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To Anne






Vanity plays lurid tricks with our memory, and the truth of every passion wants some pretence to make it live.

—Lord Jim








I


The bus pitched east through midnight black and Luke Paxton sat with his head against the window, alone with his thoughts. Winter clawed at him through the glass but he kept himself nestled against it. He found the tinges of outside cold bracing, and wanted to keep awake. He wet his throat and stared out at the flurries of snow dusting the road. Dark, baleful forest lay beyond. A convoy of supply Humvees crested a small hill, pushing the other way, toward the border. Something sharp and hot swelled in Pax’s chest. Haven’t felt like this in a long time, he thought. It was thrill. It was fear. More than anything, Pax felt like someone again.

They’d crossed an hour before. First had come potholes, then bunkers and checkpoints with barrels of fire licking the night. The checkpoints were for show, performative, barely better than nothing and maybe not even that. Men with flashlights and slung hunting rifles, a gesture at presence for the sake of itself. What they need, Pax thought, is razor wire. Some Hesco barriers, staggered to force vehicles into a funnel. A machine gun on overwatch ready to snuff out any runaways and squirters. The basics.

They’ll learn, he thought. It’s all new here.

The bus slowed over an old bridge, reaching a village. Brittle Ukrainian sounded through a loudspeaker, reminding of the national blackout. At a bend a tiny church glowed dim, a mural of Jesus holding a candle charting through the snow. Pax blinked and blinked but the image stayed with him long after they left. He hadn’t believed for many years but still wanted to be a person who could.

Across the aisle, Lee was draped over his assault pack, snoring away with the clean conscience of a man who knows his place in the world. Pax had dressed to blend in, jeans, a simple black jacket. Lee wore a hoodie with a skull superimposed in front of crossed rifles, the word “INFIDEL” screaming above the logo. He’d raised the sleeves to his elbows to show off his tattoos of flames and razor wire and old unit crests. A nametape and subdued American flag patched across his assault pack, completing the look. When Pax had teased him about it at the airport, Lee had dug in: “I’ll be the only Asian around for a fucking thousand miles. People need to know they’re dealing with a killer.”

He wasn’t, though, that was the whole thing. Lee’s kill had eluded him through all his deployments, always seconds late to the firefight, a hesitant lieutenant at his shoulder, or a vexing, oblivious civilian standing between him and his chosen glory. It was just luck, happenstance, like so much else in combat, but Lee hadn’t been able to shake the sense of lost purpose in the homeland so now he was here, to again carry the gun.

“We gotta be there, man,” Lee had said when he’d reached out over the phone, trying to find a travel partner as crazy or bored as he was. “They need people like us.”

They? Us? Open questions. Pax had said yes since no one else would, he’d heard it in Lee’s voice, something between despair and disgust, and because he’d had no reply for Lee’s next line, delivered with all the subtlety of an ice pick: “What else you got going on?”

Pax had another reason for coming, too, one all his own, one that had little to do with this strange new war. He guarded this secret, protected it, had it buried deep in a notebook in the backpack between his feet. It’d been given to him ten years before and he’d held on to it ever since. A lifetime ago, he thought. When I’d been worthy of it. When I’d been worthy of her. The feeling in his chest swelled again. He tried to keep it there. It faded away.

From the rear of the bus, laughter crackled like burning wood. It was followed by amused hushes, which in turn yielded more laughter. Pax knew its source: young Ukrainian men returning from abroad to join the fight. Lee had chatted up the ones who knew English while they’d driven through the outskirts of Krakow, and learned they were a collection of students and IT workers living in the Nordic states. None had a day of military training. The leader, a tall blond kid with high cheekbones, hadn’t liked it when Pax interjected to ask what they thought they could contribute.

“This is our country” was all he’d said. He’d said it coiled, with hostility. Pax hadn’t meant anything with his question. He’d just wanted to know.

He turned and looked at the group. They were sharing a flask, all coltish energy and banter, trying to conceal whatever was going on inside them with noise. Which is what young people facing the prospect of battle must do. It was the way of things. This was not the time for much thinking.

I’m walking proof, Pax thought, smirking. I know just when to turn off my brain and ignore that I’m washed-up and broken. Pax was thirty-three. He’d been out of the army for more than a half decade. He didn’t actually believe he was washed-up. He was less sure about the broken part. His snoring friend was thirty-nine and had quit a job as shift supervisor at a regional electronics retailer in Southern California to come here. They weren’t near as close to Corporal Luke Paxton and Staff Sergeant Han Lee of the 173rd Airborne, U.S. Army infantry, as they’d needed to pretend they were to get this far, to be on this bus, rumbling into an alien unknown. Stopping to consider that, or anything at all, would’ve paralyzed them.

Pax took a slow yoga breath and rubbed at the prayer beads wrapped around his wrist. A lady at the VA had suggested these habits to him, once upon a time, and they worked, not always, but enough. His attention pushed out the window again but there was nothing there for him now, only the void of passing night.

“Sleep. Drink. Watch the dark. These are the options.”

Pax followed the rasping words across the aisle. Two rows in front of Lee’s slumbering form, a woman leaned over the back of her seat, elbows out, angled toward him. She wore an olive puffer jacket and had pulled her mousy brown hair back into a ponytail, a wave of stress lines running the horizon of her forehead. A shining blue eye the shade of a robin’s egg severed the space between. Under the dim lighting of the bus, he could just make out the drooping eyelid that fell over its twin. Pax had taken stock of her earlier. She’d been, and remained, the only woman on the bus.

“And talk,” Pax said, sliding over to the aisle seat of his row. “That’s another option.”

“American,” the woman said. “Most of your people are going the other way.”

Pax smiled. Doing something different pleased him. “For what are we born if not to aid one another?” he said, repeating a line Lee had posted to Facebook that had earned many likes.

In contrast to the young men, the woman’s English was precise, confident. She’d lived in Ohio for a year, she explained, during her studies. Between that divide and a mention of children, Pax allowed himself to relax into the conversation. She’s not beautiful, he thought, watching her good eye shine. Not that he could judge much on the matter. He knew he wasn’t handsome. Time had given him the face he deserved. Though the rules weren’t the same for women and men. It’s not fair, he thought. But what is?

“Where are your kids now?” he asked.

“They will stay in Poland with my sister until the war’s over.” The woman sighed, then corrected herself. “Until the victory.”

“Why—” Pax hesitated. It was a tricky question, he knew. But martial law demanded only Ukrainian men stay in-country. “I mean, if you’re okay sharing. I’m just a guy on a bus.”

“It is my duty,” she said. “I’m a military officer.”

“Of course,” Pax said, hoping he’d masked his surprise, knowing he hadn’t. He asked what type.

“NATO countries call it civil affairs. I’ll be back east in a couple days. My commander gave me leave to escort my sons to the border. We live near Kyiv, and we knew they’d strike there. They need the river…” She trailed off.

Pax asked the name of her hometown. A place called Bucha, she said. Nothing special. Just a quiet suburb.

“I was in the army, too,” he said. She nodded as if she’d known that all along. “Can I ask why you joined?”

She laughed. It was the ironic laughter of reluctant soldiers everywhere. “To change the world,” she said. Then her voice turned sincere. “It was Maidan. It was the only important thing which happened to us. It showed ordinary people can fight the big strongmen and win. I was too young for the barricades but my brothers and their friends went. They were my heroes. When they came home to rest I’d pour them tea and sneak them my father’s beers and listen to what they’d done and seen that day. Their table stories were like magic to me.” She shrugged through the dark of the bus. “Besides, my father swears we’re descended from Cossacks. Probably not true but families need their little lies.”

Maidan. Strongmen. Cossacks. Pax was familiar with these things in a hazy, malleable way, but didn’t want to betray the vastness of his ignorance. None of it was why he’d come. The officer saved him from any of that by returning his question: Why had he once enlisted?

“Wish I could remember, fuck,” he said, then, “Apologies,” because he’d been trying to curse less. His boss at AutoHut had told him it was unprofessional, low-class, that the real world wasn’t like the army, and while Pax had resented him for it, the criticism lingered. The Ukrainian didn’t seem to mind, at least. She didn’t even blink.

“Wasn’t patriotism or anything,” he continued, rubbing the stubble around his chin. “More like, a way to do something. I grew up in a small town, middle of nowhere. Biggest, nicest buildings were the Methodist church and the National Guard armory.” He paused, remembering. “Still think about that, sometimes.”

“And why are you here?”

Something seemed to curdle in the recycled air of the bus, and the woman’s good eye fixed on him like a shaft of light, the bad one falling away into the shadows. There was a directness to her rasping voice now, a sense of inquiry beyond the scope of conversation. Should I say that I’m looking for someone? No, he decided. Even through the duloxetine, Pax heard silent bells of caution.

“Wish I could remember that, too” was all he said.

He stretched back in his seat, as if to get farther away from the officer. From the corner of his eye, he saw Lee awake, watching them both with a glancing stare.



About time he stopped with the jabbering, Lee thought. Everyone knows who we are and why we’re here. Let that be enough.

Lee again checked his wristwatch. The hour had changed at the border and the old compulsion to inspect and reinspect his equipment simmered within him. His girls hated this tic but without it, where would they be? Down a few jackets and hats, for starters. He wasn’t flush with money. He didn’t have the resources to buy them new outfits every other week. And his fucking ex-wife, forget it. That woman was helpless. He had no idea how they’d get on without him around.

Lee held himself from going through his assault pack. Everything’s in there, he thought. Everything’s where it’s supposed to be.

Being in Ukraine didn’t feel strange to Lee. He knew he’d come as soon as the invasion proved real. It also didn’t feel strange to be doing it with a battle buddy. He’d trusted someone would answer the bell. It had surprised him, though, that it was Paxton. Everyone he’d expected to say yes, or at least maybe, had balked. Jobs, fatness, families—the typical bullshit, the typical snags. Pax had just been the next name in his phone.

Lee had liked him well enough when they’d served together. Kept to himself, but a good kid, someone you had to show only once what right looked like. Word was he’d had a rough go of it since. Which happened, couldn’t fault him for that. But Lee wasn’t sure what to make of him now. There was a sullenness Lee didn’t recall. And at the airport, when the withdrawal from Afghanistan came up, Paxton hadn’t even seemed upset about it, like everything they’d done over there had been for nothing.

“Dumb wars get dumb endings,” Pax had said. Then he’d just shrugged.

Lee again set his head against his assault pack. Need to sleep while we can, he thought, closing his eyes. He steadied himself with an old cadence. I’m not the killer man, he hummed. I’m the killer man’s son. But I’ll do the killing till the killer man comes.



Pax returned to his window. He pulled out his headphones and plugged them into an old MP3 player. The music of his youth filled his ears. They passed a warning sign for bears. I could’ve handled that better, he thought. Should’ve provided half-truths and half-answers, the way you’re supposed to. It’s what he’d done with the enlistment query. He had been a bit of a patriot but he’d learned long ago to never say it out loud. Flag-humping conservatives, clever-mouthed liberals, spoiled-ass civilians, even foreigners like this lady officer, they all glommed onto that word for their own reasons, their own set notions. There was no point in giving anyone that shard of himself ever again.

Boy goes to war to become a man and comes back someone he doesn’t know, Pax thought, to a country he doesn’t recognize. The biggest cliché on the fucking planet. The least I can do for anyone is keep it to myself.

The bus drove through another checkpoint with barrels of fire and tissue-thin security. “Why are you here?” she’d asked. He could’ve talked about the legion, how Lee intended to join to get sent to the front, and how he wanted to see if he could do supply work or intelligence or something. Pogue shit, sure, but still soldier shit. Something that helped. It all sounded vague and cloudy in his brain, though, and he knew it’d come out even more so. How to explain to people something he didn’t quite comprehend himself? Even if he tried and did his absolute best, there’d be more questions, the kind that sought out detail, the kind that teased out specifics.

It doesn’t matter who I am or where I come from, Pax thought. A snarling punk song turned over to a gangsta rap anthem. He began rubbing the beads on his wrist and counting them. I’m here now.

He made it through the beads twice over before stopping. You’re lying, he thought, not for the first time since leaving Tulsa. Be honest with yourself, at least. You came because of her and only her and everything else that isn’t her is a diversion, and you came because everything has gone wrong and nothing has gone right since the world took her from you.

That wasn’t how it had happened, not exactly, but Pax didn’t like thinking about that part.

In the notebook in the backpack between Pax’s feet was an address scrawled ten years before in cheerful, rounded handwriting. Both the address and the handwriting belonged to a woman named Svitlana Dovbush. Had Pax loved her? Maybe, he thought. No, he thought again—I definitely loved her. I didn’t know it then but I did. He’d thought of her intermittently since, sometimes with longing, sometimes with regret, sometimes with a useless fury he didn’t know what to do with. It’d been sporadic, though, like summer rain passing through. But I loved her, he thought yet again. Then the invasion of Ukraine happened, and no one anywhere could escape it. Then Pax couldn’t stop thinking about Svitlana, and their months together, a torrent of hard memory that beat down and condemned, and then Lee had called, and Pax knew the only choice, the only way to be someone again, was to come here, now, like this. If we could just go back, he kept thinking the night before buying his ticket. To that trip, that weekend, that time. If we could just go back and do it again, we’d get it right.

None of it matters, Pax thought again, looking out the window at more night. I’m here now.

He cycled through the MP3 player, searching. “In the Aeroplane Over the Sea” had been her favorite. He’d liked it well enough but it had been her favorite. He wondered if it still was. The low-fi, acoustic scratching of the song transported him elsewhere.

In the far distance, the shape of a city under cold stars began to emerge. Everything was dark, everything was faint, but it won’t always be, Pax thought. Just get to tomorrow. He drifted into a fitful sleep against the glass of the window.

When he woke, the Ukrainian officer was gone. He realized then he’d never gotten her name.






II


The sound of raising blinds wrenched Pax from the pit of sleep. If he’d been dreaming, he’d already forgotten what about. Bars of dull gray slanted into the room and across the mattress on the floor he’d fallen upon in the empty hours before dawn. He’d managed to get his boots off before crawling into his sleeping bag but little else. The same tee shirt and jeans he’d put on in Tulsa some forty hours prior now clung to his skin with dried, tangy sweat. His mouth seemed full of cotton balls and his thoughts began grappling for regrets it couldn’t quite form, let alone identify.

No, Pax thought. Not one of those mornings. You’re jetlagged.

“Wakey, wakey, high-speed.” Lee stood against the window, eclipsed in silhouette. He stepped forward into the half-light, sure and stout, seeming to smile with his whole body. There was a magnificent cheer about him, as if he’d come here to coach a Little League game. He gripped an extra-large can in his right hand like a mallet and Pax wondered if he’d even bothered to sleep. Lee took a deep, performative swig, a blend of English and Ukrainian script running down the aluminum sides of the energy drink. He wore cargo pants and a black button-down with the sleeves again rolled neatly to the elbows to flash his ink miscellany. They’d called him the Yellow Reb in Afghanistan, to which Lee always had a readymade reply: “Don’t get it twisted, I’m from the winning side of the family.”

Kinda fucked-up, Pax thought in the apartment flat, looking back on it. They’d been young then. It had been a decade ago. Much had changed. But it’s not like I can apologize. That would make things awkward.

He sat up, pulled a flake of dead skin from his bottom lip, and asked what the plan was.

“Meeting in forty with the recruiter.” Lee rocked back and forth from the balls of his feet to his toes, his voice cutting, excitable. “There’s hot water if you want to shower.” Pax had reached the bathroom door when the other man called after him. “Don’t drink anything from the sink. Old pipes.” He held aloft the aluminum can, his words taking on a cadence of fake reverence. “Courage juice in the fridge—wake up, son! Glory to the motherfucking heroes.”

They’d hadn’t been in country a day yet, and Lee already had a favorite local phrase.

Pax washed himself in the same rhythmic order he’d learned in basic a dozen years before—hair, pits, arms, and legs, all under two minutes. Then he dressed, a pair of minor accoutrements going on last: a headband to mask his receding hairline, and the prayer beads, wrapped around his wrist like a bracelet. He’d come home from Afghanistan with them and much of their turquoise paint had rubbed off since.

The streets of Lviv were narrow and the Americans pushed down the hills into the city. Both men realized straightaway only dopes greeted strangers here, so they didn’t. A dark, nervous energy churned and Pax focused on it so he could avoid the same thing coming from within. He’d taken his duloxetine, with energy drink, of course. So I’ll be good, he thought. I’m good. He stopped to retie a boot on a hydrant and an old man with skin of leather stepped around him with something like a vulgarity. Few here seemed to be bothering with masks and hey, Pax thought, what’s a pandemic compared to a military invasion? The boundless gray of the sky beat down with gloom, austere imperial buildings and Gothic church domes and pastel houses painted like figurines clashing in sharp, meandering rows. A cultural fault line, Pax thought, repeating to himself a description he’d read in a guidebook on the plane, “Where East meets West.” The overhead wire of a passing street tram hissed and sparked and Lee made a joke about dying before Ivan even got to shoot at them, earning an open-eyed stare from a nearby babusya holding grocery bags. Pax saw a little speck of sunlight dancing on a patch of yellow grass. It lay under a bus stop poster of propaganda, a colorful sketch of a Ukrainian badger dismembering a Russian bear in a fur hat, limb by limb. When he looked back the speck was gone.

“Fuck. That’s fucking intense,” Lee said. He meant the poster. A good amount of cartoon blood covered it. Pax’s attention, though, had drifted to a young boy being hustled past them by his mother. He was about seven or eight with curls poking out of a knit cap. He clutched a toy train to his chest and inspected every inch of the strange men speaking foreign words in the fleeting seconds allotted him.

“Hey, dude,” Pax said as mother and son turned a corner, “maybe watch the cursing?”

“Eat shit,” Lee replied, deadpan. “For one, these people don’t speak English. For two, raw profanity is sometimes the only expression of human decency left to us.” He smiled. “I’m goddamn transcendent like that.”

They passed a casino, the court of appeals, a kebab house, an art gallery. All had been shuttered for the war. The cold began to grip at Pax. He hadn’t layered enough under his coat and had skinny desert bones, besides, but it also felt good, in its way. Because it was new, and different from what life had become.

At the bottom of the hill the street lurched into a small square with brown lawns cradled around a fountain of white marble. There was no water and dark moss stains splotched the basin. A pale column shot vertical and on top of it stood a statue of the Virgin Mary, arms out, head ringed by a wreath of lamps. Her eyes cast downward, hollow and damp, and it was hard to tell if she was crying or just refusing to blink. The statue’s body had been wrapped and taped in case of shrapnel. Sandbags were stacked against the fountain’s base. Lee pulled out his phone and snapped some photographs. Pax thumbed the beads on his wrist and started reciting a prayer out of old habit, first for the bigger stuff, then for himself. He stopped a couple pleas in. What’s the point? he thought. You came here, you decided.

Lee nudged him with his shoulder. “Places to be,” he said, low. Pax nodded. If the other man registered the many side glances he was getting, he made no notice.

They walked north, up a wide pathway framed by dormant chestnut trees. It was too cold for most people to sit idle on the benches, but one intrepid couple posed for a street artist’s rendering. The woman was the right age and had straw, black hair and a hard jawline but it wasn’t who Pax sought. A pair of armed soldiers patrolled in front of the KFC restaurant, civilians parting around them like river water around a stone. More armed men, police in flak vests, stood in front of a large pink hotel with four stars etched into its stained-glass windows. Near another monument of black slab, a man in frumpy khakis observed passersby with naked zeal.

“American government or contractor,” Lee said. “You can tell by the shoes and watch.” And it was true, Pax could see the mighty gleam of both.

The far columns of the opera house guided their way. A minivan was parked across the middle of the path, a big satellite dish swallowing its top. “Shit, fuck,” Lee said, then in a whisper, “Stick to me, no English.” Only then Pax saw the sign taped to the van’s window that read “MEDIA” and all at once a video camera was set on him and a tall woman striding at his side, asking for a few minutes.

“You’re here to join the legion, right? You have that look!” She had yellow hair and little, impossibly white teeth. He couldn’t help but tongue the backside of his own. The army had fixed his many years before but he’d never stopped being self-conscious about them, still found himself probing along the bottom for the vast gap that was no longer there. He hadn’t taken care of them the way he should’ve. That’s on me, he thought. That’s on me, like so much else. As he kept walking and the woman kept speaking, about how she didn’t have an agenda other than the truth, about how she worked for an unbiased network based in Toronto and wanted the folks back home to know brave men like him had come here to fight for democracy, he thought, a person this striking hasn’t spoken to me in a long time. He didn’t mean it in a sexual way, more the human-existence kind of way. People from her class and station didn’t interact with people like him, not if they could help it. Just how it was. He was trying to figure out how to explain this to her in a way that wasn’t aggressive, though now that he thought about it he did sense some of the old hostilities bubbling up, while she spoke so fast and so pleasant and smelled so nicely of jasmine, when Lee paused in front of a kiosk and spun around with sudden violence.

“Salutations, motherfuckers!” He crowed the words, not unlike earlier with the energy drink in the apartment flat. But now his voice held real menace. “We are lost tourists, here on a dirt-cheap vacation package. Could you point us toward Castle Hill? Maybe even spare some coin?” He pantomimed grabbing at the woman’s pockets, nothing serious, Pax thought, but enough for her to recoil away and for the cameraman to step between them. Lee was a big man, he had presence. They’re not wrong to believe him a threat, Pax thought, watching his friend smile wide for full maniac effect. “Spare some coin!” he repeated. A few awkward seconds followed and then they turned into the crowd, leaving the journalists to their own considerations.

“You’re ridiculous,” Pax said.

“I’m a goddamn hero,” Lee said. “Your knight in shining armor.”

Their boots echoed heavy on the cobblestone of the old town. Another Ukrainian child ran by, arms outstretched, pretending to be an airplane. The girl smacked into Pax’s side. He bent over and patted her shoulder. Then he said, “Ooga booga.” He’d been hoping for a laugh, a visiting Westerner being silly, but instead the kid scurried away with a look of pale terror.

Lee shook his head. “Don’t frighten the native youths,” he said. “Counterinsurgency 101.”

The horizon sat low and smothering, blotted by gray thunderheads. Flurries began to fall scattershot across the day. They stopped at the gate of an Armenian cathedral so Lee could take a photo, then again under a bell tower of an Orthodox church. It’s funny, Pax thought, how the older man was drawn to these holy relics but swore if there was a God he’d punch Him in the mouth. Along the church’s façade were homemade memorials, dozens and dozens of portraits of young soldiers in uniform, some children’s drawings in crayon, too, tributes to dead daddies and uncles, a few mommies and sisters, little flags tucked into corners of the wall, horizontal bands of blue and yellow flickering against the gray.

“Can you imagine?” Pax couldn’t help himself. The fallen always turned him a bit maudlin.

“Different than what we did.” Whatever register he was on, Lee met him there. “The ’Stan wasn’t much of a war but it was the one we got.” He put a hand on Pax’s shoulder. “Now we get to volunteer for real.”

Pax nodded and took a long breath to steady himself but from within he could hear his heart pounding against its cage and he cursed himself for taking only one pill instead of two. Stupid, he thought. Even when you know better you still do stupid shit.

He thumbed his beads and turned to go with Lee down the street. A small group of older kids, teens, maybe, caught his attention. Their secrecy was conspicuous, filing through a spiked, candy-cane-striped gate adjacent to a market. What’s that? Pax thought. Let’s check out that. But Lee needed him, and he followed.

They stepped into a café. The warmth of the space blitzed Pax’s body and then his soul. Dark wood panels and oak tables and chairs gave the café the feel of a forest. Only a couple of tables were occupied by patrons. They walked past them and a fireplace, drafts of tidy heat beckoning and serene.

In a back room they found a man at a table by himself. He looked up and told them to sit. He had arcane blue eyes and strands of white in a sandy beard.

“Welcome to our city,” he said, the English jagged but clear. “You may call me Bogdan.”

Something about him seemed gaunt, even birdlike. He wore an olive-drab fleece and urban-camo pants, a pistol on his hip, a Makarov, if Pax had to guess. Three cell phones and a batch of manila folders lay across the table, next to an empty espresso cup and a half-eaten pastry. Bogdan asked if they wanted anything to drink. Pax said he was fine. Lee requested water.

“Your papers.”

They handed over copies of their DD 214s. Lee went to explain but there was no need; evidently the Ukrainian had already screened enough American military records to know what did and did not matter.

“Staff Sergeant Han Lee… U.S. Army infantry. Honorable discharge. Three combat tours.”

“Two to Iraq. One to Afghanistan.”

“Check, rog.” The soldier lingo popped light off the Ukrainian’s tongue. He shifted his focus to the next form. “Corporal Luke Paxton, also U.S. Army infantry… general discharge. One combat tour.”

“Fifteen months.” Pax was surprised at his defensiveness but couldn’t help it. It’d been the formative experience of his life. “One fifteen-month tour to the most remote valley of Wardak Province during the height of the surge.”

Bogdan’s eyes crinkled a bit, and he leaned forward in his chair to size up the visitors. Pax held his shoulders back and met the other man’s icy stare, holding his breath. He could feel sweat pooling on his brow and under his pits, it was happening like it always did, and his heart was sounding off again, he could hear it plain as any alarm. They must’ve been able to hear it, too, how could they not, sitting right there. Stupid, he thought, fucking stupid. Why are you always like this? Then a noise of concession emerged from the local’s throat and he reached for the half-eaten pastry.

“I have heard the joke,” Bogdan said. “One American army tour counts as three for your air force.”

That wasn’t the joke but it was close enough. Pax joined the other men in a smile for the moral superiority of the grunt.

“What weapons do you know?”

They replied together. The M4 carbine, of course. The M9 pistol. Claymore mines. They’d both shot AKs in the mountains with Afghan border police, spraying and praying. The M500 shotgun, that was Lee’s favorite, no adornment to it, only power. Various light and heavy machine guns, the SAW, for sure, who didn’t cherish the SAW, both the M203 and M320 grenade launchers, though the latter was shit, they agreed, the side-loading mechanism didn’t work right, it’d been thrust upon them in theater because of big-money Pentagon contracts. The Mark 19, that was Pax’s jam, sit behind a belt-fed automatic grenade launcher and let the baby purr. They’d both trained on antitank platforms like the TOW and Javelin but hadn’t used them in the ’Stan, there’d been no need. They’d fired 60 mike-mike mortars, 80 mike-mikes, too, and in Iraq, Lee had shot the Four-deuce into an abandoned chemical warehouse. The M107 sniper rifle, though neither had squeezed that particular trigger on an enemy profile, only paper silhouettes. They could call for artillery, still knew the 9-line medevac, direct an attack helo onto target for a gun run. They were infantrymen, paratroopers at that. Weapons were their craft.

“And why are you here?” Bogdan continued, ripping away a bite of food with his teeth. He even eats like a bird, Pax thought. “By choice, you ask for the front. You seek the zero line. This is not normal behavior.”

Lee spoke first. “War made my grandparents refugees. If strangers with guns from the other side of the planet hadn’t gone to Korea? Shit.” Then he sniffed and crossed his arms. “That’s what I told my ex-wife and kids. They need to believe I believe that. But maybe I just came here to shoot a Russian invader in the fucking face.” A dark relish clambered out of Lee, pervading the table, then the entire back room. “So I can finally look at myself in the mirror and know, fucking know, that I’m the killer man.”

With that, Lee’s body relaxed, shuddering from the remnant energy. He took a drink of water and sat back in his chair. A weird answer, Pax thought, but an honest one.

One of the Ukrainian’s phones rumbled on the tabletop. He ignored it. The onus of explanation fell over Pax like a cold shadow.

“I came here,” he began, before stopping. Any response he could think of sounded off in his mind, hollow. Lee had told the truth. I should, too, he thought. He tried again. “Well, I came here to help.”

The table turned heavy with quiet. He could tell that what he’d said was wrong by the way Lee was looking at him, or not looking at him, more toward him and behind him and around him, but not at him. He couldn’t understand, wanting to help is a good thing, he thought, it’s why their president has gone on television and asked the world for help, asked combat veterans who’d been in the suck to come and fight. Pax shifted toward Bogdan to say that, to ask who the hell was he to be defying his own leader’s command, only to see that the Ukrainian wasn’t looking at him, either, but watching something under the table. He followed the other man’s craning to his own lap. He was thumbing the prayer beads wrapped around his wrist, not like the lady at the VA had shown him, but manically, hysterically, one-two-three one way, one-two-three-four the other, rinse and repeat, like he was tapping at a video game, like he wasn’t bona fide at all but a fraud, a bundle of nerves, a betrayer of the profession of arms itself.

The worst part was, he had no clue how long he’d been going on. Two pills, he thought again, two. You knew it and you still didn’t do it. He moved both hands under his thighs and searched for an excuse.
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