper channel, but the base has bad comms. My friend Miller was with the S.F. guys. They hit the house to the south, and I didn’t see any come out, and I can’t get a hold of him. I think they are all hurt, but no one is doing anything. It’s been twenty-four hours.”

“Agdal, take a breath. We are going to figure this out.”

“What is going on over there, Seven?” Prinsloo calls over the net.

Banks took a deep breath.

“I don’t know. I…”




Chapter 2


Day -4


1SG Bemis

Pale gray eyes stared at him, the color of the cloud-colored sky behind him. The sun was darkened by thick gray clouds that were motionless. The skin of his face was worn, wind-torn, and dry as the mountainside. It was dotted with dead plants and scratched deep with crags from harsh storms, followed by long dry periods.

He barely blinked when the rotor wash kicked dust up and flew away.

1SG Bemis smiled and extended his hand, “First Sergeant, it is good to meet you.”

“I’ve met enough dead men to know better than to get friendly. No offense,” he replied.

The men around him barely moved. They looked south, watching for the next black dot, the sound of the rotor blades in the distance.

“Looking forward to getting to know you and learning more about Combat Outpost Najil.” 1SG Bemis said, smiling and attempting to sound optimistic.

“You have until that bird lands. I’m taking my boys home,” the First Sergeant said, not looking at him anymore.

Taking the hint. “OK, best of luck, thank you for your service here.”

“If that is what it was called. Keep your head down, and if you don’t know God, I recommend you start too.”

“I, umm,” He had done this before. There was usually friendly banter, a bit of relief. Exchanged war stories between two old war dogs. That is what he anticipated.

“The devil is in this valley. If you don’t find God, the devil will find you.” It was the last thing the outgoing First Sergeant said before he threw his ruck on his back and directed his men to the landing helicopter.

The drumbeat of the rotors drowned out all other noise.

His words echoed in Bemis’s head as the dust on the landing zone cleared. “The devil is in this valley.”

He dragged his bags down to the Command Post, or at least what he assumed based on the number of antennas, and tried to ask a very unfriendly cook. He still had no answers, and finally, he found a door to the command post.

The Sergeant in the command post told him, “The door on the left outside.”

He looked around outside, two large black dogs covered in mange stared at him from higher up on the hill.


Not at all unsettling. He thought to himself. Dragging his duffle behind him. Toward the door on the left outside the Command Post.


A shabby plywood door hung on a building built into a Hesco fortification. The front was lined with two thick sandbags, and the roof was covered with sandbags. This could probably take a few mortar rounds directly before he noticed. He hoped it wouldn’t, but it gave him a sense of comfort.

The diffuse light of the sun cast itself upon the dusty floor of the small one-man room. His door was beside the commanders.

Captain Wulff would arrive tomorrow.

Rat traps were scattered around the room, with droppings all over the floor. There was a pungent stench he couldn’t identify and didn’t want to. Crosses were spray-painted on the inside walls. Rosaries hung scattered from nails, and bible verses were written in black marker in various locations.

Bemis set down his bag, fumbled for a light switch, and found one near the door. Only two of the four lights flickered to life. A dusty broom rested in one corner. Cobwebs hung from it from apparent disuse. A trash can overflowed in another corner, and a bed probably needed to be flipped or burned.

Taking a step into the room, his eyes adjusted. Carefully, he moved around, reading the verses, scattered on the walls—an explosion of wild black ink.

“The Lord’s curse is on the house of the wicked, but he blesses the home of the righteous.” Proverbs 3:33

“The first angel went out and poured out his bowl on the land, and ugly, festering sores broke out on the people who had the mark of the beast and worshiped its image.” Revelation 16:2

“Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather, be afraid of the One who can destroy both soul and body in hell.” Matthew 10:28

“So, the Lord God said to the serpent, ‘Because you have done this, cursed are you above all livestock and all the wild animals! You will crawl on your belly, and you will eat dust all the days of your life.” Genesis 3:14. At least twenty headless snake corpses were nailed to the wall beside the quote, dried-out husks, dangling at varied lengths.

“That may be the smell,” he said to himself. He stepped cautiously around the room and examined the scribbles and quotes.

“God did not spare the angels who sinned, but threw them into hell, where they are kept chained in darkness, waiting for the Day of Judgement.” 2 Peter 2:4

“I can’t say I’m disappointed he skipped town on me at this point.”

He set the trash can outside to hold the door open, found a roll of trash bags underneath the liner in the can, and started filling it with the various scraps of paper, dip cans, and water bottles scattered around the room. He would walk them out to the burn pit later. With the bag full, he grabbed the broom and started to sweep.

Trying to stay upbeat, he hummed to himself, no song in particular, just a simple melody while he brushed a deployment’s worth of sand and rat droppings off the wood floor and out the door. The dust floated in the air, and to avoid inhalation, he pulled his shirt over his mouth and nose.

He didn’t notice it initially, as he focused on deliberately moving bits of furniture around, sweeping under and around each item.

As he brushed, it took shape. Corn straw fibers scratched and shuffled the dust, rising in the air and settling. The piles grew and moved while he worked.

The seemingly disconnected lines of red stretched and curled around on the floor. Slowly, each branch and twisted mark revealed itself.

When he finally realized that the red marks were not random paint splatters but intentional markings, he wiped his brow, pulled his shirt below his chin, and stood back. He looked down and then up at the ceiling, where the circular symbol was mirrored—a circle with a six-pointed star in the middle.

“I had anticipated finding a couple of nudie mags.” He said aloud and scratched the top of his head.




Chapter 3


Day -3


1SG Bemis

He sat, rooted in the chair he had occupied for the last eight months. Dark sunken eyes watched First Sergeant Bemis and the man’s cheerful replacement, Sergeant First Class (SFC) Palvin. He stared with long, distant gazes and unnatural pauses between answering questions, while he briefed them.

SFC Palvin, older than most and back in uniform after a long civilian stretch, was sharp and steady, ideally suited for tracking troop movement on the battlefield, from behind the radio.

“The radios might work. They might not, it is the valley, don’t go blowing your tops at the commo guys. Not that it matters, troops don’t go out. When the folks at headquarters want you to send out a patrol, this is how you report it. Then sometimes send out checkpoints.”

“You call out checkpoints as they pass them on patrol,” SFC Palvin replied with a gentle correction.

The man appeared to look at him, “Sure.” Then his eyes drifted past where his gaze fixed, and his features slowly sunk. At a slow, glacial pace, the corners of his mouth fell, and his lips opened.

“Hey Top, can I talk to you for a minute, outside?” Palvin said, with a professional smile.


“Yeah.” He stared at the soldier frozen in place and rose. This guy needs to go home.


The two of them stepped into the open air outside on a thick concrete block, leveling out the structure with three main rooms: Chow Hall, Gym, and Command Post, all of which he had to find for himself the day before. After sweeping out his room, he explored where the Afghan Army lived on the base, west and east of them, with a scattered bit of housing up the hill near the mortar pit. They were neatly surrounded.

The base was built into a thousand-meter-tall hill. It was a steep climb up to the Death Star, an observation position that could only be reached by walking up the winding path. Vehicles weren’t allowed. He had requested a ride up in one of the vehicles, but someone had died in a rollover near the top.

“Listen, Top, I think we can send this guy home. I don’t think we will get much out of him.” Palvin said plainly.

“I agree. We need to put on a bit of a show with command, though. We can’t just do a one-day handover.” He opened the door to see what the soldier was doing.

He stared at the same spot he had when they left him.

“Commander is doing his handoff in Bagram because their captain didn’t have time to get back here, your guy called you a dead man on the LZ, then flew away.” Palvin leaned against the wall. “At least my guy had the decency to tell me nothing works, and to falsify reporting.”

“Yeah, get your room situated, you can take over tomorrow. How is your billeting?” Bemis sighed.

Around the corner, the cooks cursed at each other in the Mobile Kitchen Trailer (MKT), a rolling clatter that sounded like business as usual.

“It’s fine,” Palvin replied. His dissatisfaction was evident. “There is a lot of rat shit, and I found a pretty serious snakeskin. I will ignore what I think was a cat skin spread across my wall like a trophy deer pelt.”

“What the fuck man, I don’t even want to tell you what Satanic shit is in my room,” Bemis said.

“That room right there? Let me see.” Palvin perked up. “I dated a new age chick into crystals and shit before I met my wife twenty years ago. I know a bit about the occult.”

“Strange field trip idea, but whatever.” He jumped down and walked the few paces over to his door. Grateful that he had swept and thrown away all the snake corpses. He could air the room out, but it would take a care package of air freshener to get the other mystery smells out of his room.

Palvin walked down the decayed concrete ramp and over to his door, always cautious with his joints.

Bemis held the door open and turned the light on. He had only casually unpacked a book on the ammo crate for a nightstand and his sleeping bag on the bed until he got some clean linens.

“Top, that isn’t satanic, that is a protection charm,” Palvin said. “We can double-check it in the internet center, but I think I’ve seen that on necklaces.”

“Did you paint your nails black and wear them?” Bemis asked with a joking smile.

“No, this isn’t an evil thing. Think hippies who borrow it from much older Judeo-Christian teachings.”

“Let’s take a walk then. We have time.” He closed the door behind them and started the long climb up to the internet center—a small building near some billets higher up the hill.

“I checked on the trucks this morning,” Palvin started.

“How are they looking?”

“Like they haven’t been started in six months. The terrain doesn’t support mounted ops, but they would be good for QRF (Quick reaction force) in a pinch.” Palvin explained.

“These guys didn’t have much need to react when they didn’t do anything,” Bemis replied.

“Higher would not catch on if they never came up here. It is weird how the whole base agreed to do nothing.”

“The whole command is swapping out with us. I think Tenth Mountain is taking over, maybe the last group didn’t want to have high casualties.”

They walked up a set of worn steps on the hill to get to the road above them, which was the same level as the internet center. From here, they could see reasonably far into the valley. From their vantage point, they could see the three valleys converge, where the AliShang river had cut through, the fields were packed full of corn, with village pockets clustered at various points, and the primary market just to the south of the base. The mountains rose high above them on all sides. They could see over the roofs of the CP, where antennas and satellite dishes pointed toward the thick cloud cover. Tattered sandbags lined the roofs where the sun and wind had worn through the bags, leaving them open but still holding shape.

Behind them, the two black dogs stared at them.

“It isn’t like they didn’t take casualties. This base had a lot in the first few months, then nothing. I checked with a guy at the JOC (Joint Operations Center) in Bagram. He said they lost three guys in an accident on the base as they prepared for a patrol, then nothing. Just quiet after that.”

“What about insurgent activity?” Bemis stopped them ten paces from the door.

Wrapped around the building were skillfully painted images of hell. Bodies scrambled to climb out of a river of blood. Upside-down volcanoes belched fire and magma into the river, and devils in rowboats moved along the river. It was disturbing, though. The centaurs were well done, though.

“That is the thing, it was never insurgent activity. Not IEDs, or small arms fire. It was all accidents. Guys getting hurt on and off base, said a kid slipped off that cliff there on a patrol, they found him splattered on the ground.” Palvin pointed across the valley to a dull brown cliff above the village to the north.

“What were they getting into up there?”

“Nothing said the kid wandered off.”

“From a patrol?” Bemis said, surprised at the idea.

“Yeah, they didn’t even know the kid fell. An observation position on base saw him fall.”

Bemis shook his head. He walked into the internet building, a plywood cave with a sandbag roof. He held the door open for Palvin. The room was nearly empty except for SGT Krandall, who had arrived with Palvin. He would run the airfield.

Krandall, a weathered old sergeant, nodded as they walked in. He was back in uniform to watch his son, now a lieutenant.

“Hey John,” Palvin said with a smile.

“Matthew, good to see a smiling face.” He scratched his three-day-old beard. “My boy just got to Ghamberi, says it is hot as shit over there.”

“You should tell him about the spa and fruit trees here,” Bemis said with a laugh.

“Yeah, I’m sure he will be jealous to learn about the waterfalls of beer.” Krandall laughed. “When are the rest of the boys getting here?”

“A couple of days,” Palvin said.

“They need to hurry. The base is getting empty pretty quickly. I’ve never seen a unit jump ship so quickly.”

“We have noticed,” Palvin replied. He sat down and opened the browser. Cruising through Google, he bounced through various occult and pseudo-religious sites—the kind that had not been edited since the late 1990s.

“Is that it?” Bemis said. He pointed at a symbol in the corner of a page.

“Yeah, I think so.” Palvin clicked on it. “Seal of Solomon.”

“Sounds foreboding,” Bemis replied.

“This thing is in Christian, Jewish, and Islamic myth. It gave Solomon the power to control demons and Jinn. It is so old that it is the predecessor to the Star of David. It can be used for protection. Or to talk to animals, strangely enough.”

“Not to disrespect senior NCOs, such as yourselves, but what the fuck are you gentlemen getting into?” Krandall asked.

Bemis took a step back and paused. “I think the question is, what have we all gotten into?”




Chapter 4


Day -1


Jahya

Gorbat’s voice thundered through the clearing. “You thought they would leave.” The crowd stirred. “But they didn’t. They sent more.” Firelight danced across his chest, veins pulsing like lava.

Hamza stood behind him, silent, watching.

Gorbat spat venom and fear. He growled as he paced.

Jahya stood silent at the edge of the crowd, watching Gorbat’s energy pulse in waves of yellow and red.

The old craggy tree rose behind them, casting a complete shadow across Gorbat and Hamza, like a dark claw stretching, reaching.

Hamza was quiet, as always, in stark contrast to his half-brother Gorbat, who was all fire and energy. At times, he invigorated the community, and at other times, he overwhelmed it.

His clan heads nodded, clenched their fists, and occasionally shouted in agreement.

New jinn to the community often mistook Gorbat for the leader, but when Hamza spoke, it was obvious that he was the elder. It had been a while since any refugee jinn had found their way to the valley.

As Jahya was told, there were many refugees when they first took control, but not anymore. Jahya was young, though, and he didn’t remember that time. He was barely old enough to marry. His cousin Omari had already selected a local village girl. She was human, which the Shaitan found appealing. It was one more way to conquer the valley, to take more from the humans who, everywhere but this valley, acted as the rightful heirs of the world.

“We have practiced temperance and tolerance for too long. This valley is ours. They are invaders, and we should take it back. We can take it back. Even now, they can’t see us. They walk past us and don’t even look our way.” Gorbat seethed. He pointed to another helicopter landing behind them in the Landing Zone. Only one hundred meters away, the humans didn’t see nearly a hundred Jinn gathered. “But we can see them and will not be ignored.”

They could see the humans, though, mud people, who staggered around, hiding from the cloud of dust that the helicopter beat up from the ground with its giant blades.

Jahya was always fascinated by the way they walked. Their footsteps were heavy, and the heat barely rose from their cold bodies. Omari watched them, and the orange and yellow flickered off of him like the flashing of a snake’s tongue.

“Thank you, Gorbat.” Hamza stepped forward. His beard was thick and gray, but his fire still burned bright. His father had been Shaitan, and his mother had been Amir.

Jahya’s father had told him that he was a Jinn of both tribes and that it was logical for him to lead the blended tribes, two people who otherwise would not have been able to live together.

Gorbat smiled. It was apparent to all that he wasn’t finished, but he ceded his position to his brother.

“The uneasy peace that we had earned with the last batch of infidels is flying away with them.” He motioned to the departing helicopter loaded down with equipment and tired soldiers. “There are those among you who worked hard and fought for that peace, and we will have it again. Remember that we must protect our valley, which we have also fought for. Omari and Jahya, come up here.” He motioned for them to join him.

Jahya was not surprised. He had come of age and knew that he would be allowed to earn his place. Omari and he walked to the front of their community and stood proudly beside Hamza.

“These young men will receive their assignments. Each was tasked to bend the foreign invaders to our will and keep them away from our village.”

“For Omari, you will have the first sergeant,” Gorbat spoke. “Feast upon his dreams and break him.”

Two heavy hands grasped Jahya’s shoulders. Powerfully gripping him and jerking him back slightly. Gorbat had seized him. “You will be assigned the Commander. I expect great things from you. Gorbat’s eyes burned into him, his hand burned hot on his shoulder.

“They will fear me. They will know our fury,” Jahya replied. Jahya smiled with pride. He saw his father standing on a rock near the back now. He held his hands up high, a blessing on his lips for his son, nearly a man.

Hamza smiled, “For my seasoned soldiers, warrior jinn, Amir, and Shaitan, you will break the will of these Americans. They are not the first invaders in our land and won’t be the last. Before we depart, Gorbat, please lead us in prayer.”

Gorbat smiled. His sharp teeth glowed under his fiery light.

After the ceremony, Omari walked with Jahya toward the command post, where they knew their targets would be ready for the night.

“I’m going to enjoy this. My brother has been telling me how he slowly finds a man’s weaknesses and exploits them.” Omari bragged while they walked.

“This is going to be an excellent opportunity to prove myself,” Jahya said with determination.

“If you think you have to prove yourself, you have already lost,” Omari said. “You are Shaitan, act like it.”

“What do you mean?”

“Listen, you need to take what you want, you don’t ask. If you have to ask, you don’t deserve it.”

“You really think that’s all it takes?”

“I know what you are thinking, and yes. After I’m done feasting on this mud monkey. I’m going down to that village and taking one for a wife. What are they going to do?”

“I can’t just take a Jinn wife like that,” Jahya replied.

“You can, just not the one you want.” Omari smiled. “Hamza’s daughter is off limits, and you know that. Not because he won’t let you, but because she won’t. That girl has fire. Besides, Gorbat has been eyeing her since she was born.”

Jahya rolled his eyes. They passed a group of soldiers sitting on the edge of the concrete block, poking at their food. The kitchen was crowded, and there was a line down the metal stairs and nearly to the landing zone. The cooks slowly slapped the food onto their paper trays, one spoonful at a time.

“I don’t know how they eat that,” Jahya said, happy to change the subject.

“Because they are infidels, and they don’t have any women to cook.”

“Makes sense.” They walked to the doors where the commander and the first sergeant lived. “I suppose we need to get to work.”

“Lighten up, this is going to be fun.” Omari flashed a wicked grin and walked through the wooden door.

“They will fear me, they will know our fury,” Jahya said and stepped through the door, looking back at Omari, then the soldiers poking at their chow.




Chapter 5


Day 3


SPC Miller

Three days in. The dust still clung to his boots, and the smell of plywood and rat droppings in the barracks hadn’t yet faded. Miller was glad the patrols had started—every step closer to going home, to finishing school.

Miller sat on his bed, his back against the back wall, reading a textbook he had bought for class before learning about the deployment.

After rereading the same paragraph three times, he set the book down.

I don’t know why I can’t concentrate. It isn’t that bad, just boring.

He had grown as comfortable in the barracks as he could in that building. His room, more like a stall, was small. A framed-in wall of quarter-inch plywood, only eight feet tall, allowed Agdal, the resident joker, to pop his head over the wall and intrude upon his own space, but that was part of the charm. His poncho door only offered the illusion of privacy. It fluttered in the soft breeze from the air conditioners, casting strange shadows on his walls. There was an overall feeling that he had begun to settle in, making an uneasy peace with this being his new temporary home. His boots had a place, and he knew where to hang his uniform to dry.

The base was miserable. The dogs creeped him out. He had never heard of so many snakes in one place, but Walsh, something was up, and he couldn’t put his finger on it. The first day they arrived, he started to draw pictures. Kid pictures, he assumed it was a weird coping mechanism for now. All things considered. They barely knew each other. Guard units see one another on their one weekend a month, then right before deployment, they are forced to live together. But that had only been a few months.

So, drawing pictures with crayons and talking to himself was normal for him. Maybe.

An afternoon patrol would be nice. The Reaper platoon had gone out several times, but this was their second. The first was long but overall uneventful. It would take a while for the locals to warm up to them.

Making it a point to keep Walsh close, he dragged him to the LZ nearly an hour before their departure. They laughed and threw rocks after they checked their water and gear. It was a few moments of calm before the rest of the squad arrived.

Walsh kept glancing at the corners of the airfield. His eyes sharp.

At the far edge, a few dogs waited, staring at them. They paced, then sat back down, watching.

“These dogs, man,” Miller said.

“Yeah, I don’t like…” Walsh started.

“You don’t like what?” Miller asked.

Walsh stared at an empty space at the edge of the airfield, where the tall tree stretched like a claw ripping out of the ground. The graves, sharp and pointed at odd angles, a gaping maw of jagged teeth.

“The dogs man.” Walsh finally replied.

Miller watched him for a minute. “Yeah, I always heard the dogs here were cute, but these are like wolves and coyotes had giant, ugly puppies.”

Miller smirked. “Yeah.”

They threw rocks at their Kevlar until the rest of the squad eventually arrived, and they stood up, dusting themselves off.

Finally, Agdal arrived with a stupid grin on his face. SGT Owens and SGT Kerr were upset but said they would handle it later.

Today's air felt cool, and the half-kilometer walk to the Bazaar was relatively uneventful. The overcast sky that never went away hung gray across the valley.

Carefully, he watched the second floor of the bazaar and into the dark doorways. The villagers all stared back. It made him uneasy, the way they squatted at the edge, watching, and how the doorways looked like dark portals, staring back at him. 

“I think you have a girlfriend, Walsh,” Agdal yelled behind them, seemingly unfazed by the villagers’ friendly attitudes.


What is he talking about? Miller wondered. He looked over at Miller, who stared intently at a young girl wearing a bright red burka.


“Where did she come from?” Walsh asked.

“Probably an Afghan man fucking an Afghan woman,” Agdal said.

“Thanks,” Walsh rolled his eyes, looking stunned at the child following him. “You know what I mean. How long has she been following me?”

“Not sure. I turned around to check on the guys behind me, and when I turned back, she was there. She has been keeping her eyes glued to you, buddy.”

“Yeah, well, you know the ladies love me,” Walsh said, staring at the girl. Something in his eyes appeared less lighthearted than he let on. Was it fear, or confusion?

The girl was watching Miller intently. She didn’t smile, she just stared.

They looped through the market, cut through some houses on the valley's west side, and into the fields. Then walked back.

They navigated the mud and stone walls and hand-dug irrigation. Animal shit dried in hand-slapped patties on the walls of the mud brick and thatch houses, and the occasional rail car stood in place of a building to accommodate a local shopkeeper.

Before they arrived, he had done a lot of research. He looked forward to seeing all the brightly colored clothes and colorful painted jingle trucks—oranges and violets—but even the colorful items were matte and gray. Dull and dingy, the valley was drab and lifeless, even with the bustle of scrappy, malnourished animals and sullen-faced villagers.

They made their way through the fields and back onto the road, a quick two-hour patrol, back in time for dinner. SGT Kerr was at the gate, ensuring everyone had properly cleared their rifles. Everyone was always armed, but they didn’t keep a round in the chamber. Miller cleared his weapon and showed it to SGT Kerr.

“Clear,” Kerr said.

“Clear,” Miller replied, letting his bolt slide forward, and then he walked through.

“You’re letting her in?” Walsh asked behind him.


What does he mean by her? Miller thought and turned around.


“Who, Miller? She is annoying, but I don’t have much choice,” Kerr chuckled.

“Ha, ha, Sergeant, I heard that,” Miller replied.

“He means his girlfriend,” Agdal said, stepping through the gate.

“You mean that little girl who was in the bazaar?” Kerr asked.

“Yeah, she dropped off once we got out of there, and I haven’t seen her since. The fantasy of making beautiful, little, brown babies lives on for Walsh,” Agdal said.

“You are fucking brown, Agdal,” Miller said, slapping his magazine back into his rifle.

“I’m good brown, though. These people give brown a bad name,” Agdal explained, lifting the top of his machine gun, letting the belt fall out and slap against the side of the plastic drum.

“I swear I saw your dad out there. He looked just like you,” Miller said. He was always happy to make a jab at Agdal. His comment would have resulted in a trip to Human Resources in any other environment. But here, where they had earned each other’s trust, through hardship and overly intimate living quarters, it was brotherly banter.

“Fuck you,” Agdal replied, slapping the cover of his weapon back down.

“Don’t be mad. A beard and some man-jammies and no one would know the difference,” Miller continued.

“This is bullshit. You are a racist,” Agdal said.

“Ha, ha. Weren’t you the one just calling them dirty brown?”

Everyone laughed and started walking up the hill back to the barracks.

At the barracks, Miller dropped his gear in its designated corner and carefully set the Kevlar on top. Chow had started twenty minutes prior, and he was getting hungry.

“Let’s get some chow, man. I heard it’s taco night,” Miller said. Into the open air. Knowing that everyone in the room could hear him.

“I’m sure Agdal will love that,” Walsh replied.

“That’s right,” Miller said. “Hey, Agdal, they’re playing the song of your people.”

“I don’t hear anything. What song are you talking about?” Agdal replied from his room.

“Tacos, mother fucker,” Miller said, he tried to hold back his grin.

“Fuck you, Miller.”

“I love you, too, buddy,” Miller replied. “Let’s go,” he said to Walsh.

The three of them descended the hill toward the chow hall.

After dinner, they all made their way back to their rooms.

“Hey.”

Miller heard Walsh’s voice, the same tone someone used when trying to talk quietly on the phone. Followed by a violent shuffle of papers and heavy breathing.

He leaned against his wall and listened closely.

Walsh shuffled around, then the clunk of his rifle on his back, and he stormed out of the barracks, the door slamming closed behind him. His shadow stretched long behind him. Almost lingering on the floor after the door closed.

Miller shook off the image.

With quiet steps, Miller walked into Walsh’s room. A single sheet of paper was on the ground under his bed. He bent down to pick it up.

It was a soldier, holding two bloody, bearded heads, with a black dog on either side of him. The soldier smiled innocently, the kind of grin a child would draw.

Oh fuck no.

Miller froze. His fingers trembled as he held the drawing. Two severed heads, a smiling soldier, and black dogs. It wasn’t just a fucked-up sketch. It was a warning. A confession. Or a sick fantasy.

Miller breathed, raced back to his room, grabbed his rifle, and ran after Walsh.

He had just started a small fire and now stood up.

The fire pit glowed faintly orange through the darkness. Walsh stood beside it, swaying like he might fall in.

“I don’t care what you say. That isn’t right,” he shouted down the road into the darkness and pointed in the burn barrel.
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