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To Michael “Sharkbait” Sahling 

We miss you, brother.
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Chapter 1

Tarin Kowt Airfield

Rotors thrummed in the distance, at the edge of the airfield where the helicopters refueled.

A swollen fuel blivit, a ten-thousand-gallon capacity bladder, jostled to life while the fuelers dragged the hose out to the helicopter. It was a daily routine: topping off the birds before missions, or not, but always ready.

He had grown accustomed to the settling dust from the rotor wash on the eroded blacktop road wrapped around the base's small, occupied section—a tiny airfield that the Americans had occupied. A few years prior, the Australians had owned the base but had left quickly, leaving more buildings and facilities than the current staff could fill. The excess billeting, command position, and leisure buildings stood abandoned at the edge of the base, affectionately nicknamed zombie-land.

He would jog around every day before the chow hall filled up. Run past the wall shared with the Afghan army on the other side, a single door joined them, and a post that overwatched into their compound. Past the contractor billeting and the domed gym, a hangar packed full of equipment had begun to decay from age and neglect. The best equipment stayed in Kandahar, and places like Tarin Kowt (TK) were neglected.

He would jog down to the furthest edge, off the road and through the gravel, toward Post One, a tall tower looking into the city. Beyond the Airfield, a shared runway with Afghan military and civilians. Past the launch point for the HIMAR rockets, the artillery, and mortarmen.

This was his favorite time to run. When everyone else was winding their day down and heading to chow, he could shower in peace in a small facility shared with forty of his closest friends.

“Do you mind if I join you?” asked a female voice behind him. He glanced back. It was Specialist Casta, the admin for the motor transport section, one of the few females on the base. He had seen her around but kept his distance, unlike many of his fellow soldiers who were always on the prowl. He kept his head down and out of trouble, too much else to worry about. She was cute, though. Square, thick, black-rimmed glasses that had an appeal, and athletic, though he wouldn’t mind the company.

It was a dangerous proposition, and he knew to be careful of how their interaction might be perceived. “Umm, sure.” They rounded the corner behind the chow hall and close to the door of the Afghan compound.

“I’ve been meaning to get some PT in, deployment is over in a few months, and I don’t want to go home fluffy, you know,” she said.

“I get it,” he replied. Nervous to say more.

“Do you have a route you recommend?” She asked, keeping the conversation going.

“Not much variety with a base this small,” he said. With the road conditions as they were, the best he could manage was a mile in a couple of wide laps, with a stretch into the gravel by Post One.

“Ha-ha, yeah, true.” She replied, barely out of breath. “Sorry, I talk when I’m running, I hate to run, and it keeps my mind occupied.”

They passed the gym. A soldier flipped tires on the flat concrete pad outside the gym, and a damaged pull-up bar rusted against the side of the building.

Sergeant First Class Tower stood in the doorway, watching them. His powerful frame filled the doorway. He watched them jog by, his eyes bored into their faces as they jogged past.

He shook off the shiver that ran up his spine.

“I normally head toward post one, then turn around. Terrain is rough, though,” he said.

“Sure, I don’t mind. I haven’t been out there,” she said with a smile.

They navigated through the terrain, past the winding path leading out of the gate to the airfield. Two Mortarman were resetting their stakes at the pit, hammering the red length into the ground. They didn’t talk while they ran past the Howitzer, or the HIMARs truck, its rectangular launchers settled down.

Against the back wall by the last post in the northwest corner of the base were painted kangaroos and other Australian slang—a friendly mark from the base’s previous occupants. It was bright and colorful, a welcome splash in the otherwise brown, dusty landscape.

To the west, the sun began to set behind the mountain.

“I know it’s getting late, but I’ve never been through zombie-land, do you mind going with me?” Casta asked.

“The Sun will be down in about twenty minutes. We don’t have time, really,” he replied.

“I get it, I really want to go. But none of the girls want to go with me, and most guys only want me to go with them for another reason. You seem like a nice guy.”

He found it hard to resist her big smile, which lit up her face.

They tagged the wall and turned around. Zombie-land was to their left now, with several two-story billets, two-person bunk rooms, and perfect rectangles with a hallway through the middle. Further east was the chow hall and the command building.

“I am not looking for trouble. Maybe we can go back later, with flashlights and uniforms. Not to be rude.” He knew being alone with her was a good way to have a misunderstanding. A public jog was one thing, but things could escalate in zombie land.

“I get it. I thought it was a good chance, you know.” She replied, a sad look on her face.

She reminded him of an old friend from high school, the kind of girl he had fallen in love with, but who only thought he was a nice guy.

They neared the buildings.

“Maybe I’ll just go myself,” she said, her head perked up, and she opened her stride. “See you later.”

“What?” he watched her lean tan legs stretch out, turn between the two hulking generators, and disappear among the buildings. She had rolled the waistband up, shortening her shorts.

This was a trap. He would be eligible to board for Sergeant this year, but not if he followed her into those buildings.

Not if he got caught going into those buildings.

Slowing to a walk, he moved toward the building. He wouldn’t touch her. It wasn’t what he wanted—not out here. It wasn’t worth the drama. But he also didn’t want her to get hurt in there. A lot could go wrong.

He sighed and turned into the building. Red evening light traced a line across the mountains. He would need to hurry. He would need to convince her that they should come another time, with friends.

Down the hallway, he could see her trim figure outlined. She investigated each room, popping her head in and moving on to the next.

“I think you may be right, it is getting dark,” she said. Her voice echoed down the metal hall. Doors hung off their hinges, and the rooms' metal bed frames stood at odd angles. Rotten mattresses, some pulled onto the floor.


Gross, he thought. His lips curled. “Yeah, we can check it out around lunch another day, you know?”


“Sure,” she said. “Let’s hurry.” Then she ducked around the stairs, hustled to the next building, and went up the stairs.

“Shit.” He said quietly.

Looking around one last time, he hustled to the next building. Then, slowly crept up the stairs. Each step thudded and echoed through the metal. At the top, he didn’t see her. Rolling his eyes at the ridiculousness of it all. She wasn’t in the hallway and didn’t have time to get down the stairs.

He slowly moved from room to room, popping his head in and looking for her.

The first two had neatly arranged bed frames set tightly into the corners, and the third was a bed that had been knocked over.

Out of the darkness in the fourth, her arms grabbed his shirt and pulled him in.

He stumbled forward, pressing his chest against hers. She pulled his head down and kissed him. Long, slow, deep distracted him momentarily, but he pressed his hands against the wall behind her and pushed back.

He took a breath, his forehead pressed against hers.

“I don’t think,” he tried.

“Oh, shut up and enjoy it.” She smirked. Then leaned back up and pressed her mouth to his.

He had heard the stories. Locker room talk, false bravado that he ignored. Guy’s fantasies, but this wasn’t where he expected himself when he set out on his daily jog. Her tongue probed his mouth.

His hand on the small of her back, pulling her body against his.

He lost himself in the kiss, his tongue pushed into her mouth, and tangled with hers. She sucked the tip, pulled it in, tilted her head, and took it too deep.

Her teeth scraped the length.

Pain blinded him.

A white light.

Electric ichor burst into his mouth and through his toes.

Her teeth had bitten through his tongue.

She pushed him back.

The last piece tore off in her mouth.

He coughed blood and saw her slurp down the last mass of his tongue, a wicked smirk on her face.

With wide-eyed confusion, he stumbled back. In the doorway stood Sergeant First Class (SFC) Tower, a muscle mass known for his temper and five-hundred-pound squat.

He leaned forward to beg for help wordlessly.

“I wouldn’t bother, he is mine.” She said, wiping the blood from her mouth.

Tower stepped into the room. The door was blocked. He choked on his blood while he tried to scream.

“It’s funny, you are my type, you know,” she said. “Smart, but naïve, makes the chase a bit fun. Because you aren’t quite sure how to do it. However, I tell him he is a big man, and he practically threw his career and family out the window to get me alone. Almost too easy.”

With his hand over his mouth, he stumbled back, further into the dark corner of the room. He tried to breathe through his nose and calm down.

If he moved quickly, he could go through her, around Tower.

Tower lunged and smashed his head into the back wall.

White light erupted in his brain.

A heavy hand on his face smashed his head into the wall again.

Darkness blotted out the pain.

Darkness.

***

It felt innocent in my hands—a sheet of paper that ended one chapter but began another—an unknown. I stared at it for a long time before realizing it was over. It was done. I was out. The weight of it, that DD214.

I texted my wife to tell her. It finally arrived. She didn’t reply.



Chapter 2

Kandahar Airfield

SGT Stone

“Sergeant Major, with respect,” Stone stumbled through his words. A fog of anger pressed down on him.

“Careful, Sergeant,” the scrappy old man said, his eyes piercing, locked onto Stone.

Stone pursed his lips. Moved his mouth in a frustrated battle for control of himself. “They are my soldiers. We should stay together.”

“They are the Army’s soldiers. However, you may feel about them. And right now, you will stay separate from them while this investigation continues.

Just twenty minutes ago, they were laughing together on the flight line, offloading the few small packs of clothing they had packed on Combat Outpost (COP) Najil. A few days on Kandahar Airfield (KAF), then back to Najil.

They were happy to be alive and grateful to have each other after surviving the jinn attacks on their Observation Post (OP), as well as the vampiric assault by the Palis. They were beat up and bloodied, but alive. They had stepped off the Chinooks at the airfield and moved through the small terminal with its concrete floor, plywood walls, and TVs that outlined departures and arrivals. Military Police (MPs) had guided them into vans, off-brand white vehicles: Tata or something.

Looking back, Stone realized how the smiling MPs had split them intentionally. He had been loaded up with Hope, their medic, a young but capable female soldier who had more than shown her strength over the last few weeks. Chief Banks, an Apache pilot who had flown overhead and provided cover fire during battle in the valley, was her partner. The other pilot, Chief Prinsloo, was loaded with the others.

Hana, a younger Afghan female, and Jinn, the daughter of the tribal leader in Najil, had given key information on defeating the jinn in Najil and requested asylum with her younger brother, Feda, and sister, Afsoon. The young boy was maybe eight, and Afsoon was closer to six or seven. And Maliha, whom Hana had protected since she was a little girl. During the attack, her father and uncle had been killed by the vampire palis, and she was now an orphan.

It was a quiet ride to the Criminal Investigation Division (CID) compound.

While they drove down the street, taking in the change in scenery: flat terrain and hastily built structures. Hardened tents, stacked connexes, and a coffee shop. Soldiers and various civilian contractors walked around or drove everywhere.

These people are here worrying about getting coffee while we were out there, fighting for our lives.

It was a world away from Najil with its gravel road winding up the mountain. Still, it was all covered with Afghan dust.

Watching soldiers laughing outside the Green Bean coffee shop, Stone saw the other van make a left, while they made a right. It had made sense at the airfield when their casualties had been taken. Padilla had lost his eyes on the OP Miller was hauled on a stretcher, having lost his legs to the palis, who had started to eat him as a snack before their assault. It was a miracle he survived long enough for Stone and Rigby to rescue him with the Marines.

Rigby, Bear, and Menendez had all looked back through the window when the vehicle turned. These three had practically carried the squad during the last stand on the Death Star when the Najil was overrun. Pershing, Nolan, and Tucker were with them. Less seasoned soldiers who would have worried about it but had done well. All things considered.

He had been shown to his small room built for two soldiers. It was part of a larger complex, six separate rooms surrounding a courtyard. It was unusually quiet, not what he expected from military billeting.

Sergeant Major had pulled him out while he unpacked. He walked him down the hall and through a locked door, a heavy lock. The one on his door was cheap, probably made in Pakistan, but this was an American-built door. It led to their offices and a room built for interrogations.

Stone closed his eyes. “Why was I separated? My squad should be here.”

The old Sergeant Major was a tall, gaunt man who spoke slowly but appeared to think quickly. His voice was gravelly. Decades of smoking had left his vocal cords in tatters. “You will be here while we conduct our investigation.”

“Am I in trouble?”

Sergeant Major (SGM) Baker stared at him.

“I am, aren’t I?” Stone leaned back in his chair. He crossed his arms.

“Your squad leader, Staff Sergeant (SSG) Uhlrich, died on your O.P. Your story is that the jinn killed him. Fine, but your knuckles are tattered like there was a fight. Then you lose a junior soldier, Specialist (SPC) Hall. To an apparent suicide, in the middle of a fight. Starting to see why you are here?”

“If you would just listen, it isn’t that simple,” Stone replied sharply, his fists clenched.

“After you and your squad abandon your post, you acquire two local children, claim their parents were murdered, and run roughshod all over the valley while vampires attack. Your commander died in your arms, a gunshot to the chest, and was not wearing his armored plates.”

“Listen.”

SGM Baker holds his hand up. “Finally, you end up with an Afghan woman, another child, a dead special forces squad, and are hanging out with a tribe of Afghans on the base. Your First Sergeant has also been taken to the psych ward. Do you understand why we need to talk to you?”

Stone looked at his knees, past the metal table’s edge. The fluorescent light flickered overhead. “I was just trying to bring my guys home.”

“I encourage you to cooperate with this process, Sergeant Stone. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

“Yes, Sergeant Major,” Stone replied.

“Good. You will have limited phone privileges. You will be monitored and not allowed to contact the families of Hall and Uhlrich until they are properly notified and the investigation is complete. Chief Banks and Specialist Hope will provide security for the woman and three children while we figure out what to do with them. You can see them in the common areas, and meals will be brought to you. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Sergeant Major.” He took a breath. Over the last two weeks, he had only thought about keeping his squad safe and surviving. Making small decisions that were now being spat back at him by this Army bureaucrat.

The old man’s eyes were locked onto Stone, with a sharp gaze that seemed to shred through him. This man was dangerous and knew it would take more than a sledgehammer and his fists to get through this.

***

I’m not sure where it came from. It hung in my head, whispered while she spoke. My professor was kind and supportive during office hours. I had a question. She had an answer. And all I wanted to do was punch her in the face.

I thanked her with a smile when I left her office.



Chapter 3

Kandahar Airfield

SGT Stone

Rigby sat beside him, stiff as a board, his face an Easter Island monolith—Sphinx-like in its rigidity.

Beside him sat Bear, a hulking mass of muscle, shaking with sadness. Tears rolled down his cheeks. Menendez had tissues ready and passed him one to blow his nose.

“General Patton said, and I quote,” Chaplain Mark stood before them, at a podium, modest and straightforward. Kandahar’s heat had warped the podium’s soft wood, its light stain flaking at the edges.

Behind him, a neat row of boots, rifle muzzles down, bayonets into the sand, and blank dog tags dangled. Stone knew these dog tags were unmarked copies.

He had handed off the real tags, a tangled bloody mess that he had taken grim measure of before he turned them over to SGM Baker two weeks ago. Their blood had collected in the corners and flaked off the double-sided faces. Chains had tangled into a knot he had tried to focus on, but struggled.

Hope and Banks had been with him when they arrived. They helped one another unpack and turn in items considered evidence. Banks had placed her hand upon his shoulder when his tattered fingers began to shake with impotent frustration. There was an overwhelming obligation to keep the chains together as if it mattered to anyone. Quietly, she clasped each, sliding the chains apart. Small brown bits of blood gathered on the table, beside the neatly laid out tags. They rethreaded the tags, handed them to the SGM, and swept the dried blood onto the floor without ceremony, where it gathered with the dust at their feet.

Uhlrich and Hall’s photos were now framed in front of a pair of borrowed boots, clean and unused. He had carried them since the OP. He had found Owen’s bloody tags in the backroom of the palis’ slaughterhouse. There, they also discovered Miller hanging from a chain, barely alive, and the corpses of the Special Forces team they had destroyed or turned. By their count, two remained unaccounted for after the attack.

Captain Wulff, Sergeant First Class Palvin, Staff Sergeant Tennyson, and Specialist Walsh’s photos were lined up in front of seven memorial stands.

“It is foolish and wrong to mourn the men who died. Rather, we should thank God that such men lived.” The chaplain quoted Patton. Common phrases used in memorial services, this was his fourth, and each time, the words hit him hard.

Chaplain Mark was not what he would call charismatic. He appeared worn down and tired, but spoke from a good place. He had been to worse services. He quoted John 15:13: “Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.” Which was normal.

Performed his standard non-denominational Christian chaplain obligation to remind them of a few more Bible verses, but it wasn’t as overbearing as he had seen in the past. He concluded with G.K. Chesterton, a quote that Stone hadn’t heard. "Courage is almost a contradiction in terms. It means a strong desire to live, taking the form of a readiness to die." A strange but meaningful contradiction.

He led them in a concluding prayer, and then “Taps” was played. As always, the silence at the song's end stretched.

A warm hand on his shoulder concluded the ceremony.

“I remember when I first joined the squadron. It was the Best Warrior competition, and Uhlrich finished before you on the ruck march.” Command Sergeant Major (CSM) Mitchell said their Squadron CSM had come down with the commander for the ceremony. The man was lean, a marathon runner. He was also a cop on the civilian side. It was apparent during the pre-deployment process that he was taking a hit on his civilian career, but he had to take the promotion because he lacked better options. It was good to have someone who understood the challenges of living in civilian and military worlds. “He dropped his pack, grabbed two water bottles, one for himself and one for you, then waited for you to come trotting past the finish line.”

Stone smiled, “I was pretty pissed he beat me.”

“He was a good man and a good leader,” CSM Mitchell replied.

“He was a lot of good things, Sergeant Major,” Stone replied.

Around him, the soldiers rose, shook hands, embraced, and spoke quietly. It was the first time he had seen them since they parted ways at the airport terminal. Not how he would have preferred to reconnect.

At the edges of the small chapel, a modified wooden structure with chairs and some scripture stacked in the corner stood the Military Police, Stone’s escorts. They guarded the doors and were mostly friendly, but the tension was unmistakable.

CSM Mitchell leaned forward and pulled him in for a hug. “I spoke with Col Kang. Be careful. He has a reputation for questionable interview tactics. We think he is targeting you.”

Stone leaned back, shaking his hand. “That has been very obvious.” He smiled, putting on a show for his observers.

Mitchell pulled his forehead to Stone’s, his hand upon the back of his head. “We think they will frame this as your fault.”

“Thank you, Sergeant Major,” Stone replied.

“Just be careful,” CSM Mitchell said, shaking his hand and letting him go.

Stone scrunched his chin and nodded.

A shaking, incoherent sound behind him drew his attention.

“Bear, you big bawling baby.” He turned and embraced the burly man.

“Better than being too much of a bitch to cry.” Bear wrapped his thick arms around him and tucked his face into his shoulder. “I miss you, Sergeant. We all do.”

Stone patted him on the back, “Are you guys being safe? Any issues?”

Bear stood back and wiped his face. “No, we are just trying to stay occupied. Not much going on.”

“We are halfway through a Buffy the Vampire binge,” Rigby said.

“Sarah Michelle Gellar, good choice,” Stone replied.

“Charisma Carpenter,” Rigby countered.

“I prefer Alyson Hannigan,” Menendez said.

“You are all gay, David Boreanaz,” Bear said.

“He is still trying to convince us to watch Angel next, but we aren’t sold,” Rigby said.

“Hope said that you never leave your room,” Bear said. “It isn’t healthy, bro. You aren’t in prison.”

“I can’t leave, MPs bring me my food. Aside from showering by myself, it is practically prison,” Stone said.

They were right, though. Aside from using the bathroom, he hadn’t left his room. A library was in the common area from which he had borrowed books. Occasionally, he would see Hana and the children playing. Hope and Banks often sat on a table or step, watching Afsoon and Maliha drawing in the dirt or running around. Feda would often sit by himself.

It lingered in the back of his mind, scratching at his perception. He had seen Afsoon and Feda playing in their parents’ entrails. They had laughed at them while they fought for their lives against the invisible jinn in the OP. Then, when it was all done and they had survived the attack, they were ready to limp back to base. Rigby had nearly killed them, a bullet for each child. It made sense after what they saw the children do. Stone had put himself in the way to save Rigby from that last image of the two children with bullets in their small bodies.

Thinking back on it, knowing now that Gorbat had planned to rip the jinn tribe in half, that may have been the goal. For him to kill the children and have Hamza, their father, turn against them, which split the tribe and started the civil war within the valley.

He didn’t regret it, but that didn’t mean he wanted to spend time with the children. To eat with Hamza’s daughter. On his previous deployment, he had a distance after an event in a home or village, and they left. The memories had faded. Instead, they laughed and giggled in the courtyard with the sun overhead. Maliha sounded a bit like his daughter, who was Afsoon’s age. They chirped in the way that all small girls do, although he didn’t understand them.

“If we are being honest, I’d like to shower alone for a change. I can’t find a time of the day when there isn’t someone in the bathroom taking an awkwardly long shower,” Rigby said.

“Have they been dragging you in for questioning?” Stone changed the subject.

“Chaplain Mark swung through and checked on us, but otherwise no,” Menendez said. “Have they gone Guantanamo Bay on you yet?”

“You mean making me strip and taking my picture?” Stone asked, “Or waterboarding?”

“Either, but if they need naked pictures, I’m sure we can oblige,” Rigby said.

“Honestly, it has been weird. I get pulled in once a day. It is either Col Kang or SGM Baker. They stack up case files and do paperwork. Ignore me for the full hour, then leave.”

“Are they trying to wear you down?” Bear asked.

“Not sure, the case files aren’t related to us. It is boring admin, traffic violations, I can read across the desk, but I don’t say anything.”

“Weird, bro,” Bear said, “If they didn’t tell you. Padilla is in Germany with Miller. I heard Miller is getting new legs before they send him home.”

“As long as they aren’t goat legs, that is good news. How are Nolan and Pershing doing?” Stone asked. Pershing stood by the door with his hands in his pockets, and Nolan chatted. Nolan stood with his back straighter than usual, a bit more confident.

“They mostly just play video games and hang out in their room, when Nolan isn’t slaying it in the gym,” Menendez said. “But Agdal has been staying at the Wounded Warrior Program (WWP) facilities, Najil fucked him up and he may get sent home.”

“He seemed to take things hard, but considering he was in the building when Walsh killed himself, and really thought he lost Miller too,” Bear explained.

“Treat him like one of ours,” Stone said. “And Tucker?”

“Doc Tucker is a lost puppy without Hope. They have been chatting most nights, but seeing him finally in the room with her is good.”

“They seem a bit awkward,” Menendez said about Tucker and Hope standing beside one another, talking at the edge of the aisle of chairs.

“Uh oh, it looks like time is up for this conjugal visit, boys.” Rigby pointed at the doorway. SGM Baker stood and motioned with his head.

“Take care of each other. And don’t spend all your money at the Exchange,” Stone said, referring to the store on base.

“Maybe we will bust you out and take you to the Asian Chow Hall, the Friday Fried Rice is legit,” Menendez said.

“Let’s not rush a jailbreak until we figure out what is going on,” Stone replied, watching Baker out of the corner of his eye.

“Roger Sergeant,” Menendez snapped to attention and mock saluted him.

“Let’s go, Specialist Hope, and Sergeant Stone,” SGM said, his tone forceful.

“Moving,” they replied.

“Specialist Ord, may I have a word?” Chaplain Mark said as Stone walked away.

Stone looked back to see the Chaplain walking toward Bear and the others.

Be careful, guys, nothing about this makes sense.

***

I was proud, you know. This was a big moment. With my degree, I was finally ready to begin my life. I should have felt good, but as I stared out at the open audience cheering for each graduate. I didn’t know what was next. The only thing I knew was behind me. The path forward was unknown.



Chapter 4

Tarin Kowt Airfield

SPC Ord

Bear grabbed his paper tray at the end of the long set of pop-up tables. Soldiers served spaghetti from green warming containers called mermites. Prepared in the kitchen in the back, they brought the trays forward for the half-smiling kitchen patrol (KP) to deposit onto the floppy cafeteria trays.

“Sergeant Tower, I got a call from the Family Readiness Group today,” a shorter man said to the meandering bulk of muscle before him.

The powerful man turned. “Uh oh, sir. That is never good.” He smiled, clean white teeth in his grin.

“Your wife is worried, you haven’t called home in several weeks,” the man said.

The Private spooning spaghetti dropped a ladle of runny green beans onto Bear’s tray.

“Shit, I lost track of time, sir. I’ll give them a call.” Tower replied.

“Please, I told them I’ve been keeping you distracted with missions, but you know how the wives are.”

Bear grabbed a cheap protein bar at the end of the table and walked past the two men talking.

“Oh yes, sir, I know I need to keep Mama happy.”

Bear scanned the room, a pair of bright brown eyes in dark-rimmed glasses watched him from a table in the back.


Trouble, too bad she isn’t my type. He thought and found Rigby, Menendez, and Tucker sitting midway toward the back on the other side. They were in a prefabricated armored cafeteria in the center of Tarin Kowt Airfield.


Bear sat down and grabbed a bottle of Texas Pete hot sauce for his green beans.

“I hate that shit,” Menendez said.

“Beans or sauce?” Bear asked.

“Both, bro,” Menendez replied.

Bear nodded in agreement, “Me too.” He gently dappled the glowing red sauce into the beans and stirred it with his fork.

“Are we going to talk about what the fuck we are doing here?” Tucker asked.

“I thought the trick would be getting you all to be quiet about it, honestly,” Bear replied.

Rigby glared at him.

“I think being the chaplain's assistant is better than sitting around the barracks in KAF all day,” Menendez said.

“Happy for the change of scenery, the food leaves something to be desired,” Rigby said. “No one else thinks it is odd that the Chaplain doesn’t have his own assistant?”

“That dude, maybe that is why he is so bummed? He is lonely,” Menendez replied—a bit of spaghetti in the corner of his mouth.

“You all know what we saw, does that seem like a job for a chaplain?” Rigby said, a sharp tone in his voice.

None of them were quite sure what they saw. They had thought it strange that CID had a whole infantry company to drop onto Najil for cleanup and reinforcement. And more so, they didn’t seem phased by the palis corpses. Or talk of jinn.

The current thinking was that they recruited soldiers and units who had experienced them, then sent them around the country to support other groups as needed—a secret army within the army.

“Let’s eat our spaghetti, and talk where we have fewer ears and eyes,” Bear recommended with a smile.

“Do you think they would notice if a few hammers and axes ended up in our room?” Menendez said.

“Probably a good idea, but I’m not sure what we are dealing with here, though,” Bear said. His fork scraped a bit of the cardboard that had absorbed too much juice and tore it.

They finished their meal and walked back to their temporary barracks, a row of buildings packed with eight, eight-man rooms, a long hallway that looked the same as all the others, easy to get lost, with how similar they looked.

“I’m going to call Hope,” Tucker said.

“I’m going to grab some equipment,” Menendez said.

“Same 'sies,” Rigby said.

“I’ll be with Tucker, meet you back in the room,” Bear said.

The internet center was South of the chow hall, a longer building with a fire truck parked in front. Only one-third was occupied; the other parts were abandoned. It was a dilapidated shell of a structure left over from the Aussies. Further south, on the opposite end, the aid station had a large refrigerator meant to store medication and bodies.

That was why they were here. Tarin Kowt’s commander had quietly requested support after a soldier had stumbled upon four bodies. The issue wasn’t the bodies. It was that all soldiers were accounted for on the base. Chaplain Mark had been tasked to provide counsel to the soldier and determine if an investigation was best to be completed on base, or if the bodies should be transported back.

Everything about the investigation process was backward. It was obvious that a full investigation was needed. They were keeping it under wraps for now, but sending a chaplain instead of a full CSI team struck Bear and the others as negligent.

When they saw the corpses, even less made sense, Menendez and Bear escorted the chaplain while Tucker and Rigby settled into the barracks.

“Bear, can I ask you a quick question before we go in?” Tucker asked.

“Yeah,” Bear replied. They stood in the middle of the road. The moon cast a gray glow over everything. They could see cigarette cherries waving around in the gazebo while the smokers chatted quietly nearby.

“Do you think this is a jinn? Is that why we are here, and not real MPs?”

“It has to be man, but this isn’t some illusion, and those weren’t palis,” Bear said. “Palis, don’t do that.”

“Do what? You and Menendez said it was bad, but what are we talking about here?”

“Bro.” Bear paused and looked up at the sky. Someone at the smoke pit laughed. “They didn’t have skin.”

Tucker shook his head. “What?”

“Like it had been peeled off,” Bear said.

“Pieces had been peeled off? Maybe dogs got to them.” Tucker offered.

“No, like all the skin, they were eaten, parts of their shoulders, arms, and legs had been eaten. But it looked like an anatomy poster.” The smell of trash from the burn pit on the other side of the wall lingered in the night air.

“Afghans or soldiers?”

“Hard to tell without uniforms. You know, and skin. But one was a smaller male. Another was huge, male, based upon the muscles, but it had been pretty carved up. The others were harder to say. They only gave us a glance, which is hard to forget.”

“And we thought it couldn’t get worse,” Tucker replied. “Animal attacks?”

Bear shook his head. Whatever killed those people wasn’t an animal. This was something new. Chaplain Mark had seemed unaffected, though, as if he had seen this before, which was more unsettling.

BLAAAT!

A red streak lit up the sky, a line of tracer bullets ripped a line toward the west.

“What the shit?” Tucker asked.

“I think that is a CRAM, big gun used to shoot rockets and mortars out of the sky,” Bear explained.

“Good thing that is pointed up,” Tucker replied.

“Right, that is a lot of bullets.”

“Yeah, well, how about we pretend none of this is happening and call home?” Tucker perked up, patting Bear on the arm.

“Have you been calling Hope?” Bear asked, happy for a change of subject.

“Message her, but she doesn’t have WIFI, and has to use the computer in the CID compound. Have to get lucky to catch her on.”

They walked through the plywood structure with a hardened sandbag roof—a hand-built rectangular door made of two-by-fours on hinges. Inside the walls were marked in permanent markers, the WIFI password had been ‘wallaby’ at some point. Scattered around the room were tables, chairs, shelves for board games, and books. The incandescent white lights overhead seemed strange and sterile in the wooden cavern.

“I’ll catch you in a bit,” Tucker said.

Bear nodded and grabbed his phone, connected to the WIFI network after fumbling through the policy notifications. He wasn’t sure why, but he was always nervous about calling home. Greg should be waking up; he didn’t want to bother him, but he did miss him.

Ring.

Ring.

“Mmmm, good morning,” Greg’s voice was groggy.

“Good morning to you,” Bear replied.

“When are you going to come home and growl that in my ear?”

“I’m working on it, you know,” Bear replied.

“Work faster, this is miserable without you.”

“I feel that.”

“You doing okay? Where are you at?” Greg asked. In the background, he could hear his voice growing clear as he took a sip of morning water and groaned while he stretched, phone to his ear.

“A small airfield, helping the chaplain on some area tour.”

“Glad you are out of that little shit hole Najil though, are things quieter?” He asked. “Hold on, I’m putting you on speaker.”

“Ok. The babies doing ok?”

“Say good morning to Dad, boys,” Greg said.

“Savannah, Hudson, you boys being good for daddy?” Bear asked.

Bark, bark!

Two excited responses and the scratching of nails on the wooden floor overwhelmed the phone’s small speaker.

“They miss you, too. Tell your boss you need to come home.” He clicked off the speaker while he fumbled with the back door, and the dogs raced outside.

“I wish it worked that way.”

“You good, Jacob? You sound a bit down?” Greg asked.

“Just tired, I guess, don’t worry about me.”

“I’m not the one across the world fighting global terrorism.”


Terrorism, I wish. Bear thought he hadn’t mentioned the jinn;​ what would he say anyway? ‘So, a new or old race of beings is only mentioned in the Quran and Islamic myth. Some are invisible, some drink blood, and have cloven feet. It’s cool, I hit them with a hammer.’


Bear stared at the ceiling, listening to Greg's simple domestic noises as he started his day on the other side of the world.

A thump at the door of the internet center drew his attention. Menendez caught his eye and slipped in. He moved quickly to him, “We have something, time to go.”

Bear nodded.

“Hey babe, I love you. I have to run.” Bear said.

“You safe? Is it incoming?”

“Yeah, it is never anything to worry about, though. Have a good day. I’ll call you as soon as I wake up.”

“Love you.”

“I love you.”

Bear and Tucker followed Menendez out the door.

“Hammers are by the wall, we need to move,” Menendez said, his voice urgent. “I’ll explain on the way.”

***

I should be more excited, maybe proud of myself. College is behind me. The army is behind me. Now what?
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