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Аннотация
A bitter war rages in Afghanistan during the 80's. Growing desperate, the Soviet Union creates an exotic chemical weapon. They test their creation in a massive cave complex, in Khost, Afghanistan. Unknown to the Soviets, the chemical works in unimaginable ways.
Decades later, a team of Delta Force Operators goes missing in the same region. The lone survivor describes a nightmare that has awoken inside the cave. An elite group of special forces members from the Special Activities Division are sent in with one mission: kill everything inside the cave.
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Khost is a real place.

This story is a work of fiction.

This story did not happen.

Khost did not happen…
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time:1500 hours zulu
Khost Province, Afghanistan
2010

CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGENCY
ACES
Asymmetrical Clandestine Elite Services

Interrogation of Sergeant C. York
Army, 1st SFOD-D
Year: 2010
Location: Khost Province, Afghanistan
Time: 1500 Hours Zulu

CLASSIFIED TOP SECRET
The hood was ripped from his head, torn away in violent fashion — tossed aside to the cold cement floor.
The shadow of a large man retreating to the shadows, blinding lights glaring, wild-eyed staring.
Strapped to a chair, arms and legs numb.
Head groggy, mind unclear.
Sergeant York.
He screamed out, shaking his head as he filled the room with a god-awful noise. It was one of despair, one of rage. York took in deep breaths, blinking at the harsh lights shining in his eyes. Eyes flickering, moving back and forth.
And back and forth.
“What the fuck!” York screamed. He attempted to stand, thrusting up with all his might. But his body was rigid, something holding him back. York looked down, seeing the chains, feeling them cut into his skin. It was agonizing, yet it urged him on. Drove him to escape that much harder. York seemed to embrace this imprisonment. It was the only reality he had from the shocking truth, the only thing tangible, the only thing he had left.
York raged once more, pulling at his restraints, metal digging into his skin and drawing blood at his wrists.
“What the fuck!” York screamed.
“Sergeant York?” a voice began to question.
“Fucking untie me!” York screamed, interrupting, thrashing his head side-to-side. He finally stared straight forward, into the light, eyes gleaming as he dared the voice. “Fucking untie me, bud! Fucking untie me!”
“Are you Sergeant York?” the voice asked. It was deep, almost synthetic, no doubt masked by an electronic device. The voice seemed to come from nowhere, yet everywhere as if that were possible. It echoed in the room, filled York’s head, bouncing off the walls of the small, dark room.
“Who the fuck are you?” York asked. “Where the fuck am I?” He refused to answer the garbled voice. He refused to obey.
“Sergeant York,” the voice began calmly, “you need to calm down. You need to tell us what happened.”
“I don’t even know who you are,” York yelled, staring into the shadows, thinking he saw outlines.
Shapes.
Silhouettes.
How many were there? Or was the room empty, his imagination playing tricks?
It was impossible to tell.
“Listen, I don’t know where I am,” York said. “I’m not answering another single question. Ya hear me, bud? It’s your turn to answer some fucking questions. Why am I here? Why am I tied up?”
“Sergeant York—” the voice began again.
“You fuckers black-bagged me!” York screamed, lurching forward again. “I’m in the Unit, motherfuckers. You don’t black-bag me! I’ll fucking kill you. My boys, if they find you, they’ll kill you. I swear on it. Now where’s Commander McClain? Where’s my commanding officer?”
York was six foot tall, two hundred and five pounds of sheer athleticism. He wasn’t full of muscle, but lean and firm. He was in the utmost shape, a man who took great care in staying fit. Sergeant York was thirty-three years old, his long, blonde hair nearly to his shoulders. He had blue eyes, a light colored beard to match his hair — a beard that was dirty and unkempt. His clothes were tattered, dirt littered his face, his hair, his arms. The man hadn’t showered in a week. Dried blood coated half his face, desert sand caked his entire body.
York looked as if he’d been homeless for years — a pitiful sight.
Thing was, Sergeant C. York was a twelve-year veteran of the United States Army. He had fought in many conflicts in many countries — against impossible odds.
York was now a member of the Unit. A proud member.
The 1st Special Forces Operational Detachment-Delta.
1st SFOD-D, for short.
The Unit, they called it.
The Unit, or The Delta Force, falls under the Joint Special Operations Command, officially designated the Army Compartmented Elements — ACE.
Central Intelligence Agency.
The good old CIA.
York wore no insignia, no sign of being a member of perhaps the most elite unit of Special Operators in the world. They were rivaled by few, the best of the best. He lived how he wanted, grew his hair out and didn’t shave. York had his choice of any weapon possible, and a wallet full of cash. He killed for his country in the maybe the greatest Special Forces Group in the world. He was no rookie. He also didn’t look the ‘part’. York didn’t look like a soldier, didn’t look like a member of the military.
It was his job to fit in, to not look like a soldier.
York looked nothing like what one might think — might expect — the best would look like.
And that was the point.
“The fuckers who have me tied up!” York screamed, beginning to comprehend his situation. He was a prisoner here, shouting into the darkness, shaking in his chair, foaming like a ravenous dog. “They’ll have hell to pay.”

York had been in Afghanistan for two years now. This was his seventh tour, having fought in Iraq for the first five. After every tour he’d re-sign right back up. Only in recent years had he simply changed directions, deciding to put up a fight in Afghanistan, against whom he felt were a better enemy. York had been part of a famous Joint Task Force, the ones tasked and successful in overthrowing Saddam Hussein and his tyrant sons. He had done his part, and it was time for a change.
Afghanistan.
York shared blood in the same sand with the most dedicated American warriors in the world. He had to earn his respect, and York did just that, as any Special Forces Operator would do. He earned his part in this grand stage of war, and respect followed. York was loved by the few who served The Unit.
But now—
Now this!
Hundreds of combat situations, dozens of near death experiences, and York had never felt like this. For the first time in the soldier’s life, he felt true fear. York stared ahead, looking past the bright light, into the darkness. He stared at them, for he knew they were there, though he couldn’t see a thing. “Fucking untie me, bud! Why don’t ya fucking untie me? Is this how you interview people? Snatch and grab, eh? Why don’t ya untie me so I can rip your fucking head off?” York tried pulling at his restraints with all he had.
Again and again.
They held. It was most likely a fortunate occasion, because York had spent the last decade perfecting his skills in killing, and he knew exactly what he’d do once he freed himself.
Sergeant C. York would kill every single last one of them.
“What happened in Khost?” the voice thundered, ignoring York’s words. The voice was emotionless, without care, only wanting answers.
“Fuck you!” he shouted, giving no response. Defiant and bold.
“What happened in Khost?” the voice repeated.
“I told… everyone… what happened in that cave,” York said slowly. He breathed deep, his head nodding, his eyes glazed, his lips pursed. “I told everyone…” York repeated, his words even slower, “… but they don’t believe me.”
“What happened in Khost?” the voice asked once more.
No sympathy.
No respect.
York became enraged once more. The moment of calm lasted only that — an instant. York strained, spat, screaming out, “I fucking told you what happened. My unit was dropped into Khost. Simple recon; we went into that fucking valley. That damned valley. We lost contact with base once we entered it, but thought nothing of it. Kept moving and—”
“Why did you not turn back once you lost contact with command, Sergeant York?”
“What’s it to you?” York asked, his expression changing. “You trying to blame this on someone? We had permission to do what we needed to do. We ain’t no jerk-off rookies, bud. You probably don’t even know what it’s like to be shot at, do ya? We’re the Unit, ya see. We kept going is what we did. Why? Cause that’s what the Unit does!” York retorted proudly.
“What happened next?” the voice beckoned.
“We took gunfire on the hilltop, killed about a dozen of the fuckers. Strange, but they didn’t seem to retreat when they could. After killing ‘em and reporting, we climbed down into the valley. Lost contact along the way, but figured it was just the hills messing with our reception. There was a village a few hundred meters away, figured we’d search it,” York told.
“Did you meet any resistance?”
“Negative,” York replied.
“What happened next?”
“We almost turned back,” York replied. “We almost came home. But then… then we found the cave. It was another six or seven hundred meters away, hidden pretty well. Maybe two hundred feet up in the mountain. A trail leads up to it, only one way in or out that I knew of. Hard to see, really. Lucked out in finding it. Or so we thought.”
“Go one.”
“Well, we entered on one end, expecting a firefight. Figured there’d be Taliban inside.”
“What happened next?” the voice asked.
“Instead, we were bum-rushed by a bunch of fucking monsters!” York shouted.
“Stay calm, Sergeant York.”
“Fuck you!” York said. “How can I stay calm after what happened? How can I stay calm when you have me chained like a wild animal?”
“What happened next, Sergeant York?” the voice asked. “How can you be sure they weren’t Taliban? How can you know they’re what you claim they are?”
The hidden male’s voice wasn’t asking. York knew it. They’d continue this game forever if need be. They’d keep him strapped down, they’d pump him full of more drugs, they’d drive him insane if he wasn’t lost already. If York didn’t answer, they’d simply take longer. They’d ask their questions a million times, then a million more. York would spend an eternity inside this cell. It wasn’t much different than being in that cave.
His only chance was to answer, to tell them the truth. Over and over again he’d have to recount the horrifying tale, no matter what they did to him. “There wasn’t much light inside the cave. Dark, even with our flashlights. But I could see just fine. Been in caves before,” York said.
“Continue,” the voice encouraged.
“Don’t know exactly when it happened, but all hell broke loose pretty quick. Wasn’t long after we got inside. We weren’t far in, just starting to search some of the rooms. That place is big!”
“Who fired first?”
“No clue,” York answered honestly. “I just remember looking over and Ramirez was laying down covering fire at those… at those things.” York gulped, holding back a tear before continuing, wishing to God he could get the image out of his head, knowing it would haunt him forever. “I went to grab him, to pull him up. But the fucking thing ripped off his lower half. It fucking tore him apart! That’s what happened. I’m not lying. I’m telling the truth,” York bellowed.
“Sergeant York, do you suffer from delusions?”
“What?” York asked, astonished, then angry again. “I’ve never… I’m not fucking crazy!” he screamed.
“Are you on narcotics?”
“No, I don’t do drugs, dammit. I fucking saw them. You hear me? I saw them!”
“Sergeant York, why do you think the people let you go?” the voice asked, calm, collective, robotic.
York stared hard, eyes squinting, breathing rapidly. He gritted his teeth, his hair wild, his teeth bared like a raging lion. “Now you listen to me… I don’t know what those things are, but they are not human. Do you understand me?” York screamed. “They are not human!”

KHOST
1984
Soviet/Afghanistan Conflict
Khost Province


The new dawn was red, rays of brilliant light peering over the horizon as the sun rose, morning arriving, gently bringing life into the hidden valley deep within the heart of Khost.
The wind remained calm, a faint breeze lifting the morning fog. Night became day and all awoke from a quiet night’s slumber.
Khost.
Located on the far eastern border of Afghanistan, a land melting across the border of Pakistan.
Khost.
Filled with people of conviction, a people who grew up in war, born into it. Filled with a people not yet defeated, not ever conquered.
Khost.
A region of Afghanistan that had never seen defeat, yet many invaders. Khost had never been overtaken, not by the legions of Alexander the Great, not by the hoards of Genghis Khan. Not once in its history had this land, this province, been turned over to the hands of the enemy. They were an impressive army of common people, with simple beliefs, a warrior’s spirit.
Khost — a province of death. A place of chaos and madness.
Khost — a place of war.
Khost.

Deep inside the heart of this region lay a lone valley. It was no different than the many others, lost in the wasteland of uninhabited hills and vast plains. The valley of Khost was far from the city of the same name, even farther from Kabul. Located in the middle of no-man’s land, this valley was isolated, obscured by rough terrain, protected by fighting men.
Khost.
This valley was a proven hot zone of conflict, important to both enemies.
The Mujahideen.
The Soviets.
A struggle of epic proportions.
Yet despite the ongoing war, the despair of it all, there was a brief moment when the valley was quiet. A brief instant where it seemed safe.
It was beautiful actually, the sun rising, the wind still — a serene moment in time where everything remained at rest, everything quiet — where nothing stirred, where peace and tranquility seemed possible.
Unfortunately, this would soon change.
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Three Soviet Mi-24 attack helicopters approached, racing toward their target, their roar filling the countryside, deafening. They were a menace heard from miles away. They flew in tight formation, approaching rapidly.
“Kilo Base, this is Firebird Alpha Red,” the lead helicopter pilot said into his headset. He spoke in Russian, as they all did. The pilot’s tone was stoic, composed.
“Roger, Firebird Alpha Red, this is Kilo Base,” a monotone voice responded.
A crackle and hiss of static followed.
“Signal is strong, Kilo Base. We are entering Khost region,” the helicopter pilot reported. “Initiating course change due east. Descending to three hundred meters and commencing to grid coordinate Sierra November. Nine minutes, over.” The pilot’s voice was calm and steady, something customary for any veteran pilot, especially that of a Soviet.
His name was Captain Ivan Drago, a man with over twenty-thousand hours of flight time, and dozens of missions under his belt. He was a man of honor, of dignity, serving the Motherland of the Soviet Union humbly.
He took a quick glance at the control panel, ensuring all systems were functioning. He then tilted his head back toward the man seated behind, even though he couldn’t make eye contact. “Nine minutes,” Captain Drago said to Weapons Specialist Alexander Suvorov.
“Nine minutes, Comrade Captain,” Suvorov repeated, checking his own instruments.
The Mi-24 had the pilot’s seat situated directly in front of the co-pilot. Behind Suvorov were eight more men.
Little else was said for the moment. Drago could tell Suvorov was nervous. It was in his tone. Drago had known Suvorov long enough to pick up on the stutter in the man’s words, the glimmer of despair in his co-pilot’s voice. The Captain didn’t speak for a moment, instead keeping his focus on the terrain ahead.
Finally, after a minute of silence, the Captain reported, saying, “We’re approaching the ridge. We’ll run up it quick, give us the element of surprise.”
“Copy, Comrade Captain. Keep us low and fast and we’ll be okay,” Suvorov responded, as if attempting to convince himself.
Drago pushed the throttle forward, the loud whine of the helicopter’s engines engaging. “This valley is hot. Lots of activity, so keep a sharp eye. We’ve got no support, so stay alert.”
“Yes, Comrade Captain, though I don’t understand the point of this…” Suvorov began.
“It matters not,” Drago stopped him.
There was no hint of emotion in the Captain’s response, nothing of his true feelings. He continued, saying, “There may be a point, there may not. Doesn’t matter. We’re pilots and we have a mission to accomplish. We’ll do exactly as ordered.”
“Yes, Comrade Captain,” Suvorov replied.
“Altitude?” Drago asked.
“Three hundred meters.”
“Speed?”
“Two hundred and fifty kilometers per hour.”
“Good. Once we cross over that ridge, we’ll push it up, nice and fast down the other side. We move in quick, that’s the plan.”
“Yes, Comrade Captain.”
“What’s our angle of descent once we clear the rocks?”
“Forty-five degrees, Comrade Captain.”
Despite his combat time, and many near death occasions, Drago couldn’t help but feel nervous. Perhaps he detected it from his co-pilot, perhaps it was his own fears, but something didn’t sit right; something about this mission was off. Sweat gathered under the rim of his helmet. Drago took a few deep breaths, attempting to calm himself, gazing at the instrument panel once more, triple checking. Then, he looked out the window to his left, then to his right, relieved at the sight of two other helicopters that accompanied them.
“At least we’re not alone,” Drago muttered.
“Sir?” Suvorov questioned.
“Nothing,” Drago stated, staring ahead. “Time to grid-point?”
“Six minutes, Comrade Captain.”
“Radar?”
“Negative.”
“Visual?”
“Nothing, sir. Only a few goats,” Suvorov answered, looking out his small window, anxiously scanning the flat terrain. Nothing but sand and rock and sporadic plant life littered the desert below — it was a wasteland of decay. Only flattened lands that would soon rise as they neared a mountain ridge.
“If they can’t hear us now, they will soon enough. Once we cross over that pass, they’ll know. Make the other pilots aware, keep formation tight.”
“Yes, Comrade Captain. Five minutes to our grid-point, sir.”

Captain Drago and Weapons Specialist Suvorov had flown countless missions together. They’d conducted aerial raids, supported ground units, and taken out communication centers over the past eighteen months. They had flown over a hundred sorties in all, each man quite respected among their comrades.
The two had also grown to know one another quite well. The pair trusted one another, worked well with one another. Drago and Suvorov were professionals, the best at their jobs. Perhaps the best in the entire Soviet Union.
Both had been handpicked for this mission.
“All right, keep an eye out. Those Muj are everywhere,” Drago reminded. “They hide in the rocks, live in caves. Sneaky bastards. They’ll hide up inside the canyon and wait. They’re patient, like good hunters. They’ll pop up and hit you with a hand-held rocket, and they’re pretty good at it.”
“I hear they’ve learned to wait until you’ve passed over. That right?” Suvorov asked.
“Like I said — patient. They aim for the tail rotor,” the Captain replied. “They pop up and you don’t see them until it’s too late. Sneaky bastards,” he repeated.
There was resentment in Captain Drago’s voice. And though well-disguised, he too held great contempt for the enemy.
Khost was hell on earth, Drago was certain of this. This province was a cesspool of death, filled with barren, harsh terrain and unforgiving mountains.
And behind every rock was a potential threat.
The Mujahideen.
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The Soviet conflict in Afghanistan had already begun to take its toll. The tide of war was changing, the Soviets beginning to take heavy losses, both sides of the conflict upping their efforts.
The province of Khost had proven to be a great struggle, filled with intense firefights and heavy causalities on both sides. The region was important — many Mujahideen lived there, and both sides wanted victory.
The war was a total mess. A clusterfuck, Captain Drago thought. He’d never voice such an opinion, no Soviet would, but he felt it. He was sure his fellow comrades felt it too.
Why? Because despite their mass of numbers, despite the modern technology and equipment, the Soviets were losing this war. Deep down, Drago wondered if they could truly win.
Were the chants of victory a mere propaganda tool to entice the young Soviets to fight harder?
Yes, Drago thought. He feared the war might never end.
Even worse, he feared they’d lose.
This past year had been the hardest yet. The farther south they pushed, the more losses the Soviets took. Khost was the most chaotic province they’d ever entered, and most Soviets feared the place.
Whereas the western realm of Afghanistan was secured, it was different here.
Here, the Mujahideen ruled.
Here, the Mujahideen fought victoriously.

The province of Khost resides on the far eastern border of Afghanistan, one hundred and fifty kilometers south of Kabul. The Valley of Khost is closed on all sides, hidden by a mountain range of tall peaks, some over nine thousand feet high. The terrain is barren in Khost, rugged — meant only for the toughest of men.
The true survivors.
A final push had been made into the area over the past months. The Soviets struck, the Mujahideen responding. The Siege of Khost it was called, and tens of thousands of dedicated fighting men joined the effort against the Soviet Union. Despite the push, despite the machines and tactics and firepower, Khost was proving impossible to conquer. Here, they were better trained, better prepared, and most importantly, more dedicated.

The fact that helicopters were being shot down so often troubled Captain Drago as he flew. During the war, he’d never gone this far into the bowels of Afghanistan, and the notion of going with so few men gave him pause. The official reports listed only a dozen lost birds over the past months, but Captain Drago knew this was far from the truth. Five helicopters had been shot down in the past month alone.
This news would never escape the region.
Few would know, for the Soviet Union propaganda machine did its job well.
This hot zone, this region, was filled with men who would do anything to bring down a Soviet helicopter. To make matters worse, Mujahideen tactics were evolving, always gaining the advantage, seemingly a step ahead.
The Soviets attempted to fight a conventional war against a people who fought with unconventional methods.
Asymmetrical warfare — a tactic used by the Viet Cong against the Americans not long ago — is a war between two groups whose military power, whose military might, differed drastically. The Mujahideen were outnumbered and they lacked similar equipment, but one thing they had on their side was strategy.
They used what is commonly known as guerrilla warfare against the Soviets. They used their knowledge of the terrain, the climate, whatever strategies they had learned to combat the powerful forces of the Soviet Union.
Asymmetrical warfare used unconventional means to win wars. Bombings, traps, mass onslaughts and waves of Mujahideen whom were ready to die at a moment’s notice.
Unfortunately for the Soviets, they failed to change their own tactics, they failed to adapt.

It’ll be our downfall, Captain Drago thought.
He wondered what it would be like — was survival even possible out here? If the crash didn’t kill them, could they survive long enough to wait for help? Would help even come?
Then, another thought entered Drago’s mind.
What if they were taken alive?
Subjected to Mujahideen ways.
Their ruthlessness was legendary, far greater than rumors; these bastards knew how to fight.
But Drago kept pushing forward, easing the throttle as his helicopter approached a rising mountain. He knew the risks, the perils of flying in such a place. He didn’t like any of it, not at all, but accepted it as his duty, as would any Soviet officer.
Anything for the Motherland, he thought.
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Captain Drago eased up on the throttle, pulling at the stick, nose up. He looked to each side, the other two helicopters doing the same.
“Kilo Base, this is Firebird Alpha Red,” Drago began. “We’ve reached our grid-point, mountain directly in front. We’re climbing, estimated time to valley crest, twenty seconds.”
And slowly, gracefully, the three birds of war came up over the ridge, climbing the mountain, the easterly rising sunlight lighting them up. The three helicopters were nearly three thousand feet above sea level, rising higher and peering over the ridgeline.
The triangle of helicopters, the three birds of menace, were Soviet-made Mi-24 attack helicopters. The Mi-24 Hinds, as they were called, were perhaps the best invention of their time. They were beautiful in their effectiveness, hearty and bold, their thick shell heavily armored.
The Mi-24 was able to withstand multiple impacts from .50 caliber rounds from all angles; even the titanium rotor blades could take direct hits. The Mi-24 was dubbed the ‘Flying Tank’ of Soviet helicopters, unofficially nicknamed ‘The Crocodile’ due to its camouflage scheme. As it approached, it literally looked like a giant crocodile, and once that close, it was too late.
With a frontal machine gun, thousands of rounds of hot steel, and six rockets resting under the helicopter’s wings, the Mi-24 could take out an entire village if need be. It could be used in aerial combat, though in this conflict, it was best used against ground troops in support of Soviet divisions.
Two top mounted turbo-shaft engines pushed the beasts, making the helicopters capable of doing over three-hundred kilometers per hour.
It was a helicopter both well armored and fast.
At the time, even NATO had no counterpart. Their own helicopters had to be stripped of weapons and backup fuel to incorporate carrying of troops, whereas the Mi-24 did not. It could transport men and act as a gunship.
* * *
The three identical helicopters each carried a pilot in front, a weapons specialist behind. In the back, eight men rode in the vacant space. They hung on tight; the ride was quite uncomfortable.
There were thirty men in all, six flight crew, twenty-four soldiers. The men behind sat idle, motionless during the ride best they could. They were quiet, saying nothing, their faces showing no expressions of fear.
Every single one of these twenty-four soldiers was heavily armed. They carried AK-47s, a plethora of 7.62 ammunition, dozens of magazines to hold it. They carried grenades and flares, and were dressed in battle ragged clothing that showed their usage.
These men had battled many times.
Each also wore a chemical suit. An off white in color, they were bulky, worn over their clothing, and extremely unhelpful in camouflaging them. Luckily, concealment wouldn’t be necessary on this mission. The men’s heads were covered, masks across their faces, goggles protecting their eyes. When they breathed in and out, the canisters made a strange hissing sound.
Many felt constricted, claustrophobic inside the suits and masks.
So the men rode in silence, preparing their minds, their souls, as good warriors do.
“They know we’re here now,” Captain Drago stated into his mic. The five other members of the flight crews heard his voice, as did the men riding behind. Drago’s voice was cold, emotions not an option at this point, only the facts.
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Over they went, the helicopters seeming to hover at the top of the ridge as if hesitant, floating high, overlooking the valley below.
Moments passed, a cryptic stillness of all life.
Then ever so gradually, the noses came down, engines beginning to whine once more.
Drago eased the throttle forward for his downward descent. He pushed the stick, nose down, beginning to approach toward the valley floor.
They were inside the valley, racing down the other side of the mountain.
Closer and closer.
Faster and faster.
“Altitude?” Drago asked Suvorov.
“Two hundred meters above the landscape, Comrade Captain,” Suvorov reported. “Weapons are armed and hot. Just awaiting the target, Comrade Captain.”
Drago then spoke into his mic, requesting target confirmation from his superiors.
There was no response from base.
Ignoring it for the moment, Drago responded to Suvorov, saying, “Copy that, weapons armed.”
“Comrade Captain?”
“Say it, Suvorov.”
“We have no target, Captain.”
“I know.”
“Is it that village ahead?” Suvorov asked.
Indeed, smack in the middle of the valley was a lone village. Quite large in size, it undoubtedly housed many Mujahideen.
“I won’t know until confirmation. Just remain calm.”
“Comrade Captain, this mission makes no sense,” Suvorov noted. He had contemplated it the entire ride, choosing to keep his mouth shut until now. As they flew into the valley of death, deep in the heart of Khost, Suvorov wished to express his thoughts, even if it were to simply voice them. “I’ve heard of crews on missions such as this,” he began.
“Oh?”
“Yes, Comrade. Lots of helicopters going down lately.”
“That’s the word.”
“Thing is, Comrade Captain, we are near the end of our tour. We don’t have much time,” Suvorov said, hoping the Captain would take the hint.
He didn’t.
“Say what you mean,” Drago said. “Do it quick, too.”
“Sir, those that follow through are the ones who get taken down. I just heard… I heard that some flight crews just dump their ordinance early. You know, not take too many chances? I’m not sure if it’s true or not, but I’ve heard stories,” Suvorov said.
“We will do no such thing,” Captain Drago scolded. “Pilots like that deserve to be shot. We’ll never win this war by fearing these bastards. We’ll do this right, and on the first run, so we don’t have to do a second. That is how you get shot down, Suvorov. It’s when you have to go back. We won’t be doing that today. We shoot, hit our target, and drink vodka before nightfall. And in a few months, maybe we’ll go home to our families,” he said, hopeful.
“Yes, Comrade Captain. Forgive my words, I didn’t mean them,” Suvorov said, ashamed.
“Sure you did. But I understand, this mission is strange. Nothing right about it.”
“Comrade Captain, we have no weapons!” Suvorov declared loudly. There, it was finally said. At last, the obvious dilemma at hand was stated, and though it was a touchy subject, the fact that the giant helicopter was unarmed was unnerving.
Suvorov continued, saying, “We’re loaded with only one rocket. One per gunship, Comrade Captain! In all my time here, I’ve never heard of such a thing. What’s the point? Shit, they didn’t even load our frontal guns.”
“I know, Suvorov,” Drago replied. “Trust me, I argued with the operations commander about it for an hour. We should be loaded up heavy. This bird is meant for killing.”
“Nowhere near max weight, either,” Suvorov said, agreeing. “No weapons? Nothing? Comrade Captain, what happens if we’re fired upon?”
“We hope I’m quick and they miss.”
“But what did they say? Why did they say we were to only carry one?”
“Orders,” Drago replied firmly. “They never said, and you know what? They don’t have to. I stopped asking once they threatened a downward turn in my so far flawless career. Yours too.”
“That makes no sense.”
“Tell me about it. But, I prefer not to piss off our superiors. Especially since this war isn’t going as planned. Especially here, in Khost.”
“Hence why we should be armed.”
“Well, Suvorov, we’re not. We carry one missile each, and only one. That’s the way it is. Now, perhaps we should focus. We’re approaching the village.”
“Yes, Comrade Captain. It’s just…”
“What, Suvorov?” the Captain asked, annoyed.
“The men in the back, the ones we carry? They’re not regular infantry. I saw their patches, they’re Spetsnaz.”
“Figured so,” Drago replied.
“And they’re loaded to the hilt. Shit, haven’t seen men that armed in awhile. And yet for some fucking reason, we’re carrying next to nothing.”
Drago was growing annoyed, for this was out of character for Suvorov. Though he supposed the man had a legitimate concern, one they all carried with them. He finally spoke, saying, “Suvorov, you’re asking the wrong question. It’s not why are we only carrying one missile, but what’s inside the missile we’re carrying?”
“I didn’t… I didn’t even consider—” Suvorov halted his words, looking back to the control panel, blinking his eyes, watching the instruments closely.
“We’re close, Comrade Captain,” Suvorov stated. “We’ll level in five, four, three, two… now level, Comrade Captain.”
“Level and approaching,” Drago said.
“Approaching what, Comrade? Do we have our target?” he asked anxiously.
“No,” Drago replied. “But we’re about to cross over the village.”
There was a hint of fear in the man’s voice.

Even though he’d said it, expressed his true feelings, Suvorov didn’t feel any better about the matter. He could have gone on and on, could have perhaps urged the Captain harder, could have been more persuasive. But that wouldn’t have been wise. Captain Drago took his work seriously, and Suvorov felt the man was perhaps the best pilot in the Soviet military. No way would Drago disobey orders.
Thing is, they should be armed. It pestered Suvorov, whose heart-rate climbed as they raced on, finally leveling off, the ground below them flat. They slowed down, Drago pulling the throttles back. The three Mi-24s were headed straight into a hot zone without ordinance, and they needed a minute or two to assess the situation. It was a grave one, and would have made for a good joke if it weren’t true. And even though the Captain had expressed his own feelings to his superiors, that didn’t stop the man from doing his duty.
“We’re approaching the village, Comrade Captain. We’re low, too.”
“Indeed.”
“Do we have a target yet? I need to know so I can prepare.”
“We’ll be provided with it soon enough, Suvorov.” Drago understood the man’s concerns. He agreed with them, but there wasn’t much he could do about it. They’d just have to do it right. They’d have to be fast and get out of there on the first try.
“Altitude?” Drago asked again.
“One hundred meters.”
“Estimated time to village?”
“Two minutes.”
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The vast canyon was awe-inspiring. Had it not been home to the Mujahideen, it would have made for a great place of serenity, of beauty. But that wasn’t the case — a wide open range of ragged terrain surrounded by dangerous peaks, this valley was hidden, the perfect hideaway for the Mujahideen. The mountains to the west were even higher than those the three Mi-24s had climbed on the eastern side. There were a few ways out, paths that were concealed, treacherous and filled with danger. Few entered the valley, fewer escaped. Those that tried did so at great peril, for the trek was only for the brave, only for the strong. The Mujahideen did so with relative ease, though, for it was their land, and they were quite accustomed.
The Soviets had a much harder time.

The three gunships remained low, skimming the desert floor, kicking up great plumes of sand. The closer they approached, the more the fear sank in. Heavy in the pit of their stomachs, the pilots and the crew had to control their fears, overcome that sinking feeling of despair.
Drago felt it, and could only imagine the others were feeling the same. They were alone, stuck out here in the middle of nowhere, unarmed and without a target.
What if one happened to get off a lucky shot?
Just a clip from a Rocket Propelled Grenade to the tail rotor would spell disaster. They all knew it, they all knew there was a chance of this happening. Problem was, if one of the helicopters went down, the other two could not provide any form of cover.
They’re smart, Drago thought. Don’t ever underestimate the enemy. Don’t ever underestimate the fucking Muj.
The Mujahideen were fearless, perhaps even more so than the Spetsnaz, who were rumored to be crazy. Someone had taken over the leadership in Khost, a certain warlord who understood tactics, who valued good training. Violence had erupted nearby, and Soviet officials believed the source of this disruption came from this valley. Lately, Soviet losses were high in Khost, the fighting quite brutal. Soviet morale was beginning to wane for those stationed in Khost.
The Mujahideen were well adapted to the terrain, the mountainous cliffs of no concern, suited for the horrible weather conditions, lack of diet, lack of medical aide.
The Mujahideen were also excellent warriors, an unstoppable force now having banded together. Indeed there was someone new in Khost, someone new who’d done his people a great justice, and trained the men for combat.
This fact only made Drago’s worries worse. The Mujahideen would hide in the hills, behind brick walls, pop out of windows or ease from under rocks. They’d fire a shoulder-held Rocket Propelled Grenade, and had proven to be quite accurate.
And even though the Mi-24 could take on any form of rifle fire, a well-placed RPG was an entirely different matter.
The thought dried his throat. Drago shuddered at the notion, for the chances of survival weren’t in their favor if one went down.
And to make the situation worse, this mission was vague, and going in without munitions was unheard of. This bothered Drago. It bothered him more when he questioned it, finding no answers. This lack of information, lack of help from his superiors, was troubling. Khost was crawling with thousands of Mujahideen, each with an innate desire to kill as many Soviet invaders as possible.

Finally, it came.
“Kilo Base, this is Alpha Firebird Red. We’re thirty seconds from the village. If it’s our target, it’s time to know.” Drago kept the helicopter low, racing near, his voice solid, nearly threatening as he spoke. Frustrations were running high.
Finally, a voice returned, saying, “Alpha Firebird Red, this is Kilo Base. Copy your position. Proceed straight ahead. Fly over the village. I repeat, fly over the village. It is not your target.”
“Copy, Kilo Base. Should I expect an engagement?”
“Comrade Captain, you’re in Khost, sir,” the voice reminded.
Drago nodded his head, knowing what that meant. He was frustrated and already lathered in sweat. The lack of weapons was one thing, the lack of intelligence was another. Usual protocol said they’d plan their course, prepare for a specific attack. They’d go over the plan many times, know it like the back of their hand.
But this was different. The odd vagueness of the matters at hand was something new, and Drago thought again to the single missile each Mi-24 carried.
He wondered again — what did they contain?
“This isn’t right, Comrade Captain,” Suvorov spoke again. He had heard the transmission, had heard the tone of his pilot’s advice. He opted to try one last time, speaking only to Drago. “Comrade Captain, we’ll be over the village in seconds. Perhaps we should turn around, at least until—”
Captain Drago cut him off, saying, “There it is, Suvorov. The village is crawling. Damn, they’re freaking out down there.”
“I think we’ve pissed them off,” Suvorov replied. “Halfway over. Ten more seconds. We’re sitting ducks over a village that size.”
“Yeah, I see plenty of Muj,” Drago replied. “Trying to arm up, I would imagine. Think we got the drop on them, though.”
They raced over the village, low and aggressive and angering the villagers to no extent. It was the sheer surprise of their arrival that slowed the Mujahideen from shooting. Pure luck, really. The people below shook their fists, screamed obscenities, gathered arms.
Ten seconds.
Twenty.
Twenty-five seconds later they crossed successfully over the village. Both men breathed a sigh of relief.
“We’re clear, Comrade Captain,” Suvorov reported. He knew they weren’t out of danger yet, though. The village was now behind them, no doubt readying to pursue the three Mi-24s. Gearing up any attempt to bring them down.
Still, as they crossed a greater distance from the village, Weapons Specialist Suvorov felt calmer. He could focus on the task at hand, the deployment of their single missile.
“Now, if we only knew the target…” Suvorov said.
“I know the target,” Drago stated bluntly.
“Comrade?”
“I cannot say. Don’t even ask, but I know it. Just figured it out. Makes sense, in a way. Not sure why they would have withheld the location, either.”
“My God, have our superiors never planned a mission before? This secrecy is uncalled for. We’re loaded with two dozen special forces, and out in the middle of nowhere. What are we doing here, Comrade Captain?”
Under normal circumstances, Drago would have come down harshly on his weapons specialist. It was simply his way of doing things in the Soviet Union. Mercy was for the weak, and they were in one hell of a war. But Drago held his breath. He knew this war was taking its toll, that these vague orders were out of the ordinary, that this expedition was something of a baffling matter. So, instead, Drago kept his composure, his voice low, saying, “Alexander, keep calm. Our target is on the other end of the valley.”
“There’s a mountain on the other end. Oh, I bet I know,” Suvorov spouted.
“What’s that?”
“Command found some high value targets. I bet they’re Americans, Comrade Captain.”
“Doubtful,” Drago replied. “Look here, I’d expect Muj in that mountain ahead, you understand me?”
“Yes, Comrade Captain.”
“You know how they are. They like being in caves. It’s a cave we’re after. It’s a cave we’re hunting. I’m guessing you’re right. Actually, I know you’re right, but I didn’t tell you, understand? We must receive our orders before you can know.”
“Ah, I see,” Suvorov responded, beginning to understand. “I’ll say nothing. Thing is, Captain, why are we carrying troops. Why Spetsnaz? Who is in that cave and what are our intentions?”
“More importantly, Suvorov — what’s in the missiles we’re carrying?” Drago reminded.
“Indeed, Comrade Captain. Do you have any guesses?”
“I don’t want to.”
“Why?”
“Because I keep thinking of that infamous plane, a similar ambiguous mission.”
“What plane?”
“The Enola Gay. The dropping of the bomb,” Drago said grimly.
“You… you think we’re carrying something similar?”
“I think whatever we are carrying isn’t pretty, Suvorov.”
Then the pair saw a streak cross the sky. A long exhaust path followed, the tale-tale sign of an incoming RPG.
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A Rocket Propelled Grenade, or RPG, arched across the morning sky, screaming toward them. It came from the cliffs ahead, a new strategy that wasn’t effective in any way, though it did surprise the flight crews. For all intents and purposes, it was a pot shot, much too far away to be accurate. But it was still too close for comfort, causing everyone’s heartbeats to race.
“Watch it!” Drago spoke into his mic, his eyes tracking the streaking RPG. It passed overhead and to the left. Drago pushed the stick, dropping even lower. The others followed, engines screaming.
The morning fog had now dissipated, the sun fully visible, the valley now awake.
Then, another RPG. This one came from the side, closer than the last. Someone was posted high up on the canyon wall, and as they neared the western edge of the valley, the walls closed in, bringing danger closer.
Drago pushed the button, beginning to request permission to fire. Then he remembered — he had nothing to fire.
The thought horrified him.
Ten seconds passed.
Twenty.
Thirty.
It felt like an eternity.
“Watch it!” One of the pilots yelled over the radio. “To our left. There’s another.”
Sure enough, two more RPGs raced across the sky, one barely missing the left Mi-24.
“Push it!” Drago spoke, focusing on the mountain ahead.
A few more RPGs flew by, but most didn’t come close. The helicopters’ altitude made it a tough shot. It did remind them all of one thing — they were now in combat. In combat with no munitions.
The Mi-24s steady tribal rotors beat their drums of death as they approached a rising wall of rock — jagged, rugged, impossible.
Closer and closer.
“Steady now,” Drago said. “Back off on your speed. Let’s hover a moment, see what’s ahead.”
“Are you crazy?” Suvorov asked. “We’ll be marked. One of them will get lucky.”
“It’s our mission, Suvorov. Just watch the hills. Watch out for the fucking Muj and call any shots.”
And they closed the distance, unhurried, hovering in front of a looming mountain, slowly rising, the sun shining down in their faces from above.
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Ahmed sat quietly, deep inside the bowels of the dark cave, alone in the corner with only his thoughts. While the others stirred from their night’s rest, he had slept little. Much had been on the man’s mind lately, and his thoughts raced.
Though motionless, Ahmed’s anger consumed him.

The invasion of Afghanistan by the Soviet Union two years prior changed the course of history for both countries. The conflict was later compared to America’s war in Vietnam.
It was a complete disaster.
The Soviets came in confident, conventional in their ways. Tanks, artillery, air-support and ground troops. It seemed an easy win, and the defeat of Afghanistan would prove to the betterment of the Motherland. This over-confidence proved to be the downfall of the Soviet Union in this struggle, their forces met with the brutal ways of the Mujahideen, who fought an unconventional war against impossible odds.
The Soviets soon realized their conventional methods wouldn’t work. Against a conventional Army perhaps, but the Mujahideen were nothing of the sort. They were smarter than the Soviets gave them credit for, and resourceful. They had to be.
The Mujahideen developed tactics to combat the influx of troops, the aircraft overhead, the tanks and artillery that stormed over their lands. They used unusual methods, finding unconventional means worked to their favor, and often to the discouragement of the Soviets. When pressed, the Mujahideen even used unsavory tactics and brutal ways to win the psychological battle. Anyone familiar with war knows that the victor is the one who wins the hearts and minds of the soldiers. The tide of war began to change.
As would Ahmed.
He was twenty-six, youthful in looks, his eyes still glimmering with a hint of naivety. The war was starting to take its toll, though. It was aging him. His dark hair was cut short, and his face weathered, his beard tangled. Mostly, Ahmed looked like the rest of his people, save one thing: He had a long scar running down the right side of his face. It barely missed his eye, running up near his scalp, down toward his jaw. He had received it in a knife fight with a Soviet, one he had come out as victor.
Ahmed wasn’t always a warrior. In his early years, he had received a good education. He had gone off to school, promised a better life. He had seen other countries, other cultures, had began to advance himself into a realm of worldly views. He was optimistic.
But this promise was soon broken, and when the Soviets invaded, Ahmed came back home. He came not for love of country, but to defend his village, his home.
There once was a time he dreamt of peace and prosperity. He wasn’t a radical idealist in any way, but merely wanted change. A better life, like most young people. However, the ways of the world are brutal, and despite his prayers to rebuild, his asking for liberation, he was forced into the mess. Ahmed was a natural leader of men. He was educated, resourceful. He knew how to use the terrain, use his province against the invaders. His means were brutal, his tactics all learned, yet effective.
He officially joined the fight eighteen months prior, in nineteen eighty two, when a Soviet division leveled his parents’ home while he was away at school. It was at this time Ahmed decided he no longer needed an education. He cast aside the pen, picking up a rifle, developing a cause.
Causes can be quite dangerous, quite effective.
Ahmed soon joined the Mujahideen in their fight, quickly becoming a great leader and powerful warlord. And as his influence grew, so did his mindset. The way of the world changed in his eyes, as did viewpoints, as the pinnacle of the war approached.
Where Ahmed was once reasonable, he was now far from rational.
His understanding of politics, culture, respect, had all gone to the wayside of his cause. The more he fought, the more he grew to love war. It suited him just fine, and he realized one thing: He was good at it.
As Ahmed’s anger built, his intentions altered. Where once he hoped to simply remove the Soviets, he now hoped to kill them all. He was dedicated, a strong teacher whose men loved him.
Soon, Ahmed became influential.
His men obeyed for two reasons, fear and respect. The latter overwhelmed the first, though both walked hand in hand. They recognized his talents, for Ahmed was a visionary, he brought hope to his people.
Yet as the war went on, darkness filled his soul, and Ahmed began to evolve. Each day the Soviets menaced his province, Ahmed’s heart hardened. Gone were the days of prayer, the days of study, of youth, of hope. War was upon him, and he fully immersed himself. The future held only promises of bloodshed and battle.
In a strange way, Ahmed was happy for this. War has a way of corrupting even the most valiant men with the best intentions, and Ahmed had been no saint. He began to fuel off his hate, to feel joy off killing, the rage that filled his soul gave him quite an advantage.
Ahmed had done many things. Some were great for his people, some horrific. As the occupation increased in eighty-one, so did the number of Mujahideen. What once were small, unorganized factions, were now a force to be reckoned with. What began as a thousand fighting men soon became ten thousand well-trained soldiers.
Khost was important — never once had it succumbed to outside rule.
Ahmed intended to keep it that way. He now had a fighting force, and many armaments. Most importantly, they could use them. Ahmed could summon three thousand warriors to fill this very valley within twenty-four hours if need be. He could have five-hundred at his disposal within an hour.
He had devised a strategic plan, one to expel the Soviets. The first phase was to establish a resistance movement, capture the hearts and minds of the people. Ahmed was sincere in his belief that this war could be won, and it showed. As he summoned warriors, they came in droves, their numbers growing daily.
The second phase of his plan was to form an active defense of the Khost province, and more specifically, this valley. It would be a withdraw point if the fighting got heavy. It would be their stronghold, their final defensive position. If matters worsened for the Mujahideen, thousands could defend the heart of Ahmed’s operations. From this region, from this valley, they could regroup. They could plot their next attack. The Soviets were already struggling in nearby regions, and very soon Ahmed would have the advantage.
He was close.
The third phase would be a strategic offensive. Ahmed’s forces were taking back control over parts of eastern and northern Afghanistan. His tactics, his willingness to train men, proved to be working.
Like many others, Ahmed’s goal was simple: to gain back his people’s country. It seemed to be working. The Mujahideen were a thorn in the side of the Soviets. Ahmed and his men ambushed Soviet convoys, attacking supply lines. They were bold, creative, slowing the Soviet occupation. They’d attack, then retreat, only to plan another attack. The Mujahideen were unconventional, always throwing the Soviets off guard.
They used a certain tactic called Asymmetrical Warfare, and the Soviets were growing desperate.
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The Soviets responded. They mounted a series of offensives against the Mujahideen, and Ahmed, focusing their efforts in the province of Khost.
It was bloody.
It was brutal.
It was suicidal.
This action, this push, proved to work against the Soviets. It increased Afghani morale instead of diminishing it. Ahmed’s teachings were working, and things were looking good for the fighters. One thing the Soviets didn’t factor in was that the best soldier is one who has little to live for. The best solider is one who has a cause, and no fear of death.
Despite this opportunity, this good news, Ahmed grew disgruntled. Sure, the Soviets were unable to beat his forces, no matter the constant wave of major combat units, but he didn’t know how long that would last. For every Mujahideen who died, Ahmed could recruit five, but the Soviets were increasing their pressure, endless in their pursuit to take over his country. They had the weapons, the technology; the Soviets didn’t want the embarrassment, and were dedicated in their own right.
Ahmed wasn’t sure if his men were up to the challenge, for the average Mujahideen fighter was an illiterate farmer or herder. Few knew how to read or write. Few knew much about combat.
At first.
Under Ahmed’s tutelage, these farmers and goat herders grew to become excellent fighters. Up against a world super-power, this rabble group of men put up a good fight. At first, they suffered great causalities, as did all who opposed the Soviets. The enemy was brutal in its ways, and had no right to be in their country. The men fought, doing so heroically.
The problem was, the Mujahideen disliked the field craft of warfare. They were stubborn, even reluctant to crawl while being fired upon. They rarely practiced tactics, opting to pick fights when the time felt right, often for no reason other than they were in the mood. And despite popular belief, these Mujahideen warriors were usually unwilling to conduct sabotage missions. Such a thing wasn’t seen as glorious, as honorable.
But, Ahmed trained them hard, using his knowledge of basic military training. He modeled much of his tactics on things he had learned from the West. The Americans were supporting this war, both with money and training, and Ahmed was quick to learn. He hated the Americans, too, but not nearly as much as the Soviets. Both the Americans and the Soviets were infidels, but he would use the American’s money to help kill Soviets. Later, his fight would be against the Americans, but he would remain patient. He remembered reading Sun Tzu, and a certain tactic stuck with him — he would remain ‘friends’ with one enemy to kill another enemy. Later, that would change.
So, Ahmed took advantage of American funding, their training, their weapons, and soon his men grew to become excellent soldiers. They learned to shoot, how to take cover, how to flank, how to lay suppressive fire. The Mujahideen already took great pride in centuries of tribal warfare, and adapted quickly. He felt they couldn’t be defeated, he knew they couldn’t be defeated. His people had fought to defend their lands for centuries, Afghanistan having never seen defeat.
Still, something bothered Ahmed, something weighed heavy on his shoulders, on his soul — a burden he held as this war raged on. It consumed him, fueling his primal needs for revenge, not justice.
Bitter sweet revenge.
Ahmed hated the Soviets.
He vowed to kill every last invader.
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Over the course of the war, Ahmed’s attitude changed. As Ahmed once prayed for peace, he now prayed for blood. His once youthful dreams of hope altered into something new, morphing into something darker, the recesses of his mind, his soul, now black.
Ahmed’s resentment, his hatred, caused him to be bitter. As he formed his militia, as he became respected and powerful, Ahmed also became violent.
At first, he targeted his violence toward the Soviets. They were clearly the enemy, and he fought back harshly. But over time, as the darkness overwhelmed him, he turned darker, vicious — even to his own people. He grew disgusted, disenfranchised toward the people as he witnessed their fear, their apprehension to fight the Soviets. Despite his training, his leadership, he realized not every man or woman wanted this fight.
Some, he even considered traitors.
And it was true, for a faction of his own people, going back generations, indeed helped the Soviets.
Ahmed hated the thought. He began to turn on his own people, enacting revenge on those who helped the Soviets, sometimes on suspicion, sometimes for the sheer desire for violence.
When the need arose for human shields, for diversions, he used his fellow Afghanis. This war had become personal to the extent that Ahmed’s own loyalties were to himself and to himself only.

“Ahmed,” a voice whispered, stirring him from his thoughts.
He glared. “What is it, Fajii? I commanded you to leave me alone.” He ran his hand through his wavy dark hair, then down his face, tracing the long scar and tangled beard.
“My apologies,” the man said. “It’s just—”
“Speak up, or I’ll slap you for the disruption.”
“Your sister. I’m afraid she doesn’t have much longer. There’s no cure. Whatever they gassed her with has taken its toll. There is no hope. I’m sorry, my friend, but she is dying.” Fajii lowered his head, fearful of Ahmed’s reaction.
“I see,” Ahmed said with a sigh, looking into the nothingness of the dark cave, his face without expression.
“Perhaps… perhaps you’d like to spend her last moments by her side?” the man suggested.
“I’ve made my peace with her,” Ahmed responded, his voice firm, distant. He knew this wasn’t true, though. He felt no peace. His hatred had grown so fierce that even the thought of losing his last remaining relative didn’t seem to bother him. His soul was hollow, and Ahmed welcomed it.
“I see…” Fajii responded, glancing up at Ahmed.
“These Soviets…” Ahmed began, taking a moment, attempting to control his rage. “There’s no honor in what they’re doing. There’s no glory, no respect.”
“Your leadership has proven worthy,” Fajii commented.
“They bring tanks, planes, helicopters — and still, they can’t defeat us!”
“Indeed. I believe you will lead us to victory.”
“Perhaps, though I’m doubtful. We kill their men, yet more arrive daily. We kill them too.”
“And we’ll continue this fight. In the name of Allah, we’ll drive the invaders from our homes.”
Ahmed turned to the man, his eyes cold. “This!” he spat, disgust in his voice. “These strange chemicals they fire upon us. It isn’t war, it isn’t noble. It’s cowardice. There’s no honor in such vile measures.”
“They’re desperate, sir,” Fajii responded. He was still youthful, optimistic. “They’ve changed the way they’re waging war. They know they can’t win, so instead they use chemicals on us.”
It was true. Conventional warfare was no longer working, the Soviets taking too many causalities. This was an embarrassment. The Soviet Union was supposed to be a world super-power, and they were appalled by the losses they took from farmers, from goat herders, from simple men.
Thus they began a different approach, a new strategy — the use of chemical weapons. The Soviets put much time and effort into the development of them. They tested blistering agents, nerve gas, whatever was at their disposal. Scientists worked day and night to develop stronger chemicals, the KGB funding newer, advanced chemicals. Their test subjects were the Mujahideen, and they used them without remorse, without regret.
They launched chemical strikes, often filling villages with their deadly toxins. These chemicals killed indiscriminately, women and children as much targets as the fighting men. The Afghan people suffered vile deaths, often taking days to perish. And though the other nations of the world knew of this disturbing behavior, the Soviets denied it, and the world remained idle.
“These weapons are meant to discourage us,” Ahmed commented. “The Soviets know we can’t handle such losses.”
“They’ve killed many of us, yes,” Fajii agreed.
“They aren’t meant to just kill. They’re meant to decrease morale. They’re meant to dishearten us, to cause us to surrender.”
“It will never happen!” Fajii stated boldly. “By the good grace of Allah, we will have our victory. Our scientists will—”
Ahmed slapped the man, hitting him hard across the face. Fajii stumbled, falling to the ground, looking up in horror.
Ahmed spoke, saying, “Now you listen to me — there is no God. Do you understand? There are no loyalties, there is no love. Only death. And I vow to kill as many of them as possible. Now, why do you still bother me?”
Fajii slowly stood up, holding his hand to his stinging face. Silence filled the room as he struggled to find the words. “I’m sorry if I offended you. I merely wanted to tell you of your sister. She’s dying, and I only thought…”
“You thought wrong,” Ahmed barked. “My sister has been dead to me for a long time. My entire family is gone, and she’ll be the last. I have no need for amends, for I have no soul. Do you hear me, Fajii? Am I clear on this?”
“Y… yes, sir,” Fajii stuttered.
“If you desire to help her, go back down the tunnel and end her suffering.”
“I… I couldn’t do such a thing. She’s your family, a friend to my own family. We grew up together.” Fajii was mortified, not knowing what to say or how to react.
“If your cowardice is such, so be it. I’ll be down shortly and do the job. It’s always me. Without me, this region, this country, is lost. Now go, before I grow angry and whip you, boy!”
Fajii turned, nearly running down the dimly lit corridor of the cave that ran deep into the mountain.
Satisfied by his actions, Ahmed took a few moments, soaking in the silence. His love for his sister had long faded, not out of anything of her doing, but of his own rage. He had beat her many times, treating her no different than any other below him, and he felt no remorse.
No, instead he felt something else.
Something satisfying.
Ahmed reached to his belt, his fingers gently caressing the butt of his pistol. He would do her the favor of vacating her from this life, and would do so without emotion, and without remorse.
He turned to make the trek down the long tunnel system, to the deep catacombs of where she lay in agony. As he turned, he heard something, a familiar sound.
Turning back quickly, Ahmed looked up the long pathway, the light from outside a small dot in the distance. He waited, listening, wondering if his lack of sleep was playing tricks on him.
Listening intently, he heard a familiar sound — the approach of Soviet helicopters.
Ahmed was tempted to rush out himself, to enact his own vengeance, but knew that wasn’t smart. Instead, he turned, grabbing his rifle and jogging down the long corridor, deep into the cave. He’d gather his men quickly, and give the Soviets a little surprise.
His sister’s fate would have to wait.
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A thousand miles away, hidden deep in the frozen tundra of Siberia, was Vector Laboratory. Unknown to the public, and far from the watchful eye of even the best counter-intelligence agencies, this compound held some of the most guarded secrets of the Soviet chemical weapon arsenal.
Some of the greatest minds, the most radical thinkers, the world’s best scientists, called Vector Laboratory home. Some by choice, most not. They were kept hidden, tucked away, highly supervised and isolated from civilization.
Among a dozen other such labs, this certain one hosted the Soviet’s greatest assets and achievements in chemical warfare, if such a thing could be considered to exist.
The compound lay at the end of a long, isolated road, frozen and harsh, in the middle of a wasteland of nothing but snow and cold. Tall radio towers loomed over the gated and fenced area, armed patrols roamed, high tech surveillance watched, an ever careful eye on who entered and left.
Few did.
There were three parts of the lab — living quarters, rest area, and the laboratory. Hidden in plain sight, Vector Laboratory didn’t look like much, more of a compound or gulag than anything. Perhaps this was the intention, perhaps not. This far from civilization life was different, the isolation could drive one stark raving mad.

Mikhail Ivanovich struggled to remain awake. The countless hours, the endless days of whiteout blizzards, the hopeless cold — it had all begun to take its toll. These past months had been brutal, the harsh reality of his work. His invention now coming to fruition was overwhelming, and at the most critical stage, the most important time where he’d know if it was a success or failure, Mikhail could hardly keep his eyes open.
He blinked several times, tried stomping his feet, paced, even slapped himself across the face. Nothing helped. A pot of coffee and still utter exhaustion. Mikhail hoped the results would present themselves soon. Good or bad, at the moment he could only think about sleep. He had been up for three days straight, working furiously on the final details, re-calculating and second guessing.
But the time was now.
The truth would soon present itself.
His very life might be on the line, but at the moment, that didn’t seem to bother Mikhail. His exhaustion had caused him to cease caring about his own life for the moment, though he knew he should be careful what he wished for.
The rest he so desired might just be a permanent one.
Mikhail sat back down, staring at the clutter atop his desk, looking past it to the wall, the faded picture of Joseph Stalin hanging above him, a reminder they were always watching. The infamous ruler might have been long dead, but his memory would remain alive for generations.
Mikhail gulped, hoping he could honor the great leader’s legacy. He pulled his thin-frame glasses from his face, laying them atop his notes. Rubbing his eyes, Mikhail brushed his small, fragile hands through his coarse hair. It was thinning, and already beginning to gray. He looked much older than his forty-one years, weathered and battered from the long hours, the conditions, the constant pressure.
No word yet.
He twisted a dial, the small box on his desk now louder, for a storm was brewing outside and it was hard to hear. Mikhail could hear the crackle of static, the hiss and pop of dead air, and from time to time the communications. He listened intently as the helicopter pilots spoke to base command, closing in on their target. Though many miles away, Mikhail could sense their apprehension, their fear. These brave men were playing their role, doing their duty just as many warriors before them had done theirs. Little did they know, this certain mission might turn out to be the Soviet Union’s greatest triumph, or its biggest tragedy.
Just like himself, these men were hand-picked for their talent and skills, though they were clueless as to their part of this grand show, this puzzle that was unraveling.
Mikhail couldn’t understand exactly why these men weren’t told the truth, and it made him think of those pilots flying the Enola Gay, wondering if they’d feel the same after. He wondered if men such as Captain Drago would be honored or horrified, if this event would alter the man’s life. An officer of the Soviet Union whom Mikhail would never meet, never speak to. He would never know to what extent this test would endure. The scientist couldn’t help but feel sorrow for the men and their actions.
It isn’t fair, he thought.
Still no word.
Empty static.
But Mikhail knew it would come soon, he knew that at any moment he’d know if all his hard work would be fruitful to the Soviet Union.
Mikhail shifted in his seat, looking to his papers, scanning his notes looking for something wrong with the calculations, as if he could do anything about it even if he did find an error. He hoped he had done everything right, hoped his research would pay off. Mikhail feared failure most, knowing his life might become worthless if this proved useless. He understood one thing: in the Soviet Union, one was only needed if he was worthy to the cause. If this didn’t work, if something went wrong, it could prove disastrous. They might continue his work, but perhaps replace him, and Mikhail knew exactly what that meant.
He knew what happened to those who failed.
Mikhail tapped his forehead, a nervous habit he had started long ago, though he couldn’t remember its origins. He had to remind himself he was one of the greatest scientific minds of his generation, that he was needed. But this didn’t seem to help his worry either. He knew the Soviet Union’s ways, the Russians were notorious for them. If this project was determined a waste of valuable resources and time, they’d surely send him packing.
A remote gulag didn’t sound appealing to the wiry man. Everyone was expendable in the Soviet Union. You either served the cause or you served no purpose. And though Mikhail was more of a prisoner here than a professional, he knew he wouldn’t last long in a prison camp, despite the fact that Vector Lab much resembled one.
He only hoped it worked.
He hoped they’d still need him.
Mikhail’s research was advanced, cutting edge and ahead of its time. Locked in a secret vault smack in the middle of the most isolated place on earth, Mikhail worked on the most exotic, radical chemicals ever created by man. He imagined even God himself, if he so existed, would never tread in such a territory as his own research. This new weapon might far surpass that of the Americans when they developed the first atomic bomb. This invention, this creation of his, might change the entire political world spectrum. This chemical, his very own design, might even change the course of history, and though the idea didn’t necessary fit his own morals or ideals — for something was indeed wrong about this — Mikhail did so for his country, for the troops who fought.
For the Motherland.

The goal was simple — to create a super-soldier.
He was tasked to create a chemical that didn’t kill or maim, but one that would enhance a soldier’s ability to kill, to increase his awareness, his fortitude, his intelligence. This compound was radical, capable of not only enhancement, but far more. It would literally change a man’s DNA, his genetic makeup, creating something not human. If successful, it would be revolutionary.
Mikhail day-dreamed for a moment, wondering if he’d be remembered alongside the great minds, the Da Vincis, the Edisons. Or would he remain unknown?
Would he be honored by the Soviet Union?
Would he be known as a superior Soviet scientist and allowed to leave Siberia?
Or would they keep him hidden away, giving somebody else his glory?
Mikhail supposed it didn’t matter.
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Ahmed raced down the long hallway, turning and running around the corners until he was now descending down a sharp embankment, into the depths of the cavern. These caves weren’t completely natural, but man-made, intricate, complex. They were built on the hardworking American taxpayer’s money, were American design, and this particular cave housed over four hundred men, women and children.
He raced around another corner, entering the first of many large chambers. He could see Fajii ahead, walking slowly, head down, on his way to comfort Ahmed’s sister.
“Fajii!” Ahmed screamed. “Quick, gather the men!”
His friend turned, tilting his head, curious.
“The Soviets are here! I can hear their gunships,” Ahmed shouted.
Fajii’s eyes went wide. This valley was deemed a safe-haven, and though the Soviets had recently been pushing hard into the Khost province, this area had remained unmolested. This was perhaps the beginning, and Fajii tensed up. “The Soviets? Here? How? Why?”
Ahmed was now face-to-face, a gleam in his eyes. “I imagine they’ve advanced, though I do not know how. Our communication lines are splintered, I’m afraid. Now go, quickly! Gather the men and tell them a great day of reckoning is upon us. We must fight them off.”
“What about you?” Fajii asked, alarmed. “Where are you headed, Ahmed?”
Ahmed ignored him at first, instead scrambling past, rushing to the opposite side of the large room. There, in the corner, was a large cache of weapons.
Ahmed slung an AK-47 over his shoulder, making sure it was chambered, safety off. He grabbed a handful of magazines, fully loaded with 7.62 x .39mm ammunition. He stuffed them in his pockets until they were quite full. Lastly, Ahmed grabbed an RPG. It was long, bulky, and he ensured it was loaded with a rocket, ready to bring down one of the war-birds, ready to bring Ahmed much honor.
He rushed back, staring at Fajii, his eyes flickering with growing hate and excitement.
“I have business with the Soviets,” Ahmed declared.
“You must wait for us,” Fajii protested.
“Hurry the men,” Ahmed said, ignoring the words. “They’ll circle the village a few times. Most likely, they think we’re there. I’ll catch one from behind. Now go, Fajii. Hurry the men.”
Fajii didn’t hesitate, breaking into a run as he traveled farther down into the catacomb of tunnels to alert everyone. They’d move quickly, many having family and friends in the nearby village, anxious to repel the invaders.
Ahmed turned, beginning his jog toward the sound outside. Though low, he could still hear them, hovering outside, no doubt seeking their whereabouts. Ahmed hoped he had enough time. If he could exit the cave quick enough, he might be able to surprise one. A tail-shot was preferred. Bringing down a Soviet helicopter was an act of honor to the Mujahideen, and would bring him great victory, great respect. It would also buy his men the time needed to gather their arms.
Ahmed raced toward the daylight at a full sprint.
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The three Mi-24s were close. They slowed as they climbed the eastern rise, unsure as to what they were searching for, ever anxious of any threats.
“There,” Captain Drago stated, pointing, though nobody could see the gesture. “Ahead, do you see it?”
It took a moment before the other two pilots responded, “Yes, Comrade Captain.”
The entrance was wide, perhaps twenty meters, though it was well concealed. The rock formation in front gave it much needed camouflage, the terrain jagged, partially hidden by boulders and some small shrubs in front.
“What now?” Suvorov questioned.
The captain ignored him, though, instead flicking the switch, contacting his command. “Kilo Base, this is Alpha Firebird Red. Confirm target, over.”
“Alpha Firebird Red, this is Kilo Base. Do you see an entrance to a cave, over?”
“Directly in front of us, over,” Drago responded. The pause caused him to think perhaps they hadn’t heard. Just as Drago began to repeat his words, the voice finally responded.
“Alpha Firebird Red, this is Kilo Base. Do you see any resistance? Any men outside?”
“Negative. Not at the moment, over.”
“Copy that. You are to hover directly in front.”
“I am directly in front,” Drago shot back, annoyed.
“Copy, Alpha Firebird Red. Do you have a clear shot?”
Drago pulled the Mi-24’s nose down just a bit, tail up, rising in altitude another ten meters, the opening of the cave now fully visible.
“Target is clear to engage,” Drago replied.
“Copy, Alpha Firebird Red. You are to proceed exactly as directed… direct Alpha Firebird Green to acquire lock and fire. I repeat, only Green is to fire.”
“Copy, Kilo Base. Alpha Firebird Green engaging,” Drago replied. Then, he pushed the button, communicating to the helicopter to his left. “Green, this is Red. You heard it. Do you have a clear shot?”
“Affirmative, Comrade Captain,” the pilot answered.
“You must fire directly into the cave. Do not miss,” he commanded. “Fire when ready!”
Moments later and the Mi-24 to his left fired. A streak of exhaust swooshed past, bearing toward the cave’s entrance. Moments later the missile entered the darkness of the mouth.
“Ordinance fired, sir,” the pilot reported.
Drago spoke to base, relaying the engagement.
“Copy. Did it enter the cave?” base questioned.
“Affirmative,” Drago replied. “Kilo Base, be advised — we see no explosions or secondary explosion! I think perhaps it was a dud…” Drago stated, though somewhat thinking aloud. It was common for Soviet munitions to not always be in working order. With the lack of explosion, he assumed that was the case.
It wasn’t. The voice on the other end of the radio spoke, tension in the unseen man’s voice. “Do you see anything?” the voice asked.
“Copy, I see no explosion,” Drago restated, shaking his head.
“Report as ordered,” the voice boomed. “What do you see, Firebird Alpha Red?”
It took a moment, then Drago’s eyes widened. It was then he began to figure it out, the mystery of why they were there, why they carried hardly anything. “Kilo Base, this is Firebird Alpha Red. I see smoke… lots of smoke.”
“What color is the smoke?”
“Green,” Drago relayed. “The smoke is green.”
He knew it now, understood their purpose. There was nothing conventional about what they were doing. Drago gulped, his throat dry. He knew they had just fired a chemical down the tunnel, and the thought devastated him. He now understood why they carried only one missile each. He now understood their call-signs, for the smoke was the same as the Mi-24’s ‘name’. Then, Drago realized he had missed something. While arguing with his commander about the mission, the lack of armaments, he had seen something odd. The warheads on each missile were indeed different colors, again to match their call-signs.
Drago waited for what felt like an eternity. The green smoke billowed out, wafting in the sky, reaching up toward the heavens. Time seemed to slow before the static popped, and the silence broke again.
“Alpha Firebird Red, this is Kilo Base. Have your second gunship fire its ordinance. Repeat, Alpha Firebird Yellow is to fire.”
Drago gave the command.
Moments later the second Mi-24 fired as well. The hit was true, the rocket entering the darkness.
“Second missile entered,” Drago reported. He waited, still hovering outside the cave. He commanded the two helicopters to circle, to give him room and to watch the surroundings. It wouldn’t be much longer until they received fire from the village.
Moments later and Drago called base, adding to his report, saying, “Again, no explosion.”
Soon, he thought. Soon those fucking Muj will be crawling from the woodwork.
“Has the smoke changed color?” the voice asked.
“Copy, Kilo Base. It’s changing…”
“What’s the color, Alpha Firebird Red?”
“It’s now… the smoke is turning yellow.”
He watched, eyes wide, the cave spewing its contents. It was thick and heavy, swirling outside the entrance.
He knew what was next. His turn was coming, and he’d have to guess exactly where to fire his missile. He could hardly see the entrance to the cave, visibility steadily worsening as the smoke leaked out. This concerned Drago — he hoped he didn’t miss.
“Firebird Alpha Red, this is Kilo Base,” the voice began.
Drago knew what was coming next.
“You are to line up and fire your ordinance. Report the results at once.”
“Copy, Kilo Base.” Drago took in a deep breath. “You ready for this, Suvorov?” he asked his weapons specialist.
“I hope, Comrade Captain. I’m having problems getting a good lock. Your call…”
“Copy that…” Drago waited a moment, tense as ever, before pulling the trigger on his stick. “Weapons away!” he said.
His missile shrieked, its exhaust trail racing toward the entrance.
Perfect shot, the missile entered the cave.
“Our ordinance is fired, over,” Drago reported. He took a breath of relief. Thank God, it’s over, he thought. Perhaps we can go home now.
“What color is the smoke?” Kilo Base asked.
“It’s changing again. It’s now… it’s red. I confirm, the smoke has changed to red. It’s thicker too,” Drago answered.
“Copy, Firebird Alpha Red,” the voice said. Drago could almost feel the release of tension.
A few moments later and the voice came again, the monotone words haunting.
“Firebird Alpha Red, you are to proceed to ground level.”
“Say again, Kilo Base,” he asked.
“Red, Yellow and Green are to land. You’ll offload your men near the mountain’s base. The mission is now under the direct command of Colonel Kirov. He will instruct you next. Maintain radio contact and report from outside.”
“Am I to maintain altitude after the drop?” he asked, hoping, knowing what the answer would be before it came.
“Negative. You are to remain grounded.”
“Great,” Drago muttered softly, whispering to himself. “The fucking Muj will swarm us. We’re sitting ducks out here.”
That’s when he wondered yet again if they were meant to survive this.
“All teams, commence to LZ. There’s a flat piece, close to the base of the mountain. Follow me down,” Drago commanded the other pilots.
The three Mi-24s circled and landed.
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Mikhail Ivanovich jumped in his seat as the door flew open. A half-dozen scientists, each a member of this project, had entered the room. They chattered in unison, their voices tense, yet excited. Huddled around his desk, they began speaking at once. They were anxious, wanting to know if their work had paid off. Would they be heroes, or would this project be a complete failure?
“It’s working, Mikhail. The compound has mixed,” one said, patting the scientist on the back.
No doubt it had. This chemical was volatile, unable to be carried together, which is why three helicopters were required. At this ratio of mix, anything and everything was possible.
“We didn’t have enough time to test it,” Mikhail said to nobody in particular.
“It’s mixed. Aren’t you listening? We’ve done it!” one of the younger scientists said.
“Months, years of testing are needed. I cannot claim this compound will work as desired. Not under these conditions, not within this time limit. We need more time,” he kept on.
But they ignored him. According to the broadcast, the chemicals appeared to have mixed exactly as planned. The colors, if reported accurately, had mixed. If not, the chemical would have turned clear, almost hard to see, and they would have known their failure. The three Mi-24s and their crews had done well, proven they were worthy men.
Stage two would be underway soon. They must know, they must ensure the compound worked. The Spetsnaz would guarantee them the facts they needed.
“They mixed,” another said. “This has worked!”
Everyone was excited. Everyone but Mikhail, who sat uncomfortably, feeling claustrophobic with the men huddled around.
“Perhaps it will,” he replied. His tone was drab, his voice unsure. “We don’t have the results yet. Only until we get confirmation can we celebrate.” He looked away from the huddle of men, staring at the voice box on his desk, listening intently. “The ground team will establish if it’s working.”
“We’re about to make history,” claimed a scientist.
“Not so eager,” Mikhail said, turning. He remained stoic, withholding his excitement. He hoped for good news, but wasn’t expecting any. Perhaps he was a pessimist at heart, perhaps he was fearful of what would happen if this didn’t work.
So many things could go wrong.
Why had they not listened, Mikhail thought. Why the rush?
The Soviet Union was intent on this program working, and had rushed his research. He needed more time. He begged for it, but they didn’t listen. Instead, they pushed hard, expecting results — results that Mikhail couldn’t be sure of.
He worried for his future, gulping at the thought of this not working. Perhaps the chemical was too much, perhaps it merely killed the men. There’d be no hard feelings about killing Mujahideen, but the Soviets had invested much time in this project, and failure was not an option. If it didn’t work, Mikhail would have hell to pay. If it killed the men, or if it did nothing to enhance their abilities, it would be deemed a failure. It seemed they wanted something that was untested, even in theory it had holes, and expected Mikhail to deliver a miracle.
He expected a tragedy.
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Mikhail Ivanovich might have been the brightest mind of his generation, but few would know of his brilliance. Had he been born elsewhere, perhaps things would have been different. He would never publish in the top magazines or achieve world fame — not in the scientific community, not anywhere.
The scientist had been tasked with the impossible. He was to create a chemical that could be dispersed to Soviet troops in a gaseous state. This would be administered before battle, and transform even the most timid soldier into a battle hardened warrior.
A super-soldier, capable of great feats. They’d be faster, stronger, more confident because of this. But the chemical wasn’t merely to enhance their physical performance, it did much more.
The compound required multiple parts, multiple stages. For all intents and purposes, the goal was mutation. A human, yes, but with animal capabilities.

The inquiry had begun years prior, before the Afghani conflict. Mikhail had provided a theory, his research into DNA and genome structure far ahead of its time. Even decades later, as modern science advanced, Mikhail was ahead of the pack.
Modern science needed results. A step at a time, over the long course of science, the human body and mind would be better understood.
Mikhail had taken what he felt were the necessary assumptions. He viewed humans differently, perhaps. Mikhail’s résumé was in advanced molecular restructuring, but also with a background in the human mind, the psychology of what made soldiers tick. What caused them to act heroic? What caused them anger? What caused them fear?
He based his theories, his mixtures of the proper ingredients, on his viewpoint of the world. Spending many years in Siberia did something that took away a man’s very soul. The darkness, the cold, the lack of empathy — had Mikhail assumed all men were cruel?
Perhaps.
But the time. The time wasn’t enough. They had indeed tested the compound, spent many months doing so. Lab rats, monkeys and dogs, and finally prisoners were tested. Always in small doses, always adjusting the ratio of the active chemicals, for it never worked as needed.
The solution was not the mixture, but the delivery system. Injecting it directly caused it to decay quickly. This chemical needed a fast reaction, but straight pumping it into veins would not be enough.
They’d devised a better system, liquefying the substance. Multiple parts, multiple delivery systems. This allowed for it to act in stages, each stage a trigger mechanism for the next.
Over and over again they tried.
And failed.
Month after month, as the war raged on, they worked at it. Couldn’t quite get it right, though each time getting closer.

Then, 1984 brought about bigger challenges, and more pressure. Though they didn’t dare state publically, the Soviets would lose this war. They knew it, they grew desperate because of it. In the early weeks of the year, the KGB had requested — demanded — he fill missiles with the compound. They were to deliver it, to do its first trial run — on the enemy!
Mikhail didn’t know why. Couldn’t they keep using animals, prisoners? In other countries, it made sense not to kill your own soldiers by way of experiment, or at the very least, keep quiet about it.
But in the Soviet Union, that mattered little. The Soviet Union needed to win this war, and their transition into unconventional means took them to the extremes.
Bio-agents and chemical weapons.
They deformed, they crippled the Mujahideen.
But the enemy kept coming. For every one they could kill, three more filled their ranks. Afghanistan had never known what a loss felt like, centuries of warfare and never conquest. They’d fight to the end, every last one of them, no matter what the Soviets used.
Mikhail had thought the demand was impossible, and sitting here now, he still did.
They were setting him up for failure. Their losses would be blamed on his failure to produce the impossible. They didn’t understand the science, their only goal to increase their odds, to compete on the world stage.
The Soviets had assumed, after World War II, that they could fight any military. This wasn’t the case in Afghanistan, because there was no true military.
To counter, the Soviets needed humans that weren’t afraid, that could go places a regular man could not.
Even the Spetsnaz, world renown, were afraid of going into certain areas, afraid of the Mujahideen.
Mikhail was successful, at least in theory. In the hectic months, twenty hour days, he and his team had done the impossible. They loaded warheads on rockets designed with specific devises that would trigger the chemical. A chain reaction would follow once the warhead went off, and when the first chemical met the oxygen, a gas formed.
Then, another substance would release, mixing, then another…
… and little did he know, there was a fourth.
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The three Mi-24s landed approximately a hundred meters from the base of the mountain. They could see the village in the distance. They saw a lot of movement.
The peak of the canyon’s tallest mountain seemed to climb to the clouds above, rocky and dangerous terrain. The mountain went on and on, connected to the canyon walls, tall sheets of sheer misery.
The cave was less than a hundred meters up, though the journey on foot was only for the most hardened people.
Drago stared, watching the red smoke spout from the cave. He wondered what would happen next. He wondered why the mystery, why the lack of details.
Drago knew why the Spetsnaz were aboard his helicopter. He knew why these elite warriors of the Soviet Union were here, dressed for combat, ready for action.
He figured they were to test the results.
To see how many had been killed.
The thought crept up on him once more, the idea of gassing someone to death, a target where he couldn’t know if it contained any innocents, any commoners caught in this horrible war.

Drago shut the engines down. He could hear the soft whipping the rotor made as all grew quiet. The soldiers were de-boarding, preparing to go into the cave, and Drago reached for his microphone.
“Kilo Base, this is Firebird Alpha Red. We’ve landed, engines quiet. Boots are on the ground. Please advise,” Drago said.
No response.
It was as if he didn’t exist.
Again, such vague orders.
It made no sense. Nothing did.
Though they carried no weapons, they could have offered aerial support. The three Mi-24s would have been much more effective high in the air, looking for targets, looking for possible threats. They were the targets now, alone in the lion’s den.
But an order was an order, and no doubt this mission was of the highest importance. Drago wouldn’t question it, despite the look from his weapons specialist, as well as the other flight teams now congregating nearby.
They felt safer in numbers. They wanted to be close to the men with guns, and looked to Drago for answers.
“What is this, Comrade Captain?” one of the pilots asked, walking up. He was terrified, his face showed it. “This makes us nervous, sir. Very nervous.”
“I don’t like it either, but nothing we can do. That village is about five hundred meters away, maybe six. We took them by surprise, but no doubt they’re arming up. If there’s Muj there, we’ll have some trouble. Within the next half hour, we’ll have them on us.”
“What do we do, Comrade Captain?” Suvorov asked.
“We’re trained, did you forget?” Drago asked sternly. “There’s one AK-47 per helicopter. Two hundred rounds. You qualified, did you not?”
“Yes, Captain Drago.”
“Good. Then take your best man and arm him. Everyone also has a pistol. I would suggest carrying it. Loaded.”
The six men, three pilots and three weapons specialists, stared at one another. With obvious worry on their faces, they obeyed, not liking it one bit, but doing so nonetheless. Drago’s advice was good, and they rushed to arm themselves.
“Now spread out a bit,” Drago said to the flight crews. “Keep a good watch on that village. They get within two hundred meters, we’re starting our engines and climbing. I don’t care about orders, we’ll at least get up in the air and provide some support.”
“We’ll keep watch on the village, Comrade,” Suvorov said. “But what about that cave? Must be Muj in it, since we shot that smoke into it. What happens if they come out behind us?”
A stern voice interrupted. It was low, guttural and serious. “We’ll handle the cave. Just watch our flank.”
Everyone turned. They’d heard the commotion as the Soviet soldiers readied themselves, but paid little attention. Their thoughts were on the Mujahideen, and their predicament at hand.
Upon realizing it was the Spetsnaz team leader speaking, Drago snapped to attention, saying loudly, “Sir!”
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Colonel Kirov was a legend, known among the ranks. He was a man of mystery, a dedicated warrior that did the Soviet Union’s dirty work. He was Spetsnaz, the most feared special forces group in Europe, and in command of over three hundred.
This particular unit hosted twenty-four, including Kirov himself.
Spetsnaz were great soldiers, though they somewhat lacked the tactics of American forces. They applied what was practical, less specialized but overall feared by the enemy. Though their tactics might have been a step behind the Americans, their harsh ways, their brutality, made up for it. They were an elite bunch, an insane bunch, and most importantly, not bound by any chains of conventional warfare.
They accomplished physical feats that were unbelievable, they were fearless, and vicious.
One tactic of the Spetsnaz, when dealing with rebels, was simple: Kill the guerillas, all of them. If hostages die, so be it. The Spetsnaz took such things as a personal attack, and would enact vicious revenge.
Then, after killing any rebels, they would chop off the heads of their enemy, sending them via care package to the local leaders. Once these packages were received, the Spetsnaz were left alone.
As the course of this conflict spiraled downward, the Spetsnaz learned from their mistakes, and by this point in the war had ditched their conventional methods. They practiced what was used against them, taking on asymmetrical means and tactics, using them to defeat the enemy. Whatever worked was their theory, and it was effective, albeit late.
Kirov had been in combat many years and had the wounds to prove it. He was in his late forties, already fully gray, this war taking its toll on the man. Kirov was battle hardened, a man who lived for war, a man who understood Mujahideen tactics. He employed them — Kirov’s unit was particularly effective in their brutal ways. They learned the Mujahideen only understood equal resistance, the more barbaric, the more the enemy respected you.
Despite this, he was a national hero, and the helicopter pilots felt better knowing the man was there, even if Kirov did make them feel a bit uneasy. Kirov had a wild look in his eyes, that of a crazed madman, but this wild desire to pick a fight made the pilots uneasy. Kirov was tall, wide shoulders, thick build. He specialized in one thing in life, and that was killing Muj.
He was exceptional at the job.
Kirov’s AK-47 hung from his shoulder at the ready position. It were as if an extension of himself, and the man knew how to use the tool of death. Attached to him were countless magazines of ammo, a gas mask hanging uncomfortably around his neck, a strange plastic suit over his fatigues. Luckily, they wouldn’t be needing to blend in this day.
Kirov eyed Drago, almost with a look of contempt. “Captain Drago, you will remain here. Be our eyes and watch the village. You see them get close, you shoot back. We’ll come at the first sign of a fight.”
“Perhaps a few of your men could remain behind,” Drago suggested, knowing he’d feel more comfortable with a few Spetsnaz around.
“My men are not your babysitter.”
“Yes, Comrade Colonel.”
“My team will move up to the cave and then enter. You’ll wait until we return.”
“You’re going inside?” Drago asked, though by their dress, he already knew the answer.
“We are.”
“What of that chemical? Won’t it harm your men?”
“By the time we make it up there, it’ll be dispersed. These suits are only a reassurance. A safety measure is all.”
“Yes, Comrade Colonel.”
“Under your seats… there are masks. No suits, but you do have masks,” Kirov instructed.
“Should we wear them?” Drago asked, hesitant. “I thought you said they are precautionary.”
“Well, should it make you feel better, you can have them ready. Just in case.”
“Colonel, I must ask — what was that? What did we shoot into the cave?”
Kirov merely glanced his way, saying nothing.
But the Captain couldn’t help himself, uttering, “I can only assume it was a chemical weapon. The color changes… I assume they were important?” He knew it was a chemical of some sort, but what were its effects? If he’d been responsible for many deaths, he’d at least want them to have died in short order. Drago was a decent man, and opposed the use of chemicals. It didn’t fit his worldly view. Kirov was much the same — a man of honor, a man who felt the war must be won, but not in such a manner.
Drago had many questions, but held his tongue.
If the chemical was to kill the enemy, why go into the cave?
Everyone was silent, the flight crews fidgeting. Finally, as Kirov’s men neared being ready, he turned to Drago. “Unfortunately, Captain, I’m not authorized to reveal that information to you. That is a classified matter, though soon enough you’ll probably figure it out.”
“What sort of mission is this?”
“Extraction of the enemy.”
“We’ll carry them?” Drago asked.
“Some, yes. Hopefully.”
“The dead? Why?”
“Who said they’re dead, Captain?” Kirov asked.
Drago paused at this. “You did say there was no danger to your men, but who could suffer through that?”
Kirov smiled, saying, “Captain, you cannot imagine what a man can suffer through. Now, keep ready, stay close to your helicopters, stay off the radio. We’ll report if we need to move out quickly.”
“Yes, Comrade Colonel,” Drago said.
“And Captain… this is Khost. This is the most dangerous place in the world, so stay sharp.”
“Yes, Comrade Colonel.”
Kirov turned to his men. Twenty-four total including himself, hand-chosen due to their malicious behavior. These men weren’t afraid of killing. Quite the opposite, they looked forward to it.
“Ready?” Kirov asked.
“Yes, sir!” they answered in unison.
“Green team, take point. See that ridge to our right? There’s a small trail tucked away. Move up and cover us. Watch the helicopters, watch our backs. That village will be crawling soon. They’ll head our way once they figure out we’ve landed. Now, spread out. I want you ladies at that cave entrance in short order.”
All eight men nodded, moving out.
“Yellow team, vector south of the cave, follow green team up. Forty meters, no more, no less. Red team, we’ll watch their six, move in behind. Keep your distance, watch each other’s backs. Those Muj bastards are sneaky, probably a few we missed with the gas. Now move out, ladies!” Kirov commanded.
The rest took off, maneuvering across the rocky landscape and up the ragged trail. They hurried up the incline, climbing with ease, single file and aware.
Colonel Kirov remained a moment longer, double checking his own gear and staring high up, looking at the hidden cave. It wasn’t directly visible. He seemed unconcerned, almost bored at the notion. Drago felt uneasy about this; Kirov was a dangerous man.
But perhaps this mission was safe, Drago thought. Otherwise they wouldn’t dare enter the cave, or risk one of their top men.
Or would they?
Kirov remained still as a statue, standing near Captain Drago, unafraid in the hostile environment, watching his men move away. The Colonel knew the risks, of course, but he lived for this. He lived for war. And despite being alone, despite the danger, Kirov seemed exhilarated. His face showed it.
“We’ll probably take some fire. Especially once we go in. This zone is hot, and the Muj might come from all over. I have no idea how many are in that cave, but we’ll make it quick and be back,” Kirov warned Drago. It was professional courtesy that gave this warning, not care of the men, but care for the cause.
Colonel Kirov then turned, joining the last group, red team, as they made their way up the trail.
The six crewmen of the grounded Mi-24s were now alone.
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Four KGB agents entered Mikhail’s office, joining the huddled scientists. The room was cramped, the excitement having turned to anxiety. Stage two was underway, and this was the tricky part.
These agents had stiff expressions, not a hint of amusement on their faces. They meant business, and as Mikhail looked back at them, he did not recognize the faces. That didn’t matter much, though. The KGB was always there, the KGB was always faceless. Besides, Mikhail tended to keep his distance, as did the majority of his staff. But now, as they closed in and joined the group, Mikhail again realized the implications of the project’s success. Everyone’s ass was on the line, including these men. Sure, blame would be laid, but nobody knew how wide the hammer of justice would come crashing down. There was much invested in this project, much to be lost.
One of the KGB agents pushed through the huddle. He spoke to Mikhail, saying, “Ivanovich, has it worked? Has the compound properly mixed?”
“I… I cannot know for sure,” Mikhail stammered.
“You knew the importance. You heard the news, right?”
“No.”
“A few very important men are headed this way. A few generals who will be displeased with anything but stellar results,” the agent warned.
“I… I see. Again, we needed more time.”
“Answer the question,” the agent said.
“If the reports are accurate, the chemicals have properly mixed. The compounds turned the right colors, timing seemed near instant, sounds like the triggers went off as planned.”
“What of these colors? What’s the importance?” the agent asked.
“Each represented a different part of the genetic makeup, in a generalized sense. The first chemical heightened awareness. Within moments, the enemy would have been more aware of their surroundings than ever before. The green smoke is a good sign. More importantly, the yellow smoke. This means the first two compounds mixed properly.”
“What effects does the second one have?”
“By itself, nothing. But combined with the first, the… subject will notice extraordinary changes in his body. The cells will begin to regenerate much faster, almost a thousand times according to my calculations.”
“What’s the purpose of this?”
“Everything. The first chemical will sharpen their skills, hone their abilities. Almost instantly. The second chemical will keep the body fit. Any injury will be healed faster, any physical problems will begin to subside. In essence, the subjects will begin healing faster.”
“And the third?”
“That’s the iffy part. You see, within moments of the second compound, they’ll either begin changing, or dying. That’s where we’d know our failure.”
“If the first two did work, then what?”
“The third. Red. It’s the most toxic, and the one that’s perhaps the most destabilized. It will enhance their performance, their physical features. You’ll have a perfect mixture, in essence the perfect human, though I’ll say that lightly. They will be harder to kill if this works. More thoughtful, more resourceful, much more agile. They will require less sleep, and any damage will be lessened exponentially. As will recovery time of any injuries sustained,” Mikhail explained. He kept it brief, for there was much more to it than stated, instead giving the man what he wanted to hear.
“Good,” the agent said, nodding.
“I wouldn’t say good is the right word,” Mikhail replied. “At these levels… well, they’ve never been tested. It’ll either kill them, or work quickly. Very quickly! The Colonel and his men have their work cut out for them.”
“That’s why they’re there. They’ll report and destroy the enemy.”
“It seems like such a waste,” Mikhail said. “Our resources could have been spent better in other areas.”
The KGB agent ignored him, though. Instead, he warned, “It better work.”
“I can’t know that,” Mikhail protested, detesting the whine in his voice. “There were no clinical tests done, not on that amount of chemicals.”
“Once the last ingredient is applied, we’ll know for sure.”
“The last?” Mikhail asked, turning his head.
All the scientists did the same.
“There’s one more.”
“I… I do not understand. We mixed them ourselves.”
“You’ve mixed another. The fourth liquid. We weaponized it. According to your calculations, it must arrive within the first ten minutes, am I correct?” the agent asked nervously. He looked to the clock on the wall, then back again.
“You can’t mean…”
Mikhail knew what they had done. He had been experimenting with certain traits of the human mind, certain genes in the long strand that contained one thing: Rage.
“Delivery aircraft is one minute out,” another KGB agent reported.
“What are you doing?” Mikhail asked, though he had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach.
“We merely added what you’ve missed, Mikhail. If this works, these men will be smarter, faster, heal quicker. We’re merely giving them a boost. Aggression is what we’re looking for, and your studies—”
“—Are merely theoretical,” Mikhail protested. “You do not understand. I’ve only tested it on apes, and the results were disastrous.”
“Have you not perfected your theoretical chemical?” the agent asked.
“On paper, yes. We synthesized it, but nowhere near the doses you’d need.”
“It’s been replicated,” the agent responded. “Do not think others are not working on this project, too. Your work has been invaluable, Mikhail. Don’t look so upset. You’ve done a great service to the Motherland. We’ve merely taken your compound to the next level, and replicated it.”
“You don’t get it, do you? We’ve tested it, in extremely small doses. The results were horrendous.”
“What could have been so faulty, Mikhail? Are your theories correct or not?”
“They are, and that’s the problem,” Mikhail answered. “In each case, the primates we tested it on went insane. Utterly insane.”
“What do you mean?” the agent asked.
Mikhail answered, his face grim, “They tore one another apart.”
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Captain Drago watched as the three teams of Spetsnaz climbed the trail. It was slow going, but he knew they were professionals, that they’d reach the top.
They made solid pace and, soon enough, were halfway up.
Drago hated the notion of being grounded. He felt much safer high above in the sky, where the armor of the Mi-24 provided some comfort. He reached to his holster, pulling out his pistol and ensuring it was chambered and ready. It reassured him, almost convinced him that it would help if they came up against rifle fire. He knew they stood no chance against AK-47s, but nonetheless, the pistol relaxed him some.
The other five members of the flight crew did the same. Three picked up AK-47s, including Suvorov, the others kept their pistols in hand. They scanned the valley, watching for approaching men.
Drago remembered Kirov’s words, and reached under the front seat of his helicopter, pulling out the mask. It was an awkward apparatus, bulky, and when Drago put it to his face, taking a breath, it felt strange. It was as if he couldn’t breathe. A few more attempts and halfhearted gasps and Drago tossed it aside.
“Fuck it,” he exclaimed. “We’re far enough out. Besides, that smoke is drifting up.”
Drago reached into his pocket, pulling out a cigarette and lighting it. He inhaled deeply, eyes still scanning the surroundings, his nerves tight with tension.
The five other men did the same, nervously bumbling for their own smokes. Though they were to all watch their six o’clock, the village, they couldn’t help but stare up at the cave. It was high above, hidden, and dense smoke floated out, reaching high toward the heavens.
Drago took another deep drag, then another. He and his men remained alert, watching all sides, especially the village behind. He only hoped Kirov’s men would hurry, that this mission wouldn’t take long. Otherwise, they would certainly face enemy fire.
Drago remembered to save a bullet for himself.
Just in case.
* * *
“I’ve done no tests on the respirators,” Mikhail attempted to explain to the four KGB, who all seemed quite uninterested, ignoring him. “They should work, but only if the compound does what it’s supposed to do. Again, I must stress this — I had no time for tests. Not of this magnitude. I can only hope you’re not serious about mixing in the fourth compound. It’s highly unstable, it might be a detriment to your men on the ground.”
“We’ll take our chances,” a KGB agent replied. Then he turned to his comrade, stating, “Twenty seconds to next phase. The flight is inbound, target locked.”
“Are you insane?” Mikhail blurted out. “Do you know the madness this will create?”
But it was too late for protests, as if they’d listen anyway. The group heard the static, the radio communication of a lone pilot as he raced toward the cave.
Mikhail bit his fingernails, his nerves on edge.
“This is not good,” he stated for the record.
“This is not good,” he repeated.
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Watching the Spetsnaz close in on the cave, Drago was both dumbfounded and in awe. He had heard the legends of Kirov and his men. They were the elite, the best and most well trained men in the Soviet forces. They were also quite impressive to watch.
The group remained silent, using hand signals and proper movement. They moved like panthers, creeping up on their prey. Drago was surprised how quickly they made their way up the hill. They were close now, the mouth of the cave nearing.
Then, he heard a familiar noise, though it took a moment to register.
From high above, a Soviet jet approached. Drago looked up, scanning the sky, taking a moment before he could see the plane. It was an Su-25, an advanced single-seat aircraft, and it was headed in their direction at breakneck speed.
“What the—” Drago began, but didn’t have enough time to finish his sentence.
The Su-25 approached at a downward angle, swooping low, racing in at full throttle, death from above. It was cutting edge design, the Su-25 paving the way for even better aircraft later. It was a single-seater, this one with a single mission.
Drago heard the noise, looked up and jolted. A lone missile came streaking down from the clouds, headed straight at them. “Down!” Drago shouted, dropping to the ground. The other pilots did the same.
The missile roared above, much too close for comfort. It moved fast toward the cave, moments later entering the reddish abyss.
It entered the cave like the others. Direct impact, no explosion.
Mere seconds later and the Su-25 pulled up, banking high, its engines whining as the pilot flew away.
“What the fuck was that?” Suvorov exclaimed, pointing. All six men stared at the departing jet, absently brushing the desert dust from their clothing.
Irritated that he received no warning, Drago jumped up, running to the open canopy of his helicopter. He reached in, grabbing the mic and headset. “Kilo Base, this is Firebird Alpha Red! Be advised, we have an unknown aircraft above. The damn thing just shot into the cave!” he exclaimed.
“Copy, Alpha Firebird Red,” was his only response.
“What the hell was it?” Drago dared to ask. He was determined to get answers, uncaring of what his superiors thought. “We were never debriefed. Is that plane cleared?”
“Alpha Firebird Red, you are to stand down,” came the order. “Stand down and maintain contact. The plane is authorized. Now stay off the radio, red leader. Keep the communications channels clear.”
Drago shook his head in frustration. He was tempted to bark into the radio, to voice his discontent, but knew that might be a mistake. He didn’t want to risk angering the wrong person, potentially ruining his career. Instead, Drago looked back to the cave, to the special forces men who were fast nearing the smoke at the cave’s entrance.
It didn’t take long. The red tone began to change, to morph with the newest chemical. Soon enough, the color altered once more.
Drago watched as Kirov’s men hesitated, nearing the cave entrance, allowing this new batch of smoky substance to clear. It was fast acting, like the others, and quickly began dissipating. Black smoke. The chemical had reacted as it was supposed to, at least in theory, though Drago knew no better.
A few more minutes passed, time standing still, all life in the valley concentrated on this cave high above. Then, Drago watched the figures of Kirov and his men, wearing chemical suits and respirators, carrying AK-47s, as they entered the cave.
“I don’t like this one bit,” Drago said.
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Deep inside the cave, Ahmed turned the corner, one last remaining tunnel straight ahead. It ran uphill approximately seventy meters, right toward the opening. He had a tight grip on his RPG, jogging up the incline. A wicked grin was on his face.
“Today is a good day to die,” he said. “Death to the enemy.”
Ahmed’s intentions were clear — he wanted to take out at least one helicopter. Just one! If he died after, so be it, but he hoped to get at least one.
He could no longer hear the beat of the rotors. Ahmed hoped they hadn’t flow away. He kept running, though, just in case. He knew this cave was undiscovered, unknown to the Soviets. He knew his hideaway was safe. The Soviets would assume the village contained his men, and they’d approach it, only to be taken by surprise from behind.
Ahmed prayed they had landed. He could kill more that way.
The whole point of this cave, of its design, was to camouflage their location by having it near a village. This would keep the Soviets focused in the wrong direction. This cave was an integral part of this war, a base of operations that gave orders to thousands of Mujahideen. They coordinated attacks from here, and if found, they’d have to defend it.
They should have refrained, remained hidden. But Ahmed insisted they come from hiding and fight. His men thought it was pride, thought it was because he cared for his people below, innocents mostly.
But it had nothing to do with the villagers, his people. Ahmed wanted revenge, he wanted blood. Nothing more, nothing less.
It would take his men a few minutes, but they’d gather up their gear and soon join this fight. Oh what a glorious day this would be. They’d exit into the daylight, weapons ready, prepared to kill and die for their cause.
Just as Ahmed, they, too, wanted revenge.
How dare the Soviets invade their land?
How dare they…
Ahmed kept jogging, turning the final corner with visions of a crashed helicopter and helpless pilots. He held his wicked grin and ran.
Then, something unexpected happened. Ahmed heard a thud. It rattled the inside of the cave, giving him pause.
Then another. And another. Ahmed paused a moment, listening intently. In the distance, he could hear a hiss, he could smell something strange, see a strange cloud roll through the cave toward him.
Ahmed’s eyes opened wide. He was frozen in shock. The thick plume of smoke filled the cave. First green, then yellow, then red.
Ahmed didn’t have time to run. He looked around, turning and taking a few steps. He tucked into an alcove, a mere gap in the rock wall, and pushed his body tight against it, eyes shielded.
This provided little protection though.
Minutes passed. Ahmed waited longer, attempting to hide in the rock wall.
Thump.
Another thud, this one louder, this was spewing its contents quickly.
A denser, rolling black fog pushed at him, filling the tunnel and racing down into the cave.
The smoke filled every crack, every crevice. It overwhelmed Ahmed in its darkness as he took a final deep breath and held it.
The black chemical fog engulfed Ahmed.
More came, an endless amount, filling the cave, drifting down deep, toward the others.
The cave was now pitch black.
Chaos ensued.
* * *
The twenty-four members of the Spetsnaz teams finally gathered at the top of the path, the mouth of the cave looming nearby. They scanned their surroundings, seeing no signs of life.
No birds.
No reptiles.
The wind was even silent.
They peered inside, but could hardly see anything. The dense black smoke had filled the cavern, the teams waiting impatiently as it dispersed. They listened intently, rifles ready. Not a whisper, not a groan. Nothing.
They expected all were dead. This made their job easy. They would investigate, collect samples, but the truth of the matter was, the Muj had to be dead. Nobody could survive that, and the lack of noise inside the cavern was enough to put them at ease.
The last missile hadn’t taken them by surprise as it had the helicopter crews. They knew of its arrival. This mission compartmentalized each stage of the operation for the sake of the success of this well coordinated plan.

Five more minutes passed, finally enough time for the chemical to have fully disappeared. The troops were curious about this, a bit reluctant too. The fog of black slowly wafted out, drifting up and away, eventually disappearing into the sky above.
They waited even longer. They didn’t have much time to spare, but erred on the side of caution regardless. They knew what they were up against, or so they thought. Their nerves were rattled. None dare show it though, for that isn’t allowed among men in battle. There was no room for fear. It had to be tucked away deep, hidden in a lock box they would never open. Especially in combat.
They expected combat, and though it appeared the chemical had killed everyone in the cave, they assumed the worst. They hid their fears and waited.
There’s always fear, it’s a matter of how a man handles it that really matters. These men were of the warrior class, a group few could ever match.
They would follow Colonel Kirov into the very gates of hell if need be. They’d brutalize their enemy, kill them, defeat them mentally. That was the Spetsnaz way, and Kirov and his men specialized in such matters.
Finally enough time passed. Holding their AK-47s tight into their shoulders — cheek flush, muzzle control and movement near perfect — they started toward the cave.
Their experience in unconventional warfare had done something important — they had entered dozens of caves, fought the Muj many times.
But in this situation, they weren’t sure what to expect, prepared for anything. Not much surprised these men. They’d been up against incredible numbers, outnumbered ten to one at times. They’d fought hand-to-hand combat, they had watched their comrades die. This unit had held their comrades in their arms when the inevitable happened.
Death.
This chemical frightened them, though. They eased toward it cautiously. They had been assured by their superiors, by the scientists and tacticians and planners. But still, the unknowing bothered Kirov and his men. They had no clue what the chemical was, and if it had killed everyone inside, what would it do to them.
Dying by the result of chemical warfare was one thing.
Dying a slow death due to these same weapons was another.
It frightened them, more than the Mujahideen even, but they locked that fear away, instead turning it into mere caution.
They would go in. They would hope they weren’t sacrificial lambs.
“Let’s move,” Kirov finally ordered. “Don’t hear anything, so let’s do this. Go slow, keep your masks on.”
“Will they even work?”
“Who the hell knows,” Kirov responded. “Doesn’t matter, we go in anyway. Looks like most is gone at least, just like they said. Expect heavy resistance. They might be dead, or they might be killing machines. Fucking crazies might be in there.”
The Spetsnaz, in their morbid humor, chuckled at the notion.
The best, Colonel Kirov thought.
The best.
Kirov turned to one of his men, Boris. He was a giant of a man from Siberia, a man not to be trifled with. Kirov said, “If we can get someone to surrender, bag them. If they protest, kill the fuckers. I don’t care what we were told, if they resist, we’ll kill them all. No survivors. They shoot, you shoot back.”
“Understood, Comrade Colonel,” Boris said.
“Our orders are to analyze the results, take a few samples, see with our own eyes. Then, we get out quick and get back on those helicopters,” Kirov added.
“Colonel, what exactly are we looking for?” Boris asked.
“Don’t know and don’t care. If there are Muj in there, we’ll use extreme prejudice. We’ll eradicate anyone who resists. Now let’s move. Into the cave, ladies!” Kirov ordered. He then raised his own rifle and moved slowly into the darkness.
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The dark abyss surrounded Kirov and his men. They had gone maybe twenty meters in and everything was already black. The opening to the cave was wide, thirty meters, and the tunnel that ran downhill was long, sloping into the mountain. Who knew what lay in its depths. Eighty meters of a slow decline, down into the cave, into the mouth of madness.
The tunnel had lighting, barely enough. Sporadic lights offered them little support, and the twenty-four Spetsnaz turned on their flashlights.
Better, but not much.
They moved onward, green team leading, yellow next, Kirov and red team taking the rear. They closed in, the tunnel gradually tightening, finally closing to ten meters. Shoulder to shoulder, green team marched forward, AK-47s ready.
They courageously moved on…
… trespassing into darkness.
Their breaths were short, a strange noise as they exhaled through their respirators.
Hiss… hiss.
Their plastic suits made too much noise, restricted their movement. They kept as silent as possible though, using basic hand signals and proper movement.
They ventured deep. Their flashlights were taped to the edge of their barrels. It caused the muzzle to be heavy, to drift down, but they’d compensate. Others also carried handheld flashlights, helping brighten the cave.
Down and down.
Step after step.
The temperature dropped as they neared the end of the corridor. Looking back, they could barely see the remnants of the outside light, their only passage back to safety.
They remained at the end of the tunnel, listening, observing.
Then, they heard a noise. At first, they couldn’t decipher it. But after a few moments, they realized it was human, a low groan filtering through the tunnel. It was sickening, grotesque, and chills ran up their spines.
Survivors.
It was the sound of men and women in agony. It was ominous, and the men then knew they were in trouble.
“Colonel, what the hell is that?” called out a corporal to Kirov’s left, the man’s eyes wide, his voice muffled through the mask.
“Maybe the wind, maybe not. Sounds like someone is injured to me. Remember, we need to attempt to capture a few if they’re still alive. If they resist, just shoot them,” Kirov reminded. He was hesitant himself, perhaps the first time in his military career where he felt that feeling. It was strange to him, the uncertainty. The feeling that he might actually die.
He locked it away; threw away the key.
Kirov shouldered his AK-47, pointing it to the far end of the tunnel. He pushed up close toward the green team, a meter away like a Greek phalanx. Kirov could pump thirty rounds of 7.62x39mm rounds into a Muj in under three seconds, and he wasn’t the sort of man to hesitate. He hated the Mujahideen, hated their unconventional tactics, hated their unwillingness to surrender. Kirov felt as if they were playing unfair, though he was a realist, a seasoned veteran. He knew there were no rules when it came to war.
That being said, Kirov also hated his own country’s tactics. He despised the use of chemicals, figuring if they couldn’t win this war head to head, there was no point. Chemical weapons had no honor. The kill didn’t justify the means. But the powers that be had insisted, and were adamant about attempting this experiment. Kirov, of course, complied.
The tunnel had a rock end, and an opening to the right. It turned, a sharp ninety degree angle that led into the next tunnel. This one narrower, just as long.
Green team fanned out, taking the corner with six men in perfect unison. Two quick steps, they came around. Their muzzles pointed down the hallway.
“Clear!” they reported.
Green team moved forward, followed by yellow and red. Less light here, less room to maneuver.
They neared the end, wondering what was around the next corner. This one wasn’t as sharp, but led in one direction only. Left. They fanned out, green team following the same tactic.
The smell hit them at once. Even with their masks on, they could smell it. A faint stench, it was putrid, tingling their noses, they tasted its rotten flavor.
“Fucking masks don’t work,” Boris commented.
Everyone agree, and within three seconds, they all tossed them to the ground. The smell was a bit harsher, but not unbearable. At least now they could speak. At least now they didn’t feel constricted by the respirators.
A bit longer and Kirov stepped closer to green leader, asking, “Anything?”
“Negative, Comrade Colonel,” Morozov said. This was Kirov’s second in command. “The chemical seems to have dissipated, think it’s gone mostly. With some luck, that smell doesn’t mean we’re fucked.”
“Am I going to get some strange disease?” Boris asked, worried that the women back in his village wouldn’t sleep with him if he had some disease.
“Our instruments tell us there’s no harm and I just tested another soil sample. Looks clean. Think the chemical won’t hurt us,” Morozov said.
“Good,” Kirov said, a bit impatient. “Keep moving, take that next corner. This cave will open up at some point. We caught them early, so most would have been sleeping. Now move! They must be in here somewhere.”
On and on.
Step after step.
Kirov and his men continued their search. They’d stop at corners, fan around, move along more hallways.
Left, then right.
Right, then left.
Each turn, each heart racing moment when they came around the corner expecting a gunfight, they grew more tense, more jumpy. This cave was built well, and the Spetsnaz cursed the Americans for helping the Mujahideen build such a fortress. Sure, the Soviets had aided the Viet Cong not all that long ago, but it made them bitter at the moment.
The farther from daylight, the farther from their way out — the Mi-24s — the more anxious they became.
They snapped around yet another corner, their motion fluid, as one, a perfect work of art. They’d been through thick and thin many times, had learned valuable tactics as this war raged on. They moved in perfect unison, each man knowing the exact movements of his comrade. Each man willing to die for the next. They were a cohesive unit, prepared for anything.
Another corner, just like the last. Except this time, green team halted. They pointed their AK-47s, forward stance, fingers on the triggers.
Silence.
No movement, green team was frozen at the opening of a massive cavern.
“Report,” Kirov said, unable to see and moving forward.
Silence.
“Report, dammit! What the hell is it? Muj?” Kirov growled, forcing his way past one of the green team members. He looked into the massive room, and the sight before him filled the Colonel with dread.
The cavern opened, the space wide. It was the first of many control rooms, perhaps twenty meters tall, forty meters wide. It was big, housing many tables and chairs. A long row of computers, a cache of AK-47s, grenades, knives and other killing devices lined the walls. Electrical lines ran along the wall, communication lines above. There were radios, a complex communications network, running water. File cabinets and desks of papers and maps filled the room.
Four large lamps were mounted high up, three working, the fourth flickering from time to time. The back of the cave was hard to see, a shadow at the end of this room and the entrance to yet another.
And though these Spetsnaz had entered many caves, had seen some that were quite sophisticated, this was nothing they’d ever seen before. The room was intricate, no doubt well funded by the Americans.
Though the light wasn’t bright enough, it added to their vision immensely, the ability to see better was reassuring.
At first.
Overall, everything seemed normal.
That is, except for the carnage.
An unnerving chill crawled up their spines. Even the legendary Colonel Kirov felt fear. That box that was supposed to be kept locked away — it popped open, and it haunted the man.
The stench of death, they now knew the source. There were at least two dozen bodies. Mostly men, but a few women and a boy no older than nine. The butchery was unimaginable, and even the Spetsnaz, who were brutal in their own right, were downright appalled.
They had slaughtered their own.
The two dozen bodies were strewn about. Some were scattered across desks and tables, others stacked in neat piles, almost as if on display.
Heads were lobbed off. Arms ripped out. Wide gashes and what looked like bite wounds ravished the dead bodies.
For some reason, Kirov looked up. He was disgusted by the sight of human intestines hanging from the lights above. He couldn’t imagine how they could have gotten up there.
As they moved in, Boris felt something at his feet. The teams had spread out in groups of three, and his team moved right. He nearly jumped, looking down, seeing the head of an Afghani woman at his feet. A portion of her spine was still attached to the open throat, its contents seeping out. The woman’s hair was black, long, she appeared to be in her forties, though it was hard to tell. Her skin had turned yellow in color, a sign that death was recent.
Boris stared down at her, even as his two partners kept moving. He couldn’t help it, the sight terrified him. The woman’s right eyeball had been plucked out, her left eye half swollen. That remaining eye seemed to stare at him. It even blinked a few times.
“I don’t… I don’t,” Boris began, shock starting to take hold of the big Russian.
Kirov moved in fast, pushing the large man forward. “Move your ass.”
“But Comrade Colonel, she’s… she’s looking at me,” Boris said, panic in his voice.
“Do your job or get a bullet,” Kirov stated, pushing the man past. He wouldn’t allow one of his men to freeze up, under no circumstances were soldiers to allow such things to mess with their heads in combat. That mind-fuck was meant for later. When they were back home, when they were asleep — in their nightmares.
But that would come later, and Kirov pushed the man, who finally snapped to and pressed forward.
More gore, more filth.
They cleared half the room, keeping a careful eye on the far edge, where it was dark. They scanned the computers, the maps, whatever else they could see. This was an enemy hideout, and they took a few moments to collect INTEL.
Finally, Morozov came to Kirov, saying, “Colonel, I don’t think it worked. They said the Muj would be alive, but this isn’t alive, sir. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. And how it did, I couldn’t possibly understand.”
“You think those chemicals did this?” Kirov asked, pointing to the carnage.
“I don’t know what could have caused this!”
“The chemical worked just the way they wanted. We need to move on, because there are indeed survivors.”
“How do you know?”
“Because something did this. Somebody killed these people, and did it in quick order.”
“Killed their own?”
“Yes. And did so in a way I’ve never imagined. Now move,” Kirov said.
They rounded another corner, a short hallway. Three more bodies, all men, all having suffered grievous wounds. Their skin peeled back, insides gutted.
Ensuring the men were dead, the soldiers moved past, stepping around the heinous scene.
Another turn and they stopped at the entrance of another wide cavern. It wasn’t as wide, but held four different entrances.
“What the hell is this?” Morozov declared. He stared in utter fear, terror overtaking him. His words were hardly audible as he lowered his voice to a near whisper, “I’ve never seen anything like this. I’ve never heard of anything like this. Colonel, what happened here?”
The scene before them was worse than the last. It was the art of a madman. They counted sixteen dead bodies, a giant pile of body parts were stacked in an orderly pile. It was the vilest thing these men had seen. One of Kirov’s men stepped back, throwing up, unable to control himself.
The scene was a nightmare.
“Sir?” Morozov asked, turning to the Colonel.
“Speak,” Kirov grunted.
“Anyone who would do this must truly be insane. And how was this possible in such a short time?”
“Agreed, this is baffling. We must expect resistance.”
“Colonel, the mission is a success,” Morozov said. “I think the Muj are dead.”
Kirov turned, glaring harshly at his second in command. “You’re calling this a success? It’s a fucking disaster, an utter failure. Whoever thought up this plan to make a super-soldier failed. They created animals — monsters. Not soldiers!”
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Ahmed had crawled deeper into the cave using a small, tight tunnel. The black fog had surpassed him, stretching into the bowels of the abyss, no doubt affecting everyone inside. This didn’t bother him, though. Nothing did. The few people he did pass were already dealt with. Ahmed had killed them, though at the moment, he didn’t know why. What he did know was this: it felt good. Ahmed couldn’t help it. He had used his rifle as a club, his knife, his bare hands. He even bit a few, enjoying the taste of their flesh, their blood.
Oddly enough, he found nothing wrong with his actions. They felt perfectly normal.
Coughing, Ahmed wondered what was happening. At first, he believed the chemical would kill him. The fucking Soviets used chemical weapons mercilessly, and he figured this was it, that his time was over.
Accepting his fate, he had sucked it deep into his lungs, a strange, sticky muck coating his skin. Ahmed’s eyes stung, his joints ached; he knew death was near.
But, Ahmed felt something different.
Instead of death, he felt something else.
He felt more alive than ever before!
His breathing returned to normal, the salty taste of human blood in his mouth. He was neither remorseful nor glad he had killed them.
Had he eaten their flesh?
That was a possibility.
Ahmed sat in the corner, attempting to gather his thoughts. He had been an intelligent man, but at this moment, intelligence was far beneath him. Something was changing in him, changing how he thought, how he felt.
Ahmed looked to an AK-47 that lay near, propped against the wall. Then he looked down to the discarded RPG, dropped and forgotten. Instincts told him to pick up his arms, to do what he’d always done. The only thing was, he no longer needed them. He knew this, though not why. Something inside Ahmed caused him to cast the weapons aside.
It was time to hunt.
The metamorphosis had begun instantly, and Ahmed knew he was changing. He felt his muscles bulge, heard his shirt ripping. He held his hands up in front of his face, and though it was nearly pitch black where he sat, he could see his hands were growing larger, his fingernails longer, almost claw-like. He scratched at his arm, cut into his own skin, the sensation like no pleasure he had ever felt before. He did so again and again, loving the bliss it brought him. Then, he reached up and touched his face, stroking the long scar. This rebirth, this growth, filled him with pain — his jaw protruding, his teeth elongating, his head warping into something bigger, something not human.
Ahmed screamed out, the pain unbearable, though he seemed to also enjoy it. The insanity of his transformation brought him a new life, a new feeling of hope. He then touched the rock wall, the cavern speaking to him not in words, but in a slow, steady pulse. He felt connected to the cave, to his people. Though he had slaughtered a few dozen, there were many more, and he attempted to control his rage. Ahmed knew he’d need his warriors, he knew he needed them to get payback. He sensed their agony, and wept for their pain. He wasn’t a man to show such concern, but this chemical had done something to his emotions, causing him to feel a mixture of confusing thoughts and feelings.
Then, Ahmed’s mind cleared. The smoke was completely gone, having seeped into his pores, into the cave walls. He felt something now, a strong feeling he had never felt before. He could hear heartbeats, not of his men, but of intruders. He sniffed the air, smelling the approaching Soviets. Though they spoke in soft whispers, with his amplified hearing, Ahmed could hear every word of Kirov and his men.
The Soviets had dared to enter his cave, his domain.
Ahmed’s newly heightened awareness caused him to feel all life-forms within the cave — human, animal, even plant life.
Scorpions and bats.
Spiders and rodents.
The trickling spring of water deep down, the growing moss that needed no sunlight.
He felt connected, as if everything inside of the cave were a part of his very essence, his soul.
Then, he counted the intruders. He didn’t need to see them to know how many — twenty-four intruders were making their way close. They were armed, and he knew they were soldiers. He could hear their footsteps, hear their breaths. He could sense their anxiety.
Ahmed grinned, his mouth dripping long strands of white froth.
It was time.
His hand still placed on the tunnel wall, he called to them. He spoke to his warriors not in words, but with his mind. It was extraordinary, but he knew they heard him. A new awareness filled Ahmed, knowing his people were coming.
It was their time for vengeance.
Ahmed raced from the shadows.

23

The Su-25 was the premier Soviet fighter jet. NATO called it the ‘Frogfoot.’ The Soviets’ nickname for it was the ‘Rook.’
It was a single-seat, twin-engine jet designed for close air support for ground troops. It flew just under Mach one, quite fast for its time, the aircraft’s combat radius three hundred and seventy-five kilometers. It had been in production for six years now, flying counter-insurgency missions against the Mujahideen.
The Su-25s launched a total of one hundred and thirty-nine missiles of all types against their enemy. Each aircraft performed over three hundred and fifty sorties per year. By the end of the conflict, over twenty-one aircraft were lost in combat.
Overall, the aircraft was a work of art.

This one sailed through the sky, graceful and fast. The pilot at the controls was a younger man, knew no fear. He was skilled, perhaps one of the best, and felt invincible inside the cockpit.
He eased the throttle forward with his left hand, his body pulled back into his seat. Like the other members of this experiment, he, too, was hand-selected. He didn’t know why, though his ego told him it was because of his talent. There was some truth to that.
Today, he had a mission to do. It was classified top secret, came from the very top. He could see the tension on the faces of his handlers, and the pilot wanted to impress his superiors, wanted to move up in rank, garner more respect, more power.
Above nothing else, he loved to fly. It was his true passion, and the man was honored to fly into combat for his country. The exhilaration, the rush of excitement, the way he pushed the edge of the envelope — he smiled at the notion.
The pilot was an adrenaline junkie, he got off on flying. But he was also a patriot, dedicated to proving his worth. He believed in this cause, this fight. His perspective might have been different, for he felt this war was winnable. He was optimistic, felt the Soviets could do this. Perhaps this perspective was easy when flying at ten thousand feet. Perhaps it was because he was still young, mid-twenties, and naïve. Perhaps it was because the war machine, the Soviet propaganda worked.
Regardless, his intentions were noble, and he was in this fight. He was capable, feared nothing, felt safe flying at incredible speeds, accurate with his ground support. He never hesitated, he had the reactions of a tiger. The pilot flew on instinct alone, and that’s what made him good.

“Kilo Base, this is Blackbird One. I’m nearing the valley again. Three miles out and headed over once more,” the pilot reported. Nose down, he was approaching the valley, descending from three thousand feet.
“Copy that, Blackbird One. Advise when on sight.”
“Am I to release ordinance again, over?” the pilot asked. He figured since there had been no explosion, the missile was a dud. Yet unlike the three helicopters on the ground below, the Su-25 was loaded up, hostile and ready. The pilot figured he was to line up for another shot.
“Negative, Blackbird One. Maintain circles at low altitude and report any activity.”
“Copy, Kilo Base,” the pilot responded.
The mission was simple now. He supposed whatever he fired into that cave did work. At least his superiors seemed to think so. Now, he was to keep visual contact, to provide cover and observe.
Simple.
He approached once more, this time slower, this time focused on the ground below. He crossed over the villagers, watching intently as they scrambled below, looking up again. They had gathered their rifles, amassed in groups. The pilot counted a few dozen at best. He reported it. Strangely, the villagers had yet to advance toward the helicopters. Feeling this was odd, the pilot also reported it.
He’d keep a close eye, though. If they moved toward his comrades, he wouldn’t hesitate to take them out. He would cover from above, make sure no Muj snuck up behind.
“… this is Blackbird One, I have three, maybe four dozen visuals. Possible threats, but six hundred meters out. They’re motionless at the moment, over.”
“Copy that, Blackbird One.”
“The helicopters are still stationary, the crews beside them. I see no movement near the cave. I see no sign of ambush either.”
“Copy, Blackbird One. Proceed around for another pass.”
The pilot accelerated, giving lift to his aircraft. He was close to the rising mountain, had a pair of iron balls between his legs. He raced up, looking once more at the cave.
Higher and higher, climbing and climbing.
The opening was dark. It appeared empty. No sign of Kirov, no sign of his men, no sign of life. The smoke had cleared, but the dark of nothingness was all he could see at the entrance to the cave.

Three minutes later and the Su-25 appeared once more. Again, a pass over the village.
“Report.”
“Still no threat from the village. No rifle fire. The Muj are cowards, they’re sitting this one out.”
“The ground crews?”
“Safe. I see no threat at the moment.”
“Copy, Blackbird One. What about the cave? Has the smoke cleared?”
“Affirmative, Kilo Base. We have clear skies.”
“Circle again and observe.”
“Copy, Kilo Base,” the pilot said again.
He soared from the canyon once more, engines screaming as he gained altitude. He streaked through the sky, alone, racing up to four thousand feet, banking sharp right. He’d approach from a different angle, from the western side of the canyon. It was the longest part, and he’d cover the entire valley.
He would be coming in low. And fast.
The pilot lived for this.
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It took six minutes for the Su-25 to reach the top of the western ridge. The pilot shot down into the valley, amazed at its size. He estimated it to be five hundred meters wide, over a thousand long. The village sat near the middle, no-man’s land surrounding — giant peaks. These people were definitely alone.
He raced in low. Fast. His heart thudded in his chest, the excitement nearly overwhelming.
He flew across desert floor.
He buzzed the village.
Three seconds.
Two.
One.
He passed, looking over his shoulder. Still no movement.
Moments later, the three Mi-24s came into view. A quick glance, all appeared normal. He began to look away, ahead toward the cave, but stopped. Something caught his attention.
The pilot eased the throttle back, raised his flaps, neared stall speed. He slowed as best he could, staring wide eyed as he passed over the helicopters.
“What in the hell?” he exclaimed.
It was what all pilots feared. Even though it was mere seconds, the pilot had seen the most horrific sight, a scene that would last him a lifetime.
Utter chaos, complete disarray, the three Mi-24 gunships, the three indestructible killing machines, were torn to shreds. The helicopters were ripped apart, few large pieces could be seen. Chunks of metal, wiring, seats — everything — were strewn far and wide. The wreckage must have covered fifty meters. It was as if the helicopters had gone down.
Maybe a bomb?
A rocket?
What could do this?
He passed over, the scene no longer visible, though the image stuck with him. The pilot pulled up hard, pushing his throttle again, gaining altitude. He flew scared, would feel safer if he climbed high. Far away from this!
Free of the valley once more, he was in a near vertical climb. His engines burned hot.
One thousand meters.
Two thousand meters.
Three thousand.
He eased his angle, banked left, looking at the valley below. He couldn’t see as well, but the remains of the busted and broken helicopters were visible.
He swooped a giant arch, looking to his left, a bit closer to the valley now. He could see the Mi-24s, the pieces of what they once were. Rotor blades ripped off, engines tossed aside. Cockpits and flight equipment thrown out, scattered across the desert floor. Even the heavy metal plates that armored the helicopters had been ripped apart. Some were bent, other completely shredded. Everything was tossed aside like pieces of cloth.
“Impossible,” the pilot muttered.
Then, a haunting feeling overcame him.
They were all dead.
Captain Ivan Drago.
Weapons Specialist Alexander Suvorov.
The others.
All dead.
The pilot neared even closer, even lower, gasping as he thought he saw human body parts. He was still high up, but there was no mistaking it. A head here, a leg there.
“It must have been a bomb,” he said to himself. Then, he reported, saying, “Kilo Base, this is Blackbird One. We have a problem. A serious one. You’ll never believe it, but your helicopters are down. They’re destroyed.”
“Say again, Blackbird?”
“They’re all dead,” the pilot said, his voice not as calm and professional as he would have liked. “Your helicopters are mangled. Something big hit them, and they’re nowhere near flyable. I think I see bodies, almost sure of it.”
“Copy, Blackbird One…”
The pilot swooped over, both afraid and enraged. He wanted revenge, and anger began to overcome him. Unlike the helicopters below, he was armed. Three more air-to-ground missiles, his frontal guns. If he spotted those responsible for killing his comrades, he’d enact his revenge.
“… Blackbird One, this is Kilo Base. You are to proceed over one more time, then head back to base.”
“Negative,” the pilot said, the words slipping from his mouth before thinking. “We have men down there. We need to mobilize rescue crews at once. I can provide aerial cover.”
“Negative, Blackbird One. Your orders stand. One more pass and return to base.”
“What about the survivors?” he asked.
“Blackbird One, there are no survivors. The mission is aborted. Pass once more and return to base,” the voice said. “That’s an order.”
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The Spetsnaz bravely moved deeper. Room after room, tunnel after tunnel. The farther in, the more complex, a catacomb of rock and darkness.
Still, no sign of life.
The bodies had stopped, though. They saw no more. It was as if the slaughter was done on impulse, and that impulse had ended.
“Think there’s any more?” Boris asked.
“You can bet on it. Someone did this. I’d expect a dozen or two,” Kirov responded.
“What’s the point of this, Colonel? What exactly are we looking for?”
His men hadn’t been privy to much, but they were all comrades, and considering where they were, what they might be up against, Kirov took a moment to fill them in.
“This is a weapon. Designed in Soviet labs, those four missiles contained something very powerful. It creates soldiers that are advanced, it enhances their DNA, intensifies the traits of a good soldier, making him a great one.”
“So we’re entering a cave of Muj who are better than before? Great,” Boris muttered.
“Much better. They have enhanced senses, faster reflexes. If it did work, and there are any remaining, we must be ready. Expect them to look messed up, too. Don’t let it shock you if the chemical effected their skin, their hair, their shape. If they attack, shoot fast.”
“Comrade Colonel, you can’t be serious? A chemical that makes them…”
“Super-soldiers, yes. It even allows for muscle and bone growth. They’ll be undergoing changes right now.”
“Bullshit,” Boris rubbed his bald head, having a hard time believing the Colonel’s words. “Even if that was possible, it couldn’t be that fast.”
“They will begin growing. A few inches, but they’ll grow. They’ll be stronger, faster, things like that. This is why we’re here, ladies. To see if it worked. To see if this can be used to our advantage.”
“Sir, if it does work, we might have some trouble ahead.”
“Indeed. Shoot first, ask questions later. Their primal instincts will begin to come out. They’ll change into animals, although that change will take some time. We have an advantage — surprise. Plus, we’re going in right away, before they can fully change. Just remember, no matter what they look like, they’ll be getting smarter by the minute, more cunning. So stay alert. This compound effects their cell structure, but also their psychology. If they want us dead, they’ll sure as hell try,” Kirov said. His voice was low, though it still carried through the cavern.
“What we just saw…" his first in command, Morozov began, his face white. “… we just saw the work of animals, no matter what they’ve told you, sir. This test designed the perfect killer, that’s for sure. I hope they never intend to use it on us.”
“I’d guess that’s the plan. If it works, that is. So far, they killed their own. Whether that was on impulse or not, we’ll know once we clear this cave,” Kirov said.
“It happened so fast,” Boris exclaimed.
“Too fast, according to what I was told. Less than a half hour and there’s already mutilation. Whatever the chemical did, it caused them to thrive on killing. Did you see the piles? The guts on the walls?” Kirov asked. “It was as if they were proud of it, too. Almost like art.”
“Art?” Boris asked, appalled.
“The desire to kill is strong, that’s obvious. It’s absolute madness.”
“Why do it?” Morozov asked.
“Because we’re losing this war. Let’s admit it, they’re tougher. This compound is the Soviet Union’s last hope. They’ve gambled much on its success.”
“They’ll be mighty disappointed,” Morozov stated.
“Perhaps. We’ll see once we find the rest. If this does work, if we can find but one or two that are alive, then it’s a success. After they fix a few things, this compound could do wonders for our people. It would shake the foundation of world politics. The Americans would fear us, the world would fear us. Let’s hope we find something to our advantage, otherwise the Soviet Union has lost this war,” Kirov said.
The men were taken aback. They’d never heard the Colonel speak in such a manner.
“We’re taking part in lunacy,” Kirov added. “Perhaps history, too. If we survive this, we’ll have glory, men.”
“How many you estimate, Colonel?” Boris asked.
“Who the hell knows? This place could house hundreds. I’d guess ten, maybe twenty did this. Saw few men among the bodies, so I’m guessing the Muj men did this. The chemical made ’em angry and they just snapped.”
“And if there’s more?” Boris asked. He wasn’t one to question his Colonel, but this situation was unusual. “What if there’s more?”
“Well, that’s our fucking problem now, isn’t it, Corporal? Now get moving and let’s clear this cave out. We have a helicopter to catch. Soon. Now move,” Kirov ordered.
In a sense, all the men were defeated. There was no going back, no safe haven here. Death was around the corner, they just didn’t know which one. The tunnels grew darker, the rooms dim the farther they traveled. It was expansive, maybe even miles of tunnels to explore.
Green team moved on, Kirov and the other two teams close behind. Up a small incline, a squeeze through a small passageway. Their AK-47s were at the ready, always ready, fingers itching to pull the triggers. Their rifles were the only thing that caused them some relief. The fact that they could dish out a lot of firepower quite effectively.
On and on, each man was left with his own thoughts. A million possibilities went through their minds, a million worse case scenarios.
Kirov was bothered by the strangeness of this all. He now understood the secrecy, he now understood the importance. He now understood why he was picked to lead this mission.
But to kill their own, that was something that made him even more cautious. Something didn’t sit right with the fact. Who would do such a thing?
For a moment, Kirov even considered turning back. He could recall his teams, head to the rally point, be up in the air in a matter of minutes. He had that authority, for this was his mission. He could abort if needed, however there was a provision to this — he’d receive hell if he failed this task.
No way was he going back. Once inside the cave, he’d accomplish his mission.
Had the chemical worked?
He couldn’t ascertain this fully, and he knew it. There were the piles of dead behind him, and that left some alive, some who had slaughtered their own. He needed to see them, to observe them, and then most likely kill them.
Retreat was not an option.
Even a popular war hero, even a decorated Colonel could be replaced. In the Soviet Union, everyone was expendable.
He urged his men on.
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The men were horrified, but obeyed Kirov regardless. They took a few more samples, scraped the walls, gathered sand and pebbles. Bits of moss grew on the cave walls, strange looking moss. Morozov pulled out a glove, pulling the sticky plant-life from the crack and inserting it into a container.
They made haste, done with their job and proceeding forward quickly.
Another tunnel, another chamber. This one opened up wide, much larger than the ones before. It was massive, something that seemed impossible to create. There were faint lights above, more equipment, tables and cots, boxes of ammunition and rifles, shelves of clothing and shoes. More bunks, racks of maps and books and Korans. In one corner was a kitchen area, what seemed like restrooms nearby. Primitive, but usable. There were a few couches and many chairs for comfort, even a television along one of the walls. It was cracked, no longer working.
More bodies.
This time they weren’t strewn about, instead stacked in a single pile, a perfect square. Six per row, eight rows they counted. Forty-eight more dead, their eyes hollow, their flesh exposed.
A small path on either side was the only way around, and the Spetsnaz slowly passed. They attempted not to look at the bodies, but couldn’t help it. They pushed past, green team leading, stepping over extended arms, half-severed heads.
Their flashlights flickered, searching the dark spots, shaky because of their nerves.
Then, they saw something.
“Colonel, Green Leader,” a man said. “I see movement.”
The clack of rifles pointing, everyone on guard.
Kirov slipped his flashlight into his pocket, grabbing his AK-47 with both hands. He jammed it into his shoulder, peering through the sights. He caressed the trigger, aiming straight ahead, into the shadows.
“What did you see?” Kirov asked.
“Something, sir. I don’t know. Movement,” the green team leader said.
Another flash, something moving in the shadows.
“There, I see it!” Boris barked, pointing. “Far side of the room. Look into that opening. Seems to be another hallway.”
“I see nothing,” Kirov said.
“Colonel, I saw it. Looked like the outline of a person. Ran into the shadows.”
Kirov waited patiently, his sights back and forth, left to right, watching, waiting.
Suddenly, he called out, “There! Left side.”
Green and red team pointed in that direction. Yellow team followed their years of training, covering all other angles.
“I see it,” Boris said. “Yup, that’s a person all right.”
Their flashlights, crudely strapped to their rifles, weren’t enough. The overhead lights, flickering madly, only worsened visibility. They weren’t close enough, but they could see someone.
Something.
Darkness was ahead, and in the shadows lurked death.
“Hold steady. We observe first. Hold your fire,” Kirov ordered. His voice was hushed and he took a few silent steps forward. Cautious, heel to ball of foot to remain quiet. The crinkle of his plastic chemical suit, making noise regardless of how slow he moved, annoyed him. None wanted to alert of their presence.
“What is it, Colonel? Survivors?” a voice whispered from the group of men.
“Don’t know, it’s too fucking dark,” Kirov said, taking three more steps.
Beams of light attempted to illuminate the darkness, penetrating into the dark opening of another tunnel, into a great shadow. It wasn’t enough.
The shadows, the darkness, was enough to drive a man insane.
Something was wrong, Kirov could feel it.
He took another step.
And another.
He stopped, his body jolted. Kirov’s eyes widened, his mouth falling open as the shock crept across his face. He could see it now.
Someone.
Indeed human, or so he thought.
It was a child. From this distance, it looked like a boy. Kirov guessed maybe ten years of age, perhaps twelve. The child was skinny, malnourished, dark hair. He wore only ripped pants, no shoes, no shirt. The boy was a dirty mess.
“It’s a fucking kid,” Morozov declared. “See him? Looks alone. You don’t think he did that, do you?” he asked, speaking of the mutilated bodies.
“No way,” Kirov said, refusing to imagine such an impossibility.
“Think he’s still alive, Colonel?” Morozov asked.
“I saw movement, but he’s still right now. Crouched down,” Kirov relayed to the group of men hovering behind, “… what’s he doing?” Kirov questioned.
“Maybe it’s the chemical. Maybe he’s dying,” Morozov suggested, hopeful that was the case.
“Can’t tell. Wait a minute, he’s moving.” Kirov moved closer, his men reluctantly following. Finally, the Colonel said, “He’s alive. There’s no doubt about it.”
His men were silent, frozen. They huddled closer for a false sense of protection. Never in their wildest dreams could the image of a boy frighten these men, but it did now. Their eyes battled the dark, their minds battled the carnage, the grotesque things they had witnessed.
“He’s moving sir, I see it now,” Morozov said. “Looks like something is in his hands. Can’t tell what.”
There was something sickening about the boy, his movement. Something didn’t feel right. The three teams waited, not moving. Even yellow team, tasked to watch their six, couldn’t take their eyes off the child. They waited, holding their breath. They felt as if their racing heartbeats could be heard miles away.
They watched the boy, confused.
He appeared to be playing with something.
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The child was indeed playing. His toy of choice was the severed head of a woman.
She appeared to have been perhaps forty, though it was impossible to tell. The skin on her face had been licked off, nearly to the bone. Exposed flesh and white jawbone could be seen. Her hair was matted, wet, her tongue missing.
Bravely, Kirov stepped closer. His men followed.
The boy muttered something, licked the head some more, then stopped. He grumbled, not words but noises. He whined. It sounded like crying, but was something far more eerie. Almost a howl, though it seemed to have a tune to it.
Was the boy singing?
They couldn’t tell.
It didn’t sound like speech, no more than a baby’s babble.
The boy looked back down at the head, interested, entertained. He seemed not to notice the Spetsnaz presence, even with their lights pointed his way. If he did notice, he showed no signs of it. He turned the head side to side as if determining where to feast next.
A giggle.
The boy eased his oddly long finger into an empty eye socket. He burrowed it in deep, twisting, digging around and giggling some more. Obviously he found great pleasure in the act. It felt good, the gooey insides of the woman’s skull. The sensation made the boy feel something strange. It was erotic, almost, the sensation quite refreshing. The boy grinned, ear to ear, finding much humor in his act.
“Should we fucking kill him, Colonel?” Boris asked, itching to waste this monstrosity.
“Hold your fire,” Kirov ordered, though it went against his instincts. He’d never want to harm a child, but at this moment, he wanted nothing more than to kill this boy.
They waited.
The boy eased his finger into the hole, in and out.
In and out.
He pulled his finger out, a jelly-like goo sticking to his fingers. He giggled again, looking closely at the wet, stringy matter.
The boy sniffed his fingers, his tongue flickering out, extending from his mouth. His tongue was long, much too long. It stretched out farther than it should. He gently licked the tasty substance, giggling at the savory experience, and proceeded to lick his fingers clean. The taste was delicious, addicting.
He sucked off the remains, gulping it down. He licked and licked, getting the last remnants of flesh. Then, horrifically, he kept licking his finger. Over and over, the boy’s body beginning to shudder.
He began to chew, to gnash at his own fingers. Soon enough, the boy’s own flesh began to pull away, the boy slurping it with glee. Another nibble, another pull. The boy feasted on some of his own fingers, and within a minute, the Spetsnaz could see the bone of the boy’s hand.
“Colonel, what the fuck we doing here?” Boris said, his mind whirling, afraid and near panic.
“Quite!” Kirov demanded, but it was too late.
The boy looked their way, staring directly at the twenty-four men. Their presence didn’t intimidate, though. The boy showed little reaction. He remained seated, severed head in his hands, and merely stared.
He grinned again, this time directly at them. Kirov could feel the boy’s lifeless eyes stare into his soul.
The boy grinned wide.
Then wider.
Then wider.
His mouth stretched, the corners of his lips began to crackle. His skin was already brittle from the chemical, and as he smiled, the skin broke. The boy’s smile grew. Finally, it covered the majority of his face, nearing his ears, the boy opening his mouth wide.
“What in the holy—” Kirov whispered.
To make the situation even stranger, the boy looked back down to the head. As if the intruders already bored him. He gazed at the face, the single remaining eye. It was glazed over, dull, life extinguished. But the boy felt the eye was looking at him, calling to him even. It struck his curiosity and he turned the head from side to side.
What to do next?
The boy made up his mind, reaching his fingers toward the remaining eye, prodding at it.
He dug, his fingernails long, seeming to grow.
Finally, he got it, grunting in satisfaction.
Pop!
The boy plucked the eyeball from its socket, the thin cord of nerve endings attached, stretched as he held it before his face. The boy examined it, stared straight into it. He just knew the eye was looking back, and the boy laughed quite loud this time. He found this funny.
Finally, the boy squeezed.
Pop!
The eyeball burst, spraying juice outward, some hitting the boy’s face. He rubbed his hands together, enjoying how the juice squished between his fingers.
He liked how that felt.
Minutes passed and finally the boy tossed the eyeball aside. He stared again at the lifeless head. It was nearly indistinguishable, looking hardly human any longer. The sockets, the windows to the soul, were empty now. Without a soul.
He rooted inside a bit longer, but the head no longer amused him. He licked it a few times for good measure, not finding the satisfaction he desired.
Watching on, this boy’s demented actions rattled the Spetsnaz, shook the battle-hardened soldiers. No man was tough enough for such a sight.
The insanity.
The madness.
Nothing could prepare them for this.

Boris, a man who had seen much carnage in his lifetime, wasn’t ready for this. He gurgled, belching loudly. He took a step to the side, pushing the nearest man back a bit. Boris leaned over, violently throwing up, the splash of his breakfast juices splattering on the ground.
“Silence,” Kirov commanded, his voice low.
But the sounds of vomit, Kirov’s loud bark, the nervousness of all the men — it attracted the boy’s attention. He turned back, his grin still wide, his mouth agape.
“Colonel, look at him,” Morozov whispered. “That boy is fucked up. That chemical did a number on him.”
“Look at his head, it’s deformed. Looks like blisters, but they’re bubbling,” Kirov whispered back.
“His fingers, they’re longer than they should be. I swear his nails are growing,” Morozov added. “Are we really seeing this, Colonel?” The second in command was filled with horror, seeing complete madness around him.
Before Kirov could answer, the boy stood up. He jumped from his seated position, slowly turning to face them directly.
“Oh shit,” Boris said, controlling his bodily functions to the best of his ability.
The boy still held the bloody head in his left hand. His right arm hung at his side. Though he appeared to be the average size of Afghani boys, something was off. His arms, they were growing. Slowly, but elongating nonetheless. Stretching down, hanging well below his waist.
“Impossible.” Kirov had never felt such terror.
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The boy’s gaze intensified. His expression was curious, at first. The boy began to gradually move forward in a bizarre fashion, headed directly at Kirov and his men. He nearly hobbled in a way, a strange stagger as he took a step, then another, then another.
Slowly.
Another step, then another.
Then, without warning, the boy straightened upright with a jolt, his body rigid. His wide mouth opened, a harmonic noise coming out. At the same time, the boy pulled back his left arm, extending it far behind him. He held the woman’s head, clicked his teeth, and flung it directly at Kirov and his men.
“Watch out!” Morozov screamed.
The head flew through the air, approaching fast. The Spetsnaz had no time to move, no time to think. The severed head smacked into Boris, hitting him directly in the chest. A splatter of blood sprayed the man’s face, the head slowly rolling down his body. Boris grunted, falling on his ass, his rifle clanking on a rock.
“What in God’s name is that?” Morozov blurted.
“There’s no God down here,” Kirov replied grimly.
The boy kept walking, headed straight at them. He hobbled, swaying from side to side, singing a strange song, inching closer. Both arms now hung at his sides, his body hunched, his head lowered.
Closer.
The boy clacked his teeth.
Closer.
He smiled again. The men could hear the flesh on the corner of the boy’s mouth rip even more.
“Tee-hee-hee,” the boy giggled, lurching back and forth.
Another step.
His arms still grew — four meters.
Five meters.
Six.
“This is fucking impossible,” Kirov exclaimed.
Then, at that exact moment, the boy shrieked, his scream filling the cavern. He extended his long arms, slinging them forward, stretching them out, reaching for Kirov and his men.
Growing.
Mutating.
Then, the boy charged, and all hell broke loose.
“Engage! Shoot the motherfucker!” It was the final straw. The madness was too much, and Colonel Kirov made the decision, shouting his orders.
The AK-47s cracked, barking glorious thunder, deafening the room. A barrage of bullets rained across the cavern. Flashes of muzzle blast lit the dim chamber, the crack of fully automatic fire filling the air.
But the boy moved fast. Much too fast. He leapt to the side, tucking under the high stack of piled bodies. Bullets ripped into the pile of dead bodies, shredding them to pulp.
The boy appeared on the other side, near the left wall. He reached up with his long arms, grabbing a jettison of the rock wall, pulling himself up to impossible height. He kept climbing.
The soldiers aimed again, firing once more, bullets cracking all around, bouncing off the wall, missing their mark.
The boy was quick as he skittered up the wall, racing up ten meters, scrambling along like a spider. Jumping to the side, climbing even higher. Finally, he stopped near the top of the cavern wall, fingernails digging into the stone, staring at Kirov and his men.
The boy raced forward, scouring along the side of the wall.
He came fast.
“Engage, dammit! Kill the fucker,” Kirov shouted, his ears ringing as he emptied another magazine. Everyone fired, round after deadly round.

Kirov was sure some rounds had hit, even saw a splatter of blood. It seemed to have little effect though. The boy kept coming, running along the wall on all fours. He closed the distance fast.
Thirty meters.
Twenty meters.
Ten meters.
The boy halted, a crazed grin, a wild look in his eyes. He then leapt from the wall to the cavern floor, landing in the middle of the three Spetsnaz teams.
They were shocked, frozen in terror.
The boy crouched down, looking up, drool forming on his lips, running down his cheek. His face was blistered, his eyes wide, his forehead bulging out in front of their very eyes. He giggled, one last time, clacking his teeth and wondering who he’d take first.
The boy jumped up, reaching out and lashing around a soldier’s neck. His legs fastened around the man’s stomach, hands gripping the man’s neck. The boy squeezed, his long nails digging in.
The soldier screamed.
The boy leaned in, biting off the man’s nose, digging deeper with his nails, finding the artery, pulling it from the man’s neck.
The scream was just a gurgle, the death rattle of a brave man. Blood splashed from his artery, shooting out, soaking his men, his comrades. The man staggered, falling to the ground, the boy still atop him.
Then, the boy looked up, spitting the man’s nose at Kirov’s men.
The Spetsnaz couldn’t shoot while surrounding the boy. They’d hit their own men. They couldn’t easily retreat, the room was too cluttered.
They could only stare, the brave Spetsnaz in utter shock.
The boy’s demonic grin turned to Boris, who backed up a step.
The boy sprang, slashing and biting furiously as the large man attempted to throw him off. He flailed, his efforts unsuccessful.
Crunch. Crunch.
The others could hear the boy bite into their comrade’s face.
Boris’ death came quick, the man now out of the fight.
“Shoot!” Kirov shouted. Yellow team peeled back within seconds, the men positioning themselves away from crossfire. “Shoot!” Kirov screamed again, knowing Boris’ fate was already sealed.
They unloaded, dozens of rounds pumping into the boy — the creature. Their rounds struck true, pumping dead center into his body. The impact of the 7.62 rounds did their job. The child was flung back. Hot steel hit his entire body, burrowing deep in the boys flesh. A few more bursts and the boy was down, his chest ripped open by gunfire.
The men stopped. Green team replaced their magazines, followed by Red, then by Yellow.
The boy remained on the ground, what sounded like a scream of agony coming from him. The men were almost relieved, until they realized the sound wasn’t suffering or pain, but joy. The pain of their bullets, his imminent death, pleased the boy. The child twitched, leaking fluids.
Just before the boy perished, he did one thing. In a thunderous, most un-human sound the Soviets had ever heard, the boy called out.
Moments later, he was dead.
Colonel Kirov took a few steps closer, standing over the mutilated body. He pointed his AK-47 and fired another ten rounds into the boy’s head, turning it to a pulpy mess.
He had to be sure.
Silence filled the cavern, and with that silence brought sounds from afar.
The others.
Hundreds came from the depths of the cave.
Coming from the shadows.
Ahmed led the way.
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The pilot changed his course. It took a few minutes, but it wasn’t wise to circle in the same direction over and over again. Though he felt safe, an unsettling feeling overwhelmed the young man. The sight below worried him, and he only hoped he might help. He had seen no sign of the Spetsnaz, just body parts. He would circle again to double-check. If any were alive, he’d do the best he could to provide support, even if it meant a delay on his orders to return back to base.
The pilot approached from the south this time, coming over the lower ridge, the cave to his right.
He saw movement, in the hills, on the ground.
Maybe they were alive, he hoped, though he knew better.
There were dozens now. They flooded from the cave. The others, already outside, tore at the broken helicopters, tore at the pilot’s comrades. They flung body parts to the side, appeared to be eating the men.
He’d waste these fuckers, he’d do it for his men. The pilot descended, nose down, guns ready.
Something odd caught his eye, a flash across the right of his cockpit.
Something had zipped past. Something flew directly across his nose.
The pilot yanked his head to the side, seeing an object whiz past. It was a near miss, and the pilot tilted the plane right, banking, getting a better view of down below. He would reassume attack position.
Then, something else arched high across the sky. It wasn’t as close, but close enough to make him worry.
What was it?
A rocket?
An American-made missile?
The pilot wasn’t sure. There was no contrail, no steam of exhaust, no tell-tale sign of something launched.
It can’t be an RPG, the pilot thought.
A second later and another object came racing at him. This was dead on, the pilot watching in horror as a large piece of what looked like metal screamed toward him.
The pilot reacted at just the right instant. He jammed the Su-25 to the left, hard, the object coming close, missing by only a few meters. Much too close for comfort. He yanked back to the right, circling around, eyes on the ground, eyes on the cave.
What the hell is firing at me? he wondered.
“Kilo Base, Blackbird One — I’m being engaged,” he spoke.
“Pull up, Blackbird One. Climb. Get out of there,” the order came.
This was one order he would follow. He pushed the throttle all the way, pulled hard on the stick, grunting and tightening his muscles.
“Oh, God!” the pilot screamed.
Another object approached. Something strange spinning in the air, coming directly for him. The pilot pitched the plane right, attempting to avoid it, but it was too late.
WHACK!
The sound was deafening. Metal scraped against metal. The Su-25 jolted violently, shuddering, engines choking. For a few moments, the pilot thought the plane might come apart.
A split second later and sirens echoed inside the cockpit. Dials spun, alarm bells screamed. The pilot looked down to his instruments, trying to ascertain what happen. It couldn’t have been a missile. There was no explosion.
“I’m hit. I’m hit,” the pilot called into base. “Blackbird One is hit.”
“Damage report?”
“I… I don’t know, dammit. Instruments are haywire, can hardly control it.”
“Blackbird One, you are to EVAC and head to base at once. Proceed to base!”
The aircraft shuddered again, the shock felt throughout the place. More alarms, the pilot realized he was losing oil pressure, fuel.
The engines lurched, but the pilot urged them harder. They maintained, burning hot as the pilot went vertical. The engines struggled, the wicked shimmy rattling his teeth. The Su-25 started feeling sluggish, the yolk felt slow.
The nearest landing strip was eighty miles away. The pilot wondered if he could make it that far. He climbed and climbed, eventually reaching four thousand feet, turning west, crossing the canyon high above. Once he achieved altitude, the pilot struggled to control the plane. He had to compensate, but finally maintained control. One more turn, back over the valley, and he’d be on his way home.
The plane was stable for the moment, the sheer grit, the raw talent and desire to live urged on the pilot. He banked the plane, heading back.

Once level, he jettisoned past the valley as fast as his Su-25 could take him. It took but a few seconds, and the pilot took much longer to calm down. Finally, after a minute or two of flight, struggling with the controls, the pilot looked outside. He hoped, he prayed he could just make it back. He couldn’t imagine if he had to eject. Would they even come get him? He had to make it. He had to make it out of Mujahideen lands.
Finally, far enough away from the valley to breathe a bit, the pilot decided to check the damage. Oil and gas were still leaking, flight controls were still sloppy, but he felt he could make it. The pilot looked out the right side of his canopy, seeing the damage.
A three meter long piece of metal was embedded into the side of his jet.
“Impossible,” he stated, horrified by what he saw.
A piece of rotor blade from one of the Mi-24s was lodged in his jet. It missed smashing into his cockpit by less than a meter. The right side of the plane was damaged, a gap slashed in the wing.
This was impossible he told himself over and over again. Impossible! What, who, could send such a piece of metal so high, so accurate? Impossible, he thought again. He couldn’t comprehend it, couldn’t understand the brutal truth that was so plainly obvious.
Something had thrown it.
The pilot pushed the throttle as far as it would go, engines moaning but still pushing. He sputtered across the sky, the large valley below, his comrades in pieces.
He had seen them, watched them damage metal, tear flesh, with their bare hands.
He had watched them feast.
The pilot flew toward base, silent in his misery.
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Back in Siberia, at Vector Laboratory, the mood had changed. Silenced. The KGB wondered what it would be like to report such bad news.
The scientists wondered if they’d see the light of day again.
Mikhail sat motionless, as if the transmissions were but a nightmare.
After much time, much silence, someone finally spoke.
A KGB officer, his voice grumbling, offensive, said, “Mikhail, you need to come with us. You others, stay put.”
Mikhail bowed his head. He knew what was next.
* * *
The firefight was intense. At least four killed by friendly fire. A this moment, as the enemy flooded the room, it was every man for himself.
“Retreat!” Kirov screamed, firing. “Run for the helicopters.”
They did without hesitation. Problem was, the humans — the creatures — came from everywhere. They rushed from behind, some running on two legs, some on all fours. Others scurried across the walls. Even more jumped from the shadows, leapt from the hanging lights.
The Spetsnaz ran, sprinting with all their might. They’d stop, fire, reload and run. Over and over, they killed as many as they could. But the numbers weren’t what they expected. It wasn’t a dozen or two, but hundreds. Hundreds of angry Mujahideen who moved in impossible ways.
Around corners, through rooms. With every turn came the scream of another Spetsnaz, the slaughter of these valiant soldiers.
On and on, the killing continued. Sure, they got a few, but the creatures were too many, the cave too dark, the way too far.
The remainder of Kirov’s men died honorably, though, turning to spray the last rounds from their magazines, getting at least a few before they met their demise.
All in all, they had good deaths.
* * *
Kirov alone managed to make it to the main tunnel. He raced up, his left arm ripped open, his stomach dripping blood from a puncture. He turned, fired ten rounds, and kept running.
Halfway there.
His heart raced, his breathing rapid.
He could see the light, he could see the daytime and safety and it beckoned him. It pushed him to ignore the pain, ignore the loss of blood.
Finally, Colonel Kirov reached the tunnel’s entrance. He dropped to the ground, exhausted, the blood loss too much. He pulled a radio from his pocket, clicking it twice and muttering the words, “Alpha Firebird Red, this is Colonel Kirov…” he coughed, blood splashing out. “Get out of here! That’s an order. We’re all dead. Save yourselves,” he gurgled.
Then, he dropped the radio, too weak to hold it. Kirov took another step, his eyes up, looking at the clear skies, the warm sun.
His grandfather had given him this advice once. That when the moment comes, take a look to the sky just before you die. It’s the last time you will.
And he did.
And Ahmed walked up behind him. His mouth was agape, flooded with blood and foam. Fire raged in his eyes, his breathing low.
Kirov heard him, looked down, saw his AK-47 was empty.
He sighed, taking in a fresh breath before Ahmed dragged him back into the cave.
“Grak-ta,” Ahmed grunted, pulling the Colonel back into hell, already feasting on the man.
In the meantime, his Mujahideen warriors, his mutating and raging men flowed from the cavern. They scurried down the hill by the dozens, managing the rocks with ease, on the ground in no time.
And despite the efforts of Captain Drago and his men, they were no match. The creatures came and the Soviets died, killing as many as they could before moving on to the next life.
Captain Ivan Drago remembered to save one last bullet for himself.
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General Wesley Kline was sixty-one years old and came from a long line of Army officers. He was proud of his position, proud of his command. He had worked hard to get to where he was, and if he played his cards right, he’d receive another star to his already three soon enough.
That is, if things weren’t such a mess at the moment.
This incident — the missing Delta Force Unit — was a thorn in his side. He despised most Special Forces, despised their ways, despised their attitudes and unconventional way of doing things. Who did these guys think they were? General Kline was a man who followed the rules, who believed in strict order, and he didn’t think Delta should receive special treatment. Not in the United States Army. No way! Kline preferred the structure of the rules and regulations, and felt that nobody had call to break them. He hated the way they did what they wanted — the loud music, long hair, not having to shave. Delta drove nice cars, had the best weapons. Detachment Delta fired more rounds in a single day of practice than the LA SWAT team did in a year.
Practice was fine, but Kline hated catering to them.
And even worse, Kline hated that these men weren’t under his direct command.
These past few weeks were a disaster. Ever since the Delta team went missing, Kline’s base had been in absolute chaos. He’d never seen so many bureaucrats, so many intelligence officers, so many men and women making demands, questioning his ways. The phone calls from the Joint Chiefs, the phones calls from Langley — they all annoyed him. This incident made him look bad, and the past three weeks gave him a headache. To make matters worse, the top brass weren’t happy, and this made Kline look incompetent, and he didn’t like that.
Not one bit.
If there was ever such thing as an Army elitist, General Kline was a super Army elitist. Superior at heart, he was most proud of his three stars. He felt he had earned them, though he’d never seen a day of combat in his life. Coming from a privileged military family, and with the right political connections, his career had been a good one. And despite the fact he’d never actually been in combat, he sure acted as if he had, often over-riding those who had seen combat, often putting them into place, giving orders he shouldn’t have been giving, giving advice he had no right giving.
But Kline, being a general and base commander, felt he had every right, felt he knew it all, and as long as his bosses were happy, he was happy. Since entering this hellhole known as Khost, the general had succeeded where others had failed. Though it wasn’t all his doing, he sure took credit for such matters. And even though the war effort didn’t always go according to plan, Kline’s numbers looked good on paper, and that’s all that mattered to him.
But Delta, he thought, fucking Delta.
Oh, how they pissed him off. They irritated him constantly, their knowledge, their expertise, their wild ways. They made him look bad to his own men, they made him feel inadequate, they made him feel as if he didn’t deserve the praise he often received.
But Kline tolerated them. Why? Because 1st SFOD-D were successful.
It was different in Khost. The fighting was rough, progression slow. The politicians demanded results, and over the years many base commanders had come and gone. But Kline had stayed longest, and though he didn’t want to admit it, The Unit had much to do with his success. He often turned a blind eye to their ways because of this. That is, until the incident three weeks ago.
The missing Delta team, and the return of the sole survivor.
Sergeant York.

The past three weeks had been stressful, a nightmare, actually. General Kline felt he was losing control, and he knew this incident would put the spotlight on him, for even though he didn’t directly run Special Operations, the Delta team were stationed here, at his base. Therefore, the burden was his.
The previous Delta commander, a man named McClain, had actually been decent to get along with. The two butted heads, sure, but Kline was only interested in results, and McClain’s men produced just that. They killed the Taliban, did it well. Kline allowed McClain’s men to do what they pleased, and in return, Kline could brag to his superiors and take the credit. It had been a fair trade-off.
But now with Commander McClain gone, transferred three weeks ago along with two dozen Delta Operators, things had gotten worse, not better. Kline had been given no reason for their removal, and dared not to ask. He knew one thing, though — without 1st SFOD-D around, he was now in a precarious position. These men were the best, though he’d never admit it, and Kline was beginning to feel the effects of their removal.
More attacks came, the Taliban acting more brazenly. It was as if they knew. They assaulted more vigorously, their actions bold, and these facts were hard to conceal from the top brass.
Though General Kline didn’t know the reason Commander McClain had been moved, he had signed off on the release orders himself. It wasn’t his doing, but he didn’t protest when the D-boys were sent packing. He had never thought of the ramifications, and signed the transfer paperwork without hesitation, without remorse, without thought.
Now, in some ways, he wished they were still here. The Taliban were growing worse in the region, growing more daring by the day. Kline was a man who knew that for every one of his soldiers killed, there’d be more pressure from his superiors, and though he wouldn’t admit it, he was beginning to miss them.
Especially Commander McClain. The man always got the job done, and didn’t care that General Kline received the praise for it.
Three weeks of chaos, of kissing ass. The countless entourages of military brass, inquisitive CIA, and other Alphabet agencies was annoying, sure. Their demands, and Kline’s ass kissing — well, he could handle that.
But three days ago, as things began settling down, as life went back to normal, a new team arrived.
Only six men, but another thorn in Kline’s side.
1st SFOD-D.
The Delta Force.
At first, Kline was satisfied, relieved. Better yet, there was no Special Operations commander, therefore, these six were under Kline’s direct command. They couldn’t pull that ‘speak to my superior officer’ shit. Not any longer.
Regardless, Kline still felt the pressure. The team’s leader — though The Unit had no leader, something Kline could not understand — was a man by the name of Dale Comstock. He was a man not to be trifled with, a man of exceptional skill, tremendous honor, and a man who took his job quite serious.
Immediately, Sergeant Comstock began asking to go out. To look for the missing Delta team, to do their thing and kill Taliban with a vengeance.
But Kline couldn’t risk that. It was one thing when one soldier died in combat, especially when the ‘blame game’ ultimately falls on the man in charge — himself.
But this was different. Kline couldn’t risk another missing Delta team. He knew if he allowed them out, these warriors might find trouble, and that’s the last thing Kline wanted, or needed.
They were to stay put. They were to receive no missions, and under no circumstances were they to look for the missing Delta team.
It made sense, too. There were merely six of them, and they were new to the base, new to the specific area. Commander McClain had thirty-six. Twelve had been on that mission, only one survived.
But that didn’t matter, for McClain was gone, and Kline’s reason for keeping these six men grounded was backed by those above him. They didn’t need any further instances.
These six members of The Unit despised him for it.
But there was nothing they could do. They were under orders, and despite being Spec Ops, Kline was currently in charge. Enlisted men, even Sergeants with the best combat experience, had nothing on a three star general.
This was Kline’s base. He was proud of his power, proud of his rank.
Therefore, Kline allowed them their space, their private secure area, even some of their wild ways, provided they didn’t cause any havoc on his base. As long as Kline could keep order, and look good in front of his bosses, he allowed them their extras. They ate like kings, they monopolized the firing range, some wore their hair long and dressed as if on vacation.
But Kline looked the other way. The last thing he’d allow was for them to seek revenge for their missing Delta members, even those from a different unit. At best, he’d give them guard duty, but even then there were strict rules.
The inquiries had been maddening. Fingers pointed, accusations made. Question after question. When an entire Delta team goes missing, problems arise.
Kline wouldn’t dare go through that again.
Or so he thought.
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Tap. Tap.
A knock on his door.
“Yes,” Kline responded, irritated at the interruption. He had a mountain of paperwork, had demanded to be left alone. Didn’t anyone understand how busy he was?
He was even more annoyed at the young, pimply faced Corporal. The kid’s name was Brian Davis, Kline’s personal assistant. The kid was an idiot, but served his purpose.
“They’re here, sir,” the young buffoon said.
“I said no visitors!” Kline barked.
“Sorry, General, but they seem… important.”
“They all think that. Who are they?”
“Sir, I put the itinerary on your desk this morning,” Corporal Davis muttered. “Your guests are expected, General. Apologies for not reminding you.”
“Well, you should have,” Kline said, looking up. “Dammit, Corporal!” he exclaimed, shifting through his mountain of paperwork. It was overwhelming. “I can’t find it. Who exactly are they?”
“I can’t say for certain. One female, one male. The guy looks military. The woman… I think she’s CIA.”
Kline shook his head, still shifting through his desk. Sure enough he found it, a clipboard with an appointment, at this very minute. He looked up, saying, “I’ll have to reschedule.”
“General, I think they’re spooks. They don’t reschedule. They’re demanding, sir.”
“Demanding, eh?” Kline said, eyes widening. “Well, you can tell them this. I’m the base commander here. I don’t answer to demands. If they’re spooks, take them to the other side of the runway and get them fixed up in the Spooky Barracks. There’s a nice comfy space we made for them. Seen dozens over the weeks. Thought they’d stop coming. Notify them of the location, shit, escort them there. Then let the Major know. He’ll take care of it.” Kline looked back down, beginning to work once more.
Corporal Davis coughed.
Kline looked up, “What is it, Corporal?”
“Sir, I don’t believe that’s an option.”
“Explain.”
“General, they both have Zulu Seven Clearance.”
“Are you sure?”
“Sir, we’ve checked their identifications and paperwork. It’s all in order. They’re allowed to be here, sir. I suggest reconsidering,” Corporal Davis stated.
Kline sighed, looking back to the paperwork. It said nothing of who they were, nothing of their background, and most certainly, nothing of their classification.
Zulu Seven Clearance.
Kline sighed, looking back up. “A woman, eh?” he asked.
“She’s quite beautiful, sir. But by the looks of her, she means business. After seeing dozens of intelligence officers over the weeks, there’s something different about her.”
“Can you confirm she’s CIA?”
“No, General. But I’ve seen enough to know better.”
“And the man? You say he’s Army?”
“Not sure what branch, but he looks the role.”
Kline shook his head again. Perhaps this was his superior, delivering the bad news. Perhaps his replacement. This worried him greatly.
“General, if it eases your mind, there is something familiar about the guy, though I can’t say what,” Corporal Davis said.
“Hmm,” Kline muttered, lost in thought.
The Corporal spoke again. No doubt the two were right outside, and the kid seemed nervous. “Sir, shall I summon the Major like you said?”
“Heavens no!” Kline barked. “Why would you suggest such a thing?” he asked.
The Corporal said nothing, merely bowing his head.
Kline continued, saying, “Let them in and do it quickly. Apologize for your delay.”
“Yes, General.” Corporal Brian Davis turned, hurrying from the room as Kline rose from behind his desk. He brushed some lint from his uniform, straightening his shirt, standing tall.
Just in time.
A woman and a man entered his office, and a friendly, welcoming smile crossed Kline’s face. “How might I help the two of you?” he asked.

33

“General Kline, my name is Elizabeth. I’m field director in Khost, and I’m in charge here,” the woman stated. She offered no handshake, no gesture of good will or respect.
“Um, say again, young lady?” Kline asked, stunned that a woman with a ponytail was speaking to him in such a manner.
“I’m sorry, General, I was unaware of your hearing problem. I’ll say it again, a bit more slowly. I’m in charge here. Your base will remain under your command for the moment, your missions will continue as usual. However, I have much work to do, and I expect to receive any and everything I need to do my job.”
“Which is?” Kline asked.
“At the moment, that doesn’t matter,” she said curtly. “Now, since my time is limited, let’s please excuse the offers of drinks and kissing of my ass. Have plenty of that already, and all it does is waste time.”
“Pardon me,” Kline began, flustered, “but what the hell are you talking about?” He couldn’t help himself. At first glance, all he could notice was her appearance. Though dressed professionally with her skirt to the ankles, nice blouse, hair tied back, Kline was instantly enthralled with her beauty. This Elizabeth was stunning — brown hair, perhaps five foot six, slender body with ample breasts.
Her demeanor, however, threw him off. Angered him.
“Must I say it again?” she asked.
“Listen, perhaps I’m a bit lost. Your name is Elizabeth…?” he asked, beckoning for a last name.
“Just Elizabeth.”
“And you’re from…?”
“Langley, like I stated. All special operations are now under my command.”
“Which part of Langley?” Kline asked. “Seen tons of you guys around lately. Never heard of this.”
“I’m from the Special Activities Division,” she stated.
The Special Activities, or SAD, is a division in the Central Intelligence Agency. It falls under the National Clandestine Services, responsible for covert operations.
Special Activities, as they’re termed.
There are two groups within SAD, one for paramilitary and combat operations, another for covert political activities. Both groups work hand in hand. The Political Action Group influences politics, using psychological warfare and economic and cyber warfare against the enemy.
The other division, Special Operations Group, is responsible for carrying out hostilities in enemy countries. They’re tasked with taking out any threat, by whatever means possible.
Though heard of within the upper branches of the military, the Special Activities Division is perhaps the most secretive Special Operations Force in the United States.
Zulu Seven Clearance, Kline thought.
Elizabeth waited a moment, allowing her words to sink in before continuing. “We’ve formed a task force, and will need you to do what we tell you. Now, I expect we won’t have any problems, but if we do, I’ll take over your operations. Let’s make this clear, I have full ability to do so. But the thing is, General, I don’t want to have to. Quite simply, I don’t have the time. Do what you’re told and we’ll get along. But if you get in my way, I’ll take over.”
“Listen, if you want the Spec Op boys, I’m fine with that. You’re welcome to them, actually.”
“Good. Then perhaps we’ll get along,” Elizabeth said, smiling.
“I assume you do know how few there are at the moment?”
“Six. Yes, I know. I hand-selected them,” she answered.
“I see,” Kline said, nodding. He didn’t understand a thing, but was good at pretending. “You must have some pull in Washington,” he added, a hint of sarcasm in his voice.
“More than you can imagine,” she responded.
Elizabeth turned, gesturing to the man beside her. He loomed over her, nearly six feet, two inches tall. He had square shoulders, fit and able. The man was much younger than Kline, in much better shape, too.
Kline recognized the man’s face, though he couldn’t place it. The man was stern looking, offering no handshake, no sign of acknowledgement.
How do I know him? Kline thought.
Elizabeth turned back, saying, “General Kline, this is Colonel Chad Reynolds, United States Marine Corps. He is now the Commanding Officer of your Delta team members. He’ll take over, he’ll be working with them. Colonel Reynolds answers only to me, therefore, he’s your boss too.”
“My boss? A Marine?” Kline asked, astonished.
“Your boss,” Elizabeth affirmed. “He’s been selected by me and assigned to this task force. I’ve also brought along a team of techies, two of them, Viki and Michael. They will be helping Colonel Reynolds and I, and the last thing they need is for you to get in their way.”
“I… I’ve been most helpful to dozens of intelligence officers. They’ve been here the past three weeks. I’ve done my best, received no thanks either,” Kline grumbled.
“And you won’t get any from either of us,” Elizabeth returned. “Now, you may not know me, but I assume you’ve heard of Colonel Reynolds. Am I correct on that assumption?”
“Indeed,” Kline nodded his head, looking at the stern man. The name did it.
Kline knew exactly who this man was.
“He’s quite famous, I suppose,” Kline admitted.
Colonel Reynolds was your prototypical Marine, square shoulders and square jaw. He shaved three times daily, kept polished boots and pressed fatigues. He was in his late forties, though he didn’t look a day over thirty-five. His hair was cropped, less than half an inch, his eyes bore a constant thousand yard stare. What was most impressive was that he earned his rank, full Colonel, at such a young age.
General Kline couldn’t help but stare at the Marine. He had seen him on the television, had heard the stories, assumed most were embellishments. But looking upon Reynolds now, Kline was assured every tale of the man was probably true.
The General snapped out of it, breaking the silence with a cough, finally acknowledging the man. “Colonel Reynolds, your reputation precedes you. Welcome to my base,” he said, glancing at Elizabeth with contempt. Kline looked back, reaching out his hand. Unlike Elizabeth, the Marine gripped it firmly. Kline felt as if his hand was gripped in an iron vice.
Reynolds said nothing, merely nodding at the welcome.
Kline looked back to Elizabeth. He was stunned, confused at her attitude, wishing he’d read the reports the young Corporal had set on his desk earlier. They probably wouldn’t have helped, but at least he’d have been more prepared.
“Pardon if I’m a bit surprised,” Kline said. “Things have been… strange lately. Lots of comings and goings. Lots of intelligence officers, lots of others too. Can hardly keep up with them. Hell, I’ve had more Army officers to cater to than I’d ever imagine, but I’ve done the best I can. I’m a little overwhelmed, I’ll admit.”
“General, we understand the situation is a messy one. We also understand you have much work to do,” Elizabeth said, looking around his office, yet offering no condolences.
Awards on the wall.
Medals and pictures with famous politicians.
It didn’t impress her.
“You’ve threatened to take over my command,” Kline protested. “It surely is messy, with threats like that!”
“I don’t threaten. I merely suggested that’s a possibility, and fully within my powers. For the moment, this is your show, with the exception of my team.”
“Delta,” Kline muttered.
“Correct. You have six members on base, and they’ll be under my command. Colonel Reynolds will take them over, get them off your hands. By your tone, I assume you don’t like them. That’s fine, because I don’t care. The only things I expect are for you to stay out of my way and assist us with whatever we need. As a result, we’ll do our job and be gone as soon as possible. Hell, I’ll even write you up a review and maybe you’ll get that fourth star you’ve been hoping for,” she said, still smiling.
Was it that obvious? He held it in, though, instead saying, “I’ll do my part, and hopefully your business here is brief. For your sake, of course.”
“Of course,” she said.
“The last group of intelligence officers were here for weeks,” Kline said.
“I do things different. We move fast. Once our mission is accomplished, we’re gone. You can go about doing whatever you do here,” Elizabeth stated, looking again at the wall of awards, the wall of pictures, the wall of Kline’s desire to improve his career.
“We fight Taliban here, ma’am,” Kline said, bowing his chest. “We protect our country and kill Taliban.”
Elizabeth nodded, yet not impressed. “Reports say your Spec Ops teams get the majority of the kills. They usually do.”
“Now that’s not fair,” Kline said. “Everyone here is useful, everyone here does their part. These interruptions are causing us a mess we don’t need. As you know, Khost is a hot-zone. I merely want to get back to business.”
“Fair enough. Provided you keep your ego in check, we’ll stay out of your hair. We’ll be moving to the Spec Ops area as soon as this meeting is adjourned.”
“Ah, of course,” Kline said. He faked a friendly gesture, perhaps even a smile. “A sixth of my base is reserved for Special Forces. It’s been empty for quite some time, and with only six other Delta, you’ll have plenty of room.”
“Wonderful,” Elizabeth said.
“If you ask me, it’s a waste of much needed space,” Kline added.
“I didn’t ask you,” Elizabeth remarked.
Kline ignored the comment, instead saying, “The six Delta members are there, that’s where you can find them. Plenty of space, lots of room for you — empty buildings, a control center, barracks and private offices. You’ll be comfortable there.”
“Excellent. Now, I’ll need you to provide us with a few other things. I’ll leave you a list. I’m sure it’s easy to follow,” Elizabeth said.
Kline already despised the woman’s attitude. Her good looks didn’t make up for her demeanor. Kline could sense she had no respect for him, and this bothered the man. Over the past weeks, he’d at least been able to complain to his superiors.
But somehow, Kline felt this was going to be different. Shaking his head, he muttered, “This makes no sense. You have Zulu Seven Clearance? That correct?”
“You can read,” Elizabeth said, clapping her hands. “Goodie for you.”
Kline’s face reddened. He spoke, saying, “I’ve served as base commander five years. I’ve been a three star general for two of those. I’d expect some professional respect,” Kline demanded, though he felt it came out as a whine.
Elizabeth ignored him, ignored his rank, ignored his power. She wasn’t military, and didn’t have to answer the man. Instead, she gestured to the Marine beside her, repeating, “Again, the Colonel will take over command of the six Special Operators. He’ll run the show with Delta, and he’ll report only to me. Is that clear?”
“Yes,” Kline finally agreed.
“Good. I understand you’ve been overseeing them since Commander McClain and his Operators were flown out.”
“Yes, they’re under my control… as of now, I suppose. Now they’re your problem.”
“Have you spoken to them? Debriefed them?” she asked.
“On what? I’ve received no word why they’re here. Seems nobody has. And if they know something, they sure as hell aren’t saying a word.”
“If they did, they wouldn’t tell you anyway,” Elizabeth said.
Colonel Reynolds spoke up, “Have they gone out on drills. Missions?” he asked.
“Negative,” Kline answered. “They haven’t been here long. Figured I’d let them acclimate.”
“You figured you’d keep them at bay,” Elizabeth said.
“Listen, I see no need. I’ve given them all the comforts Delta requires, plenty of range time, as much television and food as they want. What else am I to do?”
“Let them fight?” Colonel Reynolds suggested.
“With all due respect, I can’t afford another missing Delta team. And there are only six. That wouldn’t be enough even if I wanted them to go out. Now, I’ve never heard of a Marine running the show over some Special Forces guys, especially Army. It’s unheard of, but like I agreed, they’re yours. I doubt they’ll like it, though.”
“Like what?”
“A Marine calling the shots to a Tier 1 Delta Unit.”
“They will take orders from me,” interjected Colonel Reynolds, “because they respect me. If they don’t, I will make them respect me.”
“General Kline, you do know Colonel Reynolds’ reputation, don’t you?” Elizabeth asked.
“Of course. I’m only saying it to warn you. These guys are different. They’re wild, always on the verge of causing me more grief. That grief is yours now, so no sweat off me. I’m only attempting to warn you, to give you some friendly advice,” Kline said.
“The reason you are having so much trouble with Delta, sir, is because you don’t understand them. Their creed demands they leave no man behind. As long as their brothers are missing, you’re going to have difficulty,” Elizabeth answered, the Colonel remaining silent.
Kline shook his head again. “I assume, with the Colonel’s reputation, he was brought in to get them under control.”
“That’s a negative,” Elizabeth answered.
“I see,” Kline said.
“General Kline, I wouldn’t concern yourself with it. Delta are professionals, and they won’t get their panties in a wad, especially under Colonel Reynolds’ command. He’s not here to hold them back, he’s here to encourage them.”
“They’re wild!” Kline exclaimed.
“Good,” Elizabeth replied. “Exactly what we need. That means they’re hungry for combat.”
Kline nodded his head, thinking. There wasn’t much he could do at the moment. Their paperwork was in order, their classification much higher than he could dream of. Something serious was going on, and Kline hoped for answers.
Finally, Kline asked, “You’ve made it clear they’re no longer my problem, which is good, but I’d like to ask one question. Why was Commander McClain pulled? He was invaluable, as were his men. Whether I agree with Delta or not, they were important here.”
“The disdain in your voice hints you’d rather not have them here,” Elizabeth said.
She is smart, Kline thought. Damn smart. He spoke, saying, “I’m not a fan, no. But McClain kept order, something needed on a military base. As a civilian, I doubt you’d understand. I’m just curious as to why they were removed. Twenty-five who’d been here for awhile now. They knew the region, knew the people, and as you said earlier, they had a high success rate.”
“Did you not sign off on their dismissal?” she asked, tilting her head.
“I did, but it wasn’t directly my orders.”
“Why not protest it?” she asked. “If they were so valuable, why not express your concerns of losing such good men? Surely they would have listened,” Elizabeth said.
“Because their ways are bad for morale. That’s why. I run a tight ship, a base in the middle of hell. Literally, Khost is Hell! Have you read the news lately? Four bombings in the past week, one at the embassy. We receive fire multiple times a day. Everyone else on base, they see their lax ways. It’s not good. Shit, I can’t tell you how many times Delta caused us problems here, success rate or not.”
“Commander McClain and his men were needed elsewhere,” Elizabeth answered, ignoring his excuses. “That’s all you need to know. Commander McClain and his men will continue their operations in another region. It’s not of your concern, and it’s none of mine really. My current team is of my concern, though. Now, we’ll take over and do our thing and you can go back to your… paperwork,” Elizabeth said.
Kline could tell she was mocking him, but remained silent, for there was nothing he could do. Not until he found out exactly who she was, and who she answered to. Until then, he’d keep quiet, but he swore to himself there’d be hell to pay. The moment she left his office, he’d assuredly be on the phone with his superiors. They’d fix this, of that he was certain. But for now, he’d play along.
He kept calm, though flustered, and said, “Hey, no sweat off my balls. Thought the last bunch was wild, but this group is even crazier. Have fun with them. At least Commander McClain had the last batch under control. They listened to him.”
“Perhaps they were too close,” Reynolds suggested.
Kline let out a deep breath. He was overworked, had slept little, and this pair was something else. He wondered what the Marine was getting at, but kept silent on the matter. Kline took a moment, deciding on another tactic. He motioned, relaxing his body, pointing to two chairs. “Perhaps we should start over. Please, sit. Make yourselves comfortable. Perhaps a drink? A soda? Something stronger?”
The pair declined the invitation to a beverage, and remained standing.
“Okay, then,” Kline said. He decided it best to remain behind his desk, on his feet and uncomfortable.
A silence filled the air. The moment the room went quiet, both strangers across the desk simply stared at Kline, making him uncomfortable.
Had they asked a question he had missed?
A certain tingling sensation crawled up his spine, a certain feeling of… of fear.
Perhaps it was the woman’s authority.
Perhaps it was the Marine’s natural ability to intimidate. Either way, Kline felt helpless.
Kline had met many Marines in his day, he knew their type. There was indeed a rivalry between the two branches, though he’d yet to have any real problems with them. The two groups tended to steer clear of one another, and the Marines posted on Kline’s base did an exceptional job. Kline had nothing against Marines. He also had great respect for Colonel Reynolds and the man’s accomplishments.
But looking into Reynolds’ eyes right now brought about a certain fear in Kline. He couldn’t place it, didn’t know why, but he remained silent, unsure as if to speak or not.
Finally, Colonel Reynolds broke the silence by saying, “General Kline, I wasn’t brought here to take your job if that’s what you’re wondering. You’ve done a fine job here. I’m a Marine, you’re Army. I don’t want to run the show, neither does Elizabeth.”
“Understood,” Kline said, nodding. The Marine had guessed right, perhaps Kline was worried Reynolds might replace him.
“You have a low casualty rate, high success against the Taliban. Better than most of the forward operating bases in Afghanistan. I commend you for that. Not quite as good as my boys, but I’m impressed nonetheless,” Reynolds added, a hint of a smile upon his face.
Kline wasn’t sure if that was a compliment or an insult. “You’re welcome to anything you need in the Spec Ops area. Like I said, lots of space there. It’s all yours.”
“And we appreciate that,” Reynolds said.
“I can only assume why you’re here?”
“Oh?” Elizabeth questioned, tilting her head. “Which is?”
“The missing Delta team,” Kline responded.
“Well, officially that’s classified, but you’re quite astute,” Elizabeth returned.
Kline knew that was an insult.
He added, “It’s been three weeks and still no word. I’m not sure exactly what your Mission Directive says, and frankly it’s not my business. This whole incident has been a headache. Now, I’m Army, and we have a motto. We leave no man behind. I’ll have you know, I supported Commander McClain’s calls to go out and search for his men. I have over two hundred Rangers at my disposal, air support, the works. Now, if you need anything—”
“That won’t be necessary,” Elizabeth interrupted. “My team will be enough.”
Kline glared at her, his mind whirling as he attempted to figure this woman out. Elizabeth was bold, intelligent, maybe even too smart for her own good. Kline thought it strange that they’d send a woman into a combat zone. Sure, this was a protected base, but this region was one not to be trifled with. They were under attack quite often, and it wasn’t safe.
Even this Marine, a full blown Colonel, a famous one at that; Kline was surprised Reynolds wasn’t safe and secure and far from the hell that was Khost. Kline supposed it wasn’t his business. None of it was. The affairs of his superiors never were. He’d simply play good host, and perhaps this would all go away soon.
“All right, well if there’s anything else you need, feel free to ask. I don’t know what’s going on, and quite frankly, don’t care. I will remind you, this is Khost, and it’s violent here. I lost my entire Special Forces team, then gained six new Operators. They’ve hardly said a word to me, hardly acknowledged my command. Hell, they even showed up on a civilian Lear Jet of all things, a very expensive one. Sunglasses, unshaven… some with long hair even. So, they’re in your hands now, and I’m happy to release them to you.”
“That’s Delta,” Elizabeth said, an ever so slight grin crossing her face.
“I know, I know… they’re the best. They have relaxed grooming standards so they fit in. So they look like the locals, I guess. Lucky they don’t get shot by my Rangers, I’ll say, but again, matters not. I’ve offered my services, a good portion of my base — anything else I might provide?” Kline asked. A politician would have been proud of his fake smile.
“Sure,” Elizabeth answered.
“And that is?”
“Where’s your Spec Ops area?”
“Western side of the base.”
“Okay. I noticed there are two adjacent hangers. They look relatively empty,” Elizabeth said.
“Well, for the moment, yes.”
“Good. We’ll need those. And we’ll need to double the range time for my team,” she demanded. “I’ll also be pulling two of your UAV drones for surveillance.”
“Two?” Kline asked, astonished. “Look, I’d need clearance for something like that.”
“Two,” she repeated. “And I’m your clearance. I’ll also need a temporary fence installed around the area. Chain-link will do. I’ll give you until tomorrow morning. We’ll need a detachment of guards to walk the perimeter.”
“Now wait, I can do the fence, though it’s unnecessary, but guards too? Ma’am, I need every available man.”
“Six man teams will do. It’ll ensure any wandering eyes, any curious privates from taking a closer look.”
“Fine,” Kline grumbled.
“And General, one last thing.”
“That is?”
“Make the guards Marines, please,” Elizabeth said with a smile.
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Kline felt defeated. He lowered his head, baffled. Never once in his long military career had he been treated with such disdain. By a woman, no less.
Finally, Kline looked back up, asking the Marine, “What’s really going on here?”
“Like you said, a team of missing Delta Operatives is a serious matter,” she replied.
“Fair enough, but realize that six men won’t cut it. Not here. You do realize there’s heavy Taliban presence here, right?”
“We do.”
“And yet you don’t want my Rangers to help?”
“No. And if we need backup, I’m sure the Colonel here has a few Force Recon guys available.”
“That’s not fair,” Kline protested. “My Rangers do just fine.”
“Indeed, as will my team.”
“The hangers, the barracks and mess, the offices and the fence are yours. The guards, too. Marines, as you so desire,” Kline said.
“Semper Fi,” Colonel Reynolds said.
“Six guards per shift,” Kline added.
“Wonderful. Looks like we’ve come to an understanding, General,” Elizabeth said.
“I suppose, if you call it that.”
Tilting her head, Elizabeth said, “Thing is, General, you’ve already figured something out. I’m a bitch. That’s okay, you don’t have to say it because I know it. I’m the supreme bitch, actually. But I’m not completely heartless, and I’m here to get a specific job done. I understand you’re short on personnel, short on supplies. I also understand you’ve sent many requests and received little of what you’ve asked for.”
“That’s right. I’ve received shit, actually,” Kline said.
“As a gesture of good will, I’ll take care of that problem for you,” Elizabeth said.
“You will? How? I’ve requested many times, and I’m a three star General.”
“I’ll make a phone call, that’s how. I’ll bring you more Rangers, more equipment, more of whatever you need. Will that help?” she asked.
Kline’s eyes widened in surprise. “Why, yes, it very much would. You see, the Taliban are starting to push harder than normal. We’re stretched thin. We had that recent embassy bombing, a few downed helicopters, and of course the missing Delta guys. Even though it’s not official, the men and women here, they know. When a dozen Delta leave and don’t return, word spreads. I’ll do as you ask if you get me the supplies I need.”
“Great. Give it a week and you’ll have everything you need. Now, since my time important, as I’m sure is yours, let’s finish up here,” Elizabeth stated.
“What else might I help with?”
“The detachment of Delta Operators. They went missing three weeks ago, approximately two hundred miles from the base, correct?”
“Correct.”
“And what of the survivor?” she asked.
“Oh, perhaps you didn’t read the reports. There were no survivors,” Kline responded. “They’re listed as MIA, but in all honesty, we can only assume they’re dead.” The General hung his head.
“What of the survivor?” Elizabeth repeated.
Kline was taken aback, his face flush, a tingling sensation as he heard the words. “I just said—”
“The lone survivor. You’ve failed to mention him.”
“Young lady, I’m afraid you’ve heard wrong,” Kline said. “I can find the file if you like,” he offered.
“You’re lying, General,” Elizabeth said instantly. “One member survived, and he’s currently being held in custody on your base. Sergeant York.”
Kline smiled, he couldn’t help it. “You’re good. Do you play much poker, because you have a good poker-face.”
“I don’t play games. Now, how is York’s condition?”
“Physical or mental?”
“Both.”
“Well, physically he’s… okay, I suppose. A few bumps and bruises, but the medics said he’ll be fine.”
“His mental state?” she asked.
“It’s… he’s not right in the head,” Kline answered.
“He’s been interrogated many times, correct?”
“That’s right. By military, by your own CIA people too.”
“And you’ve attended these?”
“Some, yes. That is, until they took over.”
“Who else?”
“Well, Commander McClain and his men wanted to, but were moved pretty quickly.”
“I’d guess because they’d try to break him out.”
“That crossed our mind, yes. He’s in a secure location, under heavy guard. Is that why they were ordered out? Taken to another base?”
“Partially. Though they’re Delta, I don’t see them doing such a thing, even though they’d want to. It was better to remove them, emotions get in the way.”
“I suppose that was smart,” Kline commented.
“Two PhDs will do that to a woman,” she said smugly. “What of the new team? Do the current six Operators know of the incident, the details?” she asked.
“How could they not? The Unit is a tight group, I’m sure they know. Hell, everyone knows. Everyone’s pissed, too. They want payback. But to answer you directly, they haven’t seen the interrogations. I’ve received no such clearance, and opted not to share even if I had it.”
“Why is that?”
“They wouldn’t like the way your people handled the interrogations is why,” Kline said snidely.
“Was he roughed up?” Colonel Reynolds asked, concern on his face.
“You could say that. But hey, it wasn’t my doing. The guy went berserk, out of control. He’s been restrained ever since. You should see how many men it takes just to transfer him from his room to be interrogated.”
“You mean his cell,” Reynolds said with a glare.
“Call it what you want, it’s for his safety and the safety of this base. Besides, the CIA and Pentagon made that call, not me. He’s comfortable and alive, and I hope he has a speedy recovery,” Kline offered.
Suddenly, Elizabeth stood up straighter, startling Kline.
“General, if you’d humor me a bit longer, the Colonel has a few more questions for you. We’ve read the reports, seen the tapes. What we’re looking for is whatever might not be in those reports. Your opinion, actually.”
“Sure,” Kline said, “though I’m not sure if I have any information that will help. You two seem to know more than I do.”
“Perhaps, but we’d like to hear it in your own words if you don’t mind.”
“Certainly,” Kline agreed.
“Great. Now, I must go. After you debrief the Colonel, please show him the way to the new team. It’s time for him to make introductions.”
“All right, I can do that. Would you care for an escort to your barracks? As I said, they’re quite comfortable.” Kline was eager for this woman to leave his office, his friendliness quite transparent.
“I’ll need my belongings brought to my office. I’m fine by myself. I’ll be heading to the Spec Ops command center to view this last round of tapes once more. I’ll help my team set up, I’ll go through all the files once more,” Elizabeth said.
“I’ll have Corporal Davis escort you.”
“Also, a C130 will be arriving tomorrow morning,” Elizabeth said, ignoring him. “You’ll be notified when it arrives. They’ll receive priority landing clearance, and I’ll need a crew to offload its contents.”
“I thought you said it’d take a week to get my supplies,” Kline commented.
“They’re not for you,” she said.
“Oh, okay… well, consider it done,” Kline said, still trying to appease, still trying to get her out of his hair.
“You’ve been most helpful, General. Now, I’ll leave you gentlemen alone. I’ll be speaking with Sergeant York once my team is ready and I’ve watched the tapes.”
She turned to leave.
“Wait, what?” Kline asked, astonished.
Elizabeth turned back, saying, “I’ll be interviewing Sergeant York.”
“For your safety, I wouldn’t suggest doing that,” Kline responded.
“General, I hardly doubt you care much for my safety.”
“Actually, young lady, I do. York is quite violent.”
“I assume you’ll have him secured during the interview process.”
“Of course. Still… Sergeant York has undergone some form of psychosis. We think it might be post traumatic stress.”
“I’d imagine so,” Elizabeth said.
“Regardless, he’s fucking crazy, ma’am. He’ll get in your head if you’re not careful. Hell, he’d probably bite your nose off Hannibal Lecter style if you got close enough. Again, I’d reconsider.”
“I’ll take your opinion under advisement,” Elizabeth said. Then, she added, “Now, please have Sergeant York prepared for a little chat. I’ll be alone with him. Michael, my senior techie, will be outside the door along with your guards… just in case something happens. That make you happy?”
“It makes me worried,” Kline said.
“No need to be worried, I’ll be just fine. Now, if you’ll excuse me, General, I have much to do.
Kline extended his hand by habit, attempting to shake the woman’s hand once more, saying, “It was nice to meet you and I hope—”
But before he could finish, Elizabeth had turned and walked from the room.
No goodbye, no handshake, not even a nod. She merely left the room, her own mind whirling, her thoughts already on the next task. It was in Elizabeth’s nature to cut to the point, to not bullshit, to remain focused.
And most importantly, Elizabeth strived for one thing: To accomplish her mission.
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Everyone on the base had been scrambling the past three weeks. They knew something was amiss, a rumor floating around that a team of Delta went missing.
Some had seen the lone survivor.
Some had even heard his words.
Utter nonsense, most believed.
Most, but not all.
It must have been important, for the base had been under constant scrutiny ever since. Corporals were assholes to Privates, Sergeants were assholes to Corporals. The officers were uptight, everything they did, they did wrong it seemed.
Over the weeks, cars came and went. C130s, Apaches. They saw generals, politicians, and civilians. Most were ushered away quickly, most had an entourage of private security and personal aides.
Important people.
The base was tense, but to make matters worse, conflict in the area seemed to rise. They were under bombardment a few times a day. Nothing they couldn’t handle, but it seemed the Taliban knew they were flustered, deciding to take advantage of that.
The men and women were overworked, scrutinized, could do nothing right.
Fights were common.
Epic screams from officers to enlisted men.
Lots of PT.
Lots.

It was midday, warm. The guards at the front entrance to the base had seen the civilian Lear Jet fly overhead, seen it land. It was probably a twelve-seater, most likely carrying more important people. Who they were was anyone’s guess. Didn’t matter to the guards, they’d seen many. They watched from a distance as Elizabeth and Reynolds were ushered to Kline’s offices.
Things had begun to calm in the past days, slowly but surely going back to normal. Less intruders to their routine, less chaos. The Marines guarding the entrance felt the pressure like everyone else, perhaps a bit more considering they were in charge of security.
The voice of a man surprised them.
“How’s it going, boys?”
The man didn’t come from within the base. Quite the opposite. He simply appeared outside, standing on the horizontal metal bar, right in front of the sign telling the proper check in procedures, and the results of an unannounced approach.
This man, whoever he was, seemed to have appeared from nowhere. No vehicle in sight, and the guards’ line of sight was far.
And he had an AK-47 on his shoulder.
“Hey, what the hell!” a Marine called out. He raised his M16, saying, “Keep that rifle on your shoulder or I’ll pump three into you. Got it?”
“Got it, friend,” the man replied. He added, “Not looking for trouble, and my hands are right where you can see them.”
“Keep your movements slow,” the Marine warned, flexing, pulling in M16 into his shoulder even tighter.
“Indeed,” the man replied.
Three came from the left side, two in a tower above looked down, another two watching from inside a booth. Eight total, eyes wide, shocked this man was standing in front of them. Everyone rose the barrels of their rifles.
“The sign clearly says you’re to park way back there and wait for our arrival,” the Marine said, a troubled look on his face.
“Ah, yes, I can see that. Thing is, I don’t have a car. It doesn’t clarify anything about pedestrians.”
Stranger to the Marines was the look on the man’s face. He had the look of one who’d just gotten out of bed with a beautiful woman. A wide, inviting smile, smug and humorous at the same time. It was quite the opposite to the downright frowns from the MPs.
Another growled at the stranger, “Where did ya come from and what are ya doing here?”
“Ah, well… I was sent here. Just like you guys I suppose. I came from,” he turned, looking off in the distance and slowly pointing, “from that way. East, I believe.”
“That’s north,” the Marine corrected.
“Oh, I see,” the man replied, shrugging his shoulders. “I’m awful with directions.”
“You’re supposed to be here?” the first Marine asked.
“I am. Thing is, I wouldn’t want to reach for my identification and get shot. I hear Marines are pretty good with their rifles, that right?”
“Fuck yeah we are,” the Marine replied.
“Well, if you’d kindly relax your trigger fingers, I’d be happy to produce it.”
“You do that,” said another voice. Another man appeared, now the count was nine. This was a Marine Sergeant who looked like he meant business. He was square, had the look of an angry pit bull. “You show it nice and slow and tell us who you are.”
The man did as he was told, careful to reach into his pocket with only one hand, slowly pulling out a card. “Here,” he offered, extending his hand. “Got everything on it you need there, buddy.”
“All right, you just stand tight while we check you out,” the Sergeant said. He nodded to his men, who spread out, still pointing their rifles toward the man, covering the Sergeant as he neared. Once close enough he reached out and took the ID, stepping back as if the man had the plague. His eyes went to the card for a moment, then handed it back to a Private. “Check it out,” he ordered.
The Private did as he was told as the Sergeant continued glaring at the man.
“While he’s checking your entry status, I have a question for you.”
“Shoot.”
“Where’s your vehicle?” the Sergeant asked.
“Just my two legs, Sarge.”
The fact this man recognized his rank eased the Sergeant, though only a little. “No car? Out here?”
“Oh, I had one. Broke down a ways back,” the man pointed, this time toward the west. “That way, I think. I’m not all that great with engines, so figured I’d walk the rest of the way. Nice day, I needed the exercise.”
“How far?” the Sergeant questioned.
The man thought for a moment, then said, “Best guess, ten, maybe twelve miles.”
“That’s pretty far,” the Sergeant replied, unbelieving.
“I guess. You’re welcome to it if you know anything about engines. You won’t find much value in it, though. Just another piece of junk jeep. I’d imagine it’s forty years old.”
“I see…” the Sergeant trailed off for a moment. Something about this man didn’t fit, something was off about him. “Tell you what, give me the exact location and we’ll send a team to retrieve it for you.”
“Oh, I’m sure there’s not much left anymore.”
“If it broke down, I doubt any Afghani stole it,” the Sergeant said. He was attempting to catch the man in a lie, and perhaps he just had. “Unless, of course, you don’t really have a jeep out there.”
“I appreciate the offer,” the man said, “but there’s really no need. But I do appreciate the help, friend.” His face beamed again, a wide smile spreading across it. The man’s teeth were pearly white, his hair straight, blonde, a few inches in length. His skin was tan, and by the looks of him, he seemed fit and quite capable.
“Listen here, we don’t know who you are. And sneaking up on our post like that, it almost got you shot,” the Sergeant replied.
“I appreciate that you didn’t. And as for the jeep, I’ll be happy to tell you the location, but you won’t find much left.”
“And why is that?”
“Because I blew the fucking thing up,” the man said with a chuckle.
Before the Sergeant could respond, the Private came running up. He turned to the Sergeant, handing back the card.
“Well? He good?” the Sergeant asked.
“Yeah, Sarge, he’s good. Cleared to enter and then some. Top level security clearance. Zulu Seven.”
“Well shit,” the Sergeant muttered. He looked down at the identification, thumbing it over, then looking back up to the man. “You do know it’s not smart to walk up on a base like that, right?”
“But I was invited,” he replied.
“I’m not sure if you’re being funny or not, but you have a rifle slung across your shoulder. We didn’t even see you coming, which makes matters worse.”
“Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone,” the man said, still grinning.
The Sergeant couldn’t understand what this man’s deal was. Why was he smiling? What was so funny?
“What I meant was, we could have put you down like a fucking dog. And you know what? General Kline wouldn’t have minded. At best, we’d get bitched at for the extra paperwork.” The Sergeant held a permanent frown, a grimace that tightened his face, gritted his teeth.
“Well, that’d be a damn shame if you had,” the man replied. “I figured the shirt would be a giveaway.”
“To what?”
“That I’m not Taliban. Doubt they wear Hawaiian shirts.”
The Sergeant shook his head, frustrated. This man showed no respect for them, no fear of the eight. This made him wonder who this fellow could be, for most would have been scared shitless. The man was polite and cordial, even attempting humor. The smile seemed genuine, almost as if this man enjoyed being here. He sighed, then the Sergeant looked down to the ID card again, asking the Private, “You sure it’s good?”
“Ran it three times, Sergeant. He’s not on the itinerary, but he’s allowed in.”
“Guess I’ve seen it all now. Generals, CIA, private contractors. But this takes the cake. They don’t usually dress like you do, and sure as hell don’t arrive without transportation. Why aren’t you on our entry sheet?” the Sergeant asked the man.
“Couldn’t tell ya.”
“Well, I don’t know who you are, or why you’re here, but you’re cleared to go in.”
“And I didn’t even get shot,” the man replied. “Looking like a good day so far now, isn’t it fellows?”
They all nodded strangely at him.
“You might have a few problems coming in here like that, cleared or not,” the Sergeant said, looking the man over.
“Oh?” the man asked curiously. “Why’s that?”
“Dressed the way you are, firstly,” the Sergeant warned.
“I forgot my BDUs,” the man replied. “Besides, this is my favorite shirt.” He grinned at the Sergeant. He wore a typical white and blue Hawaiian pattern shirt, the kind that could be purchased on any corner store near a beach full of stoners and surfers. He wore khaki shorts, and of all things, sandals upon his feet.
“Well, I’m just warning you that what you’re wearing might get you in some trouble,” the Sergeant said. “Now…” the Marine paused, looking back down to the ID, then up and saying, “you know, I didn’t get your name.”
“I’m Stan,” the stranger said, the smile still wide as he extended out his hand in a friendly manner. “It’s nice to meet you, Sergeant,” he said.
The Marine took his hand by habit, shaking it.
“Well, Stan, here’s your ID back,” the Marine said. “Welcome to Khost.”
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All nine Marines relaxed — somewhat. Perhaps it was confirmation of the man’s clearance, perhaps his demeanor. His attitude and friendly nature caught them off guard, even lightened their mood a little. This didn’t keep them from watching him closely, but their rifles slowly lowered, their bodies less tense.
The Sergeant continued, his tone a bit more casual. He was perhaps amused a bit, wondering how this situation would work out. “Well, Stan, it’s like this. The base commander is a man named Kline. A three star General, I’ll add. Kinda a big shot, if you know what I mean.”
“He’s important. Got it,” the man noted.
“Well, I can promise you this. General Kline wouldn’t take kindly to your, um, appearance. I’d venture a wild guess that none of the officers here will. Even the civilians dress up nice. Suit and tie sorta thing.”
“Well, they must not know much about fashion. Hawaiian shirts are the in thing,” the man joked. “Besides, it’s too hot for a suit.”
The Sergeant actually laughed. It had been a boring day, a tense few weeks, and something about this man brought a moment of normalcy. The man made him curious, this Stan guy, dressed in his Hawaiian shirt and shorts, his AK-47 rifle with EoTech sights slung across his back as casually as a walking stick.
“Well, perhaps they don’t know fashion, but there are still dress codes here. If General Kline saw you, he’d think you were mocking him.”
“It’s just the way I dress.”
“There’s no beaches here.”
“So I hear,” the man replied.
“All right, just don’t say you weren’t warned,” the Sergeant said. “Don’t know who you are, but I hope you’re important. Otherwise, some snot-nosed officer trying to make a name for himself will sure as hell give you grief.”
“I doubt that,” the man replied.
The Sergeant grinned, beginning to figure it out. “I’d ask who you are or who you’re with, but I’d guess you wouldn’t tell me, so I won’t try.”
“Probably smart.”
“There’s been lots of comings and goings lately — that’s the reason we didn’t shoot ya. Figured some civilian contractor that got lost. Shit, who knows these days.”
“Again, glad it didn’t go down that way. Lots of ladies who’d be angry if you killed me.” The man winked, grinning again.
“Ha!” the Sergeant chuckled. “Well, good luck then, Stan. You’re cleared to enter the base. Just watch out for the officers until you find a suitable change of clothes. Otherwise, expect some trouble.”
The man’s grin broadened. And he didn’t leave, instead taking a moment to look up into the hot skies, look out to the rough terrain. He lingered, as if wanting more dialogue. It was as if he understood these Marines, as if he were one of them in a way.
What was it with that smile? What was so funny?
Why would a man be so happy to be here?
“In all honesty, I’ve been a bit bored lately,” the man named Stan said. He looked past the gate, into the wide open base. It was large, a jet currently landing, an Apache attack helicopter taking off in the distance. “Had a long drive, ya know. Came from Kabul, and that piece of shit jeep wouldn’t do over forty. Roads suck here, too. But you know this.”
“So you weren’t lying about the jeep?” the Sergeant asked.
“Hell no. Piece of shit.”
“And you drove from Kabul? Alone?”
“Sure did. Like I said, pretty uneventful… except when it broke down, that wasn’t fun.”
“I suppose not. Take any fire?” the Sergeant asked. He was astonished. This man had traveled where no man ought to alone, and by his accent, the Marine could tell he was indeed an American.
“Oh, I did while I was checking under the hood. Like I said, I’m not all that great with engines.”
“How many?”
“Four.”
“Four? And you made it out alive, eh?”
“Unless you’re talking to a ghost, Sarge. Sure did. But the rest of the walk wasn’t so bad. Nobody tried to kill me at least. Like I said, it’s been a bit boring lately.”
The Sergeant was beginning to like this man.
All the Marines were.
“Well, I’d say you’re lucky. Lots of ragheads in Khost. It’s the hottest region in Afghanistan.”
“I think I heard something about that,” the man said as if trying to remember being told such.
“Ha, I hope you’re kidding. You’d better be prepared if you’re going to go outside these walls. Shit, Taliban everywhere. IEDs on the roads, ambushes. We catch fire a few times a day, man. Like I said, it’s the hottest region in this fucking war.”
“And that is why I wore my shorts,” the man said.
All nine Marines broke into laughter — the man was funny — and if his story was straight, they respected him. Not a single one of them would be caught out alone.
Not in Khost.
“I guess so,” the Sergeant said. There was something about this guy that the seasoned Marine couldn’t place. Who’d travel here alone? he wondered. “Well, keep your head down if you go out again. I’ll admit, you got the slip on us. Didn’t see you until it was too late,” he glanced around at his men. “We need to work on that.”
“Don’t worry about it. Won’t say a word. You guys are probably overworked, and shit happens. You’re doing just fine,” the man assured.
“We’re usually ready,” the Sergeant continued. He felt as if he needed to explain why they hadn’t seen him. “Shit, we get hit heavy sometimes, especially these last few weeks.”
“Why’s that?”
“Oh, like I said, lots of people coming and going. You can’t hide it, helicopters and planes taking off and landing. It’s obvious to them, and for some reason, when we’re active, they’re active. They travel in packs too, though usually we keep ’em pretty far away.”
The man turned, looking in the distance. “I’d say what, five hundred meters?”
“Yeah, that’s about where we see ’em.”
“Allowed to engage that far out?”
“No. Not unless they fire, or we get visual from a helicopter. This base is so busy, you never know who’s coming in.”
“Yeah, there’s some politics that go along with that,” the man stated.
“Yes, there sure are,” the Sergeant agreed.
“You send out roaming patrols though, right?” the man asked. He was relaxed, not in a hurry by any means. His laid-back demeanor was confusing; it seemed he didn’t care that he was in the most dangerous place in the world at the moment. It was as if he were on vacation, or relaxing at home watching a ball game.
“We do, but doesn’t matter much,” the Sergeant answered.
“Why’s that?”
“The Major.”
“Yeah, Major Fucktard,” one of the Privates exclaimed.
The Sergeant shot him a glare, turning back to the man and adding, “He keeps our patrols close, and on the same schedule every day. So what the Taliban does is wait until our patrol finishes its route. Then they come out, pop off a few rounds, maybe an RPG or two, and take to the hills. They do it quick and are gone before we can mobilize.”
“You don’t have a fast action team?” the man asked.
“We’re it, but first we have to get permission. We ask the Major, he asks General Kline. If the order is given to go looking, it’s way too late.”
The man could sense the frustration, the disdain in the Sergeant’s voice. “That makes no sense,” he stated.
“I’m of no opinion,” the Sergeant answered.
“Yeah, but I am. You guys are Marines, correct?”
“Yup.”
“Well, you should be out killing, not sitting here getting your combat-jack and playing games with permission. Shit, the Sergeant on duty should have that call, not the base commander,” the man said.
“Don’t make a lick of sense,” the young Private said, speaking out of line once more. “Them ragheads can fucking shoot at us but we can’t kill many of them. Our job is just to keep them at bay is all.”
The Sergeant turned again, glaring at the Private. The kid would have hell to pay later for speaking without permission.
The stranger noticed this, saying to the Sergeant, “Ah, don’t hold it against the kid. He’s just as frustrated as you are, I’m sure. He’s a Marine, like you. Wants some action is all.”
“I suppose,” the Sergeant muttered, his anger at the Private lessening.
To further deflect the pressure, to help out the kid who only wanted to fight for his country, the man said, “This Major… Fucktard is his name? He the one holding you boys back?”
“His name is Major Becker. He’s head of base security, among other things.”
“Marine?”
“Shit, I wish. He’s Army. Makes it even worse.”
The man nodded, looking around, then saying, “Tell you what, maybe I can talk with him a bit. It be nice if you guys could extend your perimeter a bit, maybe change up the patrols?”
“Ha!” the Sergeant bellowed. He couldn’t help himself. “I don’t think he’d listen, and I don’t think you want to run into him right now. He’s been in a bit of a mood lately, and like I said, the way you’re dressed might piss him off.”
“Oh, I see,” the man said, acting impressed, though he was far from it. “He must be a hard-ass. Let me guess, he’s the resident Rambo of the place, right?”
“Likes to think he is. He’s a dick, that’s for sure. Army ordering Marines, never thought that’d happen,” the Sergeant replied.
“Well, I’ll give it a shot anyway. Since you boys been so polite and all. And if he won’t hear out my suggestion, perhaps his boss will.”
“General Kline is his boss and I can tell you he won’t go for it either. Unless you’re the President of the United States in disguise, he won’t hear it.”
“Political around here, eh?” the man questioned.
“Lately, yes. Lots of activity, like I said. The big brass, private contractors and civilians. The works. Polo here says he thought he saw a Congressman, though I call bullshit.”
“I did,” the Private who had interrupted earlier defended. “Well, pretty sure.”
“That’s it,” the man said, understanding. “Your base commander is afraid of embarrassment. Afraid of hitting back, so he’s playing it safe.”
“I won’t comment on that,” the sergeant said. “It’s just the rules, and we play by them,” he said, though he completely agreed. He still didn’t know exactly whom this stranger was. “I seriously doubt General Kline will listen to anyone about the matter, but you’re welcome to suggest it to him. We’d love the action. Might sleep better if we could keep them fuckers more than a thousand meters from the base.”
The man looked at the sergeant, his face suddenly serious, his eyes telling the same tale. “I’ll have you guys running wider patrols within twenty-four hours.”
“You must be important if you have that sort of pull. Even the Spec Ops guys tried for us. Kline refused.”
“Oh, I have a bit of pull. Twenty-four hours. And guys… do me a favor, will ya? When you do go out, hit ’em fucking fast and hard and make it hurt. Do it ’cause you guys are Marines.”
The sergeant grinned, “Hoorah!” He studied the man, still not placing him. He wasn’t dressed in military attire, nor normal civilian clothes. Even the Operators dressed regional, but this man stuck out. But there was something about him the Sergeant liked. His casual attitude, his genuine friendly nature. Finally, as he could tell the man was about to move along, he decided to ask, “You Marine Corps?” he asked, hopeful.
“No, I’m a mechanic. I’m here to get some of those engines spruced up. The sand does numbers on them. Now boys, I gotta run. Have fun,” the man said with a grin as he passed.
“Huh?” the Marine paused, then added, “Thought you weren’t any good with engines.”
The man turned back, a wide grin. “Pretty good at plumbing, too. Keep up the good work, Sarge,” he said.
“I… I will. It was nice to meet you…” he paused, holding the man’s name at the tip of his tongue. It had slipped his mind, something simple like Ted or Bill.”
“Steve,” the man replied.
“Ah, that’s right. Well, Steve, have a good day. And keep clear of the major,” the Sergeant reminded, “he’s been moody lately.”
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“Morning, boys,” the man said, still smiling as he continued on to the base. He passed rows of trucks, tanks, entering the long lines of parked helicopters. A group of mechanics gathered outside one of the many hangers.
“Um, can we help you?”
“That’d be great! I’m looking for your command center. General Kline’s office? I’m sure you’ve heard of him.”
“Um, yeah, we’ve heard of him,” one said, looking at the stranger with wide eyes, a surprised look on his grease covered face. The man’s appearance was baffling. “Go past the hangers there,” the young kid said. “But if I were you, I’d go around the side. That way.”
“Oh? Why’s that?”
“Well, the Major’s office is in that left hanger. I’d skip it and hope he doesn’t see ya.”
“Oh, the Major. That’s right, I’ve heard of him. Sounds like a nice guy.”
A few of the mechanics chuckled. They were stunned at this man’s behavior, looking at him oddly. The same kid, no more than twenty years in age, replied, “Well, you might be too late. There’s the Major now, and he’s headed this way.”
The man turned, seeing the Major in the distance. He gazed for a moment, then looked back to the huddle, seeing the apprehension on their faces. “Wonderful! I’ve been looking forward to meeting him. Hear he’s a nice fellow.” Then, the man extended his right hand toward the kid.
It took a few moments, but then the kid gestured to his hands. They were filthy, caked in grease and sand. But the man had no complaint, keeping his hand extended.
The kid smiled, reaching out and shaking the stranger’s hand, coating it with grease.
“Nice to meet you guys. Name’s Michael Tomis. Keep up the great work,” the stranger said, still smiling as he turned sharp on his heels, AK-47 slung across his back, walking directly toward the approaching Major.
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“What in the fuck are you doing?” The Major stared as the man approached. He marched right up to the man, huffed his chest, taking deep breaths as if hyperventilating.
“Just taking a stroll.”
“Excuse me?”
“Just walking, man. Admiring the base. What can I help you with?”
“I…” the Major was momentarily at a loss for words.
“Though I’m not sure if there’s much I can do to help you. You see, I just got here. But nice base. I like watching the planes take off,” the stranger said, grinning.
“Now just who the fuck are you?” the Major demanded.
“Name’s Joel. Not sure if I’ve met you yet, but heard great things. Heard you’re a real nice fellow.”
“Now you listen to me,” the Major began. He was flustered, angry, a vein in his neck bulging. The man was a massive African American, shaved head, rippling muscles. His uniform was neatly pressed, his shoes shiny; the Major wore his uniform with great pride, and was appalled by this man’s appearance. He continued, “I’m Major Becker. I’m second in command here, and I’m also in charge of base security. Now give me your identification so I might report you.”
The man dug in his pocket with his left hand, producing his ID, handing it over. He had an amused look on his face.
The Major snatched the ID, glanced down, eyes back on this intruder. “Is something fucking funny to you? ’Cause where I stand, there’s absolutely nothing funny about this!” he barked.
“I’m sorry, perhaps I heard you wrong… your name is Major Pecker?” the man asked, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Like the nine inches between my legs sorta thing?” he added.
The Major was beside himself. He tensed up, controlling himself so not to mop the tarmac with this man’s face.
“Becker!” the Major shouted. “Major Thomas Becker, and I’m second in command here.”
“I think you said that.”
“Well, you damn well better remember my name. When I’m done with you, you’ll never forget it.”
“I’ll never forget someone whose last name is Pecker.”
“Becker!” the Major screamed. “What the fuck are you doing? Who the fuck are you?” His face was mean, his eyes glaring. He had the look of a soldier who had seen little action and needed to make up for it with a showcase of toughness.
“I told you, name is Michael. Just taking a stroll through your base, Major Pecker.”
“Dressed like a homeless bum?”
“It’s the new thing. Some people, they just don’t understand fashion,” the man replied.
“Carrying your rifle like that?”
“Yup.”
The Major stared at the man, a nasty look on his face. For a moment, the man felt the Major might have a heart attack and die at this very moment. He hadn’t seen anyone this angry in a long time.
The Major began to reach out, to grab the man and give him an epic beating. But something stopped him. The man’s eyes were confident, a bit wild. Something about this stranger named Michael didn’t sit right with the Major. Instead, he stared back at the identification card. It was white, the size of a credit card. It had a strip on the back, an RFD chip embedded. On the front was the man’s picture, a security number, and nothing else. On the surface, the identification seemed normal. The Major had viewed many, especially these past three weeks. Problem was, this card had no name, no rank, no military branch or identifying marks that told him exactly who this man was. Under the security numbers, three words caught his eyes—
Clearance Level: Zulu.
The Major ignored it for the moment, looking back up, a grimace on his face.
The stranger held up his hands, saying, “I know, I know… I look much younger in person.”
“Excuse me?” the Major asked.
“I said that picture makes me look older. Reminds me, anyone I can complain about that to? Shit, that’s right, you’re second in command. Think you can get me a new picture?”
“You want me to… get you a new picture? Huh?”
“That’d be nice. Ya know, to impress the ladies?”
“You listen to me, and you listen closely. I don’t know who you are, but your attitude is close to getting you tossed into the brig. You sure this ID isn’t a fake? You sure I shouldn’t have you shot… maybe you’re Taliban,” the Major said, a wicked grin on his face.
“Well, your MPs cleared me. They also tossed around the idea of shooting me, but again, I’m much too good-looking.”
“You might have permission to enter this base, and you can be assured I’ll double check your status. But you come in here like this! Dressed like some California bum, carrying your rifle in an unsafe manner? You have questions to answer, and you better start talking!”
“Major, perhaps you should settle down.”
“Michael, or whatever the fuck your name is, you are now going to be placed under arrest!” the Major chimed.
“It’s Jerry, and Major, before you make a big mistake, I suggest you take a better look at my ID,” the man suggested.
The Major glanced back down, annoyed, unsure as to what he was looking for. Then, he saw it again. This time it made sense.
Zulu Clearance.
The Major’s expression changed, though he was still angered. “Let me guess, you’re either CIA or another Spec Op. As if we need more of you around here,” he said, sarcastically. “Fine, but that doesn’t matter. We still have rules here. Everyone obeys them, and everyone so far has followed them but you.”
“First time for everything, I suppose.”
“And the guards let you pass carrying your rifle that way?” the Major asked, grunting under his breath.
The man shrugged his shoulders, saying, “What could they do? I have clearance. Now, Major, I’d suggest you also let me pass. I have business to attend to.”
“That rifle hot?” the Major asked, ignoring him.
“Only when I’m shooting it.”
“An AK-47, eh? Something the Taliban would carry,” the Major said, still suggesting this man could be the enemy. At least enough to have him detained and questioned. Major Becker would enjoy that.
“I really don’t care who you are. Even the President can’t show up with a loaded weapon.”
“I’m not the President. Name’s Jairren, though we already went through that. Major, I suggest you relax a bit. Can’t be good for the ol’’ blood pressure. I understand your predicament, and I’m a fair guy. I’ll even help you out a bit.”
“You’ll help me, eh?” The Major smiled curtly.
“Well, as you can see, lots of people watching right now.” The man gestured back, and sure enough dozens of groups of mechanics, pilots, other personnel were watching. They were curious, as they’d all dealt with the Major’s wrath before. His constant lectures on rules and discipline — they’d heard it a million times. They always obeyed, but this man, he seemed to not care. They wondered how this stranger would fare.
Without a doubt bets were quietly being made.
“You see, they’re expecting an epic ass-chewing. So, you can pretend you’re yelling, and I’ll pretend to care. You have ten seconds… go!”
“What the fuck! Listen, you better give me a reason why you’re carrying your weapon that way. Why it’s not a standard issue M-16, or M4.”
“It’s more comfortable, and I like AKs better. Three… two… one. All right, Major, it’s been nice, but I do need to get moving,” the man said. He reached out his hand in a friendly gesture. “Major Pecker, name’s Jason, and it’s been a pleasure.”
By force of habit alone, the Major reached his hand out. His shock, his lack of words, caused him to naturally take the man’s right hand. He shook the stranger’s hand, feeling his tight grip.
Moments later, they unclasped. The Major looked down, seeing the black grease now covering his hand.
“Oh, sorry about that,” the man apologized.
“You must be either the cockiest guy alive, or the dumbest,” the Major replied. “I’m a Major, you’re a nobody. I answer only to General Kline, and once he finds out about this, there’ll be hell to pay.”
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“Major, I tend to think I’m a pretty nice guy. And might I make a suggestion?”
“What?” the Major said, rolling his eyes, wishing he had a handkerchief to wipe his greasy hand with.
“It would be smart to let your patrols wander out a bit. They’d keep the Taliban jumpy if you let them do their jobs.”
“Base security is my business, not yours,” the Major responded.
“Just lending a helping hand. I’d hate for your boss, Kline you said? I’d hate for him to get his ass chewed for being a pussy.”
“Excuse me? He’s a three star general and you just called him what?”
“Well, his bosses would be most displeased if they thought he wasn’t willing to engage the enemy. Especially since they get in pretty close at times. Figure it’d make you look good if you suggested it. I think by tonight, you should have patrols pushing out. Maybe another thousand meters? That’d keep them on their toes,” the man suggested.
“Now you look here! You may be important, you may not. Doesn’t matter in my book. You’re carrying a hot rifle over your shoulder and look like a beach bum! You’re on my base, and you’re giving me suggestions? Unbelievable,” Major Becker shook his head.
“Well, I do like the beach,” was the reply. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get moving along. My gear will be arriving later today on the next transport. Be a good boy and make sure it appears in my quarters once it arrives.”
“I’ll do no such thing.”
“Oh, you will, Major. And you’ll let the Marines be Marines and give ’em some more distance and let them do some killing.”
“I can’t believe I’m hearing this shit. I’m going to report you!”
“You do what you feel is necessary,” the man said, reaching out and snatching back his identification card from the Major. “You’re welcome to take up any issues with my commanding officer.”
“And who exactly is that?”
“Whom,” the man corrected.
“What?”
“It’s whom, not who. And I don’t know who he is yet. Haven’t met him, but I’ll let ya know when I do.”
“General Kline will have your ass. I’ll let you go for now, but only because you have security clearance. But I promise you, this isn’t over. Not by a long shot.” The Major stared in disbelief. He’d never been spoken to by anyone in such a manner, especially on base. He contemplated what to do, but the fear of this man’s possible connections could land him in trouble, so he refrained. The Major would report it to General Kline immediately. That is, once he washed his hands. Surely, the General would put this man up on charges.
By the time he snapped from his thoughts, the man was already walking past. As he did, he said, “Time to go now. Been nice talking with you Major Pecker. We’ll catch up soon, I hope.”
“We most certainly will, Jason.”
“Jacob,” the man corrected, continuing past. He walked as if on a morning stroll, enjoying a gentle breeze as he gazed at the tarmac to his right and the hangers to his left. He whistled a song, quite happy in his element.
The Major turned, red-faced and embarrassed. He started toward the command center, to speak with General Kline. But before doing so, he stopped, seeing a small cluster of soldiers, huddled and laughing.
“There will be hell to pay,” the Major muttered to himself, marching briskly in their direction. “Hell to pay!”
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General Kline closed the door after Elizabeth left. He walked back to his desk, sitting down with a sigh. He rolled his eyes, saying to the Marine, “That woman is something else.”
“You don’t know the half of it,” Colonel Reynolds said.
“She always this way?” Kline asked.
“Don’t know. Just met her a few days ago,” Reynolds replied. “She would have made a good Marine.”
“Maybe so. I guess whoever put her in charge knows best.”
“I’d think so. My sources tell me she’s a go-getter. Pretty important, too.”
“Any clue who she answers to, or none of my business?”
“No clue, really. But I do know this: The director of the CIA, the NSA, and the Secretary of Defense know her on a first name basis. From what I’ve heard, they’d go down on a donkey to keep her happy.”
“Shit!” Kline said, grinning and shaking his head. “Figures. And just when I thought most the bureaucrats had left.”
“She’s much more than that, General.”
“Well, either way, I’ve known a lot of women, but that gal takes the cake.”
“Ha! Sure does,” Reynolds said, chuckling. “Now, earlier you offered a drink…”
“Sure thing. Water, juice? A soda?”
“Perhaps something a bit stronger,” Reynolds suggested. He sat back in his chair, combing back his gray hair, smile on his face.
“Now you’re talking,” Kline said. He pushed a buzzer, speaking into a phone. Within minutes, a frumpy woman entered the room. She was flustered, her hair ragged, her fat rolls making her shirt seem un-tucked.
“Here’s your bourbon, General Kline,” the woman, Private Colleen Anderson, stated. “And here’s two glasses.”
“Thank you, Private.”
“Would you gentlemen care for ice? A mixer?”
Kline looked to Reynolds, who shook his head.
“No, Private Anderson. That’ll be all.”
The woman left the room briskly, waddling across and closing the door softly.
Kline poured the shot glasses full, looking up as the woman’s large rear disappeared, saying, “I swear, they give me complete buffoons.” Kline handed the drink over the desk, saying, “Nothing to chase it with?”
“I’m a Marine,” Reynolds replied.
“Fair enough,” Kline said, pouring his own only half full. He raised his glass in the air, saying, “To the Marines.” It was a gesture of good-will, for this man was not only a legend, but seemed gracious and understanding. Kline expected a counter toast to honor the Army.
“To the Marines,” Reynolds replied. He put the glass to his mouth, downing the large shot in a single swallow. “It’s pretty good. Real smooth.”
Kline took a sip of his own, saying, “The perks of being a general, I suppose. Now, what base did you come from?”
“Ah, somewhere a bit farther north. Near the Russian border.”
“And you’re the commander there last I heard, correct?”
“I am. Been battalion commander there for about four years now. Yourself?”
“I’ve moved around. Been in Khost two years. Wasn’t too bad in the beginning, but things have gotten hot. Especially lately.”
“I read your file,” Reynolds said, extending his glass, Kline refilling it. “From the reports, looks like you’re running a good show, General,” he complimented. “Once we’re done here, we’ll get out of your hair and let you keep up the good work.”
Kline nodded, saying, “I appreciate that, Colonel. Coming from you, that’s quite kind. I’ve heard of you, your reputation. I might be a military elitist, a snob at times, but I don’t have beef with the Marines like others do. I don’t buy into that pissing contest. I respect the Marines. Shit, your boys have saved my Rangers a few times even.”
“That’s good to know. Our differences shouldn’t matter. We’re in this fight together.”
“We see eye to eye, then. Good. And seriously, I’m impressed with your accomplishments. Your boys kick some ass. Nice to have Marines on base, even if the Major doesn’t always appreciate them. I’ll say this, I have a few under my command, and they’re good at their job. It’s the Air Force boys who are lazy. Laziest I’ve ever seen. But your boys, they’re good. Real good soldiers,” Kline complimented, attempting to kiss the man’s ass.
“Marines,” Reynolds corrected.
“Pardon?”
“They’re Marines, not soldiers.”
“Right,” Kline acknowledged. “Anyway, they do very well. They serve under Major Becker. They do a good job of keeping our border secure.”
“How many do you have here?
“Oh, I…” Kline hesitated, shifting through papers as if he had it somewhere.
“Forty-eight,” Reynolds answered for him.
“Yes, that’s right. It gets overwhelming, as I’m sure you can imagine. Leading hundreds of men is a full time job.”
“It is. What’s their patrol schedule?”
“Two teams of eight every twelve hours.”
“They ever go out on patrol?”
“Never, Colonel. They’re tasked to guard the entrance. Farthest they get is a few hundred meters.”
Reynolds scowled at this, saying nothing.
Kline cleared his throat, attempting to avert the subject. He’d been under scrutiny lately for not being aggressive enough.
“You’ve had a successful career. You’re not a desk jockey, like me. You like to get your hands dirty.”
The Marine merely nodded.
“Humble, too. You’ve no doubt served in combat. I can’t say the same for myself,” Kline said, embarrassed.
“I’ve served. Started as an enlisted man. Only later did I attend officer’s school. Worked my way up, but still appreciate a good fight. Figure if I’m to order my men in, I should have done the same.”
Kline raised an eyebrow. “Ah, that’s wise. You garner your men’s respect. Few officers go that route. I’m sure your men respect you.”
“Figured I’d need to know a sergeant’s job firsthand before giving one orders myself. I was a Major during the Gulf War, a few other things not made public, too. Made Colonel and requested to be sent to Afghanistan once this mess began.”
“You requested it, eh?”
“It’s my job,” the Marine said frankly. “Until we accomplish a victory, I’ll remain. Or at least until we’re ordered out. If my boys are here, so am I.”
“You think that’ll ever happen?” Kline asked, genuinely curious. “Think we’ll win this war?”
“No. We’ll be here forever,” Reynolds admitted.
“I’m afraid you’re right. Well, maybe we can get the job done. With your Marines and my Rangers, we’re doing okay. But what I don’t understand is this: You’re a Colonel, young one too. You lead a battalion, but for some reason, you’re here. Why is this, Colonel, if you don’t mind my asking?”
“Few reasons, I suppose,” the Colonel said. He had a certain drawl in his voice, though Kline couldn’t place it. “I was Force Recon, Scout Sniper, all those fun things. My background is to dig a hole and kill from a distance. I even worked for the DOD on a few occasions, a few black ops projects. Guess they needed my experience on this one. But then again, it’s anybody’s guess as to why I’m here,” Reynolds told.
“No offense, but isn’t this situation Army business?”
“Not any more. CIA took over. Special Activities Division. And like the woman said, Elizabeth is in charge.”
Kline nodded, trying to accept it, trying to understand it. He was quiet for a moment, deciding to change the subject. He was fascinated with the man before him. He’d met many Marines, but this one was a big shot. A legend. Kline finally spoke, slowly sipping on his drink, saying, “I read you placed two times in the thousand yard competition. That’s impressive.”
“Three times, actually. I came in third the first two times. Second last year. Missed it by a few millimeters,” Reynolds said.
“Second is good.”
“Second isn’t first.”
“Who beat you?”
“Guy named Swagger.”
“Not sure if I know the name. A Marine?”
“Yeah, you could say that,” Reynolds said with a grin. “Gunnery Sergeant, retired now, but damn can he shoot. Did some time in ’Nam.”
“I see,” Kline said, nodding. “I even hear you go out on patrol from time to time. That true?”
“Sure is.”
“They allow that?”
“Well, I have a few excuses to get me off base. Besides, there’s nobody really there to tell me what to do, and of course I don’t tell them. Though I’m sure they know,” Reynolds chuckled. “Sometimes a Colonel needs to travel. Ya know, to meet with the locals? Inspect some of our other bases. Stuff like that.”
“You could always fly.”
“That takes the fun out of it. Hard to get into a fight when I’m in the air.”
“So you like it? Combat?”
“Sure. It’s nice to get some action. I’m still a Marine,” Reynolds said.
“Well, I guess that’s why you’re here. Now, I’ll let you in on something. No offense, but I can’t understand why they’d put a Marine Colonel in charge of Delta, but they must have their reasons. These guys, they’re different. They’re not disciplined like your Marines, or my Rangers. Sure, they can fight, but they don’t care much for formalities, for the rules. They grow their hair long, grow beards, don’t press their shirts. Even had a Sergeant, Comstock is his name — he told me to fuck off the other day. Pissed me off, but my superiors don’t seem to care,” Kline complained.
“Ha!” Reynolds chuckled. “They’re Tier One, so I guess there’s not much you can do.”
“They’re rogues, Colonel. Cowboys with few rules. At least McClain had ’em under a tight grip, somewhat under control. But he’s gone, and this new group is… different.”
“How so?”
“Extreme. Wild. They fuck off and eat whatever the fuck they want. Then, sometimes at night, they’ll go on what they call patrol. Even though I’ve ordered them to stay on base, doesn’t matter. They just sneak off.”
“That’s common for guys in The Unit.”
“In shorts and t-shirts?”
“Ha! Whatever is comfortable, I guess.”
“They come and go as they please, sometimes they don’t even exit our gates. Think they climb fences just to piss me off.”
“Who’s in charge?”
“Sergeant Dale Comstock. Late thirties, maybe. A hard-ass. Keeps his unit in line, but then again, that’s not saying much. They listen to him, but he sure as fuck doesn’t listen to me. Like I said, they’re a different breed. Be prepared.”
“I’ll be fine.”
“How do you think Delta will take it? You being in charge?”
“We’ll get along just fine,” Reynolds reassured. “The real question is, how will you take it? With a woman in charge?” Reynolds asked.
Kline shook his head, “Not well, I guess. We both have our work cut out for us, don’t we, Colonel?” Kline asked, filling Reynolds’ drink once more.
“More than you know, General,” Reynolds replied, downing the shot, a grin on his face.
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“They’ll be a pain in your ass, I can promise that.”
“I’ll handle it just fine,” Colonel Reynolds assured.
“Okay, your problem now, not mine. Perhaps you’ll have better luck. Now, Elizabeth said you needed to ask me some questions? I assume you’ve been briefed, probably know more than I do.”
“For the most part, I know the story. Washington filled me in, Elizabeth connected the dots. But I’d like to hear your opinions on the matter, General,” Reynolds said.
“I figure you want me to speak candidly.”
“Indeed. Only between us.”
“I’ll do my best. But first, Colonel, what’s this about?”
“This is an issue of National Security, General, so I can’t say much. We’re not here to commandeer your Special Forces division to fight the Taliban. Delta will be tasked with something else.”
“You’re here because we lost a team of Delta, right?”
“Correct. You lost contact with twelve members of 1st SFOD-D. We know their last location, but no contact. Their beacons even stopped working, so we have no clue exactly where they are.”
“Exactly. We assume they’re still in that valley,” Kline acknowledged.
“What was their mission exactly?”
“Simple, really. Forward recon, that’s all. They were paying attention to some movement. Lots of IEDs lately, so they were sniffing out places where they’d hide roadside bombs. Gathering INTEL, things like that.”
“Found themselves in a fight, though,” Reynolds said.
“They did. That seems to happen with Delta. They engaged a group of Taliban loading a truck of bombs, hit them hard. Killed a few dozen.”
“Then what?”
“Communications went haywire. Our drone shut down. Damn thing fell from the sky. Our video went dark, even helmet cams stopped working. Heard some broken communications, but couldn’t make them out. One thing I know is this: They were in trouble.”
“What about satellite imagery?”
“It was strange, the feed went haywire. We no longer had eyes on the ground.”
Pulling out a map of the area, Reynolds pointed, “And this team, they entered the valley here?” he asked, showing Kline.
The General took a moment responding. “Yes. They were following a roadside here,” he pointed to the next valley over, “and engaged the Taliban at the top of this cliff. Few thousand feet up, they made it to the top. Entered the valley to check out a village.”
“There’s none on the map.”
“It’s there, Colonel. I’ve seen the images, and they reported it before going in.”
“What’s the name of the valley?” Reynolds asked.
“No name. Just a valley, like the hundreds of other places that have no name. Off the beaten trail, so we do little in that area.”
“How many you estimate in that village?”
“Maybe a thousand. We’re unsure if there are insurgents there, though. Delta thought there might be, hence why they entered. But over the past year, we’ve seen little movement, no activity. For the most part, we’ve ignored it.”
“Though you still sent a team in,” Reynolds commented.
“Orders. Came from above, so McClain sent them in, yes. I couldn’t tell you why.”
“It’s a place you don’t enter, but not because there’s lack of possible threats.”
“What are you insinuating?” Kline asked.
“You know as well as I do, that region is off limits. It’s been a standard issue no-fly zone since we’ve been here. Everyone, including your men, are ordered to remain outside the twenty-five mile parameter of god-knows what.”
“That’s true, Colonel. We’re not allowed in.”
“And yet your men were sent within that border?”
“Again, not my orders. I brought it up, but orders are orders, and they went in. Though they weren’t supposed to enter that valley. They received orders and disobeyed when I told McClain to bring them home.”
“Did he say anything about this mission?”
“The no-fly zone, the whole idea of an area being off-limits bothered him. He compared it to the 34th parallel in ’Nam. Figured it was for political reasons. McClain was happy when he was told to let his boys in. Curiosity, I suppose,” Kline said.
“It’s not political, that’s for sure. You’ll also find no Taliban in that region, especially that valley. The no-go orders still apply. The radius is still twenty-five miles.”
“You’re planning on sending more in, aren’t you?” Kline asked.
“That’s classified. Now, General, how long was it until you lost contact?”
“Once we lost our visual, we still had some radio communications. They worsened the farther in they got. I can’t be sure if they heard us or were ignoring us, but they searched the village. Again, Commander McClain urged them to pull back, but Lieutenant Ramirez insisted.”
“And the Delta Commander approved it?”
“Sure, why wouldn’t he? They’re Delta. Ranks don’t really matter when you’re dealing with them, and McClain trusted Ramirez’s judgment. So, they entered this valley with no name and came into contact with the village. But you’re right, there’s no Taliban there. No resistance. If anything, reports said the people seem frightened. The men felt something was strange.”
“Did Lieutenant Ramirez elaborate?”
“No. They were going to move back, when someone tipped them off about the cave. I’m sure you know of it. They figured it was a Taliban stronghold, so they pushed east to the far end of the valley. From there, communications were worsening, and we were only hearing bits and pieces. They climbed up to the cave.”
“They see anyone?”
“Not that I’m aware of. Ramirez’s last transmission was they were going in. They were going in that damn cave.”
“What next?”
“We didn’t hear from them again.”
“General Kline, in your opinion, what do you think happened?” Reynolds asked.
“I believe they were all slaughtered,” Kline said, finishing his drink, his face holding a look of sorrow.
“All but one, you mean.” Reynolds said, referring to York.
“Then I’m sure his information is in your files.”
“I’d still like to hear it from your perspective,” Reynolds encouraged.
“Well, I’ll give you the quick version. Sergeant York has been here awhile. Sure, he’s a wild Delta boy, but a good soldier. Top notch in my book, even if his hair is long and he keeps a beard. Been good over the months giving the younger boys advice. The man’s thirty-three I believe, served in Task Force 121 in Iraq. Pulled Saddam out of that hole. Took out his sons, too. He transferred here a few years back. Joined Task Force 88 for a bit, then transferred to my base, serving under McClain.”
“Is he aware of what happened?”
“If you can call it that,” Kline responded.
“Explain.”
“Colonel Reynolds, our only true INTEL comes from this Sergeant York. His testimony is… it’s madness. He rambles like a crazy man. I’m afraid we can’t trust his testimony,” Kline reported.
“Which is?”
“Well, Sergeant York tells an interesting story. He came back, picked a fight with the MPs, started talking bat-shit crazy. Wasn’t long after and some CIA boys had him taken away. Like I said, his testimony can’t be trusted. That’s what happens when you allow a few to do what they want. They lose discipline. They do crazy things, though I’ve never seen that type of crazy.”
Colonel Reynolds eyed the General, thinking for a moment. Finally, he asked, “General, you don’t like Delta much, do you?”
“Like I said, I prefer following procedure. Protocol. They reject that, often times to piss me off.”
“But they’ve been helpful, right?”
“Shit, sure have. We’ve had a lot of attacks on our convoys lately. They’ve eased that burden, I’ll give them credit for that. Doesn’t matter though, does it? They’re no longer my problem, they’re yours.”
“Tell me about McClain. Was he a good CO?”
“They respected him, did what he wanted. Their success rate was impressive.”
“What did he think of York?”
“York wouldn’t have been on his team if McClain didn’t trust him.”
“And what of when York returned? You said he acted crazy… what did McClain think?”
“I’m not sure McClain believed him or not, but he supported York. They’re all like brothers, and McClain wanted to go in.”
“Of course he did. What about an aerial strike? More surveillance? Why didn’t you send the rest of your Delta team in?”
“Again, orders. I was told to hold.”
“But you didn’t persist?”
“No. I couldn’t afford losing more. Just didn’t figure it would cause such pandemonium.”
“When you lose a team of Delta, that tends to happen,” Reynolds remarked. “Who gave the stand-down orders?”
“I’m guessing the same people that sent you. My superior, General Taius, called and informed me. I could tell it wasn’t his decision, though. Perhaps it came from the top. From the President?” Kline asked, hinting, hoping for an answer.
“This situation is more important than the President.”
“Well, either way, this is causing me to age. The bureaucracy is killing my men. Middle management, civilians… it’s been a mess. All with questions, none with answers. And so you don’t think I don’t care, I requested to get our men back. I would have gone with the strike, even had helos on standby.”
“How did this happen, General? How did a team like them get taken out?” Reynolds asked.
“In my opinion, I guess an ambush. That, or overwhelming numbers, which I find impossible.”
“But Sergeant York, he describes something different, doesn’t he?”
“He does.”
“Tell me, how do you think he escaped?”
“I’ll say this, York isn’t the sort of man to retreat without his friends. He would have died there. Claims he wished he would have. According to him, they let him go,” Kline answered.
“The Taliban?”
“He calls them monsters,” Kline said, shaking his head.
“And you don’t believe him, do you?”
“Believe him? Hell no. I don’t believe a word from that man’s mouth, good soldier or not. He’s crazy. Something happened to him out there. Something fucked him up in the head, did a number on him for sure. I do feel sorry for him, but the last thing I’ll do is plan a mission based on his information.”
“What do you think will happen to York?”
“They’ll discharge him, but only after they feel he can be let go. Shit, they might detain him awhile. Poor bastard needs therapy.”
“Doesn’t make much sense. He served many tours, has a clean record, no reports of post traumatic stress.”
“And that’s the strange thing. He’s the gung-ho, go getter type. Never showed signs of combat fatigue. Like I said, a good soldier. But then again, seeing your friends killed can mess with your head. Isn’t the first time I’ve seen it,” Kline said.
“I’m sure he’s no stranger to death, though. What we’re trying to figure out is why. Why did Sergeant York snap? And more importantly, is there any truth to his story,” Reynolds said.
“How can there be?” Kline asked, confused.
“Langley has their theory. They’ve taken other pictures, from other satellites. Something is there, General. Something killed your men.”
“And I’m guessing when you say something, you don’t mean Taliban,” Kline said.
“Exactly.”
“And I suppose it’s above my pay-grade to know what,” Kline added.
“Far above, General Kline.”
“So, Colonel, have you seen the interviews of York? You must have.”
“Yes. I’d consider them more interrogations than anything,” Reynolds said.
“Either way, you’ve heard his story. I don’t need to repeat it. Either he’s on drugs or insane. That should be obvious,” Kline said.
“Perhaps,” Reynolds said.
“You believe him? He claims there are monsters down there. Fucking monsters. I’ve heard a lot of strange stories, but monsters?”
“Has his story changed?” Reynolds asked, ignoring the General.
“Not at all. We gave him sodium pentothal, we’ve interrogated him many times. Hundreds of hours, dozens of interviewers. Still, he keeps to the same story.”
“Then why don’t you believe him, General Kline?”
“Why? Same reason I don’t believe in Santa Claus or the Tooth Fairy. Sorry, Colonel, but I don’t believe in monsters. I believe Sergeant York is delusional, Colonel,” Kline said firmly.
“How’d you find York?” Reynolds asked. “How’d he get back?”
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Lieutenant Kimzey, United States Marine Corps, sat in the passenger seat of the Humvee. Next to him, a corporal by the name of Johnson drove his team. Inside were six men. They ran patrol outside the base, to their discontent close by, with little to no action.
One Marine atop out a hole in the roof, manning the fifty caliber machine gun.
Another Humvee followed close behind.

These dozen Marines ran the patrol route. They drove the rugged roads outside the forward operating base on the northern perimeter, the more heavily populated area. They had encountered some resistance over the weeks, had returned fire multiple times, but for the most part, times were boring. As the Army General cut their patrols down, made them routine, the Taliban grew smart, and remained far away.
This day was like any other. Tensions were hot, though the Marines didn’t know why. There was talk, rumors — but then again, there were always rumors.
Something about a missing Delta team.
If true, it would make sense. The heightened security, the tense looks on the officers’ faces.
But these Marines knew nothing of the truth, and in a way it didn’t matter. Their job was to conduct roaming patrols, look for gatherings of insurgents, and engage if fired upon. Otherwise, they were to report locations of the offenders and observe.
Getting outside the base was always a relief. There, on the outskirts of their protected home away from home, these Marines could at least feel like Marines. And though there’d been numerous attacks on the base as of late, they were always sporadic, and the Marine patrol often too late.
This bothered the men, most of whom were still teenagers and itched for combat.
But politics of senior officials always complicated things, especially when a three star Army General was in charge of Marines.
The day was warmer than usual. The transport had already circled the base twice, and heading around for one last lap before returning for lunch.
No action, no gunfights today.
Then, they saw him.
“Corporal, look there,” pointed Lieutenant Kimzey.
In the distance was a lone man. He was about two hundred meters away, walking across a vacant expanse of desert. He moved sporadically, appearing injured.
“See any more?” the Lieutenant asked the machine gunner up top who had the best view.
“No sir, only one.”
“Taliban all alone, eh?”
“Hard to tell, sir.”
“All right, let’s roll up. Fucker probably trying to set up an IED,” the Lieutenant said.
“It’s outside our perimeter, sir,” the driver warned.
“Fuck it. Move in fast.”
They neared, the second Humvee flanking to its left.
Strangely, the man continued walking right toward them. It was as if he didn’t notice the approaching menace.
A few moments passed and the Marines were now close. Thirty meters, twenty meters.
“Stop,” the Lieutenant commanded.
In an instant, four Marines from each vehicle jumped out, pointing their M-16s at the man. The two mounted .50 calibers did the same.
Strangely, the man kept walking, coming dangerously close. He was ragged, beat to shit. His skin was tan, and for a moment, they mistook him for an Afghani. The man’s hair was long, to his shoulders, and it was obvious he hadn’t washed it in quite some time. The man sported a light colored, unkempt beard.
He wore fatigues — desert cammo pants and shirt. The Marines noticed they were torn, one of his sleeves completely gone.
The man was a bloody mess. His face, his hair, blood even trickled down his arm. His knees were both scratched, the man walking with a limp.
But the most tense part was that this man was armed.
“Hold it right the fuck there!” Lieutenant Kimzey shouted, pointing his rifle.
“Stop! Don’t move!” shouted his nearby Sergeant, who repeated the command in Arabic, as well.
Sergeant York finally stopped. An odd look was upon his face, though. Something strange in his eyes, something weird. He seemed unaware. It was as if he didn’t even notice the rifles pointed his way, the itchy trigger fingers of ten Marines. It was as if he held no fear, no understanding of the situation.
“Don’t you fucking move, raghead,” the Sergeant barked. “You keep that finger off the trigger or I’ll smoke you.”
York tilted his head, looking at the Sergeant, yet in some way looking through him as if he didn’t exist. A blank stare, cold eyes — seemingly terrified.
“You speak English?” Lieutenant Kimzey asked.
“Fuck you!” York spat.
“Now you listen, fucker — drop that rifle and drop it right now. Do it slow, or I’ll put three in ya,” Kimzey warned.
The thought appealed to York. He took his time, debating whether to die or go along a bit more. Finally, after an uncomfortable silence, he tilted his head and said, “It’s unloaded. Don’t have any rounds left. Used ’em up.” He then laughed, his sinister tone causing the Marines to feel uncomfortable.
“I said drop it!” the Sergeant commanded.
“I say come and take it,” York replied.
“This is your last chance,” Lieutenant Kimzey chimed in. He was older, wiser than his gung ho Sergeant, and he took a few more moments to study the man.
He was no Taliban, no Al-Qaida. This man was Caucasian, his dialect, his language — he was American.
York sighed, looking at Lieutenant Kimzey now, a strange chuckle following. “I suppose it ain’t fair. I’ll put it down. My pistol and knife, too.”
“Yeah, you do that,” the Lieutenant said. “Nice and easy now.”
York obeyed. First, he slowly gestured, ensuring the Marines his hand would remain away from the trigger of his rifle. He undid the strap that held it to his chest, and slowly lowered it to the ground.
“That’s not an AK,” a Corporal observed as he viewed it. “Looks like an M4. EoTech sights, Lieutenant.”
“I see that. Think he’s Delta, though let’s be sure.” Then, looking back to York, he commanded, “Now the pistol. Again, nice and slow.”
York obeyed again, carefully, holding out not one, but two pistols with two fingers, gently holding the butts and lowering them down. “Knife too?” he asked.
“Yup.”
York undid his belt, tossing the eight inch blade to the ground. He then reached into his pocket, pulling out another, this one smaller, and tossing it aside.
“Good. Just keep it nice and easy,” the Lieutenant said, still examining the man. “Got anything else? We’re gonna pat ya down, so just be honest. Don’t want any surprises.”
York grinned again, reaching inside his shirt, causing the Marines to tense up. He withdrew yet another pistol, this one a .38 hammerless revolver, also tossing it aside. Then, he leaned down nice and slow, taking out yet another knife from his boot, casting it away. “Think that’s it,” York said.
“You sure?” Lieutenant Kimzey asked, his eyes wide.
“Pretty sure,” York answered.
“All right then, I want you to keep your hands where we can see them and slowly take ten steps back.”
York obeyed.
The Lieutenant motioned to his Sergeant, who moved forward with two other Marines. They gathered the weapons quickly, pulling back as fast as possible. They took a few moments, checking and clearing the weapons. The man hadn’t lied, all weapons were empty. They placed them on the hood of one of the Humvees, then took stance again, pointing their rifles toward York.
“He wasn’t shitting us. No bullets,” the Sergeant reported.
“All right,” the Lieutenant said calmly. He looked ahead to the stranger, the man who didn’t belong here. “Who the hell are you?”
“Sergeant C. York.”
* * *
“So the Marines took him into custody after?” Reynolds asked Kline.
“Not without some trouble.”
“What sort of trouble?”
“Well, York did a number on your Marines, Colonel. He was out of ammo, thank God. A ragged mess, injured and bloody. But damn, that guy put up a fight.”
“How bad?”
“Put a few in the infirmary, but nothing serious.”
“Who started the fight, General?”
“The Marines say York did. I believe them. And even if they had, I wouldn’t hold it against them. Sergeant York got mouthy, and when they tried to handcuff him, a fight broke out. He’s lucky the Lieutenant in charge is a cool cat, or he’d be dead. He put a beat-down on a few, fucked them up bad. The fight was on. Twelve against one.”
“But they finally subdued him,” Reynolds guessed.
“Yes, luckily. They used pepper spray and even bashed him with their rifle butts. I guess they felt sorry for him.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because they could have killed him. Guess they were being cautious, but still, we’re in a war, and you don’t fight Marines. Besides, York worked them over pretty well. Figured they’d do more damage. Took them awhile, and even after calling for backup, it took them a few more minutes to cuff him. Then, they brought York back,” Kline informed.
“What next?”
“He created quite a scene. By this point, the commotion he was causing, word was out. When Delta goes missing, it tends to create a stir. Especially when MPs are dragging one in handcuffs.”
“I’d imagine so.”
“They put him in the Delta operations center. Figured his own boys could chill him out. Remember, there were twenty-five, McClain included, and they were anxious. Wanted to talk to him. Wanted to know what happened to their men. After a bit, McClain calmed York down some.”
“That’s good. Probably comforting seeing your own men.”
“It took awhile, though. He still fought the MPs, even when they brought him to his men. Cussing, screaming — shit, he was shouting about monsters the entire time. Kept saying they’re all dead. Once the MPs left, he even got into it with his own. Delta had to throw him another beating, hold him down, explain where he was. I don’t think he meant any harm by it, though. I just think he’d long since lost it. But finally, they calmed him even more. Their brothers had fallen, and they’re a tight unit. They stick together, and soon enough, McClain had him under control.”
“Then why was he locked away? My report says he’s in custody.”
“Colonel, he broke an officer’s nose.”
“Bullshit,” Reynolds exclaimed. “What’s the real reason?”
Kline sighed, before saying, “He kept on and on about the cave, the monsters. They made the mistake and brought him to the mess hall to eat. Guy hadn’t eaten in awhile, and it seemed like a good idea. Problem is, lots of others were there too. They could hear his screams, hear his mumbles.”
“So you had him arrested?” Reynolds asked.
“No, I didn’t. Within two hours, a convoy approached from the embassy. CIA, some type of spooks, I think, though who can keep up with the alphabet agencies. They brought a security team, had me remove McClain and his men.”
“That must have been interesting,” Reynolds remarked.
“Delta would have torn these guys up. So, I moved them, ordered them away. Basically, I lied and said these people were there to help. But they weren’t. Instead, they snatched him up. Black-bagged, cuffed — hands and feet. Carried him away like a sack of potatoes.”
“How long after did they interrogate York?”
“Not long. They gave him a few hours, sedated him, though it hardly seemed to work.”
“Was McClain there for the interrogation?”
“Negative. That’s when things got strange. McClain’s team was ordered to pack it up, to move out. Transferred immediately. Couldn’t tell you where they are,” Kline said.
“North,” the Colonel responded.
“Well, they weren’t happy, as you can imagine. McClain nearly blew his lid. To be honest, I was afraid they’d try to break York out. Couldn’t imagine if that happened. But luckily all went smooth, despite Delta’s wrath. They knew better, and before they knew it they were whisked away.”
“What’s happened to York since?”
“He’s been interviewed… or interrogated as you called it. Many times now. He’s in the brig. We have a few cells, well guarded. Never really have to use ’em, so he’s alone there. They put him in the farthest, deepest part of that shitbox. Six by nine cell is York’s home now, unless he’s being questioned.”
“And for the past three weeks, Sergeant York has been held as a prisoner,” Reynolds commented.
“You could say that. And Colonel, if I had any say so, I’d end it right now. But out of my hands and I suppose none of my business. I was even warned to stop asking questions.”
“By the CIA?”
“The suits, whomever they are. They threatened my command in so many words. Told me to ignore it, that it didn’t happen, and that it fell under their jurisdiction.”
“Have you been privy to all the interrogations?”
“Most,” Kline admitted. “A few of the computer guys have kept me posted. I’ve watched through a spliced feed, though off the record. I was concerned for York’s well being. Still am.”
“What’s been done?”
“Shit, they’ve practically tortured the man. Filled him with meds, allowed him little sleep. Constant interrogations, threats, you name it. I guess the spooks didn’t believe his story about monsters, nor can I blame them. But still… York deserves better. His accommodations are three shit ass meals a day, a metal cot, seat and toilet, and that’s about all. Six men escort him to the interrogation room, and this is done with full shackles and a bit of violence. But that eventually became nine.”
“He still fights?”
“Every day. From my understanding, they raid his room daily and fight him every day. Crazy, if you ask me. He’s shackled while interviewed, shackled to his bed at night even.”
“Enough to drive a man insane,” Reynolds commented.
“Yes. It takes a full force of men to move him around, and yes, they use violence. But I can’t blame them either. York’s violent. The goon squads at the CIA are pretty bad, hope you know. I’ve heard they beat on him even when in restraints, though there’s nothing I can do. They keep York sedated, enough to kill a horse, yet he still fights.”
Reynolds couldn’t help it. He smiled.
“I’m not sure why that makes you happy, Colonel. He’s violent, and that’s why I advised Elizabeth to reconsider speaking with him.”
The Marine shrugged his shoulders. “Her show, not mine.”
A moment of silence passed, a time where both men reflected. Finally, it was General Kline who broke the silence.
“Colonel, are you planning on going back in?” he asked.
“That’s classified, General Kline. But you’re a smart man. I’m sure you’ve got it figured out.”
“I don’t envy you, not in the least. And Colonel, whatever support I can provide, please ask. Otherwise, I’ll mind my own business and wish you success.”
“Sounds like a plan, General,” Reynolds said, beginning to stand.
Kline interrupted his exit, saying, “Colonel, might I add something?”
“Shoot.”
“I’m afraid York’s future might be a bleak one. I have this overwhelming fear that once the CIA is done with him, he’ll no longer be needed, if you know what I mean. I might not always agree with Delta, but the man’s still Army.”
“You think the plan is to kill him?”
“I believe they have every intention of taking him out to the mountains and putting a bullet in him,” Kline responded.
Colonel Reynolds nodded his head, saying, “If it eases your worries, Elizabeth is in charge now, and despite the way you perceive her, she actually gives two shits about Spec Ops guys. Rumor has it she’s dated one. She seems to understand them. She’ll make sure that doesn’t happen. And I damn sure won’t allow such a thing to happen either,” Reynolds reassured. “Now have a good day, General Kline.
The pair shook hands and the Marine left.
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Elizabeth strolled in, soft leather briefcase in her left hand, clipboard in her right. Her shoes clacked against the stone surface, her ponytail swinging as she entered the dark room.
“Can we get some overhead lights, please,” she said, though not really asking. “This spotlight in his face is too eighties.”
Moments later and light filled the room. Rows of fluorescents flickered on, the room brightening.
York squinted as Elizabeth approached, tilting the two giant spotlights away from his face. “Better?” she asked him.
“Yeah.”
“Good, now let’s get started,” Elizabeth said, sitting in the chair across the table from York. She tilted her head, looking at the four men who stood along the walls. “That’s all, gentlemen.”
“Ma’am, we’re ordered to provide protection at all times,” said the private security contractor, glaring at York, remembering the black eye he received only days ago.
“He’s shackled, correct?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Then leave,” Elizabeth ordered.
The four men left, heads lowered. They didn’t like this woman.
Once the door was shut, Elizabeth pulled out a notepad, a pen, setting it neatly in front of her. She spoke, looking up to face York. “Sergeant, I must inform you this interview is not being taped. This is an informal discussion.”
“Bullshit,” York replied.
“Believe what you will, but we have hours of tape. There’s nothing nefarious about this, I only mean to inform you this talk is off the record. I’d like you to start from the beginning,” she said.
“I’ve told this fuckin’ story a million times.”
“Well, let’s make that a million and one — just in case you missed something,” she said with a smile.
“Fuck you!” Sergeant York spat. He strained in his chair, pulling hard. But the handcuffs held, as did the leg shackles. York’s hands were forced upon the table, his movement restricted. His eyes shot back up, glaring at the beautiful woman. “Fuck you all! I’ve been in — what the fuck place is this anyway?”
“You’re in a hospital, Sergeant York.”
“Hospital, eh?” he laughed, a crazed grin on his face. “Where?”
“You’re still in Afghanistan. You haven’t left the base, soldier.”
“And how long has it been?”
“Three weeks. You’ve been held three weeks,” she said, no hint of emotion, no looking away. Her stare was firm, businesslike.
“I can’t… I can’t…” York shook his head, glancing away.
“What is it, Sergeant York? I’m here to speak candidly, that’s all.”
“I can’t think straight,” York blurted. “My mind isn’t working. I’ve been here three weeks you say? It feels like three years. Maybe you’re lying, even. Maybe it has been years.”
“I assure you, it’s been three weeks.”
“Well, even if you ain’t lying, this is insane. You fucking clear on this? You understand what’s happening here? I’ve had no contact with my family, no contact with my team. Nothing.”
“I understand, Sergeant York.”
“No, you don’t! You see, lady, I’m with The Unit. Been with ’em a long time, too. We’re close. We’re the best. We do your dirty work and we do it well.”
“I’m aware of the accomplishments of 1st SFOD-D, Sergeant York.”
“I’ve done four tours for my country, and guess what? I get black-bagged! You fucks hooded me, held me three weeks like a prisoner. You jack me full of drugs, you kick my ass when you feel the need. You think any of this is right, lady?” York thrust again, pulling with all his might, shaking violently. The handcuffs still held firmly. He screamed out, repeating, “You think this is right?”
“Sergeant York, perhaps I should come back another time,” Elizabeth said. Her voice was low and firm, yet a gentle undertone to it. Loving, in a strange way. “Your family has been notified. I spoke with your father personally. They’re all safe themselves.”
“Y… you did?”
“I did. And I understand this situation is a horrible one, Sergeant York. My goal is to ease your burdens a bit, that’s all,” she said, encouraging. “It’s unfortunate, and I hope to resolve it shortly. In the meantime, realize you’re safe, you’re in a hospital where you’ll receive the best possible treatment.”
“You call this safe?” he asked, his eyes wide. “I’d rather be outnumbered ten to one by the Taliban than sitting in this — hospital, as you say it is.”
“Sergeant, you’ve undergone a traumatic experience, one that might remain with you for a long time, perhaps forever. You’ve lost your team, your friends. I understand—”
“Understand?” he interrupted. “You can’t possibly understand. You haven’t been here but what, a few days?”
“Few hours.”
“Ha! A few hours. You see, ma’am, maybe you don’t know it, but they keep me shackled — like a dog. Even in my own room, I have chains. Then, they strap me tighter, lead me down a hall where every time I think it’s to my death, and put me in a room with your fucking spook interrogators. A few more drugs, maybe some shock therapy. Then, after hours and hours, I’m dragged back, given shit for food — no television, no magazines, no radio. Shit, I don’t read much, and I can’t even get a fucking book,” York complained. Over the weeks, though still angry, he was growing cynical as well.
“I’ll fix that. Any type of book you’d like to read? I think they’d be a good thing. Relax your mind a bit,” she suggested, holding up her pen and paper.
“Um… well, I like westerns. I guess,” he muttered.
“Done. I’ll bring you a few action adventure books too. There’s a new series out, I’ll add it to the list.”
“Listen, books sound fine and dandy, but you’re not going to appease me. They interrogate me every fucking day. Three, four times a day. Same people, different people. Who knows, they hide behind that glass there,” York said, pointing to the one way mirror. “They hide behind spotlights, they hide in the darkness.”
“I haven’t hidden. You can clearly see me, yes?”
“You’re the first,” York replied. “They use voice disguisers, they point machine guns at me, and worst of all, they ask me the same questions. Over and over again, ‘what happened in Khost?’ they ask. I get to talk to so called scientists, who poke and prod me. I talk to psychologists, who have more problems than I do, yet they all think I’m bat-shit crazy. The CIA, the NSA, the fucking DOD… they come and go and come and go, and guess what?”
“What?”
“I’m still here,” York declared, raising his hands an inch or two off the desk, stretching at his chains.
“I read you’ve had a few altercations, Sergeant York. Perhaps the chains are for the safety of everyone involved,” she suggested.
“Yeah, the Marines like to get rough from time to time,” York said, a smile forming on his lips.
“Are you being abused, Sergeant? If so, I can help. I’ll file a report, have the guards reprimanded, put you on better surveillance. I’ll replace them within the hour,” Elizabeth promised.
“File a report, huh? Nah, I’m good,” York said, his eyes wild and crazy once more. “For the most part, I start the fights. You’re probably right, I’d keep me in chains too,” he said, laughing.
Elizabeth remained quiet, not looking away, observing him. Strange to York, she didn’t seem to fear him. But he could tell something was different about her. He could read it in her eyes. She wasn’t a woman of naivety, she was sharp, well-educated. Her IQ probably doubled his, for he was a simple Texas guy who liked to fight in the desert of Afghanistan.
York leaned forward in his chair. “I’d rather there be no reports, ma’am.”
“If you’re sure.”
“I rather enjoy them, ma’am. The beatings, that is. No report necessary, no getting on their asses. I don’t hold it against ’em.”
“But if they’re—”
“Drop it,” he demanded. “I’ve taken dozens of beatings, and a dozen more. I’d take a hundred for a simple book or magazine. Maybe a shower? I’d take a thousand beatings to speak with my family. Shit, a million beatings if they’d just stop pumping me full of their toxins. What the hell am I on anyway?” York asked.
“Thorazine,” she said. “The drug is called Thorazine. It’s a heavy anti-psychotic, usually given to the worst cases. To those who suffer major psychosis.”
“Like I said, they all think I’m crazy. I know it, I can tell.”
“I can’t speak for anyone else,” she replied.
“Fine. The question now is, do you think I’m crazy?” he asked, staring deep into her eyes, reaching to her very soul, a place few men had ever found.
Something about this man touched a part of Elizabeth, causing her to feel something she didn’t feel often — empathy. She felt sorry for York, she couldn’t help it.
“No,” she finally replied. “I don’t think you’re crazy.”
“You don’t, eh?”
“I don’t lie, if that’s what you’re suggesting.”
Oddly, York detected no lie. “Who are you, anyway? Or just another voice with no name?” he asked.
“My name is Elizabeth,” she responded.
“And your last name is—”
“H. My name is Elizabeth H.”
“Ah, CIA, huh?”
“ACES.”
“You have some power here, or just another shrink?”
“My background is international affairs, counter-terrorism, asymmetrical warfare, and a few other things. And yes, I have a bit of pull. I’m the field director. I’m the one in charge.”
“Wonderful, about time. Of course, last time, a guy told me the same thing. Then the time before that, and before that,” he said sarcastically.
“You may believe whatever you wish, Sergeant York,” she responded.
“Elizabeth H. You’re from the Farm, eh? That’s how they do it there. No last names. Just like The Unit, except no first names.”
“Something like that, yes,” she replied.
“So you’re a spook, eh?” he asked.
“A super-spook,” she said with a smile. “I’m the baddest bitch in these parts, and I’m really in charge here. I just arrived, met with the base commander, and requested to see you immediately. And despite what you think, I’m not against you, Sergeant York.”
“Really wanted to see me, eh?” he grinned. “Sorry I wasn’t prepared. I’d have dressed a bit nicer, maybe showered if they’d let me.”
“Sergeant, are you flirting with me?”
“Darling, it’s been awhile. All those hopes and dreams we have in life, well, I’ve abandoned them. Think about two things, getting out of here and getting laid. And darling, you might be a super-bitch, but you’re one sexy super-bitch. Catch is, they won’t even untie me long enough to beat off. Nothing wrong with a combat-jack. That is, unless you decide to do a guy a favor.”
“Fuck you?”
“A wargasm is a good thing. Sure as fuck I’m flirting. And if you decide to take this to the next level, I’m sure you have the authority to arrange it.”
Under different circumstances, his charm might have worked — on another woman. But Elizabeth had dealt with men like York, and dismissed it, showing no signs of being affected by his words.
“I do have such power, but perhaps we’ll keep this professional. That okay with you, Sergeant? Because I don’t have the time to discuss porn, I’m afraid. Maybe next time.” Her voice was derisive, calling his bullshit.
“Well, it was worth a shot,” he said.
“No, it wasn’t. Because if we don’t make progress, my bosses will send in someone else. I know the guy, too. A real ass. He doesn’t communicate well, except for violence.”
“I like violence.”
“Fair enough. Then, Sergeant York, it’s been nice meeting you,” Elizabeth said, gathering her effects.
“Wait,” York blurted out.
Elizabeth stopped, looking to him.
“I’ll talk with ya. Don’t leave,” he said, nearly begging. “Please don’t leave.”
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“Then let’s get serious, shall we?” she requested.
“Sorry,” he said, looking to her perky breasts. “Just haven’t seen a woman in awhile. Unlike those private contractors, they don’t ship in prostitutes for Delta. Hope ya understand, it’s just been awhile,” York said. It was a half-hearted attempt at an apology, but considering what he’d gone through, Elizabeth dropped it.
“Good. Then let’s move on. Any other questions that aren’t sexual?”
“Well, we’ve already determined you’re a spook, and a bitch,” he said.
“Super-bitch,” she reminded.
“So what do you do? I guess with all the triple digit agencies, I get a bit lost. Who’s in charge?”
“Langley. Special Activities Division is in charge. I’ve formed a Task Force to fix our little problem. I answer only to the Secretary of Defense. As you well know, this issue is quite disturbing, and a matter of National Security. Right or wrong, that’s why they apprehended you,” she said.
“Fair enough, but you’ve seen my interrogations, right?”
“I see the bruises still, though they’ve healed well. Yes, I’ve seen them. Over sixty-two times. They question you over and over again, they lock you away, they don’t even give you a book to pass the time. Am I correct?”
“Yup,” York responded.
“Well, that’s fixed. What else? And no, I won’t untie you. Not just yet.”
“Get me off these fucking drugs,” he pleaded. “Promise me that, and I’ll talk away. I want my mind back. I won’t lie, and I damn sure won’t change my story. I’ll tell it over and over again if you’ll listen, but please, stop jacking me full of shit.”
“Consider it done,” Elizabeth agreed.
“Really?” he asked, unsure if that was possible.
“You’ll no longer receive any medicines. No more Thorazine, no other narcotics. The doctors will advise to keep you on anti-depressants, and I tend to agree.”
“Nothing. I want it all gone. Shit, I’m so numb I can hardly feel my anger anymore.”
“I think that was the point.”
“It’s all I have, ma’am. Take me off everything and I’ll talk. If not, I’m done. Not another word. You can beat me, starve me, I don’t care. You might as well take me outside and put a bullet in me. I don’t fucking care anymore.”
“I have no such intention. You’ll be removed from all medication, all right?”
“Everything!”
“Yes, unless you show signs of violence once more. You attack the guards, you get sedated. Understood?”
“Yes.”
“Good.”
“Once we go a few days, you prove your worth, we’ll chat,” he stated.
“Your next dose is supposed to be in one hour. We’ll chat in three,” she replied, standing, and leaving the room without another word.
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The snot-nosed Corporal Brian Davis ushered the Marine from Kline’s office. “Where are you headed, sir?”
“Need a change of clothes, then take me to where the Delta boys might be this time of day.”
Corporal Davis glanced at his watch, saying, “They’ve completed their range time, so I’d imagine they’re in the hangers or barracks. There’s a washroom down the hall, Colonel. I can take you after you’ve freshened up.”
“Roger that,” Reynolds replied, grabbing his duffel and entering to change.
Marine Colonel Reynolds wore his desert fatigues, combat books. Though no rank was shown, his name was labeled on his uniform. There was no doubt he was a Marine. He simply looked the role. Professional, astute, standing tall and serious-like.
“You’re the Colonel Reynolds, sir?”
“Only one.”
“Wow,” the young Corporal muttered.
“Means nothing, son. I just do my part like all the rest,” Reynolds said. “Now, if you’ll kindly bring me to meet Delta.”
They walked from the command center, passing rows of helicopters, a giant mess hall, outside showers and rows of tents. The pair rounded a few corners, passing buildings of equipment, men and women working, the base full of activity.
Reynolds received many stares. Some had heard of the man, they recognized his face. They watched in near awe as Reynolds walked toward the corner of the base, a straight line to the secure area of 1st-SFOD-D.
Delta.
A few minutes later and the Corporal stopped. He turned to Reynolds, his voice nasally, saying, “I know General Kline said to take you to see them, but with all due respect, I’d like to head back now please,” the kid complained.
“Why’s that?”
“They scare the living shit out of me, Colonel. I hope you understand that it’s best they not see me on their part of the base. Wouldn’t want to make them mad,” he whined.
“I understand,” Reynolds said with a scowl. “Now get back to your desk, Corporal. I’m sure there’s plenty of paperwork to be done.”
The young man hurried off, ashamed, but not daring give the Colonel another moment to think on the matter.
* * *
The hanger was massive. On the walls were an array of gadgets and training devices for the men. In a far left corner, on a table, a half dozen M4s were laid out. Magazines and spent casings were scattered, the table in disarray. Various pistols, packs of gear, a giant mess.
This made the Marine shudder. A Marine never left his rifle unattended, and this sight bothered him. But he knew these men were different, that they weren’t Marines, that they were responsible and did what they wanted, right or wrong. Reynolds understood he was dealing with a different breed, and attempted to ignore it.
He entered the wide garage door. Music blared, and directly inside where six men. Two weight benches occupied their time. Laid out in a circle were a few punching bags, a mat to practice fighting with knives, ground techniques, you name it.
Reynolds could hear their grunts as they heaved up massive amounts of weights. He heard the slap slap of a man hitting a heavy bag. Another sat in a chair, cleaning his pistol, telling jokes as the men laughed.
Reynolds stepped inside, clearing his throat.
The music stopped, the men staring at this intruder strangely.
“What the fuck!” Thompson exclaimed. He was the youngest of the Delta group, possibly the most cocky, though that was a tossup with Clements around. His hair was dark, a few inches long and shaggy, his beard thick, yet trimmed and orderly. With his chiseled features and strong physique, he was also considered the good-looking one of the group. Thompson sat up on the weight bench, staring at the man who entered their hanger. “Who the fuck are you, man?”
Everyone stopped what they were doing.
Marcus and Hernandez were both massive Latino men. Marcus was coated in tattoos, some from his previous years of youthful trouble. Hernandez came from a rough neighborhood as well, and both men looked the part. They spotted Thompson, taking turns at the bench. They placed the bar back in place, stepping to the side, spreading out, their chests huffed, their stares sharp.
“We got trouble, Thompson?” Marcus asked.
“Dunno yet,” Thompson replied.
A few feet away was Dale Comstock, team leader. He stood silently, his attention shifting from his men working out to this man who entered their domain, their lair. Dale was the epitome of Special Forces, of Delta. Extremely large with a shaved head, he looked to be in his forties, a large handle-bar mustache on his face. Right now, he did not look happy.
Jefferson stepped close to Dale. He had been hitting the heavy bag, practicing his jab when all went quiet. He was an intimidating man, muscular, shaved head with a thick, curly beard. Jefferson was the only African American on the team, and second in command behind Dale.
The last, a man that went by the name of Clements, sat in the far corner. He was cleaning his Springfield, telling jokes of fucking fat women, bragging about his last score on the range. He, too, glared at this man.
“You lost or something?” Thompson asked, still sitting and sizing up the man.
“I’m looking for Sergeant Comstock,” Reynolds said.
“Who the fuck’s asking?”
“An officer. You him?” Reynolds said briskly.
“Nope. And regardless if you’re an officer or not, Delta hangers are off limits. To everyone, even General Kline. You see, we deal with some pretty secret stuff, and there’s rules to this game. But maybe you couldn’t read the sign,” Thompson said, smartly.
Reynolds walked in closer, looking at the men with no fear, his eyes back on Thompson. “I can read just fine, and if you’re not Comstock, I have no business with you… at the moment, anyway.”
Thompson’s face flashed a look of anger as he rose. “Now who the fuck are you to talk shit?”
“I’m your new commanding officer,” Reynolds replied.
This shut Thompson up fast. He wavered, attempting to control his outburst, unsure if this was true. They hadn’t heard any word on the matter, but if true, he didn’t want trouble. “You don’t look Delta,” he commented, his voice calmer.
“Don’t think he is,” Hernandez said to his friend.
“That’s right, I’m not. Colonel Chad Reynolds,” he said, introducing himself. “I’ve been brought in as your commanding officer. Now, is Sergeant Comstock here or not?”
Finally, Dale walked forward, patting Thompson on the shoulder, whispering, “Chill, bro.” His face showed no emotion as he neared the Marine, stopping a few feet in front, eyes locked. The Marine didn’t flinch, despite the size and mere presence of Dale. “You’re a bit young for a full Colonel,” he said.
Reynolds grinned. “Just got my wings not that long ago. How are ya, Dale?” he asked.
Dale smiled, extending his hand and shaking the man’s own. “Good, sir. Been a long time, hasn’t it?”
“I’d say. What, fifteen years?”
“At least.”
“I’ve kept watch on your accomplishments, Sergeant,” Reynolds said. “Looks like you boys have seen some heavy action lately.”
“It’s why they pay us the big bucks,” Dale responded with a grin.
Reynolds handed Dale a file folder, and as the man began to open it, the Marine walked past, looking to the rest of the men. As he neared, everyone tensed. It went with the territory, and they were always ready for a fight, even if one wasn’t imminent. Clements strode closer; he was the tallest, the biggest, a country boy from Arkansas that took his pride to the extreme. “No offense, Colonel, but you never answered. Why you here?”
Reynolds ignored him, instead asking, “Mind if I hit a few reps while the Sergeant there reads over the file?” He pointed to the weight bench.
Clements grinned, looking back to Thompson, who also smiled. “Sure, feel free. I’ll even spot ya.”
“Great,” Reynolds said, waiting for Thompson to move so he could take his spot on the bench.
“Want me to take off some weight?” Clements asked.
Thompson chuckled at this.
“Maybe start with a hundred pounds, Colonel?” Marcus suggested, mocking the man.
“Slap on two more twenty-fives please,” Reynolds replied. “If ya don’t mind.”
“Ha!” Thompson laughed loudly this time. “Sure, I’ll be happy to do that.” He turned to Hernandez and Marcus, ushering them out of the way with a grin. This would be funny. Thompson quickly slapped on the extra hundred pounds, securing it so the weights wouldn’t fall off. Then, he turned, saying to Reynolds, “All yours, Colonel. Just let me know if you can’t get it up. I heard at a certain age, that happens to some men,” he finished, looking to Reynolds’ graying hair, grinning.
Reynolds ignored it. Instead, he arched his back, stretched out his arms, eyeing the watchful Delta. Then, Reynolds undid the buttons on his desert fatigues, pulling off his black t-shirt and tossing them to the side.
The look from the men was priceless.
Across Reynolds’ back, in large, black letters was a tattoo. It stretched from shoulder to shoulder and read: Marines.
“Yer a Marine?” Clements asked.
“I knew it!” Hernandez said.
“Thought you said you were spotting me?” Reynolds asked.
“Sure thing, Marine. Let’s do this. And then, if this doesn’t give you a heart attack, maybe you can explain why the fuck you’re in a Delta hanger, old man,” Clements grumbled.
Reynolds laid down, situating himself, then pushing the bar up. Thompson stood behind, though Reynolds knew the man had no intention of helping him if he struggled. It mattered not. Reynolds, in perfect form, put up ten reps, placing it gently back onto the rack, then stood back up. “Needed that. Thanks, boys,” he grinned.
Everyone eyed him. Jefferson, who looked more like a prize fighter than a soldier, meandered over. Clements and Thompson remained frozen, side by side, curious now, not expecting this man was capable of such a feat.
They were bitter, but held it for the moment. This Marine claimed to be their commanding officer, and if true, this might prove to be a problem. Thus far, he’d been respectful, but the sheer arrogance of entering their hanger was enough to fight over.
And Clements especially liked to fight.
“Lifting up a few pounds don’t mean shit to us,” Thompson remarked.
“You sure you’re our commanding officer, or do you think you are… Colonel?” Clements added, his voice sarcastic, condescending.
“Perhaps we could hit the range. Maybe show you how to shoot?” Reynolds suggested. Looking to Clements, he added, “Or perhaps a few rounds of sparring if you’d prefer.”
“Now you listen, old man. Sounds like you’re trying to pick a fight. Well, wrong place for that,” Clements said. He was getting hot, and when angry, his Arkansas accent became more pronounced. “If you wanna step in the ring with me, we can arrange that.”
The other Delta members closed in, nodding their heads, clenching their fists. All, except Dale, who remained ten feet away, staring down at the files in his hands. This wasn’t Delta’s first dealings with Marines, and wouldn’t be their last. Their testosterone was thick, coursing through their veins. Tensions grew hot.
“If I were you, Sergeant Clements, I’d calm down. Hate to embarrass you in front of your men,” Reynolds said.
“You want to get this on, Marine? ’Cause you see, I don’t answer to any Marines,” Clements huffed.
“Shut up and settle down,” came the words. They weren’t from Reynolds, though, but from Dale. Comstock looked up, his face serious, his command to be taken as such. “That’s enough, Clements. Back down right now.”
“Shit, Dale, what is this?” Clements asked.
“Yeah, what’s a Marine doing here?” Thompson asked.
“He’s telling the truth is what he’s doing. This is indeed Colonel Reynolds, and yes he’s a Marine. He’s also our new commanding officer, so you punks might want to consider standing at attention.”
The five others obeyed, snapping to attention, backs straight, arms at their sides.
“At ease, boys,” Reynolds said. “Not here to piss you off, just making introductions is all.”
“And you’re our boss?” Clements asked again, confused.
“Roger that. I’ve been tasked by the Special Activities Division to command your team on a mission.”
“Special Activities Division?” Thompson asked, tilting his head.
“CIA,” Dale answered. “Colonel Reynolds here has replaced Commander McClain. He’s our CO, says right here,” he said, shuffling through the files.
“Didn’t know McClain, but heard of him,” Thompson replied. “At least he was Army.”
“Well, Colonel Reynolds is a Marine, and unless you want trouble, I’d suggest you accept he’s in charge here,” Dale suggested. He shook his head, actually amused, looking up to his men. “You boys aren’t thinking now, are you? Colonel Chad Reynolds… you haven’t heard the name?”
“I don’t think so,” Thompson answered, the rest slowly shaking their heads, attempting to remember if the name jostled their memories.
Dale looked to Clements, to Thompson and Jefferson. He’d served with them the longest. “All right, let me jog your memories. Do you remember SERE school?”
SERE: Survival, Evasion, Resistance, Escape.
They sure as hell remembered it. The advanced course was perhaps the hardest they’d ever been through.
“Yeah, I sure do,” Thompson answered for the group. “Bunch of assholes who liked to torture us, I remember. Fucking tough few weeks. Why?”
“Those tough weeks made you into what you are now,” Dale commented.
“I suppose,” Thompson said glumly. “Still don’t know why that matters.
“Because Colonel Reynolds here, way back in the day, was one of the assholes who liked to torture us. He led the school when we were finishing up our Delta training. Advanced SERE training, remember?”
And then they did remember, expressions changing as they stared at the Colonel.
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Clements thought a moment, remembering back to those years as he prepped to be all he could be. The constant training, being tapped for Spec Ops, going through SERE school.
“Ah, no shit,” Clements finally said, remembering. He then did something particular, something quite out of his norm. Clements was hardcore, the perfect killing machine, and Delta for life. He lived for war, and his teammates were his brothers. He’d die for them at any given moment, and felt great animosity toward anyone who wasn’t Delta. This included Rangers, Marines, any branch, even other special forces, such as SEALs. He especially hated SEALs. But he walked forward on this occasion, reaching out his hand and shaking the Colonel’s. “Sir, it’s nice to see ya again.”
Reynolds shook it, nodding. “Arkansas, right?” he asked.
Clements was impressed. “Yes, sir. Born and raised. You used to called me Ozark.”
“I’ve seen a few come and go, but I think I remember. Wasn’t there but a few years. We talked about boar hunting, I believe.”
“We did, Colonel. That is, after you showed me what a trap was like,” Clements said.
“I remember you taught us a thing or two,” Marcus acknowledged, nodding his head and shaking hands with Reynolds. The other members did the same.
“Hell yeah he did,” Clements replied. “You told some pretty good stories if I remember correctly.”
“I always have a story,” Reynolds said, chuckling. “I seem to also remember taking you boys to The Boars Nest. Remember that bar?”
“Sure do,” Clements replied, grinning.
“Spent a few nights fighting the locals, if I remember correctly,” Reynolds said.
“Well, damn!” Clements bellowed. Then, he turned to the younger Delta members, saying, “Boys, he might be a Marine, but this guy ain’t no joke. Taught Evasion and Scout school when I went through. Shit, I almost washed out. This dude’s a hard-ass.”
“He’s the one who talked me outta walking,” Marcus added. “Nice to have a bad mother fucker on our side.”
“And a Colonel,” Comstock reminded, ensuring they respect the man. “He’s also our commanding officer, so let’s make sure we don’t have any problems to contend with. This comes from the top, boys.”
Everyone stood up straighter. The presence of a Marine Colonel garnished a moment of respect. Especially if Clements spoke highly of him. But there was more.
“The Colonel here is a long range kinda guy,” Clements said. “Shot in the thousand yard competition a few times. Placed too,” Clements bragged.
“Second,” Reynolds said.
“I remember you teaching me a few things,” Clements added. “I still carry the M1A after your suggestion. Bigger round, harder hitting. It’s worked tried and true for me, Colonel.”
“Well, that’s good to know,” the Colonel said. He shook everyone’s hand, greeting all the men.
Then, Clements asked, “You really our commanding officer?”
Dale Comstock walked over, holding out the file. “Yup, it’s true. The Colonel runs a battalion up north of here, but was placed on this team, taking over McClain’s spot.”
“And don’t ask me why,” Reynolds said, “’cause I couldn’t tell ya. Truth be known, I have no clue why I’m here. The CIA called, and here I am. Ready to serve my country I guess. I… we all work under a woman named Elizabeth. She reports only to the dozen super-users. Seventh floor of Langley, if you get my drift. You’ll meet her soon enough.”
“What’s your task here?” Dale asked, handing the paperwork to Jefferson.
“I’m here to ready you boys, provide whatever you need. I’m good with surveillance, and I’ll be at the command center when this all begins.”
“When what begins?” Comstock asked.
“Your mission.”
Everyone grinned.
“I’m not here to break your balls, so don’t worry about that. Just like you, I’m here to get the job done. Understood?” Reynolds asked.
“Hooah!” they said.
“I’m excited to see Delta in action,” Reynolds said.
“That’d be nice,” Thompson said. “Base commander won’t let us do shit. Makes us sit on our asses all day.”
“Ah, General Kline.”
“Know him, eh?” Dale asked.
“He doesn’t understand Delta. Doesn’t get how you boys do things,” Reynolds said.
“He’s an epic douche-bag,” Thompson blurted. This caused Dale to glare his way. “I know, I know… he’s a general and all. But I can’t sit here with my pecker in my hand every day. Shit, even our range time was cut.”
“I hear you boys sneak out at night,” Reynolds said.
Thompson chuckled, saying, “Sometimes.”
“Good. You need to be ready. And don’t worry, starting tomorrow, we’ll be going out. Patrol the neighborhood, if you will. Maybe find some action. Get some practice.” Reynolds suggested.
“We could use it,” Thompson responded.
Dale looked over Jefferson’s shoulder at the file folder once more.
Everything seemed to be in place.
“We’re actually going in, aren’t we?” Dale asked.
“Yes. We’re sending your team in.”
“When?”
“Soon. A week, I’d suspect.”
“The target?” Dale asked, though he’d already guessed.
“We will all be briefed by Elizabeth later tonight. Like I said, she’s in charge. She’ll explain it better.”
“A woman, eh?” Thompson questioned. He was the chauvinist in the group, the one who felt this was a man’s world, especially Spec Ops.
“I wouldn’t fuck with her one bit,” Reynolds warned. “She’s a civilian, so you won’t salute her. But boys, she knows her stuff. She’s Tier One, just like you. This mission is Above Top Secret, Yankee White. We have Zulu Seven Clearance, so let’s keep it sharp.”
A wave of seriousness crossed their faces. Reynolds walked back to his duffel, pulling out six envelopes, each the same size, handing one to each member. “Inside, there are preliminary reports. Your security passes, paperwork to fill out. Good news is, there’s a bonus for this mission. You’re all on triple hazard pay for one month, though this mission won’t last near that long,” Reynolds said.
“Damn, triple? Thanks, Colonel,” Thompson said, opening up his envelope.
“Not my call. Elizabeth made it happen. There’s also thirty grand in each envelope. Enough money to get by any surrounding country if need be, especially Pakistan. Just in case.”
“This is a dangerous one, isn’t it?” Dale questioned, flipping through the contents of the envelope.
“Very dangerous, Sergeant. Something unlike you’ve ever experienced before.”
“We’re going in to find ’em, aren’t we?” Clements asked. He, of course, was asking about the missing Delta team. They, too, had heard the stories.
“Let’s hope so. Now, in the meantime, I want you guys to look over the materials I gave you. There’s maps, some other basics. Familiarize yourselves with it. I’ll need a bit to get situated, then we go out.”
“But General Kline…” Thompson began.
“He’s not your concern. I’ve got a helo fueled and ready. Heard it just dropped off some Rangers about forty miles west of here. You guys interested in backing them up?”
“Fuck yes we are!” Thompson said, excited.
“Well, we leave in twenty. Pack your shit and maybe we can go pick a fight.”
“You’re going with us, Colonel?” Comstock asked, curious at the notion.
“It’s been awhile, so I could use the practice too. There a problem with that, Sergeant?”
“Negative, Colonel. Actually, it’s an honor,” Dale replied.
“Good. I’m curious to see your men in combat. Besides, if I take you out, there’s no reason to sneak off base anymore, is there now?”
“No,” they all mumbled.
“Good. Wouldn’t matter, because I’m your CO, but let’s knock it off and do this for real,” Reynolds said.
Though it was unnecessary, and no protocol for it, all six Delta members stood at attention, saluting the Marine Colonel.
Reynolds returned the salute, turned, and walked out.
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“Sergeant York, how are you feeling?” Elizabeth asked, entering the room and glancing at her watch. Exactly three hours. She looked at him, but no smile. She sat down, shuffled her paperwork like before, and looked up again. Her voice was pleasant, though not overly cheerful. “Have they injected you with anything?”
“No, not since we last talked,” he admitted.
“Good.”
“That doesn’t mean much, though. But so far, I guess I’ll trust ya. You’re a woman of your word until you break it,” York said.
“And I hear there were no incidents either.”
“My head isn’t as foggy. No, didn’t pick any fights,” York said.
“More relaxed?”
“A bit. Mind is clearing up, though I still feel sluggish. Food wasn’t bad either.”
“Appears we’re making progress. Now, if you don’t mind, Sergeant York, I’d like to continue our talk. From the beginning this time?” she requested.
Though still restrained, York’s eyes had softened, he rested back in his chair, a bit calmer than before. He took in a deep breath, letting it out slowly, his eyes engaging her body once more, though he offered no comment. “My unit had twelve men. Ramirez was team leader.”
“An officer?”
“Ah, let’s don’t play games,” York said. “You’re not the sort. A Sergeant, like me. Like all of us. See, Delta doesn’t need officers, just warriors. We’re all the same. But we have team leaders, and Ramirez was it. Good one too.”
“I’ve read Sergeant Ramirez’s files. Highly decorated. Seven tours.”
“Yeah, that’s why he was team leader.”
“And you respected him?”
“More than just about anyone. You see, we do shit other people can’t do. We operate different, see. There’s no time for egos, and we don’t have issues with our mission leaders. We’re all the same, and they pick the best for the job. We work together though. No orders, just a team.”
“Ramirez’s record is impeccable. Tell me your thoughts.”
“A real class act. The go-getter type. He really believed in what we were doing here. His patriotic duty and all that. Lots of combat, seven tours like you said. Good head on his shoulders, I’d do anything for him,” York said.
“The rest of your team?”
“All the best. My brothers.”
“How long have you served with this team? With Ramirez?”
“This is my third tour.”
“And Commander McClain?”
“Again, third tour under him. Good guy, didn’t make mistakes. Did everything right in my book.”
“Fair enough. Let’s go back to Ramirez. You say he’s… patriotic? He believes in this war?”
“He did. He’s dead now, ma’am. But he believed we are here to fight for truth, justice and the American way. And all that other democracy shit. But I liked that he didn’t preach it, didn’t push it. But he sure as shit showed it. Ramirez had a good heart. Kinda guy who’d risk his life for some Afghani kid, who’d feed stray cats and dogs, who’d help build houses if need be. He cared about these people. And if Ramirez was around, you didn’t dare do something that would get an innocent person killed. Sure, it was part of the job, but you were extra careful on his watch.”
“What about you? Are you patriotic? Are you for the cause?” Elizabeth asked.
York laughed, staring coldly. “Don’t give two shits about duty and honor and all that BS. I’m here for two reasons.”
“Which are?”
“I’m good at my job… and I’m here for my team. My code is to The Unit. That’s it. Nothing more, nothing less. Don’t mistake it, I’m not half the man Ramirez was.”
“I see,” Elizabeth said, scribbling something on her paper. She looked back up, her soft brown eyes studying him, digging into his soul. A certain sorrow overcame her. Then, she said, “Sergeant, I’ll be frank and ask you directly. Remember, this is only between us. Do you think Ramirez made the right call?”
“We were ordered in to do surveillance,” York replied.
“That’s not what I mean. Was it the right call to go into that valley? To search the village, the cave?”
York shook his head, his eyes glazed. “Despite having lost my closest friends, I’ll back his call forever. He said we needed to go in and we did.”
“Nobody questioned it?”
“Nobody wanted to. We’re Delta, that’s what we do. We move forward while the cautious man hesitates. Got that?”
“I understand.
“Under no circumstances is Sergeant Ramirez or Commander McClain responsible for the deaths of my guys,” York said. “I’ll never waver from that, you got me?”
Elizabeth was somewhat humbled by this, surprise overtaking her. Here she had perhaps judged this man, this elite warrior who cared not of God or country but of only the men beside him. “Under no circumstances will any of your team, or Commander McClain, receive an ounce of blame. They will not be punished, for this didn’t happen.”
“Okay, good,” York responded, relaxing a bit.
“Ramirez… he was the last in, wasn’t he?”
York went blank for a moment, his mind drifting, remembering back to that dismal day. “There was this moment when I thought we’d both make it. There was a moment when I thought Ramirez and I might get out alive.” York then looked up to Elizabeth, eyes cloudy with tears. “Guess it didn’t work out that way, did it?”
“What was your mission, Sergeant York?” she asked bluntly. “Why were you in that valley?”
“Ah, now that’s classified, ma’am.”
“I know the details, I’m not looking for you to regurgitate. I simply want to hear it from your perspective. Your mission was to seek and destroy Taliban presence in that region, I know this. Khost was blowing up, and you guys were moved in. Got into a pretty good fight, too.”
“Yeah, there had been a string of bombings. The embassy in Afghanistan, a few allies attacked. Things were getting ugly, and the war was growing burdensome,” York admitted.
“So conflict rose in this region?”
“It did. We saw a wave of attacks, a harder push. I think it’s ’cause we pushed ’em into a corner. They had nothing else to do but fight back. Thing is, the media was starting to report on it, and it sure didn’t look good for the good ol’ war machine.”
“So they called in Delta.”
“Right on, good on them!” he declared with a laugh. “We were to observe, ultimately. See, Delta works like you spooks — in secret. Observe and report Taliban presence, track their movements, gather INTEL.”
“But at some point you encountered resistance.”
“Damn right. Got into a little shooting match against fifty of those fuckers.”
“That’s nearly four to one odds.”
“We’re Delta,” he said brazenly.
“Who shot first, Sergeant York?”
“Well, like I’ve said a million times, they spotted us. We took fire and had to return it. Couldn’t help it, that’s what we were supposed to do if discovered.”
Elizabeth stared a moment, expressionless. Then, she slowly leaned in, a smile forming, near laughter in her voice. “Sergeant York, you don’t really think I believe that bullshit story, do you?”
“What do you mean?”
“I know you’re repeating it. Over and over again helps. I can see you know the game. Funny thing is, those big boy generals and agents never once questioned that part. They believe you, Sergeant York. They believe you took fire and had to return fire in self defense. But I don’t believe a single fucking word,” she declared.
York grinned. He couldn’t help it. There was something about this woman that impressed him, something bold about her, something different.
But he opted to remain silent. He wouldn’t dare speak in a way that might dishonor his friends, his brothers. He’d die before that happened.
“I stand by that report. They fired first.”
“Your team was under orders to observe, yet were spotted and fired upon.”
“Yup.”
“You think I believe that? Don’t test my intelligence. Ramirez disobeyed protocol. He called for a strike, didn’t he?”
“Fuck you!” York belted out.
Before he could berate her further, Elizabeth spoke. “Sergeant York, this matter is classified above any of those who have interviewed you before. This includes a three star general, many others. I know you don’t believe it, but there’s no cameras, no recording devices. I’m also not here with the intention of blaming anyone, especially Sergeant Ramirez. His name will be honored, not slandered, I can promise this. His family will receive full benefits, he’ll be held in high honor by the Army. But I do need the truth,” she stated.
“Who cares how the fight started? Those fuckers were there and we killed them. That’s our job.”
“I just need to know. You see, I understand the nature of men who enter special forces.”
“You do?”
“I have a friend who’s a SEAL. I know your mentality, your alpha-male heritage that needs to be proved from time to time. Your ego, your team’s super-ego of a perfect killing force. Unstoppable, capable of anything. York, Delta Force are super-soldiers. I’d expect you to engage regardless of protocol. It’s not that I care, because to be honest, I figured you guys shot first. I’m trying to solve a puzzle, and that tidbit of information would be most helpful.”
“All right, fine,” York said, believing her, giving her trust, letting go. “We did observe — at first. We watched as they loaded two pickups full of bomb making materials. Those fuckers are good with their IEDs. They really fuck our guys up. And it’s not always the fact that they kill, it’s the psychological aspect of roadside bombs. These devices fuck our guys up mentally, too. They make them gun-shy, scared. It’s all about morale.”
“And this group had such materials?”
“Yeah, I know my bombs, and no doubt that’s what they were. Watched through our scopes, saw they were ready to head back south.”
“So Ramirez decided to do something about it.”
“We all did.”
“Why didn’t you call in a strike?”
“We did. Called it in twice, actually. But we were declined both times.”
“Hm,” she mumbled under her breath. “There should have been plenty of ordinance,” she said, pondering aloud, beginning to shuffle through her papers again.
“Oh, they had it. Apaches, Warthogs… shit, mortars and tanks too. We usually have a half dozen Predator drones flying above, but for some reason, not this day. Whatever the fuck we want, we usually get. But this time, no air support, nothing.”
“What did your command say to do?”
“To keep observing. They told us to stand down and only watch. Even if that meant the Taliban would drive off, set up their bombs down the road, kill some kid who should be going home to his parents,” York said.
“How’d that make you feel, Sergeant?”
“Feel? I haven’t been asked of my feelings in a long time, ma’am. I guess I was pissed off. We all were. Don’t know if that makes sense or not, but we’re the front line, there to protect all men and women in the Armed Forces.”
“You’re the baddest dogs on the block and you were leashed.”
“Damn right!” York said, a near smile forming on his face. “Ramirez said we’re going in and nobody complained. We were hungry, pissed off. We posted up on the southern ridgeline. We flanked them, taking two good angles of fire. Once we got within two hundred meters or so, we engaged.”
“What happened next?”
“We sent them presents, courtesy of Delta.”
“You fired and—”
“—and we opened the gates of hell.”
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“What were their numbers?” Elizabeth asked. “How many?”
“You ever been in a car wreck?” York thought a moment, recalling. “You see, things slow down, but your mind’s working overtime in combat. So you get these flashes, that’s it. Not full memories.”
“I understand. Your best guess, please,” she beckoned.
“Hundreds,” York replied. “Had to have been.”
Elizabeth sighed. Then, she changed the topic, saying, “Let’s go back a bit. You engage a few dozen Taliban. Outnumbered. Were you scared?”
“We had a job to do. We don’t give two shits how many we’re up against. We just knew one thing: those bombs were meant to kill our men. We decided to take ’em out. Wasn’t really a tough call, and I don’t care what anyone thinks. We made the right one,” York said.
“I agree. But why, once on top of the ridge, did you continue? Why not head back? Especially when communications began to go out. Especially when ordered.”
“Ah, you’re taking it too personal. It wasn’t a far climb down, only a few hundred meters past that. No biggie. We weren’t due back for a few days, had time to spare,” York said, shrugging his shoulders as if he didn’t care.
“Was it a long fight?”
“Firefights don’t usually last long, though it feels like an eternity sometimes. I’d say this one was long, though. Perhaps thirty minutes? Might not sound long to a civilian, but trust me, it is. Gives you a complete adrenaline dump, wears on your body, your mind.”
“I understand,” Elizabeth said. “Go on…”
“We’d advance, kill a few, advance more. They were soon retreating, stopping only to take a few shots, then they’d continue on. It was pretty easy to catch up.”
“And they made their way east, correct?”
“Yeah, up the ridge. It was a small mountain, I guess, their only real way out considering we had them pinned down. The climb wasn’t even that tough, really. Nothing they weren’t used to. We killed a bunch, the rest ran up the trail, toward the top of the bluff.”
“Then what?”
“The fuckers stopped. It was their only way out, we had them flanked and pushing hard. They could have gone down the other side, the trail was manageable. They could have sought cover, hidden in the rocks and even returned fire. But they didn’t. They just froze,” York explained.
Elizabeth tilted her head at this, curious. “Why do you think that is?”
“Who fucking knows? Taliban’s different. Anyway, we were closing in. Our tactics were superior, we felt confident. Ramirez killed two at the base, I took out a few halfway up the trail. Even got a three hundred meter shot uphill with a decent crosswind,” York bragged.
Elizabeth attempted to act unimpressed, her face a mere scowl. She’d known many Special Forces, had worked with them to a great extent. This bragging was normal, she knew this, but something about York’s demeanor, something about his tone, his look, did impress Elizabeth.
Strange, she thought.
York continued, “Popped a few more ragheads up the trail, whole team got a few. We reached the summit, and about twelve were left. Fuckers were just standing there. Not shooting, just staring in the opposite direction,” York said with a laugh.
“Quite odd, I’m sure,” she noted.
“I guess. Can’t ever expect anything from them. They’re not like us, ya know? They looked away, and we had to fire a few rounds into the air to get their attention, though they must have heard us coming up,” he said.
“And then you shot them?” she asked.
“Yup,” he grinned.
“Thing that bothers me is this…” Elizabeth began. “… why did they freeze? What were they looking at?”
“Don’t know for sure. Can only assume the village, I guess.”
“But you said there was no threat in the village.”
“Maybe they knew of the cave. Don’t know.”
“Sergeant York, why do you think they froze?” she asked.
“Fear,” he replied. “Though they weren’t afraid of us. Something else, but not us.”
“After you killed the enemy, you went downhill. Swept the village?”
“Yeah, went right on in.”
“How many do you estimate?” Elizabeth asked.
“Few hundred, maybe a thousand. Hard to know.”
“Anything abnormal?” she asked.
“No, not really. Thing is, the village was pretty big. Lots of people, but when I checked the maps, the GPS, I couldn’t find it. Not completely surprised, but still… it should have been there.”
“And no Taliban according to your reports.”
“Negative. Seemed like normal folk. Most wary, but lots happy to see us. We get that in parts, but in Khost, they usually hate us. Chatted with the locals, took a look around, nothing.”
“So you think you got all the insurgents?” she asked.
“I do,” York said. “Look, I know it sounds crazy, but no way we missed them. Too much open landscape. The fuckers froze, and I can’t say why. But you see, the Afghanis are different. Can’t always understand them, don’t try to. I do respect them, though. They’re a formidable enemy, more so than the Iraqis in my opinion. Maybe it was fear, maybe just stupidity,” York said.
“You sound irritated by this,” she asked.
“You a shrink?”
“No.”
“Good, ’cause I hate shrinks. I am pissed. Thinking back, it’s like they led us there. Like it was okay for them to give their lives so we’d enter the valley. I even remember thinking how stupid they were at the time, but looking back, we were the stupid ones.”
“You did nothing wrong, in my opinion,” she said.
This brought some comfort to York. “They purposely chose death instead of entering that canyon. They could have hidden in the village, taken up position, something. Anything. But they chose death. Knew it was coming. That’s not something done lightly. They knew they were dead men, and figured our bullets would be quicker, easier.”
Elizabeth shook her head, face filled with disbelief. “They refused to enter the valley…” she mumbled.
“I’m pretty sure I know why,” York said.

49

One helo and two Apache gunships revved their engines, rotors spinning, last minute checks. They were fully armed, ready for their cargo.
Outside the hanger, men prepped the helicopters.
Inside, Delta stood, dressed for combat, smiles on their faces. It was about time. In the distance, walking across the tarmac in their direction, was Colonel Reynolds. He wore desert fatigues, worn and comfortable boots, a small pack on his back. In his hand was a beat up looking Remington .308 bolt action rifle.

Clements turned, saying, “Dale, what the fuck is going on, brother? What’s all this?”
“We’re getting some combat time, that’s what,” Dale said, his voice low.
“That’s not what I mean. It’s obvious they’re prepping us for something big. Guessing we’re going after those Delta boys. Shit man, it’s been three weeks. Maybe we’ll find bodies, maybe there’s another reason.”
“So?”
“So, this Colonel really our CO? We really doing some CIA shit, aren’t we?”
Dale turned to Clements, looking him square in the eyes. “I’ve been doing CIA shit this whole time, brother man.”
“Say what?” Clements asked, eyes wide.
“We’re Tier One. Our missions get reported to Langley. They call the shots, not the Army.”
“But we’re Delta.”
“Not anymore. You see that file? We’re Special Activities Division right now. Congrats, you passed your training,” Dale said with a smirk.
“And that Marine, he’s going with us?” Clements asked.
“On this run, looks like. Don’t you know he’s famous, though? Long range kinda guy. Heard he still pops Taliban at seven hundred meters. I’ll take that on our side any day.”
“Shit, me too, Dale. Just wondering is all.”
“Look, shit might be fucked up. Have lots of questions myself. But for now, let’s get off this base and get some practice. I think we’ll need it. And don’t worry about the Colonel. He seems to enjoy a good fight too. You do know, he’s a pretty famous sniper. Might be good to have on our side. Hooah?”
“Hooah!” Clements replied.
Moments later Colonel Reynolds motioned to the Delta team of six, waving them near the helicopters, and headed out past the horizon for some much needed action.
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“How are you feeling, Sergeant?” Elizabeth asked. A few more hours had passed. Though she was in much need for information, she knew it would take time. Time she didn’t have.
“Fair, I suppose,” York responded.
“Did you get some rest?”
“A little.”
“And still no fighting. Looks like we’re making progress, Sergeant York.”
“Yeah, maybe,” he muttered.
“Did the books help? I didn’t know which genre you like, and there weren’t many selections on the shelves.”
“Yeah, sure did. Read a bit, got some sleep. Guess things are better, even though I’m still your prisoner,” he retorted.
“After this chat, you’ll receive some time outside. Sun’s going down, but a little fresh air might help. Does that sound good, Sergeant?” Elizabeth asked.
“Yeah, sure does.”
“Of course, rules still apply. Under guard and shackled. But an hour to look up at the stars.”
“I could use some exercise,” York stated. “Helps keep the anger down a bit.”
“Well, maybe we can arrange for your shackles to be off inside your room.”
“You mean, my cell?”
“You could at least get some exercise. We’ll go from there,” Elizabeth said, writing in her notepad.
“I’ll take what I can get,” York said.
“Good. Now, though you’ll likely remain a bit groggy, you’ve been off the meds most of the day. Is it helping?”
“I guess so. I’m not so jumbled.”
“Are you depressed, Sergeant York?”
“You going to put me back on anti-depressants?” he asked.
“No. I just assume you are.”
“Sure as fuck am. Try being a prisoner, tied up, beat up. Try being a member of The Unit that’s hidden away. Try getting asked a million questions. Try getting told you’re crazy. ’Cause lady, they think I’m crazy. You do too, don’t you?” York asked.
“No, Sergeant York, I do not think you’re crazy. Now, if we can make some progress, I hope to release you from this facility as soon as I think you’re ready. You’ll undergo mandatory counseling, and trust me, you’ll be under close scrutiny. But all in all, I hope to make you a free man soon. I hope to release you into the real world,” Elizabeth said, her voice opportunistic.
“Ma’am, Afghanistan is the real world.”
“I hope to get you back to the States in little time. Back to your family, back home. This incident has been horrific for you, I can only imagine. I hope with some time and help, you’ll go on with life,” she encouraged.
“You think I want out? I ain’t leaving the Army. I’m Delta, and intend to keep it that way. That is, unless they’re giving me the boot.”
“Your superiors speak highly of you. Commander McClain, even General Kline spoke nice words. I’ll see what I can do, maybe there’s a way you can stay. But to be honest, I doubt you’ll see combat again. But there’s many opportunities. Other members of The Unit would benefit greatly from your experience. Perhaps a training position. Perhaps strategy.”
“Go fuck yourself,” York exclaimed, leaning forward. His calm demeanor changed in an instant. “I’m sure you’ll report your opinion, just like the rest. That I’m not fit for combat. That I’m fucked up in the head. No longer an asset.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“But you will. Go fuck yourself,” he repeated.
“Now listen, Sergeant, I’ve done a lot to help you. I’ve done it quickly, to show some good faith. You’ve experienced something more horrific than any man I’ve ever known. Ever! You went up against something that no one else ever has, and you survived. You alone.”
“I sure fucking did,” he replied, as if uncomfortable of this fact.
“I’m sorry, but there’s no way they’ll allow you back into combat. Doesn’t mean you won’t remain with 1st SFOD-D. Doesn’t mean you won’t be important.”
“What, some desk jockey? Maybe a pencil pusher. Or maybe I can spend my days yelling at new recruits. You think that’s why I’m here, lady? Maybe I’ll finish my service, grow to be an old man, and tell war stories that nobody will listen to. That’s my future?” he exclaimed.
“You really want to stay in? Full duty?” she asked.
“Sure as fuck do. And I’m sick of waiting. I’ll answer your little fucking questions all day, but I want out of this shit-hole. I’m ready for some action, and if you don’t allow it, I’ll find a way.”
“I don’t believe that’s wise, but we’ll speak on that matter later. You’ve been helpful and candid, so perhaps I’ll suggest active duty. We’ll see. We have much ground to cover first.”
“Then get on with it,” he demanded.
“Khost.”
“Khost. Yup, it’s hell on earth.”
“I’d like to speak more about the valley. The cave.”
“You watched the interrogations, right? You heard my answers,” he said.
“Many times. But I’d like to hear them once more, if you don’t mind.”
“What’s in it for me?” he asked, a grin on his face. “You gonna threaten to drug me again if I don’t talk?”
“I don’t work that way. Provided you remain calm and don’t pick fights, you’ll keep those privileges.”
“Privileges, eh? Wow, I’m a lucky man.”
“You should take what you can get, Sergeant York. Now if we’re bartering, what exactly do you want? I gave you books, some time outdoors, even a bit of exercise. Your meals are better. What else?” she asked bluntly. She had little time. Her team briefing would be soon, and she still had much to do.
“Take these off?” York requested, pulling his hands from the table, motioning to the chains. “And get me some smokes. Matches, an ashtray. A Coke, too. Shit, been weeks since I’ve had any of ’em.” York stared at the woman. This was the ultimate test, this would determine their understanding from now on.
Elizabeth thought a moment. She wasn’t the sort to answer on impulse. She weighed her options, then without saying a word, she stood up from her seat. York began to ask where she was going, but Elizabeth ignored the man. She proceeded to the door, rapped, and after a buzz the door opened. She was greeted by four guards, anxious looks on their faces.
The dialogue lasted a few minutes. It appeared as if they disagreed, were trying to dissuade her.
Elizabeth always got her way.
The woman finally turned, the door shutting behind, and sat back down. She looked at her notes, ignoring York, remaining silent.
“What was that all about?” he finally asked. The quiet bothered him.
But Elizabeth didn’t answer. Instead, she held up her index finger, signaling for him to be patient. It took a few minutes of awkward silence before the buzz of the door sounded again. In walked five men.
Four were guards, heavily armed, carbines pointed in his direction. A large Sergeant spoke carefully to York, saying, “I’m going to undo these chains.”
“Really?” York said, looking at Elizabeth. It was almost humorous to him. Was this really happening?
“I’ll undo your leg shackles first, then your arms. You will remain seated. You won’t move an inch. Your hands will remain where I can see them at all times. Understood?” the Sergeant asked.
York glanced up, grinning. “Sure thing.”
“Not an inch,” the Sergeant warned again.
“I won’t give you trouble,” York promised.
The Sergeant nodded, leaning in closer, whispering, “General Kline has given me the order to shoot you if you try anything. Anything at all. I don’t want to do that, but I sure will. You will be alone with this woman, and I’ll be watching through that mirror. You make any sudden movement, I’ll assume the worse.”
“You’ll come in guns blazing and kill me dead,” York said. “Got it. I understand.”
“Good,” the Sergeant said. He then lowered down, bending and unclasping York’s leg restraints. A minute passed and he stood back up, right hand still on his rifle.
“The arms?” York asked. “You promised.”
The Sergeant grumbled, swung his rifle back, and pulled his pistol from the holster. He aimed it directly at York’s head. “Don’t move.”
Click click.
York was free.
The large Sergeant stepped back five paces, weapon trained on York. The other men did the same.
York took a moment, slowly moving his feet, rubbing his wrists where the chains had rubbed them raw. He did so carefully, for he’d been around men with itchy trigger fingers before. “Thanks,” he muttered, though deep down he didn’t mean it.
Elizabeth, now satisfied, turned to the guards. “Out,” she demanded.
“But, ma’am—” the Sergeant began to protest.
“Now,” she ordered.
The guards left, defeated, closing the door behind them. A loud click of the lock and they were gone. No doubt they were watching intently from behind the mirror.
York waved his fingers at it, grin on his face.
Elizabeth remained quiet, ignoring York until the door buzzed again. In came a man, mid-twenties and balding, a bit overweight. He would never amount to much, his biggest task of each day was remembering who gets cream in their coffee and who doesn’t.
“Here’s what you requested,” he said.
“Set it on the table and leave,” Elizabeth ordered.
The man shook as he stared at York, setting the cardboard shoebox on the table and stepping away fast. He turned, nearly running to the door, escaping through the second it reopened.
“What’s this?” York asked.
“What you requested,” Elizabeth replied.
Inside were a pack of cigarettes, matches and a plastic ashtray. Also, a cold can of Coke lay on its side. York grinned, opening the Coke and taking a deep drink. He set it down, opened the fresh pack, smelling down the length of the cigarette. “Ah, it’s been awhile,” he said. Then, York struck the match, watching the flame flair up, touching it to the end of his smoke. He inhaled, taking a deep drag.
Upon exhaling, York was polite, blowing the smoke away from Elizabeth’s direction.
“Guess I can’t deny you’re the gal that gets things done,” York said.
“I lived up to my end. Your turn,” she said, serious and ready.
York took another drag, saying, “Lady, I’ll tell you anything you want to hear.”
“The incident. I want to know more.”
“You keep saying incident. Not sure why. It was a fucking nightmare, okay? We literally entered the gates of hell,” York said.
“Fair enough. The cave. I’d like to know more.”
“All right, off the record, right?”
“Yes. When you engaged the Taliban, one was still alive when you got there. Is this correct?” she asked.
“Yup.”
“Continue…”
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“He got clipped pretty bad. Gut shot, not a fun way to die. Think Diaz nailed him. Either way, he didn’t have long,” York said.
“Did you question him?”
“One of our boys knew bits of the language. The guy muttered mostly, didn’t really make much sense.”
“What did he say?”
“Talked about the demons. That the valley had demons. Crazy talk! He was bleeding out, turning yellow. That’s how you know you’re dying, when your skin starts going yellow,” York said.
“Did you call for an evac?”
“Nah, no time for that. Put him down instead.”
“You shot an unarmed man?” Elizabeth asked.
“Sure did. Only humane thing to do.”
“That’s…”
“What, against the Geneva Convention or something?” York interrupted.
“Actually, yes. You should have administered aid. Held him for possible interrogation.”
York took another drag, smashing out his smoke and lighting another. “You think protocol exists out here? Fuck, lady, we’re in Khost. Dude was dying, we asked our questions, then I helped him along to his seventy virgins. Welcome to war.”
“Listen, I’m not judging. It’s just—”
Again, York cut her off. “Before you start thinking I’m some sick asshole, I handed him his Koran. Gave him some water. Let him do his praying. When he was ready, I put two in his head and that was all. The team was already moving on. Now you can think it’s wrong all you want, but this is Khost. I’d have done the same for anything that’s suffering, a dog, a goat, whatever.”
She nodded, choosing to not upset the man. “You said he spoke of demons. Did he elaborate?”
“Nah, just crazy talk. We figured maybe he was trying to tell us more of his boys were in the village. More Taliban maybe.”
“So you killed him and moved on.”
“Yup, to the village. Ramirez called base, requested surveillance and all that nice stuff. Apaches would have been nice, but they wouldn’t even send us a drone. We could tell the village was big too.”
“But they sent nothing.”
“Correct. Made some excuse. Patterns were full, something like that. We all called bullshit.”
“I would have too. By this point, you had to have been skeptical. And how long was it until you were called back for extraction?”
“Immediately,” York admitted. “We said we’d head back. The LZ was a day away, so we had plenty of time. And sure, we were skeptical. That’s why we went into the village.”
“Even though there was no backup, even though you were called in? Despite that there might have been hundreds of Taliban waiting, you went in?”
“We’re Delta,” he responded. “We were jacked up, decided to move in.”
“The village? It held no insurgents?”
“None we came in contact with. Normal folk, most of whom seemed surprised we were there. Shocked, actually. You should have seen their faces. Shit, that place is so far hidden from civilization, I doubt many knew why we were even there. We patrolled the streets, spoke with the people. Watched their activity, took some photos even.”
“When were you convinced the village was safe?”
“We were never convinced. See, the Taliban use scouts. Some are young boys no older than eight. They sit outside bases, ready with their cell phones. These are the same kids that sell us bunk CDs and other bullshit we don’t need. They’re allies only when it suits them. That’s just how things are. So, we were cautious the entire time, though nothing eventful happened.”
“And you spoke to some? They say anything important?”
“Not really. Rogers spoke with a few. It was strange, but it seemed the entire village came to greet us. Some talked, the elders mostly. The women and children stayed back, though they didn’t seem scared. That was strange too.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because usually they are. But for some reason, these people seemed happy by our presence. Urged us to stay, but we weren’t going to do that,” York said.
“Well, maybe there weren’t any Taliban there. Perhaps they were what you said… normal people.”
“Taliban are everywhere. I’m surprised they didn’t fuck us up, actually. That valley is their land, and most Afghanis will invite you inside their home one minute, cap you the next. It’s just how they work. So, we moved fast, didn’t overstay our welcome, and got ready to leave.”
“But you didn’t. You saw the cave,” Elizabeth said.
“No, actually we didn’t. We were headed back west, leaving the village. As the team was moving, some kid, couldn’t have been eight or nine, tugged at me.”
“He say anything?”
“No, but he had a look on his face. It was fear, plain and simple. It was as if he was begging me, the way he held on, the way he looked at me. I turned and he was pointing up, to the east. Toward the mountain. Big son of a bitch, too. I called Ramirez over and we took a look.”
“How far away was it?”
“We estimated six, seven hundred meters. Looked through our scopes a bit, didn’t see any movement. Almost ignored the kid and kept moving, but then I saw it.”
“The cave?”
“Yup. Tucked away, hidden really well. I could only see the top of the opening. The rest was obscured by rock. A large overhang was above it. Might be why satellites never picked up on it. But sure as shit, the kid was right, there was a cave.”
“What was the decision?”
“To check it out, of course. Figured if anything, it was probably a trap. Shit, kid might have been setting us up for an ambush, ya just never know.”
“Then why go?”
“Curiosity, maybe. Dunno. We just went in. Figured fuck it, we’d check it out. We’d do some intelligence gathering, shoot some bad guys if need be, then head out. So, we headed east, across the desert and toward the cave. It was a good hike, not much cover. But the ragheads can’t shoot over two hundred meters, so once we were far enough from the village, we felt safe. Got to the foothills, went on up. There’s a few trails, but some are real death-traps. Went slow, looking for traps of course.”
“And you made it without incident, correct?” Elizabeth asked.
“We did. There wasn’t anything. It was silent, even when we looked in, there was nothing. Damn cave is dark, deep too. Couldn’t see the end, even with our lights. But the silence, now that I remember, that’s what sticks with me most. The quiet. It was as if everything living just got quiet. No birds, no lizards, nothing. There was an eerie feeling once we got there, that’s for sure.”
“Did everyone feel this way?” Elizabeth asked.
“Didn’t ask. We were ready for anything, so that didn’t matter. At least, we thought we were ready,” York said, taking another drag, thinking back.
York felt defeated.
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“If this is too much, I can come back later,” Elizabeth suggested.
“Go on. At least I get to smoke,” he said, though exhausted.
“You’re a member of 1st SFOD-D, perhaps the greatest special forces group in the world. I’ve met many of you. I’ve tasked missions, so I know the game. You’ve received many accommodations, Sergeant York. Your superior officer, your teammates, they all speak highly of you.”
“Your point?” he asked, rolling his eyes.
“Says here,” she said, shuffling through his file, “that you received a purple heart not long ago.”
“Yeah, sure did.”
“And where is that medal, Sergeant York?”
A flash of anger went through him. He said, “Oh, I have it in a nice pretty fuckin’ frame in my bathroom so that every day I can jack off to it while looking in the mirror and telling myself good on you! Good job for doing what I’d do anyway!” he said, nearly shouting.
The buzz, the door opened, men entering.
Elizabeth ushered them away.
“I’m afraid I don’t understand, Sergeant York.”
“Why are you asking where my medal is?”
“Because a few guys on your team said you no longer have it. This true?”
“Yeah. So?”
“Where is your purple heart, Sergeant York?”
“I tossed the fuckin’ thing off the top of a mountain a week after they gave it to me,” he declared. “I don’t think I should get a medal for helping a fellow member of The Unit. It’s almost an insult, really. So I tossed it and went back to fighting.”
“It makes sense to me, actually. Your type of personality, you’re different than most men. A rarity. Now obviously I’ve never seen combat, but in theory it does make sense.”
“It does? Wow, someone around here who isn’t a dumbshit. I’m liking you more and more, Elizabeth. At least you ain’t stupid like the rest. My team are my brothers, something pussy men and bitches will never understand. Point is, you might understand hypothetically, but you’ll still never fully understand. It’s like watching your brother die. You have family?”
“I do,” she replied.
“And what would you do if someone attempted to harm them?”
“I suppose I’d defend them.”
“Fuck yeah you would! You see, when we’re out there, there’s no time for bitches and pussies. War is for real men. You’ll never understand the bond, I’d fucking give my life for any Delta, for all my teammates. That’s why I tossed the fuckin’ medal. I don’t do this for fuckin’ medals.”
“Are you a patriotic man, Sergeant York?”
“I don’t give two shits about anything but my boys. And they’re dead, remember? My unit… those guys… they were more important to me than my own family, my friends. They were more than that. I’ve killed to defend them, I would have given my life for them.” He broke down, tears rolling freely down his cheeks.
“Sergeant, are you all right? Shall I give you some time?”
“No, let’s get on with it,” he requested again.
“Obviously you’re sad. That makes you a good friend, an honorable soldier.”
“Cut the bullshit.”
“Do you have remorse, Sergeant York? Are you begrudging yourself for the incident?”
“I only wish for one thing.”
“What’s that, Sergeant York? What do you wish for?” she urged.
But York paused, his eyes blurry with tears, his voice wavering.
Elizabeth pushed on, feeling the need to press the man, to get through to him. “You wish you could have saved them, right?” she asked.
York looked up, a crazed stare, shaking his head. “No! I wish I would have died with them,” he stated.
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“Needed that,” Jefferson stated, stepping off the helicopter. The Delta Unit, accompanied by the sole Marine, exited the aircraft.
“Me too!” Thompson exclaimed.
“Felt good to get some action,” Jefferson added. He was by far the most menacing looking man on the team. He kept his hair cropped short, his beard thick. He was as square as an engine block, a mean look always on his face. But this day, he couldn’t help but grin some. He, like the rest, felt relieved. The stress of waiting around was often worse than the stress of combat. But the Marine had seen to that problem. It was equivalent to taking them to a whore house, and Jefferson was gracious of the gesture. He double checked his rifle’s action, gathering his gear and headed up toward the hangar.
“That got intense for a bit, didn’t it?” Thompson replied.
“Yup, sure did.”
“Got two, myself,” Thompson added, walking alongside the man. He wasn’t so much bragging as no man on the team kept score against one another. Instead, each time a man killed, it was a kill for the team, not the individual. It was for The Unit.
“Yeah, you did,” Jefferson nodded. His white teeth shined as daylight long had passed, night upon them. The bright spotlights on the base lit his wide grin. His spirits were high. “Everyone did good. Even thought the Rangers did all right.”
“Meh, I guess,” Clements, the large country boy, admitted as he hurried to catch up. Like the rest, he too carried the M4 Carbine. His bolt was open, and slung across his broad chest. He was bigger than Jefferson in size, though not by much.
“Ah, Clements, those boys did good,” Jefferson said.
“Yeah, maybe,” Clements said. It was the best he could do. He was the one who held the most pride for his team, his unit — it was his personal gang, his family, and he cared for nothing more. Clements’ loyalties didn’t go far outside Delta.
“They did just fine,” Thompson agreed. “And hey, that old man, the Colonel… he’s kinda a badass.”
“Sure is,” Jefferson agreed.
Even Clements nodded at this.
“How many he get, Dale?” Thompson asked, turning back to Comstock, who strode behind.
“Four confirmed. Longest was four hundred and thirty meters. Damn good shot,” Dale said, stepping down from the helicopter, also unloading his gear, checking once more his weapon was clear.
“Damn,” Thompson whispered. “Four hundred meters is far. One shot, too. Didn’t have to walk his target either. I think he’ll fit in, boys. I like him. Might be a Marine, but the guy hasn’t given us any shit. Let us do what we needed to, stepped up and got a few himself.”
“He’ll be helpful,” Clements remarked.
Jefferson laughed, looking at the man. “Thought you only liked Delta,” he joked.
“Ah, Marines are all right. Especially famous ones. It’s the Navy boys I can’t stand,” Clements remarked.
“Yeah, no kidding,” Jefferson said. “Colonel Reynolds will be helpful on this mission, whatever it is.”
“Think we’re really going out, Jefferson? Think we’re here to do something big?” Thompson asked.
“Sure as shit are. Don’t know what, but I feel it. What you think, Dale? We doing this or what?” Jefferson asked.
“Yeah, we’re going out,” Dale said, his voice soft. “Don’t know exactly what, but have a feeling it’s an important one. Now let’s get moving. We have a briefing in less than an hour.”
* * *
An hour passed. The night grew later, the base quieter, less activity. Guards watched the perimeter, floodlights cast few shadows, most had already hit the barracks for a nights’ sleep. A few came and went, but for the most part, the base was empty.
The six Delta members hurried to get ready. They cleaned their firearms first. Always did. Then, they showered and dressed. They were told casual, and considering the way most of them usually dressed, they took a liberal approach to the matter.
Thompson had on ripped jeans, a Metallica t-shirt, sandals. He had half-heartedly combed his hair back, though it was still full of grease.
They all looked as such, all but Dale Comstock.
Dale looked more ‘soldierly’, if there was such a thing. He was clean shaven, save for the long, black handle-bar mustache, which he kept perfectly trimmed. His head was bald, also freshly shaved. He wore a button-up short sleeve shirt, khaki pants, and boots.

The group walked on, exiting Delta quarters and entering another side of the base. A fence had been constructed, one that secured an even larger area on the base for their use. Two more hangers and a few buildings were within its confines. They headed toward one of the buildings, the headquarters for this mission, where’d they’d meet Colonel Reynolds, and finally this Elizabeth.
They strode on and on, enjoying the warm night air, chuckling and reminiscing about the day’s activity, the gunfight; they joked and laughed and felt confident. Whatever misgivings they held about the Marine were long gone. He truly felt part of the team, which was rare, but they accepted him, enjoying the man’s company, curious to learn why they were here in the first place.
The team was refreshed, in good spirits, on an adrenaline high.
“Take a look at that,” Thompson said, thumping Clements on the shoulder, grinning and pointing.
“What?”
“That dude over there. Carrying the rifle.”
“Sure as fuck can’t be some regular Joe, or they’d have his ass,” Clements said.
“Ha! He looks like one of us. Think he’s Delta?” Thompson asked.
Clements stared hard, saying, “Never seen him before.” Turning to Jefferson, he asked, “You know him?”
“Nah, man.”
“Well, he must be,” Thompson said, taking a good look. “That an AK he’s carrying?”
“Looks it,” Clements replied.
“Not sure why he’d want an AK, but whatever. Must be Delta if he’s in this part of the base,” Thompson said.
“Or CIA or some shit,” Jefferson said.
“Nah, most the CIA scrubs wear suits. That dude is in shorts,” Thompson replied.
“He’s not Delta,” Dale commented, “and not everyone with the CIA wears a suit.”
“Oh, I forgot… we’re CIA now,” Thompson said with a chuckle. “Go figure.”
“Damn right,” Dale said, nodding.
“Then what’s he doing here, Dale?” Thompson asked, pointing to the man.
“He’s Spec Ops all right, but not Delta,” Dale replied, not really answering the question.
“There’s only one other special operations group and…” Thompson started.
“What the fuck!” Clements exclaimed, stopping. Marcus and Hernandez walked close behind, and nearly crashed into the man.
“What’s wrong?” Thompson asked.
“Don’t tell me he’s a SEAL,” Clements said.
“Doesn’t matter,” Dale said, pushing Clements to hurry along. “Let’s get going, boys, we’re running late. Heard that Elizabeth gal isn’t one to piss off, either.”
“You scared of a woman?” Thompson asked Comstock, smirking.
“This one, a bit, yeah,” Dale replied. “Let’s go.” He continued walking, Jefferson, Marcus and Hernandez following.
But Clements held still, Thompson urging him forward. “Let’s go, bro.”
“Seriously, he better not be a SEAL,” Clements said, reaching into his pocket, pulling out a can of dip. He pulled a pinch, a large one, stuffing it into his lip while watching the man across the way. He then offered the can to Thompson, who reached in and grabbed some too.
“Remind me why you don’t like SEALs,” Thompson said, grinning.
“Hate ’em,” Clements said.
“Why, man? Same team and all, just different patches.”
“Dunno, just do. Never liked ’em, never will. He better not be one,” Clements said again.
“Well, we’ll know soon enough. Let’s go, brother man, find out why we’re here,” Thompson said, tugging at the large man.
* * *
The private sitting at the desk was a dorky fellow, balding, though he attempted to hide it with a comb over. He was a kiss-ass — you could tell without even speaking to him. He was a man who talked big but would never amount to much more than a desk clerk.
He stood, welcoming the men.
They didn’t respond.
“Um, fellows, I’ll need to see your IDs,” the man wavered.
“Fuck off,” Jefferson said, walking past, the laughter of Thompson filling the entrance area.
“Move kid, or Jefferson here might remove an arm,” Marcus added.
“Oh, okay then…” the man whimpered, pointing to a doorway that led down another hall. “That way.”
They passed a few rooms, finding a doorway at the end. Outside, stood Colonel Reynolds. He was dressed in new fatigues, his face solemn.
“Colonel,” they acknowledged, passing as he held the door open for them.
“This way, gentlemen. Time to get this show started,” Colonel Reynolds said.
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The room was large. A table stood in the middle surrounded by a semi-circle of comfortable chairs. At the front of the room was a small podium. There, a woman named Viki stood talking with Michael. Both were CIA. Both worked for Elizabeth. She hardly noticed Delta’s arrival, or at least pretended not to.
They entered, looking to the Colonel who motioned for them to sit. They sat at the right end of the table, Colonel Reynolds sitting at the front of the table, facing them.
On the opposite side of the room was a massive display monitor, several desks, computers, and an elaborate communications system. They could see what appeared to be a live feed. On screen, they watched as a gunfight was underway. They could see tracer rounds from multiple helmet cameras.
“Oh, shit. Where’s that?” Thompson asked.
A young man, early twenties at best, approached, handing out bottled water and file folders to the six Delta members. He looked up to the screen, saying, “Some Rangers are getting into it, looks like. We’re just watching, testing the feed is all.”
“They doing all right?” Thompson asked.
“Seem to be,” the man said, excusing himself from Viki and nearing the men. “Feed looks good. We have two new drones too. Gonna work them the next few days, make sure we’re good to go. Here’s your files, something to drink. If you need anything else, just ask. Name’s Michael, by the way.”
“What do you do, Michael?” Dale asked, flipping through the folder.
“I work for Elizabeth,” he replied. “And that gal up there, her name’s Viki,” he pointed to a woman huddled over a keyboard.
“She’s cute,” Thompson said.
“Quit thinking with your dick for two seconds,” Clements said.
“To hell with that.”
Clements shook his head, turning back to Michael. He could tell he intimidated the guy. “CIA, huh?” Clements asked.
“Yes.”
“And what do you do?”
“Well, I… we… Viki and I assist Elizabeth.”
“Do ya now?” Clements asked, tilting his head inquisitively. He reached into a pocket, pulling out his can of dip. He offered some to Michael, who declined politely. Then Clements stuffed a lip full. “So, where’s this Elizabeth?”
As if on cue, a beautiful woman entered the room. Her hair was brown, pulled back, her attire conservative. She didn’t even look their way, hardly acknowledging them as she leaned over Viki at the computer, whispering something, adjusting the live feed.
“That’s her,” Michael said, his voice filled with a certain pride.
Clements nodded, then leaned down toward a trashcan and spit a stream of black liquid from his mouth. He wiped his lip, looking back up. “She as bad as they say she is?”
“You’ve heard?” Michael asked. “She’s worse. Tough as nails, I’ve seen her make grown men cry. But Elizabeth gets the job done.”
“And she’s in charge?” Clements asked.
“That’s correct, she’s our field director.”
“I see,” Clements said, looking down at the wiry kid. “What about you? What’s your job title? Or are you just our waiter?”
“Ha!” Michael chuckled nervously, stepping back and creating some distance between himself and the massive man. “I’m the super-geek of the bunch. The guy outside, Jerry, he’s the one who’ll tend to your needs.”
“Super-geek, eh?”
“Sure am. I’m halfway decent with computers,” Michael said.
“How long you been with the agency, kid?” Clements asked, staring long and hard at him. He couldn’t have been older than twenty, at best.
“Well, joined the Army eight years ago,” Michael replied.
“Damn, you don’t look a day over twelve,” Clements insulted.
Michael turned red, but didn’t retort. He didn’t dare piss off this massive man. “I’m twenty-seven. Did four years in Army intelligence, four years at Langley.”
“You must either like it or you’re good at it,” Clements offered.
“Well, I didn’t like the Army much, to be honest.”
“Why’d you join?”
“Well, I believed the posters, believed the recruiter. Wanted to be all I could be and all that.”
“Ha! Yeah, recruiters have quotas.”
“Well, I didn’t know that. They stuck me in infantry at first. Once they realized I wasn’t worth a damn with a rifle, they put me at a desk. Reason being, I could type.”
“Sounds fun,” Clements said, rolling his eyes.
“It allowed me to showcase my real skills.”
“Which are?”
“Computers. I’d fix them for a certain Captain, do routine maintenance, spruce up their systems. If it weren’t for my knowledge, I’d still be serving coffee.”
“Why’d you serve again after your first four years?” Clements asked. He wasn’t really curious, didn’t care much actually, but was bored, figuring he’d make small talk until they could get this show on the road.
“I didn’t. My last few months, I was moved to Intelligence. Up my alley, actually enjoyed it, though I had a dick for a boss. Then I got caught doing something…” Michael paused.
“Do tell,” Clements said, now a bit curious.
“Hacked into a few sites that I shouldn’t have. We were using new computers, new systems, figured I’d take a peek.”
“What’d you hack?”
“Can’t say. If I did, they’d throw me away and toss away the key.”
“Something important, eh?”
“You could say that.”
“And you did this from the Army’s computers? Not that bright, kid,” Clements chastised.
“No, sure wasn’t. Thought I was safe, thought the system was safe. Guess I helped them catch me once they realized our new systems were being hacked.”
“Got busted. Then what? You serve time?” Clements asked.
“Much too frail for that,” Michael admitted. “I’d be someone’s bitch for sure. Was scared out of my mind, but then I was approached by some fellows at the NSA. They’d dismiss charges if I signed up for four more years. Didn’t want to stay in the Army, but better than ten in the brig.”
“Yup,” Clements said, nodding.
“The NSA was great, learned a lot, but damn they’re stiff. Didn’t like the working environment, but hey, again better than prison. Not long after, Elizabeth came along. Not sure how she heard of me, but approached me with an offer. Joined ACES a few days later, been doing it ever since.”
“ACES?” Thompson questioned.
“Yeah, Asymmetrical Clandestine Elite Service,” Michael spouted.
“So you fix her computers, huh?” Thompson asked, his tone disrespectful. He couldn’t help it, he was warrior class, and looked down on anyone who wasn’t.
“I do much more than that,” Michael defended himself. “I can hack with the best of them. I’m also the man who gets the fun toys across the border without anyone knowing. There’s two divisions of the Special Activities Division — you guys, the ones who go in. And guys like me, who get you the gear you need. Viki, she helps me with that. Quite good with computers herself.”
“You fucking her, aren’t ya?” Thompson asked.
“What? Wait… what?” Michael gasped.
“Excuse him,” Clements chuckled. “He has two things always on his mind, both being women.”
“Er, oh… I see. Well, Viki is the one who orders the fun toys you guys use. I’m the one who smuggles them in. We’ve also come up with some creative ways to get you guys the most up to date intelligence when you’re out. That’s why we’re watching this feed. We’re testing the system,” Michael replied.
Thompson nodded his head as if he cared, then said, “Well, don’t fuck up. Clements here has a bitter taste in his mouth when it comes to you intelligence guys. Been fucked over once or twice.”
Clements nodded, agreeing.
“I’m the best,” Michael said.
“Better be, ’cause if not, we’ll probably have a little chat,” Thompson added. He was merely picking on the guy, for no other reason than because he could.
“You do realize what I’m capable of, right?” Michael said. “Hey, you might be able to kick my ass, but I can empty your back account in under a minute. Donate it all to charity. I can run up your credit cards, ruin your credit. I’m that good, and I’m on your side, okay?” Michael was hoping by standing up for himself, the men would respect him more. He’d worked with Operators before, but these guys seemed the toughest bunch thus far.
It’s always the guys with the beards you should fear most.
Thompson grinned at Michael, “Problem is, my wife spends all my money, maxed out my credit cards too. Difference between you and I is this: You mess up, we die. So get it right, cause if you don’t, I’ll consider putting a knife in your gut.”
“Got that, kid?” Clements added.
Michael gulped, nodding furiously.
“Good.”
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Elizabeth finally finished talking to the woman at the computer. She nodded, turned, then walked toward the group who were just taking their seats. Elizabeth hardly acknowledged them, glancing briefly over her shoulder at the six rugged men. A bit of a scowl crossed her face, then she glanced to her left, nodding at Colonel Reynolds. Elizabeth dismissed Michael, who sat at a desk nearby, an array of computer monitors in front of him.

“Gentlemen, welcome. My name is Elizabeth, and I’m in charge,” she said.
“Sounds like my ex-wife,” Clements muttered, causing Thompson to laugh.
Elizabeth glared at him, saying, “Trust me, I’m much worse than your ex-wife.”
“She was a pretty big bitch, trust me,” Clements commented, un-intimidated, testing her, pushing the limits. “Thing is, she was pretty fat, you’re not. Kinda hot if you want to know my opinion,” he added, a casual smile on his face.
“Actually, I don’t care much for your opinion, Sergeant Clements. And though I may not be fat, as if that matters, I’m indeed a bitch. I’m the epitome of bitch. Queen bitch, you got that?”
Clements nodded, saying, “Yeah, a lot like my ex-wife. You’re a spook, aren’t ya? Thing is, I’m not a fan of taking orders from civilians, especially women. Don’t hold it against me, though. I’m a sexist, just like my boy Thompson here. Nothing personal, ma’am,” Clements said, grinning.
Elizabeth nodded, her eyes staring directly into his. Men like him didn’t cause her to falter in any way. With a cold stare she said, “Nothing personal at all, Sergeant. And it won’t be personal when I sign the dotted line and have your ass hauled off to Leavenworth either.”
“For what?” he asked.
“For whatever reason I can make up. Doesn’t matter. You smart off, talk shit, don’t obey — that’s fine. I’ll ship you off and forget your name and face ten minutes later. Sorry to say, but your humor doesn’t amuse me, and you don’t impress me either. So, you have a choice, Sergeant Clements. You all do. You can either accept my command, or you can relieve yourself. But if you decide you’re in, you better commit.”
“Look, I…” Clements began, stuttering over what to say. “… I want in,” he said.
“You sure?” she asked.
“Yes,” Clements grumbled.
“Yes, ma’am?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Clements said, face getting hot, turning red. “I’ll stay. I’m in this.”
“Well, goodie!” Elizabeth exclaimed, her tone beyond sarcastic, clapping her hands, staring him down. “Now, if you’ll kindly shut the fuck up and stop wasting my time, we can get started.”
The room erupted with clapping and laughter, everyone joining in.
All but Clements, who sulked in his chair.
* * *
“This is a Special Activities Division Priority One Mission,” Elizabeth stated. “We’ve gotten the green light, and I’ve formed this task force, personally selected each member. This is a multi-tasked team composed of fourteen members. Six of you are from The Unit. You’ve all met Colonel Reynolds. Michael is a civilian contractor, he’ll be in charge of the technicalities with the help of Viki over there. All surveillance and communications — IMAGINT and TECHINT, will be under their control. Those other two men in the corner, well, you don’t need to know who they are. You just need to know they are with me. Understood?” she asked.
They nodded, though Clements raised his hand.
Elizabeth rolled her eyes, saying, “Yes, Sergeant?”
“I’m sorry, I’m might be a dumb country boy, but I can count. That’s only twelve.”
“How astute,” she smiled. “The other two members will be here shortly. But I’ll need to catch you up to speed. We don’t have much time.”
“What is the mission, ma’am?” Dale asked. He was team leader, and as he flipped through the files, there wasn’t much, not enough to go on. “I suppose you’re going to tell us now, right?”
“Sergeant, before we get into that, I must make one thing clear to you and your men. Eight will be going into hostile territory. I don’t expect all of you to come back. Is that understood, Sergeant?” she asked. A look of true concern crossed her face.
“You sending us on a suicide mission, eh?” Dale asked, tilting his head, curious.
“There’s little chance of success, yes. I’ll be straightforward and honest. It’s a death run, though I wouldn’t be sending you in if I thought there was zero chance of survival.”
“Sure about that?” Dale asked.
“I am. Don’t take these blunt facts to mean I don’t care. Each of you is able, right this moment, to walk away. Like McClain’s team, you’ll be reassigned. Nothing will be held against you for walking away,” she said.
“That why McClain isn’t running the show?” Clements asked.
She turned to him, saying, “Commander McClain was too close. His emotions would have hindered his judgment,” she said.
“The Commander is a professional,” Clements defended.
“No doubt, but this mission is out of the ordinary. Quite different, and McClain’s team wasn’t needed. Now, one last time… everyone in?”
“Hooah!” they responded.
“Great,” Elizabeth said, a bit relieved. She knew they would accept, but something in the back of her mind had worried her, still did. “You six men have been in Afghanistan for four years. Most of that time, you’ve been with Task Force 88. You specialize in asymmetrical warfare, guerrilla strategies, close quarters combat.”
“Stuff like that, yeah,” Dale acknowledged.
“That’s exactly what I need here. In ancient times, war was won by sheer numbers. But asymmetrical war has changed the tide of war over the years. We’re getting better at it, and I’ll say I picked Delta for certain reasons,” Elizabeth said.
“’Cause we’re the best, we know that,” Thompson gloated.
“Yes, you are. Also, your specialties. Desert and mountainous navigation. Close quarters battle. Less emphasis on hostage rescue. I’m betting on your superior tactics, gentlemen. I’m betting on creative thinking on this one.”

The Special Activities Division fell under AWG, or the Asymmetrical Warfare Group. These men were hand-selected to work for the CIA. The Special Activities Division, for all intents and purposes, answered to nobody. They had no rules, for they didn’t exist. Mostly comprised of Special Operators, these were the elite of all elite.
Asymmetrical Warfare wasn’t only a modern technique. In ancient times, guerrilla ambushes, night attacks, hit and runs were used to win battles, to demoralize. But after World War II and the end of the modern century, this unconventional approach was utilized more and more.
Asymmetrical Warfare is simply a term used when two unevenly matched groups face one another in combat. The smaller unit can’t hope to match a larger force with conventional methods, head-to-head, so they use unconventional means to win the battle. They pick and choose when and how to engage. They use unsavory tactics, they remain unpredictable. Ambush and surprise.
A volunteer armed force tends to fight more fiercely than a conscripted one. Slaves never make good soldiers, nor do drafted soldiers. They fight with less enthusiasm, less motivation. Wars are won by men who want to fight, and as the modern ‘war on terror’ became commonplace, the need for Special Operators increased.
And these six members of The Unit were the best. They knew quite well how to exploit an enemy’s weaknesses.
They’d done it many times against the Taliban.
“Before we get into the details, I’ll say this,” Elizabeth continued. “You have a free pass to do what you want. Your only job is to kill. This is not a hostage rescue situation. I want that clear.”
“We can do that,” Dale said with a nod.
“You’ll be highly outnumbered. Maybe five to one. Maybe more,” she said.
“That’s the way we like it,” Dale added.
“All right, the mission…” Elizabeth began.
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“The SOG guys did it in Vietnam,” Elizabeth said. “The CIA invented the concept once they realized their methods weren’t working. They’d send in three man teams, give ’em a license to do what the hell they wanted.”
Colonel Reynolds nodding, adding, “My father was SOG. He said few returned, most never heard from again. You are all under the direct authority of the CIA right now. Special Activities Division, like Elizabeth said. Unlike Delta, you abide by no rules, follow no laws. What you do on this mission is highly classified, and anything and everything is allowed.”
“So we can blow shit up,” Thompson said.
“That’s what we do,” Marcus added.
“You can and will kill with no mercy,” Reynolds replied. His face was stoic, yet his body tense. “This is the most covert operation you’ll ever be involved in. Make no mistake, the CIA will have plausible deniability. Once you go in, you’re alone. Elizabeth and I will monitor the mission from here, we’ll update the INTEL, do what we can to help. But if you get captured, injured, even lost, you’re on your own. You die, you weren’t here. Your family will get a story about dying in a training mission. You know the drill. If you get into trouble, if you’re getting overwhelmed, there’s no cavalry. None. Nobody will come looking for you.”
“Understood, Colonel,” Dale said, recognizing how serious the situation was.
The Colonel needed to get that out of the way, he needed them to know this was no ordinary mission, that no evacs would be possible. They were used to such, but not to such extremes. They always had a way out, something this mission didn’t provide.
Elizabeth took over once more. “You’ll meet the last two members of your team soon, but let’s get to it. I’m sure you’ve already heard, but I’ll repeat it. Loose lips sink ships, and I’m sure word has spread by now. So, as you all know, three weeks ago we lost a dozen members of 1st SFOD-D. They were under McClain’s command, had another two dozen at the ready. They went on a recon mission, engaged some Taliban, and entered a valley.” Elizabeth turned to Michael, motioning, then turned back.
A map appeared on the giant screen. Michael clicked a few buttons, the map zooming in on the Khost province, then deeper in, showing a landscape of nothingness.
“This is the valley they entered. They came from the west, climbed this ridge,” she said, pointing.
“What’s our reference point?” Dale asked.
“This valley is un-named,” she replied. “You do have GPS coordinates in your files, though.”
“It’s not named? These rags name all their places,” Thompson said.
“Not this valley,” Elizabeth said. “If you’ll notice, this area is shaded red. It’s a no-fly zone. Been that way for over twenty years, and I don’t expect it to change. Since we’ve been in Afghanistan, this valley has remained untouched.”
“Why’s that?” Dale asked.
“We’ll get to that. This Delta team, they climbed the ridge, and went down, despite orders to the contrary. They alleged there’s a village here,” she pointed to the center of the valley.”
“Don’t see one,” Clements remarked.
“It’s there. We estimate a few hundred. Maybe a thousand.”
“That where they got wasted?” Clements asked, knowing the bitter truth that the Delta team were long dead.
“Actually, no. Our last reports were that they found nothing in the village. No Taliban, no resistance,” she replied. “Then, we lost contact.”
“How’d that happen?” Dale asked, curious.
“Our redundant systems all failed,” Elizabeth said. “We had no visual, no voice contact. We heard some garbled bits and pieces, but even running it through our computers, we can’t tell what was said. Our last communication was that the village was clear.”
“Voice and video went out? How?” Dale asked.
“We don’t exactly know, though we have a few guesses. Even worse, we had no aerial surveillance. No coverage. As I said, it’s a no fly zone, so we couldn’t allow pilots in. We did, however, fly two drones over, and repositioned a satellite once we realized there was a problem.”
“You must have something,” Dale stated, not understanding.
“Everything was inoperable once they entered that village,” Elizabeth replied.
“How do you know they weren’t attacked by Taliban hiding out? Shit, if the village is that big…” Dale began.
“Remember Colombia, Sergeant Comstock?” she asked.
The other five Delta members turned to him, a curious look on their faces.
“Yeah. So?”
“Same thing… they weren’t killed by the villagers. They weren’t killed by Taliban,” Elizabeth stated.
“Then who the fuck killed them?” Clements asked in a loud voice.
Elizabeth ignored him for the moment, continuing, “There’s a cave. It’s on the far eastern side of the valley. This valley is right next to the border of Pakistan, and that western ridge is big, separates the two countries. It’s all mountains, a large range. The western side of the valley is highest, sits about six thousand feet high. The cave is hidden fairly well, approximately a hundred meters up.”
“So, you think they decided to check the cave?” Dale asked. “How’d they see it if it was hidden?”
“I know they did, Sergeant. The team went in. One of the villagers pointed it out. They proceeded up, found a path and climbed. Cave entrance is about twenty meters tall, thirty wide. By this point, we weren’t sure if they were receiving communications or not, but they’d been told to pull back. Went in anyway,” she said.
“That’s Delta,” Thompson smiled.
“They went in looking for any signs of resistance. After their firefight, having killed about thirty, they figured the cave might hold some more. Or they could get some INTEL. The team went in, and all hell broke loose.”
“How many were they up against?” Dale asked.
“We don’t know. We assume dozens, maybe more. It was certainly a trap. Your fellow members of The Unit, they did well. Got lots of kills. Died like heroes,” she said.
“Thought COMMS were out. How do you know this?” Dale asked.
“I was told this information by a reliable source.”
“How if they’re all dead?” Dale asked.
“Because, Sergeant, one lived. One survived,” Elizabeth said.
Surprised looks crossed their faces.
“Say again?”
“A Sergeant C. York, 1st SFOD-D, lived through the ordeal, though badly injured,” Elizabeth explained.
“What’s his condition?” Dale asked.
“Physically, he’s okay. He lucked out, that’s for sure. Would have died too, but was knocked out. Mentally, he’s having problems. He watched his teammates die,” she said glumly.
“Damn,” Clements whispered. He turned to Comstock, asking, “You heard of him? York?”
“No, don’t think so,” Dale replied.
“He’s been here only six months or so,” Elizabeth said. “Spent a few years in Iraq.”
Silence filled the room. Death was a certainty in war, but they gave the fallen men a moment of quiet. These were Delta who perished, their own, their brothers.
Finally, Dale looked up, asking, “Who was sent in next?”
“Nobody. Operations were shut down.”
“What? Why?”
“Major McClain threw a fit. You know him, he wanted to go in. Had his boys ready in an hour. Even convinced Kline to have some Rangers ready to go too.”
“Then what happened?”
“Once CIA caught word, they shut it all down.”
“Left them to die,” Dale said, glaring.
“They were already dead, Sergeant. The Army caved. They knew the area, knew the Delta boys weren’t supposed to be there. They disavowed everything, issued a cover story about a helicopter crash a few hundred miles away, and washed their hands of it. CIA took over from there.”
“Elizabeth, you could have done something,” Dale replied, annoyed. “You could have sent McClain’s team in.”
“I tried. The ball wasn’t in my hands until recently, Sergeant Comstock, and I don’t appreciate the insinuation. This valley, this cave, is of the greatest National Security risk perhaps ever,” she said gruffly.
“What do you mean?” Dale asked.
“This valley is the best kept secret in the world. This valley makes Area 51 seem like an amusement park. This is the real deal, gentlemen. My superiors needed to figure this out, to come up with a course of action. Though I might have acted differently, there’s one thing you must know. I agree with their decision. This valley is too important. It’s more important than a Delta team, and had York not survived, we might not be here today.”
“But we are here, and our brothers from The Unit got killed and the CIA, the Army — they did nothing,” Dale replied.
“It was the right call,” Elizabeth stated firmly.
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“We have a policy in the Army, ma’am,” Jefferson said, interrupting and not caring. He was an intimidating man, his voice deep, booming. “Especially in The Unit, we have but one rule. Nobody gets left behind.”
“I understand, Sergeant,” she defended herself.
“No, you don’t seem to. And I get you’re top dog and all, but that’s just plain wrong. You didn’t follow what is tradition.”
“Sergeant Jefferson, if it would have been my decision, I would have allowed Major McClain to go in. To get his boys back,” she said, staring sharply. “That understood?”
“I hope that’s true,” Jefferson replied. “’Cause I’d sure like to know who made that call. Wouldn’t have been McClain, I know the man. Wouldn’t have been Kline, either. Who left ’em to die?” Jefferson was angry at the notion. He’d have risked life and limb to help any member of The Unit.
“It’s true, man,” Dale said to Jefferson.
Jefferson turned, saying, “What is, Dale?”
“She’s no liar. She would have sent them in.”
Jefferson eyed him, saying, “I’ve known you awhile now, Dale. You know this broad or something?”
“I do. I’ve done a few… tasks for her. She would have sent someone in to get our boys,” Dale said.
Jefferson nodded, though not quite satisfied. Turning back to Elizabeth, he asked, “Then who should I blame? The President? Who?”
“The President wouldn’t know of such important matters, Sergeant. I answer to only twelve, and you’ve been around long enough to know what that means. They didn’t make this decision lightly. They knew Delta was dead. They had to shut it down.”
“Then why we here?” Jefferson asked. “If no one’s supposed to go in, and if this ain’t no hostage rescue, why we going in?”
“Good question, Sergeant. We wouldn’t be, except for one little problem.”
“York,” Dale said, instantly figuring it out.
Elizabeth looked at him, nodding. “Sergeant York made it out alive.”
“You have first-hand INTEL, don’t you?” Dale asked.
“Yes. Much needed intelligence. Sergeant York’s testimony changed things. We don’t have a choice any longer. We have to go in,” Elizabeth said.
Dale nodded. “Fine. What’s our mission parameters, or is it simply to kill everyone in sight?”
“Officially, you’re to gather intelligence about the whereabouts of the lost Operators. We know they’re dead, but if you could confirm it, that’d help,” Elizabeth said. “Unofficially, you’re going in to inflict massive damage on an enemy to the likes you’ve never experienced before. I expect you to meet heavy resistance, heavy aggression. I expect you to return the favor.” Her stare was cold, menacing. She meant it, she wanted everyone in that cave dead.
“We can do that,” Clements bellowed. This mission wasn’t proving such a bad thing. He had no rules, could kill without worrying about fucking up. This didn’t sound all that bad to the man.
Dale glanced over, his friend’s confidence helpful, but the Sergeant had his reservations. “There’s forty capable Operators in Kabul. Why not bring them in? If the village has that many people, and if a dozen Delta can get taken out, we might as well come in full force. No Rangers, no air support — fine — but some more Delta would be nice,” Dale suggested.
“Your entry team is eight,” Elizabeth reminded.
“That makes no sense,” Dale said. He didn’t care if he was out of line, he would speak his mind. These were his men, his team, their lives on the line for what, he didn’t know. “The other two Delta?” he questioned, raising his eyebrows.
“No. One is a civilian, the other works for the Department of the Navy,” Elizabeth said. “DEVGRU.”
“What?” Clements shouted out, eyes wide. “Yer saying a SEAL is going with us?”
“Yes, Sergeant, is that a problem?” Elizabeth asked sharply.
“It is, actually,” Clements responded, gritting his teeth. “I hate SEALs.”
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“Well in that case, allow me to introduce Lieutenant Jeff Rivers. Like I said, he’s with the Department of Navy, though he works for Special Activities Division as a Special Operator,” Elizabeth said, motioning with her arm.
“Great, both a SEAL and a spook,” Clements muttered.
Elizabeth ignored the comment as the door opened. She went on, saying, “Lieutenant Rivers is a Tier One asset, has done work for my team on multiple occasions. He’s also been hand-selected for this mission, just like you men.”
“Hand-selected? Why?” Clements blurted out.
“Enough,” Dale cautioned.
“But Dale, there’s no ocean around here. No need for boats,” he said. He was both sarcastic and serious. Looking to Elizabeth, he said, “You’re really giving us a SEAL? Why not bring along a few guys from the Coast Guard while you’re at it?”
Rivers entered the room, still wearing the Hawaiian shirt with the same grin on his face, his AK-47 slung across his shoulder. He grinned at Clements, giving him a nod, then slipped his rifle from his shoulder. He placed it muzzle up, propped in the corner. Close-by. He nodded to Elizabeth as he found the nearest seat.
“Hi, Lizzy,” Rivers said.
She flashed a nasty look back.
Rivers then turned to Clements as he sat, sizing up the Delta member. “Yup, I’m a SEAL, all right. And like the lady said, hand-selected.”
“And yer operational?” Clements questioned him.
“You could say that,” Rivers replied.
“Well, I don’t mean to deflate your lifeboat, but there ain’t no water in these parts. Shit, hard enough to find a stream. Got that, frogman?”
“I’m DEVGU, actually,” Rivers said. “Though my time is occupied with Special Activities Division, like the woman said. I’ve been everywhere, including the water.”
Clements grinned, his lower lip packed with a fresh dip. “You sure you want some of this action, Vanilla SEAL?”
The term was demeaning if indeed Rivers was DEVGRU. He was no ordinary SEAL. Nothing of the sort. DEVGRU — United States Naval Special Warfare Development Group — was the reformation of the infamous SEAL Team 6, a special operations group that did their work under the radar, quite good at their jobs.
“I’m no rookie, if that’s what you’re asking,” Rivers shot back. “I have a few tricks up my sleeve, and know how to shoot straight.”
“Ya carry an AK-47, eh?” Clements questioned.
“Sure do. Hits nice and hard.”
“Taliban carry ’em, too.”
“That’s sort of the point,” Rivers remarked, tilting his head, smirk on his face.
“Well, you do know there ain’t no Taliban on base, right?” Clements pressed. “No need to carry it everywhere you go,” he mocked.
“I never leave home without it. Now, country boy… ’cause that’s what you sound like, a big redneck country boy. Am I right?” Rivers asked.
“Born and raised in northern Arkansas,” Clements acknowledged proudly.
“Makes sense,” River replied.
“Well, with that tan and blue eyes, I’d mistake you for a beach bum, myself. You a west coast or east coast SEAL? Wait, let me guess… California, right?”
“Been stationed there before, yes,” Rivers replied.
“Dam Necks,” Clements said with a scoff, slowly shaking his head. “Now I’ve heard it all. You look like a pretty boy to me, but then again, I’m just a country boy.”
“I actually called you a redneck country boy,” Rivers retorted.
“Whatever you say, Hollywood,” Clements scowled.
“Listen up, country boy… or shall I call you, Country Fuck? Yeah, that’s more like it — Country Fuck. Maybe you should just worry about yourself on this one, got that? I’ve been places you haven’t even heard of,” Rivers said. He was getting hot, tensing.
“Enough!” Elizabeth demanded, halting the tension. “If you boys can hold back on your testosterone for a few minutes, I’m not done. Maybe you can compare your penis size after this briefing?” she suggested.
Both men settled a bit, still staring at one another, though saying nothing.
“And Lieutenant Rivers…” Elizabeth spoke, gathering his attention “… you’re safe on base. No need to keep your rifle on you at all times. You’ve already gotten me into drama with not only a Major, but General Kline himself.”
Rivers had no intention of putting it away. “We’re in Afghanistan. Anything’s possible,” he said with a grin, shrugging it off.
Elizabeth rolled her eyes, turning back to everyone else, ignoring the matter for now. She finally went on, saying, “I’d next like to introduce the last member of your team. Her name is Svetlana, and she’s a civilian scientist sent to help us.”

Elizabeth was beautiful in her own way, but Svetlana stole the show. She was striking, gorgeous. She stood five foot four, a petite frame, with deep amber hair. Her face was gentle with a spattering of freckles, smooth skin, a sexy, nervous smile. She walked into the room, head down, self-conscious, glancing up only for a moment to acknowledge the men.
They stared, mouths open.
“A civilian, eh?” Dale asked. “This just gets better and better.”
“Oh, it does,” Elizabeth said smartly. “Svetlana is a Russian civilian, actually. She was sent here by her government… to help.”
“Oh, so you’re letting a Russian spy into a secret operation now, eh?” Dale shook his head, baffled.
“Svetlana is loyal to us. To this mission,” Elizabeth reassured.
“But not a traitor?” Dale asked, curious. This made him uneasy.
“No. She was sent to help us with certain intelligence.”
“And she’s going in with us?” Dale asked.
“Yes,” Elizabeth replied.
Before Dale could speak, Rivers laughed out loud. Everyone turned to look at him, and Svetlana, seated next to Rivers, jumped a bit in her seat.
“There’s an old saying… never trust a Russian,” Rivers said. He looked at Svetlana, up and down, inspecting her beauty. He reached out his hand, shaking the beautiful Russian woman’s hand, then kissing it like a gentlemen.
For some reason, Elizabeth did not like this one bit.
Rivers added, “Don’t hold it against me, but there’s a rule in certain circles. Never trust a Russian, even if she’s smoking hot,” he grinned. “I’m Jeff,” he said with a smile, still holding her hand.
“Svetlana,” she returned meekly.
Rivers then spoke a few words, softly. They were in her language, and she instantly smiled.
“You know Russian?” she asked.
“I do. My mother was Russian,” Rivers replied. “And that was a joke… about not trusting Russians. I know many. Good people.”
Svetlana blushed at the attention, and for a few moments the two chattered, as if in their own world.
That is, until Elizabeth coughed, interrupting them. “Can we continue?” she asked.
Rivers smiled, lowering his head.
Dale spoke up, saying to Svetlana, “No offense darling, but why are you here? I’m guessing you’re smart and all, but you do know where we’re headed, right?”
“I do,” Svetlana said softly.
“I don’t think you do,” Dale protested. “We’ll be entering a war zone. Got that? Bullets flying, people getting killed — hopefully them and not us. You sure you’re up for it?”
Svetlana merely nodded.
Elizabeth took over, still glaring at Rivers, irritated she was being interrupted. Irritated at his presence. “Svetlana has two masters degrees, specializes in advanced DNA research. She studies molecular structure and genomes, speaks four languages, has firsthand knowledge of certain things useful to this mission. She also stays in shape, and yes, she’ll be joining your little party. Are there any problems with this?” Elizabeth asked.
“Actually, no,” Rivers said with a smile, staring at the younger woman. “I’m great with it. But Country Fuck over there, he might not like having a woman in the field. She might outdo him, ya know?”
“Shut up,” Clements responded.
“I think Svetlana here will make a great camping partner,” Rivers added, ignoring Clements.
Again, Elizabeth glared, and everyone noticed.

Dale spoke up again, frustrated. “Don’t know what this is about, but seems you two have some personal matters,” he said to Elizabeth and Rivers. “Thing is, we have some serious matters to sort out, first being, bringing her,” he said, pointing to Svetlana. “You ask if anyone has a problem with that… well I do. I can handle the Lieutenant coming along just fine. Even a civilian contractor would be all right. Shit, I’d take some Rangers if you’d let me, but I’m not taking a woman.”
Elizabeth replied, “She won’t get in the way.”
“We’re not babysitters,” Dale retorted, growing angry. “Russian or not, smart or not, I’m not bringing her. I’m team leader, and that’s my call. Can’t have a broken nail slow us down,” he said.
The man wasn’t sexist, unlike Thompson or Clements. He despised the idea of bringing such a beautiful young woman into a possible engagement. The thought of this pretty woman’s death didn’t sit well with the man — it just wouldn’t be right.
“She’s going,” Elizabeth insisted.
“Makes no sense,” Dale fired back. “If she knows vital information, she can just tell us. What sort of debriefing is this? Let’s get to the mission and get on with it. But babysitting isn’t my thing,” he said.
“I’ll babysit her,” Thompson said, giving her a nod and the flashy smile that got the man laid many times over.
Svetlana glared at Thompson. “My eyes are a bit higher,” she said.
“Oh, shit! I forgot she speaks English,” Thompson said, laughing.
Clements chuckled with him. “Busted,” he said.
“Whatever. She’s hot,” Thompson said, his voice loud enough for Svetlana to hear him.
“Makes no difference,” Dale said, returning to the subject at hand. “No offense,” he said to Svetlana, “but it’s a man’s world in Khost. It’s best you stay, unless you can convince me otherwise. Call me old fashioned, but I can’t be held responsible for you. I need to focus on my mission, and with you here, I can’t. Neither can my men,” Dale said.
Elizabeth chimed in, saying, “Lieutenant Rivers will be responsible for Svetlana’s well-being. Sergeant Comstock, your men will hold no worry over her safety. Svetlana knows what she’s getting herself into. She understands the risks, and she’ll do as she’s told. I understand your concerns, but Sergeant, there’s no other option. My superiors have given this order. If you want to remain team leader, I suggest you accept it,” Elizabeth said to Dale.
Dale took in a deep breath, muttering, “Fine.”
“Fucking great, Dale,” Clements moaned. “We have to bring a SEAL and a woman?”
“Sure looks like it,” Dale replied, unhappy.
“That’s like bringing two women,” Clements added, looking to Rivers in amusement.
“Go to hell, Country Fuck!” Rivers replied.
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To interrupt the ego-fest, Elizabeth turned, motioning to Michael. A pop of static and the giant television screen flickered.
Clements and Rivers stopped bickering.
Instead, everyone in the room watched the sequence of video clips, lasting nearly twenty minutes.
The first session.
Many sessions.
The interrogation of Sergeant C. York.
And they saw the beatings, the emotional distress, the turmoil this man was in.
They watched in horror.
* * *
“What the fuck was that?” Jefferson bellowed after the video ceased and the lights brightened in the room once more. A vein bulged from his shaved head, his mouth widened, his thick beard prevalent in the light. He was normally quiet, a man who took his work quite serious. “What the fuck are they doing to him?”
“Calm down,” Elizabeth said.
“Fuck you, bitch!” he shouted, standing up.
“Hey,” Dale said, standing up and staring at Jefferson. “Relax, man. Let her explain.”
“There’s no explanation for this!” Jefferson boomed. “He’s Delta. One of us, right? What the fuck they doing to him?”
“Sergeant, I understand this is hard to watch, and I understand your anger,” Elizabeth started.
“Bullshit you do. You ain’t been in the same sand as a guy like him.”
“Do you know him?” Dale asked.
“I’ve met him. Pulled Saddam out of a hole with the guy. The brother knows how to fight. But this is fucking torture.”
“Let her explain,” Dale said, looking back to Elizabeth. He, too, was angry. It was unheard of to black-bag a Delta member. The video showed a wide array of bruises and cuts. The man was chained down, the guards using a bit too much force keeping him still.
“Listen, I didn’t do this,” Elizabeth. “This was three weeks ago, before my arrival.”
“We’ll take names,” Thompson said.
“Sure will,” Jefferson agreed. “Don’t give a fuck who they are, I’ll make sure to get the guy some payback.”
“Well, thankfully you’ll never know who. May I go on or are your guys going to waste more of my time?” Elizabeth asked Comstock.
“Sit down,” Dale said to his men.
Jefferson sat down reluctantly.
“Now, I’ll continue,” Elizabeth began. “This is Sergeant York. And yes, he was part of Task Force 121. While most of you were taking out his sons, he helped find Saddam. Been an Operator for years and he’s the sole survivor of the Delta group that went… missing.”
“What’s his story?” Dale asked. “He seems a bit… off.”
“He’s suffered massive post traumatic stress,” Elizabeth answered.
“’Cause he watched them all die,” Rivers said.
“Yes. Watched as his men were slaughtered. Sergeant York reported they were all killed. He was fortunate, if you can call his emotional state such.”
“The guy’s trained for such things. Part of the job. You’re telling me the death of his men made him like this? I just don’t see that happening,” Dale said.
“You’re right, Sergeant Comstock. York has suffered something far worse than you know. He fully broke down. Took a dozen Marines to subdue him. He had to be sedated and chained every time they interviewed him.”
“You mean interrogated,” Dale countered.
“Either way, as you can tell he’s undergone much stress. Originally, they assumed two things. First, that he was under the influence of something. His blood samples are negative, just as I thought. Secondly, they assumed he was simply delusional. I know the psych evaluations are pretty heavy, but you guys know spending years out here can mess you up. Once in awhile, a guy goes off the reservation, as they say.”
“Is that what happened?” Rivers then asked, curious. He was angry too, though kept his feelings on the issue reserved.
“No. I took him off the medications the moment I first spoke with him. He’s calmed down. I agree, their tactics were wrong, but the military brass and their bosses at the DOD couldn’t figure it out. They just couldn’t accept his story. It made no sense to them, so they assumed he had cracked. And I suppose in some ways he has, though he’s far more lucid and aware at the moment. Still, his story hasn’t changed. And this causes me…”
“His story… you actually believe it?” Dale asked, bewildered.
“I do.”
“Now wait a fucking second,” Jefferson said, beginning to stand once more, thinking twice when Dale glared at him. “You’re saying… you’re saying his team fought monsters? Is this some kind of joke?”
“No, Sergeant, this is no joke.”
“Monsters?” Rivers laughed out loud. “Lizzy, what the hell are you talking about? That’s bullshit. Look, his Delta team got caught. It happens. Probably overcommitted or some shit and he’s trying to cover for them. Or hey, maybe he did snap. Maybe he took his team out. What’s the real story, Lizzy?”
“What you just heard is all true,” Elizabeth said, glaring at Rivers. Then she turned back to the group, saying, “You’ll all learn soon enough. Gentlemen, this is why Svetlana is here. She has the expertise on such matters, and even more importantly, personal information that might help you. Now, if you’ll listen to her, maybe you’ll learn what’s really going on down there,” Elizabeth said. “This is a delicate situation, and she’ll better explain what you’re up against.”

All eyes shifted as the Russian woman, her voice meek and quiet, began.
Svetlana was a work of art; her body, her gentle features — but it was her intellect that she most cherished. Nervous about this, she knew she had a duty. She knew she must help these men. She was under orders from her own government to assist, to withhold nothing, and that fact concerned her greatly. This was no cakewalk, this was no simple task ahead of them, and Svetlana was scared out of her mind.
“I’m here to tell you the story of my father. I’m here to help fix what my government began over two decades ago. I’m not here for any other reason than to right an injustice,” she began, her voice hardly above a whisper. “I’m on your side, and I hope we can work together to fix this problem. Now let me begin…”
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“The Cold War hurt my country,” Svetlana began. “More than my government will ever admit, the loss in Afghanistan is what did us in. That triumph was needed, needed to spread communism to the world. Needed to be a major influence.”
“Just want we need, a world filled with communists,” Clements insulted.
“If you’re suggesting I’m communist, I’m not. But for the Soviet Union, they banked on it. The Americans, though having lost in Vietnam, were gaining ground. Our defeat in Afghanistan set our country back, and during the time, my government got desperate.
“They tried everything against the Mujahideen. Tens of thousands of soldiers, helicopters and airplanes, mortars, you name it. The fought and fought and eventually the Soviet Union was pushed out by the Mujahideen. For those of you unclear on your history, they’re the same people you’re fighting today. A formidable enemy,” Svetlana said.
They all nodded at this.
“Same rules applied in ’84 as do today. There were no rules. The Mujahideen were constantly at conflict with one another, so when we invaded, they were battle ready. They were organized and angry, willing to die for their land. As your government learned in Vietnam, it’s hard to get any soldier to die in a far off land, even if Afghanistan is our neighbor, it felt a million miles from home,” Svetlana continued.
“So the Soviets fought the Taliban?” Clements asked, attempting to understand.
“No, the Mujahideen,” Rivers corrected. “It’s in just about any history book,” he smarted back.
“I’m usually too busy beating on SEALs to read”, Clements remarked.
“All right, enough,” Colonel Reynolds scolded. “The history lesson isn’t for higher education, it’s to let you know what happened. Before you hear the story, you must first learn why.”
“Fine, go on,” Clements grumbled, shooting up his middle finger at Rivers who laughed.
“Much like the Soviets helped the VC in Vietnam, the Americans helped the Mujahideen in the eighties. On the geopolitical scale, they couldn’t allow my country to win, much like Vietnam. They aided them with money, arms, tactics… whatever they needed,” Svetlana told.
“We even built most of their caves,” Reynolds added.
“Well that’s just great,” Clements said with a huff. “So we teach these fuckers how to fight, arm them, build them caves, and years later they use that shit on us. Am I following this history lesson correctly?” he snapped.
“Indeed. Welcome to the world of politics,” Reynolds replied. He could tell the tension in the room was causing Svetlana to balk. “Listen, back then, the Mujahideen were valuable fighters to the cause of keeping the Soviets at bay. We needed them to win. Thing was, though they were accustomed to war, they hadn’t seen a conventional army such as this. The Soviets brought everything — did anything they could to win. Remember, it’s only Americans who set certain rules to engagement. The Soviets held no such restraint. The goal was to invade and take over, and they nearly did.”
“I still can’t believe we aided terrorists,” Clements said in disgust. “Probably a Democrat in office, huh?”
“Actually, President Regan spoke highly about the Mujahideen. He praised them for being some of the greatest warriors ever,” Reynolds corrected. “We couldn’t have known we’d war here one day too. Politics happen, Sergeant. It’s just the way of the world. It’s our job to fix the messes politicians make. You know that.”
“I suppose,” Clements muttered.
Reynolds motioned for Svetlana to continue.
“So, these caves were built. The Americans assisted the Mujahideen with tactics and the sort, and the tide of battle began to change. The Mujahideen already had the home field advantage, much as the Taliban do now. They had the will to die, and now the tactics and equipment to go with it. They put up a hell of a fight, ended up victorious. The Soviet Union tucked tail and went back home, humiliated in defeat,” Svetlana said.
“Not such a bad thing,” Clements remarked.
“It is when we’re facing some of the same people now,” Elizabeth said. “And losing.”
“Says you,” Clements snapped.
“You know it, I know it. This war might last a hundred years and we’ll still be fighting it,” Elizabeth said. “That matters not, though. What happened is why we’re here, our purpose.”
“Good. Ya gonna get to the point?” Clements asked.
“The Soviet Union was a proud culture. We Russians still are, I suppose. But during those times, the war effort was dwindling, morale was low, the world stage watched as my government suffered defeat. We realized conventional tactics wouldn’t work — not against the Mujahideen. Their guerilla tactics always did, and our only way to combat this was to change our tactics. We did, however it was too late. By nineteen eighty-four, the war was lost. There was a big push, one final effort, but it was a mistake.”
“Khost,” Reynolds added.
“Sorry, excuse me for not understanding, but what’s the point still?” Clements asked.
Rivers touched Svetlana’s sleeve, smiling at her and winking, “Ma’am, don’t hold it against Country Fuck over there. He’s not the brightest guy in the world.”
“Fuck you, SEAL,” Clements barked.
After Colonel Reynolds got their attention once more, this time with a sharp tone, Svetlana continued. She told of the great push into Khost, the secret experiments going on at the time.
The chemical and biological weapons.
The successes and failures.
She told them how her father loved to fly, and was one of the Soviet Union’s top pilots.
Then, she told them about the cave.
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“Now hold on a minute, that video we watched — of Sergeant York?” Dale began. “Look, you guys did a number on him. But still, he’s insane, right? That’s the whole point of this, isn’t it? Something in that cave makes you crazy.”
“I’m afraid you don’t understand,” Svetlana replied. “The Soviets created a human-hybrid that lives in that cave.”
Everyone sat up in their chairs, attentive.
“Now, let me get this straight,” Dale said, thinking, trying to piece this mystery together. “The Soviets are getting their asses kicked, so they get desperate, develop chemical weapons, drop it on people, nasty stuff — I’ve seen it. But even this approach doesn’t work. So, they go and—”
“They grasp the brink of insanity,” Svetlana continued for him. “They went well past humanity on this one, they created something that should never have been created.”
“For what purpose?” Dale asked.
“World domination. Imagine, an Army of super-soldiers. You could pump this chemical into your men before battle and you’d win every time. It was genius in theory, yet lacked in application.”
“Ya think?” Dale said, wide eyed. “They mess with a technology that’s at best theory…”
“If that,” Svetlana agreed. “Guesswork, mostly.”
“So they hope this works, so they can conquer the world Adolph Hitler style. Mass of troops that are killing machines. Thing is, they test it on the enemy? Why’s that?”
“It was easier that way. If the chemical didn’t work, they’d not have lost their own men,” Svetlana replied.
“Look, I know a bit about the Soviets,” Rivers interjected. “And I know they didn’t care much for the whole human rights issue. Killing their own never really mattered much.”
“That’s true, however, they couldn’t spare the bodies. Killing hundreds of their own soldiers wouldn’t have been a problem if they weren’t in such a desperate need of them,” Svetlana replied.
“Fair enough,” Dale continued. “So, they test this chemical, created in some lab I’ve never heard of, by some madman scientist. Am I on the right track so far?” he asked.
“You are,” Svetlana said.
“Well, good. Let’s keep going then. Problem is, this chemical works. All too well I guess, because they can’t control it. Of course, you’ve yet to tell us exactly what this is. And then, to make matters worse, the Soviets turn a blind eye? They pretend it doesn’t exist and go about their business,” Dale finished.
“Unfortunately, that’s the truth,” Svetlana stated. “Sadly, the Soviets had to focus on a losing war. They also had to worry about political pressure, so they simply washed their hands of the problem. They monitored it, though. They kept tabs, as did other nations. Word leaked, though few knew. Even now, few know of this matter.”
“And nothing has ever been done?”
“Not until now, no,” Svetlana replied.
“So you’re saying it’s our job to clean up your mess?” Dale asked.
“It’s not my mess, Sergeant Comstock,” Svetlana replied. “But yes, we’re relying on this team to fix the problem, that’s correct.”
He shook his head, saying, “Not surprised. Seems that’s all we do now. Sorting out someone else’s mess.”
“That’s the job,” Elizabeth interjected.
“Indeed it is,” Dale said.
A minute went by and Rivers half-heartedly raised his hand. “Question… who all knows of this? I mean, how can something of this magnitude… if this story is remotely true, how do you hide it? She says other nations know of it?”
“A few dozen people in the world know of this problem,” Elizabeth answered. “It was almost forgotten, had the Delta team not gotten killed and brought it back to light. Only the highest levels in the intelligence circles worldwide know something isn’t right here. Even now, up to this point, we didn’t know exactly what was in that cave. That is, until York returned, and began to tell us.”
“You can’t honestly believe one word he said in those interrogations, can you?” Rivers asked with a laugh, though he did not find this humorous. “He looked doped out of his mind.”
Svetlana turned in her chair, her voice still quiet. “It’s true. I wish I could say otherwise, but it’s true.”
“How do you know?” Rivers asked. “I mean, you’ve heard this is true, but how do you really know?”
“First, because my father was involved in the chemical attack. He didn’t know at the time, but he fired the final compound into the cave. He was also the sole survivor. Almost died while flying overhead. Saw them up close and personal,” Svetlana told.
“So, whatever is down there isn’t human?” Dale asked, baffled, just as his men were. “You really mean this?”
“I do,” Svetlana answered.
“And your father, he helped create this?” Dale asked.
“Unbeknownst to him, yes,” she uttered.
“Maybe we should be speaking with him,” Dale inquired. “I’d like to hear his version.”
“You are hearing it. My father has been dead a long time now. I was young when he killed himself,” Svetlana said.
“Why’d he do that?”
“Because of what he saw,” Svetlana said. A sudden look of sorrow filled her eyes, came over her gentle face. But quickly, Svetlana recovered. “It’s what urged my studies, my knowledge of what this is all about. It’s also why I’m here. You could say I’m personally invested in this.”
“Fair enough,” Dale said. “What others know?”
Elizabeth spoke this time, confirming, “The British found out before we did. Sent in two teams of SAS. Mossad also sent in a few operatives, as did the Chinese. Pakistan knows of it too, but they’re smart and don’t venture too closely.”
“So, we’ve sent others in. What did they find?” Dale asked.
“That’s the problem. After all these years, after all the teams having gone in, we have little to no information,” Elizabeth told.
“How’s that possible?” Dale asked.
“Because anyone who has entered that valley has never returned,” Elizabeth answered, her tone honest. “All except Sergeant York. He is the only living human being to have entered that cave.”

CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGENCY
time:1130 hours zulu


CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGENCY
Asymmetrical Clandestine Elite Services

Interrogation of Sergeant C. York
Army, 1st SFOD-D
Interviewer: Elizabeth (ACES)
Location: Khost Province, Afghanistan
Time: 1130 Hours Zulu

CLASSIFIED TOP SECRET

62

“You know what’s fucked up about the Taliban?” York asked Elizabeth. There was something sorrowful in the man’s eyes.
“What’s that?” Elizabeth asked, curious. Thus far, York had intrigued her. He’d challenged her mind, he’d even perhaps changed some of her belief system. Perhaps her interviews with him had caused her to grow cynical, perhaps a bit lost herself. Either way, the man interested her. She’d never seen someone so traumatized, yet cerebral at the same time.
“They have strange ways,” York said. “Ya know, they aren’t like us. They don’t give two shits about their country. Shit, bet half couldn’t point out Afghanistan’s border. There are no patriots in Afghanistan.”
“Then why do they do it? Why fight?”
“They’re tribal. Territorial, like a dog. Shit, gangs are that way. Think of ’em more like gangs than a nation of people with national pride. Sooner you do, sooner you’ll understand them.”
“Do you think it’s important to understand your enemy, Sergeant York?” she asked.
“Of course it is. You know what you’re up against. I make no mistakes in knowing what they’re capable of. But if you want to understand an Afghani, you have to understand his mindset. He cares about his lands; his crops, his animals, whatever. Shit, an Afghani might invite you in for dinner, meet the family, feast like kings, then shoot you in the back when you’re leaving.”
“I’ve never heard such a thing,” she responded.
“That’s because your view of the world is different ten thousand miles away. And ya know what, I can’t really blame ’em. My family owns property, back in Montana. Haven’t been there in awhile, but good land. Someone invades it, I’d shoot back.”
“Regardless of politics, we’re in a fight against them,”
“We fucked up big-time. Ya see, the Taliban didn’t necessarily love Al-Qaida. They tolerated them. Would have sold them out, too. But no, we stomped our way in here and it’s brought us a mess. There are few Al-Qaida here. Taliban, and it’s their land, and they’re brutal. Fucking politics!” York exclaimed.
Elizabeth waited silently, pondering something, thinking of their talks, of the words he’d spoken over the sessions. “You said something earlier… about the Afghan men stopping, not entering the valley.”
“Froze right at the top and didn’t dare go in. Made for easy targets,” York replied.
“They knew, didn’t they? They knew it was better to die at your hands than be killed by what was in that cave,” Elizabeth said.
“Sure did. They wanted no part of it. See, I think how it works is like this: The villagers, they’re allowed to stay. Not sure why, but there were old ones, young ones, too, though not many. Looked to be doing okay, I guess. In A-Stan, they’re all malnourished. Either way, those things allow them to live. If for a moment they wanted the villagers dead, it would be over with.”
“Why, Sergeant York? Why are they allowed this?”
“Don’t know. Mutual agreement? I do know this, those things know the people are there. And the people, they sure as shit were scared. I’d imagine if we’d have left, they’d have attempted to follow,” York said.
“What you said earlier, about the Taliban. How does it pertain to this?” she wondered.
“Oh, by them not being human, ya mean,” he laughed.
She found this odd.
“Don’t get it, huh?” York asked. “Thing is, the fucking people are different here. They’ll shake your hand, then shoot you in the back. Now, whatever is in that cave still has some human left. Not much, but some. That makes me think their mentality, their culture, has something to do with it.”
“Why would that matter?” she asked.
“Because they were quick to kill us. No warning, no threats, just death.”
“I see. And you suppose the reason for this is—”
“—Generations of war. Hundreds of years of fighting, of conflict. This region, Khost… it’s never been conquered, ya know that?”
“I do.”
“Something in the water, something in their genetics. There’s something there that causes them to fight and die and it’s fucking scary enough. But whatever happened to those… things in there, it just isn’t right. Something destroyed their souls. Something made them un-human. Monsters,” York declared. “Fucking monsters!”
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“So basically they ignore perhaps a big problem. If the experiment fails, no big deal. Thing is, sounds like the experiment was a success,” Rivers added to what Dale was saying. “Something a politician might do.”
“Well, no politician knows of this situation,” Elizabeth said.
“Like Sergeant Comstock stated, they just leave it up to us to clean up. The region is declared a no-man’s land. Twenty-five mile no fly zone. Unbelievable.” Rivers shook his head in disgust.
“That’s right. And over the past two decades, little to no known activity in the region. Those who live in the valley, stay in the valley. Those who venture in, don’t make it out,” Elizabeth said.
“And these human things… is there a cure? We trying to help them or hunt them?”
“There’s no known cure. Even if there was, I don’t think the Russians would offer it. Too much embarrassment.”
“So like you said to Country Fuck earlier, we’re here to kill them all. Sounds so primitive,” Rivers expressed. He didn’t like such a mission, one with such vile implications.
“Jeff, you’ll seek and destroy every single one,” Elizabeth said without thinking.
Everyone looked at them oddly, noticing the slip of the tongue.
Elizabeth turned back to the men, saying to all of them, “The Russians attempted to create a super-soldier. They failed, creating something far worse. It’s killed many top echelon teams, the Taliban stay clear, know of them, they are not to be trifled with. Whatever is in that cave is extraordinary.”
“They killable?” Rivers asked.
“According to York, yes. He also has a theory…” Elizabeth began. “One that makes sense.”
“Great, let’s hear the crazy guy’s theory,” Rivers said, rolling his eyes. “Lizzy, you trust him or something?” he asked.
Again, everyone in the room noticed it. Noticed the way the pair spoke to one another, even if they attempted to disguise it.
“These people, before the chemical hit, they were warriors. Mujahideen. They were perhaps one of the greatest armies the world has ever seen, and this province, this specific valley, housed some important men. Downright killers. Even the Spetsnaz were afraid to come to Khost.”
“Your point?” Rivers asked.
“York claims that somehow the chemical effected them so that their abilities weren’t unlearned. Instead, they continued their knowledge, continued getting better,” Elizabeth said. “According to Svetlana’s work, we believe these things have evolved in a way. They’ve adapted long enough to survive, and from York’s best guess, there might be many. We have no way of knowing their numbers, but we do know this: they are angry, and they are quick to kill,” she finished.
“Let’s say this Sergeant’s theory is true, does it match up with the science?” Rivers asked.
Svetlana nodded as Elizabeth confirmed, saying, “It wasn’t supposed to have long lasting effects. The men were to be dosed, and the effects would slowly fade away. Such amplification of one’s body, one’s mind, would eventually drive a man insane. This was the opinion of Mikhail, the lead scientist. The one who developed the compound.”
“But it lasted, eh?” Rivers frowned, thinking how unbelievable this all was.
“It’s lasted over two decades,” Elizabeth responded. “And if they are deadly enough to kill twelve members of The Unit, we know we have problems. That means they haven’t regressed. That means they still have the ability to kill, and from what York says, they did so without hesitation.”
“Well all this talk of some crazy man’s feelings on the matter might appeal to Mister Hollywood SEAL over there, but I don’t give two shits. What I care about is INTEL, something you’re saying we don’t have much of,” Clements said.
“Some, but not near enough. You’ll be going in blind,” Elizabeth said.
“Fine, I’ll accept that,” Clements acknowledged. “What I don’t get is this: once the Russians, shit, once we realized there was a problem, why not just bomb the fucking place? It’s not like it hasn’t happened before, and a town of villagers in the middle of nowhere wouldn’t hit the news or anything. Why not just carpet bomb the fuck out of that valley? Why not just fire a few bunker busters into that cave and call it a day?” Clements asked.
He had a valid point, one that needed answering.
Elizabeth answered immediately, saying, “That’s been considered. There are two factors against us. First, the innocent villagers. You may or may not care, but some do. But even if they became causalities of war, causalities for the common good, there’s another reason.”
“Death is death,” Clements remarked. “What’s the real reason?”
“The cave. It’s complex, much bigger than you’ve ever seen. The pride and joy of American engineers and politicians,” Elizabeth admitted. “It’s deep. Lots of tunnels, maybe miles down. Even our biggest bunker busters might not do the trick.”
“You’d get most of ’em,” Clements responded, still not buying the answer. “Shit, close the opening and the few who didn’t die right away would soon enough. To me, seems the easiest solution to your problem.”
“Because we need to know. We need to reach the deepest part, we need to eradicate the cave. Whether it’s five or it’s fifty, we need them all dead. A hundred percent success rate, and that means boots on the ground.”
“Guess it’s why we’re here,” Rivers stated.
She turned, nodding her head.
“You sending us to our deaths, Lizzy?” Rivers asked.
“I hope not,” she said, her voice wavering. “I hope with your expertise, a few surprises, that you guys will be successful. I hope you kill them all and rid us of this mess,” she admitted.
Elizabeth then thought back to York.
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“Sergeant York, why did you join the army?”
“To serve my country, ma’am. Ya know, to be all that I can be. Protect and defend liberty and all that shit.”
“I don’t believe you,” Elizabeth stated bluntly.
York grinned. “You want the real answer. I joined when I was twenty. Needed a year or two to—”
“Sow some wild oats?”
“Exactly. Needed pussy and beer. When I joined, I gave up on the beer,” he said, smiling.
“And Delta? Why’d you join?”
“Can’t say you join Delta. They pick you.”
“Yes, but you had to apply. To prove your interest. Why?”
“Probably the same reason I joined the Army in the first place. The truth… I wanted to blow shit up. In the beginning, at least. Once you get a taste of war, that changes. It makes you one of three things.”
“And those are?”
“A patriot who believes in the cause, a psychopath who enjoys legally killing, or a war junkie.”
“Which are you?”
“I have no cause except for my men, and I don’t enjoy killing. Give most of my money to charity actually. Good bit of it, at least. Bet ya didn’t know that about me.”
“No, I did not. That’s a good thing.”
“Not bragging, just saying I’ve met my fair share of psychos, and I’m not one of ’em.”
“So, it’s the third. You’re a war junkie?”
“I suppose in a way. It’s not the killing, it’s something else. Hard to explain,” York said.
“Try.”
“Well, as I’ve said before, the brotherhood. I fight because my boys are here. I wasn’t planning on a third tour, but when my brothers decided to re-up, I did too.”
“Did you want out?”
“Thought I did… maybe… dunno. Didn’t matter. If my boys were here, I was here. But there’s other things, too. Ya see, war is a strange thing. Horrific, something you never want to experience. But there’s a certain thrill to it. For me, at least. Maybe I’m a different breed, but I like it. I feel alive here. You want freedom, real freedom? Come to Afghanistan. I can do what I want here. I can feel like a man, I can live on the edge, I can experience true fear.”
“And you enjoy this?” Elizabeth asked.
“The fear? Yeah, sure do.”
“Do you get scared?”
“All the time. Shit, at any moment some raghead can luck out with a shot that’ll blow your fucking brains out. Seen it happen. IEDs, they’re worse. Seen many boys get killed that way. Sucks. So yeah, to answer your question, I’m scared shitless out here. Anyone who tells you different is a fucking liar.”
“Yet you opt to stay? To go out, day after day.”
“Someone has to.”
“Do you feel you need to prove something?” Elizabeth asked.
“Thought you weren’t a shrink?”
“I’m curious, that’s all.”
“I figure a real man can’t figure out his fears until he faces ’em. You see, in the primitive sense, men are made for only two things.”
“Shall I guess?”
“We’re born for fighting and fucking,” York stated.
“Ha!” she threw her hand back in laughter. “What a barbaric way of thinking. There are also many civilized men in this world, Sergeant York.”
“Maybe. But you say barbaric — and maybe that’s true. But the core of a man, the primal instincts, they are barbaric. We might control our rage for the sake of civilization, but something resonates deep down inside a man who knows combat. Especially one who enjoys it.”
“You look down on regular guys, don’t you?” she asked.
“It’s hard not to. Have a cousin, he works at a computer all day. Bitches and moans and I don’t get it. He hasn’t the first clue what life’s about. What manhood is. His wife screams and yells, his kids are a mess, and he bitches about life? Don’t know, guess I’m a different breed. I’m Delta, so that makes me rare I guess.”
“I understand,” Elizabeth said.
“Do you?” he eyed her, calling her bluff.
“Actually, I do know more than you think. I have a… a friend who is a SEAL. I know the mentality. The Alpha-male traits. He shares many with you, I suppose. A bit different in a way, but still…”
“Different how? Not fucked up in the head like me?” York asked.
“I didn’t say that.”
“You want to know what war’s like?” York asked, lighting up another cigarette, his pack already half empty. “You really want to know?”
“Tell me.”
“For guys like me, and maybe for your SEAL friend, war is what we live for.”
“See, I don’t understand that. I try to wrap my mind around it, but can’t seem to,” Elizabeth admitted, though she didn’t know why.
“The adrenaline, the exhaustion, the fear… it’s all so beautiful. So pure. The uncertainty of not knowing if you’ll live or die, it’s why I do it. You see, guys like me accept our fates. If we die, we die. I don’t ponder the complexities of the universe, I don’t read philosophy or poetry either. I don’t even care much where I’m fighting, and most often I don’t even care why.”
“Then why do you fight if you don’t care?”
“Oh, I do care… but not for the cause, for the fight. Provided I’m up against a worthy opponent, I’m satisfied. That’s why I left Iraq, ya know? Heard the Taliban were a bit tougher, figured it would be a bigger challenge. Besides, we’d already mopped up Iraq. Was getting boring,” York explained.
“Does killing bother you, Sergeant York?”
“Oh, there’s the nightmares, but after what I saw in that cave, I doubt it’ll matter much. One thing is, I’ve never shot a child or a woman. Not once. I’ve never killed an innocent. Never killed someone who wasn’t trying to kill me first.”
“Do you like it here, in Afghanistan?” Elizabeth asked.
“Sure do. The Taliban are tough, make for a good challenge. The terrain will kill you too. It’s rough out here.”
“Do you worry about dying out here, Sergeant York?”
“Ha! Never. Always felt maybe in this place, maybe here in Khost, I’d meet my match. Maybe there was someone out there just as good as me. Found out there is, but not exactly what I thought it’d be like.”
“You lived. Whether you like it or not, you lived,” she reminded.
“Yeah, I guess.”
“Do you respect the Taliban?”
“Sure, guess so. One thing I learned long ago was to respect your enemy. You can hate him, you can kill him, but have some fucking respect. Those were the words of my first Sergeant way back in my early days. Stuck with me, I guess.”
“What about those in the cave?”
He froze up, grimaced, his face paled.
“There are no words for how I feel about them,” York replied.
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Back in the command center, everyone was silent. They had listened to Elizabeth, had listened to Svetlana. It all sounded surreal, mind-boggling.
“Super-soldiers?” Dale asked. “You’re saying the Russians tried and succeeded in doing it? You’re really saying this?”
“Yes,” Elizabeth responded.
“Unbelievable,” Dale said, shaking his head.
“It’s not really that surprising, actually,” Reynolds said. For the majority of this time, he’d remained silent. Stoic and observant, as a Marine should.
All eyes turned to him, awaiting further explanation. Everyone was curious, concerned even.
Colonel Reynolds continued.
“Well, all civilizations have tried it. It’s nothing new, really. Think back — the Spartans tried it. In some ways, they did create a super-soldier. They used the age old technique of eugenics. They bred only the strong, selected only the strong. The weak were left to die. If a baby was born with defects, they’d abandon it in the wilderness to die. Strong men bred with strong women. Their culture was a warrior one, and with as many enemies as the Spartans had, they needed a super-army. I’m sure you’ve all heard of their successes on the battlefield.”
Svetlana nodded her head, agreeing. “Darwin’s ideas weren’t revolutionary. The practice goes back thousands of years. Beginning with the breeding of livestock, later into the breeding of genetically superior men and women. The problem with this technique is the genetic quirks that couldn’t be explained. You see, genetics are a strange thing, and even when Darwin attempted to prove his theory by selective breeding, the results weren’t that good.”
“That’s right, they didn’t work. Darwin wanted to create a super-soldier of sorts with a small circle of friends. I suppose he thought their genius could be bred into the next level of great thinkers. Didn’t work, though,” Reynolds said.
“They produced sub-par offspring,” Svetlana added.
“That’s right,” Reynolds agreed. “Now, skip forward to Nazi Germany. Hitler tried it. Selective breeding, strange experiments. We’ve all heard the stories. However, he was successful in some regards, though not necessarily on a scientific level.”
“How so?” Dale Comstock questioned.
“Ultimately, he used performance enhancing drugs. Regular men who were on methamphetamines. Just think about it — the Blitzkrieg was successful because of meth. Many countries were overwhelmed by the simple fact that Hitler’s armies could fight for days on end.”
“But wouldn’t the end result still be adverse?” Dale asked.
“That’s correct,” Reynolds replied. “Drugging a soldier and creating a true super-soldier are radically different things. Point is, many countries, many civilizations have tried it. They’re still trying it. Don’t think all super-powers don’t explore such options.”
“Yet, it was done. That’s what you’re saying, right? That a super-soldier was actually created?” Dale asked.
Svetlana nodded reluctantly, saying, “The Soviets were the first to be successful.”
Dale shook his head. This concept, though it didn’t surprise him, remained baffling. “And this was in the eighties?”
“That’s correct,” she said. “Though the practicality of creating a super-soldier isn’t as easy as it seems. The results were never good.”
“Why not?” Dale asked.
“Human DNA has similarities to animals, plants, everything around us. However, what might seem as slight variances, say between a monkey and a human, are actually quite vast.”
“I don’t think you answered my question,” Dale commented, leaning forward, interested.
Svetlana looked to Elizabeth, who took over from there.
“The concept of creating a super-soldier includes a few basic elements,” she began. “Think about it. You’d want them to be physically superior. Faster, stronger, less sleep — everything. They’d need to be better than your average man, better than even your elite warriors to excuse it. Some things might be done to help enhance a person’s physical makeup, though always a detriment to the person. Secondly — intelligence. You see, there’s no point in making an army of super-soldiers if they aren’t intelligent. Cannon fodder does nothing but waste time and resources. The soldier must comprehend tactics, maintain critical thinking, be good on the battlefield. That’s the hard part.”
“Shit, and I thought we were the super-soldiers,” Clements chimed in.
“In a way, you are. Spec Ops are the best of the best for obvious reasons. The goal of other countries would be to create them better. Better than SFOD. Better than DEVGRU.”
“Better than a SEAL probably ain’t all that hard,” Clements commented, glancing at Rivers.
“Point is, it’s no easy task, and to our knowledge, only done once with decent results,” Reynolds said, ignoring the man’s comments.
“So it worked?” Dale asked. “This experiment really worked?”
“The changing of a subject’s DNA makeup, to cause it to adapt into something else is near impossible. Our modern technology has little clue, although on the right path. But to answer your question, yes, it worked. In a way, at least,” Elizabeth answered. “They created killing machines. Unstoppable killing machines that are more creature than man, and capable of some scary things, gentlemen,” Elizabeth finished.
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“So, the first question is, how’d they do it?” Dale asked. “How’d they accomplish something so advanced?”
“Like anything else, technology is always fifty years ahead. Our new stealth helicopters are one example. Until one crashes, the public won’t know of them for years,” Elizabeth said, giving an example. “The SR-71 Blackbird was flying for many years before discovered by some curious eyes,” she added.
“Okay, so they were advanced with their science. Tested it, tried it, then things went haywire. This was dispersed as a gas. Why?” Dale questioned.
“It reacted faster, through the pores, into the lungs. This compound had to be mixed within a certain time frame, one after the other in perfect sequence,” Elizabeth explained.
“If what you are saying is true, we’ve got our work cut out for us. I’ve heard stories of Russians trying to breed monkeys and humans before, but creating super-humans in real life… incredible.”
“What the fuck?” Thompson exclaimed with a laugh. “You serious, Dale?”
“Yeah man, they tried it,” Dale responded, looking back to Elizabeth for answers.
She nodded. “There are rumors, yet little proof. I’ll say there’s evidence they did try. This was during Stalin’s time. The results would have been futile for one simple reason. Thing is, you can’t breed humans and monkeys, science doesn’t work that way. Scientists all around the world were experimenting with such ways, whereas Mikhail’s ideas were worthy of practical testing and implementation,” Elizabeth explained.
“Just imagine that,” Clements whispered, nudging Thompson. “Imagine fighting an army of monkeys! That’d be some crazy shit,” he chuckled.
“We’d just shoot ’em,” Thompson said, cocky. “Thing is man, I think that’s what they’re getting to. I think they’re trying to tell us something, but just won’t say it,” he added, looking back to Elizabeth. “Ya see, an army of monkeys wouldn’t stand up to a handful of A-10 gunships, now, would it? Apaches for clean up, it’d be a slaughter.”
Elizabeth nodded. “Very good, Sergeant Thompson. Stalin didn’t know what he was doing, luckily. The science has since evolved, shall we say. Here’s the thing you must understand. I’m telling you not because I’m stalling, Sergeant Thompson, but because it’s important that you know. There were many black projects, especially during the Cold War. Nuclear and chemical warfare for starters. Others. Some failed, some were successful. Dr. Mikhail would have put the Soviet Union on the map of super-stardom had it worked. Stalin began the line of thought, the push for a super-soldier. The good doctor simply made it happen,” Elizabeth said. “His theories were practical, discoveries made. His results were successful, but in small doses. Much testing was needed. Decade’s worth, but the Soviets were in a bind. They needed their super-soldiers immediately. Their men were losing morale.”
“So the experiment failed, in essence,” Svetlana added. “They pressured Mikhail, then added a bit of their own. They messed with his method, and created this mess.” She expressed once more her father’s observations, ones she had heard only once, a month before her father took his own life. But she had listened intently, and his words had stuck with her, etched into her soul.
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“The research was nearly scrapped until the late seventies, when a scientist produced positive results. He began official work on the project in nineteen eighty,” Svetlana said. “Mikhail Ivanovich, and he was probably the greatest mind of our generation.”
“Never heard of him,” Clements muttered.
“Few have,” she responded.
“How’d things go wrong? What were the problems? Exactly,” Dale demanded.
“Rapid mutation adversely affected the subjects when the first tests were underway. Mostly animals, though later prisoners. They were injected with his compounds, each time he was getting a little closer. Usually, the mutations would kill the subject. Later, certain parts, certain genetic growth would occur. However, cellular structure was a tough obstacle, and often the compound killed the host.”
“Picking a fight with mother nature and losing, eh?” Dale commented.
“I suppose,” Svetlana said, unclear on exactly what he meant. “In the end, though, he created a bio-agent that in theory would work. It was all about the mixture of chemicals. If done precisely, it was theoretically possible for this to be successful. The delivery system was important, hence the need for it to be in gaseous form.”
“And turned these Mujahideen guys into. ?” Dale questioned.
“Monsters,” Svetlana.
“Fucking commies,” Clements muttered.
Thompson laughed, he couldn’t help it.
The thought was ludicrous.
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Dale asked, “What exactly is this chemical? What does it do, and will it have any effect on my team? Don’t need my guys getting sick or anything.”
“The compound is classified,” Elizabeth said. “I’m sorry, but I cannot answer that. It doesn’t matter, anyway. It has no residual effects. Within twenty minutes of breach, the chemical could do no more damage. Your men won’t be harmed, nor will you need biohazard suits.”
“The reason she can’t answer is because she doesn’t know,” Svetlana admitted.
Elizabeth glared. “We don’t know its exact properties, that’s true. We have some guesses, and those are classified. We don’t know what happened to Dr. Ivanovich. His research was lost. Regardless, the results were instant. The toxins mixed, filled the cave and dissipated. Everyone inside succumbed to one of two fates. Death, or mutation.”
“They mutated?” Dale asked, once more confirming. It was as if he needed to hear it over and over again for it to make sense.
“Yes. Mutated into humanoid creatures with a lust for killing,” Elizabeth answered.
“How many we talking?” Dale asked.
“Enough to fill a cave,” Elizabeth replied. “I’ll allow Svetlana to fill in those gaps. The Soviet Union kept pretty good tabs, and our count should be close.”
All eyes were back on the Russian woman as she spoke.

69

Svetlana intimidated the men, though she’d never know it. Her looks were enough, for most men, all except Thompson maybe, would be intimidated by her features; her body, her face. Everything so perfect.
But it was her intellect that got them most. She was an idealist, they could tell right away. No doubt anti-war, no doubt a believer that mankind can set aside its differences.
Svetlana went on to explain the best she could. Laymen’s terms were something she wasn’t accustomed to.
“It starts with DNA manipulation. As we age, our DNA is constantly replicating, but the older we get, its starts replicating glitches. This is the natural process of life — decay of the cells. And eventually we die because our vital organs break down due to these glitches,” Svetlana explained.
She waited a moment, as if maybe there’d be questions. There were none, so she kept speaking, “Ever since Galton coined the phrase ‘Survival of the Fittest’, and the word Eugenics — which means well-born, by the way — there’s been a world-wide movement to convince people that genetics are our destiny. That our bloodline is everything, that some are better than others. According to this hypothesis, our genes supposedly determine our innate superiority, or inferiority. Now, this is true in some instances, though not always.”
“I’m sorry,” Clements said, raising his hand. “I’m a bit lost.”
“That’s no surprise,” Rivers said.
“Vanilla Seal,” Clements shot back.
Svetlana continued, ignoring the interruption, “Fact is, very little in life is genetic, like we’re told. For example, most diseases arise from a complex mixture of genes we inherit from our parents. That’s why your doctor asks if you have any history of cancer in your family.”
“Yeah, so?” Clements said.
“But it’s not always the case. The push for genetics is because of an agenda, not truth. Truth is, our environment plays a vital role, possibly much more than genetics.”
“And why does this matter?” Rivers asked.
“The toxins we breathe, ingest, absorb from the air and water, all factor into our health. Whatever was created was done by means of its environment. A perfect blend of chemical and biological agents. They tricked the human genes, which have a willingness to fight back when attacked. But this compound did the trick. In this case, the compound, in its gaseous state, filled their lungs, soaked into their pores, and literally began modifying their gene functions. Within minutes, they began changing. It would have been agonizing. Their flesh would peel off, and heal itself instantly. Their hair would fall out and begin re-growing. Their bone structure would alter, expand even.”
“My God!” Dale expressed.
“It gets worse. Your question earlier was how many. I’ll give you our best numbers, and how we came to the conclusion. But first, you must ask another question.
“Is this Kung Fu hour?” Dale said quite rudely. “Let’s get to it.”
“These… people kept certain genetic memories. Remember, this cave housed some of the top Mujahideen leaders, including a man named Ahmed Massoud. They were an important group, important to the cause, and up until mid nineteen eighty-four, they were successful in their efforts. Ahmed was especially a thorn in the side of the Soviets. After the experiment, nothing was heard from them again. Ahmed was no more. So, new warlords took over, the Mujahideen carried on the fight, and only myth and legend remained. What’s important for you to realize, is not that these people have superhuman abilities, but they also carry with them a certain…” Svetlana paused, searching for the word.
“Rage,” Elizabeth finished for her.
“That’s correct,” Svetlana agreed. “The problem isn’t as much how many, but what they’re capable of. These… things are genetically altered humans. Their molecular structure isn’t like ours, it’s altered, only half human. They’re constantly evolving, changing, growing. These things also have a gene trait that triggers aggression, and hate. Hate is the right word, for their last genetic memory was that of the Soviets firing a chemical into their cave. They would be enraged still, to this very day. That single moment would haunt them forever.”
“If that’s true, it might explain the attack on Delta,” Dale said, thinking.
“Perhaps that’s correct.”
“Again, how many?” Dale asked.
“That’s our problem, we can only guess.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because we think these things can breed,” Svetlana replied. “In a world that is out of balance, if they are breeding, these things represent the future. A few dozen, a few hundred would never matter. But if what York says is true, they’re breeding. And each generation is faster, more animal than human.”
“We’re really fighting monsters?” Dale said, shaking his heads.
“We call them humanoids, Sergeant,” Svetlana said.
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“Psst. Thompson,” Clements whispered, pulling at the man’s sleeve. “Thompson.”
“Yo.”
“Who’s that chick again?” he asked.
“Dunno.”
“What’s all this science shit she’s talking about?” Clements asked.
“Dunno. Guess we’re fighting monsters or something,” Thompson said, shrugging his shoulders.
“Like, real monsters? I don’t get it, man.”
“I don’t either, but I know one thing.”
“What’s that?” Clements asked.
“I’d fuck her.”
Sergeant Thompson was young, good looking, overly confident but not enough to piss anyone off. He had a sexy, young wife and a three-year-old boy, yet Thompson was here of all places. The guy liked the action, hence why he was here. And like Clements, who remained quite single, Thompson couldn’t help it. He loved his job, his team. Loved them more than his own family, perhaps, though his son was always his first thought.
“Yeah, I would too,” Clements agreed, his voice still low. Then he looked to Thompson, a grin on his face. “What, you thinking about it?”
“Yup. She looks like she needs a good wargasm.”
“Ha! Good luck, bro,” Clements said.
“Hey, at least I have standards. Saw what you tapped last time we were in the States,” Thompson said.
“Yeah, you’re right,” Clements said, hanging his head. “Nailed something worse a few months before that. Got pussy starved, ya know?”
“Worse than that chick… Andrea, was her name?”
“Yeah, worse.”
“Doesn’t make sense, bro,” Thompson said. He almost felt sorry for his friend’s lack of good taste.
“You take the cake for being picky when we do get leave,” Clements said in his defense.
“And I still get laid. Just don’t fuck the fatties, is all.”
“Yeah, can’t help it. The thought of turning down pussy… can’t imagine.”
“Your point? She’s no fattie,” Thompson gestured with his head toward Svetlana.
“Really think you got a chance?” Clements asked.
“To fuck her? Dude, I’ll probably fuck her in the next forty-eight hours,” Thompson said, quite serious about the matter.
Clements believed it. Thompson would try, and most likely would succeed. It bothered Clements, and in denial he said, “You’ll try… and fail.”
“A week at the most if she stays around.”
“And break your forty-eight hour rule?” Clements asked sarcastically.
“Yeah, with most chicks, if I can’t fuck ’em in two days, it’s not worth my time. But for her, I’ll give it a week. Ya know, ’cause of the language difficulties.”
“You won’t fuck her,” Clements argued.
“How much?”
“Twenty bucks,” Clements responded.
“Okay.”
“Ha! I’m going to spend that twenty bucks on a fat chick next time we go on leave.”
“Shhh,” Thompson said, attempting his hardest to maintain his laugher, trying much harder to not stare.
Clements did no such thing.
“Listen,” Thompson added. “She’s talking about sex, I think.”
* * *
“Mutation was instant. As their cellular re-growth took place, it was rapid. Almost too much for the body to withstand. But it held, and with that, other things hurried along. We estimate gestation is three months, not nine,” Svetlana said.
“Say again?” Dale asked. He gave the Russian woman a hard, cold look. “You’re saying these things are breeding?”
“Yes, sir,” Svetlana replied softly, lowering her head. The men in the room intimidated her, the Colonel perhaps the most. It wasn’t for lack of safety; no, she didn’t feel that. It was something else. The sheer intensity of the situation, the calmness of the men. That’s what scared her most.
“And they have babies every three months?” Dale asked.
“Yes, sir. Like the report says, their gestation period is three months. This is a guess, of course. We can’t be sure. But we’ve estimated how long they’ve been breeding. The compound reacted quickly, and most certainly the incubation of a child would increase. Anyone pregnant at the time would give birth a few weeks early. Any woman who got pregnant after the gas, the process quickened. And as they develop, as they breed, they seem to at furious rates. Like rabbits… that’s a saying in your country, no?” Svetlana said.
“Something like that,” Dale muttered. He was dumbfounded, as were everyone in the Delta group. Only Elizabeth seemed as if she knew the truth to the matter.
“Ma’am,” Rivers began, looking at Svetlana. “Don’t mean to interrupt, but I think we’re just trying to make sure we get this straight. You’ve stated that these people breed every three months, right?”
“Yes.”
“Sergeant Comstock asked a question you still haven’t answered. How many?” Rivers repeated.
“It’s impossible to know for sure,” Svetlana replied. “What we know of them is little, and we must assume much. We’ve ran algorithms, liberal numbers for safety sake. We assumed on some things,” she said.
“If you assume anything in battle, you die,” Dale stated.
“We did so the other way, Sergeant. We assumed the worst case scenario. To our best knowledge, we estimate the original count inside the cave numbered around eighty. A hundred at most. According to old reports, we calculated the cave had at least forty or fifty men. Most were probably young, maybe even in their late teens. As for child-bearing women, we estimate twenty. We hope much less.”
“We sure do,” Dale agreed.
“If we assume the worst, it’s this — twenty women could hypothetically be impregnated three times a year. Maybe even four.”
“Damn, three or four babies a year?” Dale asked.
“That is, if they don’t die in childbirth, sure. Again, we’re estimating to judge the scope of the matter. It could be less, but we’ll estimate more,” Svetlana said.
“Keep going,” Dale encouraged.
“That’s up to sixty, maybe eighty babies a year. This happened in nineteen eighty-four. About twenty- six years ago,” Svetlana said.
She noticed they were all trying to do the math in their heads, their eyes all looking up.
“That comes out to over eighteen hundred possible creatures you must kill. We actually rounded our numbers up to two thousand, just to be safe,” Svetlana said, delivering the mind blowing news.
Everyone was silent.
Mouths open.
Throats dry.
Then, one confused voice spoke, cracking, Thompson asking, “Now wait a minute, are you saying these things fuck?”
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“War is ever evolving. From World War II, to the way we fought in ’Nam, to now. Vietnam taught us two nasty lessons. First, that unconventional warfare can win wars. And two, that when you force men to fight, they’re less successful. What happened to us in ’Nam is what happened to the Soviets in the eighties. The Muj were too much for them. Not because they had better technology or better equipment, because they didn’t,” Reynolds explained.
“No different now,” Clements said. “We walk into villages and have no clue if that guy walking up is Taliban or some regular guy. Either way, he has that smile. I’ve learned not to trust. Not ever.”
Hernandez, the Hispanic man from east Los Angeles spoke up. He was usually the quiet one, didn’t care much for meetings and game plans. Didn’t understand science much either, or really anything they were talking about. He just wanted a good fight. He looked to Clements, nodding his head, saying, “Yeah, I only trust my homies out there. Even the Afghanis on our side, I don’t trust ’em. Never will.”
Reynolds eyed the man, asking, “And why is that?”
“Because of their ways,” Hernandez said.
“Yup. Fucking IEDs suck, man,” Clements chimed in. “Never know if the road is gonna explode, if that woman is gonna blow you up, or if some guy will shake your hand and cut your throat with his other hand.”
“That’s exactly right,” Reynolds agreed. “Their tactics are what’s tough, what’s causing the animosity we form while over here. It’s also why you guys are trained in such ways. You can think like them, you hunt them the way a lion hunts another lion. You also do things to mess with their heads. I know, even if you won’t say aloud. Thing is, in this new war on terrorism, we must adapt.”
“Sounds good and all, Colonel, but what’s the point?” Dale asked.
“You’ll be outnumbered first and foremost. We hope you have the element of surprise. You’ll go in quiet, maybe catch them off-guard. You’ll be doing this during the daytime, but that’s only because of one thing,” Reynolds said.
“What could that possibly be?” Clements asked, baffled, because an op like this should be conducted at night.
“They have the advantage at night. Their sight is better, even with fifth generation night vision goggles, they’ll see better.”
“The chemical let ’em see at night?” Clements asked.
“It helped. Remember, too, these things have remained in the cave for over two decades. They live in pure darkness. They’ve adapted to it, the compound strengthening that evolution.”
“This is a nightmare,” Clements said.
“It gets worse,” Reynolds stated. “The daytime mission helps us with imagery. That’s been a huge problem. Satellite imagery is blurry, at best.”
“What about drones? Planes?” Clements asked.
“Can’t fly ’em over.”
“Say what?” Dale said. “Who’s rules are these and why can’t we break them?”
“No, you’re missing my point,” Reynolds said. “We can’t fly them over. We’ve tried, many times. We’ve lost one F-16, one Apache helicopter, and seven drones. New ones, too.”
“Since when?”
“In the past three weeks. We stopped trying. Anything that crosses over that valley simply stops working. Altitude doesn’t matter, either. The F-16 was at thirty-eight thousand feet when it lost all power, all control,” Reynolds said.
“Now I would have heard of that. Keep tight with the pilots,” Jefferson spoke up. “Cool guys who get us out of trouble when need be.”
“The pilot luckily was on a straight course and going fast. The plane glided quite a distance away. We sent a quick recovery team in.”
“Pilot all right?” Jefferson asked, a bit concerned.
“Nothing worked on the plane… including his ejection seat. They recovered his body, blew up any important parts of the jet, though there weren’t many.”
“Damn,” Clements whistled. “You’re saying that planes can’t fly over it? That nothing can?”
“That’s right. And our satellites will pull in some images, but as you can see on the screens, this valley is blurry. Every time, it’s out of focus. Yet if you look at the overhead map of the nearby region, it zooms in just fine.”
“That makes no sense,” Clements said.
“No, no it does not,” Reynolds agreed.

72

“Okay, then why’s it happening?” Dale asked. He turned to Elizabeth, saying, “Surely someone has an idea of what causes such an… event.”
“We have theories,” Elizabeth said. “None confirmed.”
“So, there’s a chemical that can drop planes from the sky, but it’s of no harm to my men? I call bullshit,” Dale said.
“It’s not the chemical doing this, it’s what the chemical created. Somehow, these things control the skies. The closest we got was a drone that got a few snapshots on its way down. You can see the cave entrance here,” Elizabeth said, pointing to the map again.
“So, we’re basically going in blind,” Dale muttered.
“Deaf too,” Colonel Reynolds said. “You’ll receive radio interference once in that valley. The closer to the cave, the more interference there’ll be. York reported this, that they could hear one another, but not command.”
“Again, we have no clue as to why?” Dale asked.
“Our best assumption is these creatures use what I’d refer to as a steady electromagnetic pulse. They use the earth’s magnetism to their advantage. How they do it, we are clueless,” Elizabeth answered. “We’re working on it, though. We have some good guys at the controls — Michael is the best, I’ll add. We have NSA approval to access three of their satellites if need be. We can hack into six private ones too, if we lose feed. We’ll use thermal imaging and a new generation of optics to see if it works.”
“Ah, so we’re lab rats too,” Dale said.
“It’s untested, but we’re desperate at this point,” Elizabeth. “We’re hoping we can be able to provide you with up to date intelligence. If our eyes overhead don’t work, we’ll revert to our second option.”
“That is?”
“We have a Tier One asset inside,” Elizabeth explained. “Older guy, his name is classified, though it doesn’t matter much. Back during the Soviet invasion, he aided us. He’s still on the payroll, so to speak.”
“Thought nobody can go in or out?” Dale questioned.
“He’s been there all along. Before this thing was created.”
“How ya pay him? How?” Clements bellowed.
“He provides this information of his own accord. I can’t say why, but thus far, his information has been sufficient, verified with our current intelligence.”
“Okay, so how do ya contact him?” Clements asked.
“Yeah, you just said you lose signal in the valley,” Thompson added.
“Wow, you are paying attention,” Elizabeth said to the man who couldn’t keep his gaze off her breasts. She turned, saying, “Colonel?”
He answered. “We have what we’ll call a land-line. It’s a buried communications line, quite primitive. In the states, lots of people don’t have house phones anymore, just their cells. Here, there’s lots of lines. We just happened to tap into one,” Reynolds said.
“Okay, so you can talk to him via direct line. Fine and dandy, but how do we receive it?” Dale asked.
“Good question. You’ll carry fifth generation radios. They’re encrypted, and more importantly, encased. Whatever electromagnetic interference there is, we’ll attempt to bypass it. As for the asset, the communication system we use is ancient. Buried lines, dug by the Afghanis before they even fought the Soviets. Typed messages. The man’s English is good enough, and he’s been reliable. Here’s the thing, there will still be a lag. We listen to what he has to say, translate it, then we’ll have to report it to your team. So the intelligence won’t be instant.”
“I don’t like it,” Dale said. “Not one bit.”
“That shit will get us killed,” Clements added.
“Hence why we’re not playing by our normal rules. We’ll attempt using our technology. Rivers has some accessories that might also help in the field. Surveillance items and such. But still, we don’t know what will work, if anything,” Reynolds replied.
“Guess we’re going old school,” Jefferson said with a grin.
“That’s exactly why you gentlemen were brought in,” Elizabeth said. “You’ll use whatever tactics are needed to complete this mission.”
The Colonel nodded. “Your mission is to kill. Simple, eh? Most important, you must get them all.”
“How do we verify that?” Dale asked. “Shit, depends on how big the cave is. If any slipped out.”
“Remember one thing. It’s in their upbringing to obey. In the eighties, the Muj had seen many great warriors. Each region consisted of counsels of some form, mostly warlords. The tougher the warlord, the more power he had. These were the leaders of men. These were the Soviet’s primary targets.”
“You’re saying some remain,” Dale said, beginning to understand.
“Exactly. These things are living in the past. If still alive, they have a strong leader, one who they’d answer to without question. The goal, in our opinion, is to find the head of the snake, and cut it off,” Reynolds told.
“Who is… or was he?” Dale asked.
“Ahmed Massoud. He was a great leader, one who loved getting his hands dirty. Especially with Soviet blood. He was in the top ten on the Soviet hit list, so to say. They tried over and over again, but could never kill him. He was very elusive, and very dangerous.”
“Did they know he was in this cave when they fired that shit into it?” Clements asked.
It was a good question.
Elizabeth nodded reluctantly.
Sighs were heard throughout the room.
“Thing is, we’re pretty sure he was in that cave, and if he’s still alive, even if he’s changed, he’d be in charge,” Reynolds said. “Without a doubt, they’d answer to him.”
“So we need to get to this Ahmed,” Dale noted.
“Cut the head off the snake and the body dies,” Reynolds replied. “Seek and destroy all that inhabit that cave, but make sure you take out their leader. We’re hoping, if you can do this, it’ll put them in complete disarray,” Reynolds said.
“That’s our strategy, eh?” Dale said smartly. “How we going to find him? Or is he going to come out waving his arms saying he’s the leader?”
“Sergeant, I’m just telling you the best strategy we have at the moment,” the Colonel said. “Besides, Ahmed Massoud was the sort of leader who actually led his men. The kinda guy who’s boots touched the ground first,” Reynolds said. Then, as if an afterthought, he added something very important. “Oh, and Sergeant York saw him. He didn’t hesitate when we showed him this picture,” Reynolds said, motioning to Michael.
He clickity-clacked on his keyboard, pulling up the photograph.
“This is the last known photograph taken of Ahmed Massoud. It was taken within a few hours of the Soviet strike,” Reynolds said. “The picture is grainy, but his features are memorable. If you’ll note, there’s a large scar that runs down the side of his face.”
“Wait, this picture was taken the same day they fired that shit into the cave?” Thompson questioned.
“That’s correct.”
“Damn, guess the Soviets wanted a before and after shot,” Clements said.
“It wasn’t taken by the Soviets. It was taken by the Americans.”
“Did we know about the chemical?” Dale asked, hoping he wouldn’t hear a ‘yes’.
“No, of course not. Remember, we were financing the fight. Training their men. Building caves and tunnels, supplying them with weapons. It was our fight with the Soviets, done by proxy.”
The men stared at the picture, taking in the image, remembering his features. Luckily, Ahmed did look unique. They’d remember his face.
“So the Americans just happened to be there?”
“Just watching is all. From a distance, as you can tell from the picture.”
“Who took it?” Dale asked.
“I did,” Reynolds replied.
Eyebrows raised, each of the men curious, though knew better than to ask questions. Instead, they took their time, studying the picture even longer, gazing at Ahmed’s features, taking notice of the long scar, staring into his cold eyes.
“All right, it’s settled,” Dale said. “We go in and we kill them all. Especially this Ahmed guy… we’ll make sure and take him out.”
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“So, if we can’t fly over, how we getting down there?” Thompson asked.
“Your drop point will be here,” Elizabeth pointed to the map. “It’s the adjacent valley. You’ll have to cross this path, in the dark. We want you set up on the other side by dawn.”
“Damn, that’s pretty far,” Thompson said. “Another problem, you say drop point? How we getting there?”
“Plane,” Elizabeth said.
“But I thought—”
“Sergeant Thompson, your team will execute a HAHO jump, about twenty miles out,” Elizabeth said. “You’ll glide in.”
“Um, excuse me,” Svetlana raised her hand, asking, “What’s that mean?”
“High Altitude High Opening,” Rivers said. “We’re jumping from an airplane, high up too,” he said, grinning.
“Um, how high?” Svetlana asked.
“Thirty-two thousand feet,” Elizabeth answered. “You’ll be wearing oxygen masks at that altitude. You’ll pull your chutes quickly, and float on in.”
“Float?” Svetlana looked appalled, paler, as if she might get sick.
“Ah, it’s no big thing,” Rivers said.
Elizabeth ignored him, knowing Jeff Rivers to be quite the womanizer, knowing that he was flirting. It irritated her, but she continued, saying, “You’ll land here,” she pointed to the map at the adjacent valley. “Gather your supplies. From there, you’ll hike in.”
“That’s pretty far,” Dale commented.
“We can’t risk flying too near the valley. This provides us the safest option.”
“HAHO, eh?” Thompson said. “Who’s taking the woman?” he asked.
HAHO was a technique used to covertly insert behind enemy lines. The Delta team were experts at it, having done so many times. Thompson always enjoyed the rush, but then again, he had trained for it many times. He had a valid question.
“Someone will have to tandem with her,” Elizabeth explained.
“I’ll do it,” Rivers volunteered. Again, it angered Elizabeth, but Rivers added, “You said she’s my problem.” He looked at Svetlana, his voice gentle, saying, “Don’t worry, hun. It’ll be safe. Done it a million times.”
Nothing he could say could soothe the woman.
“Can I assume we’re doing a night drop?” Dale asked.
“We hope so,” Elizabeth said. “You’ll be dropped in the early morning hours. Once you gather your supplies, you’ll make your way to the valley. It should take most of the day, and you can set up recon that night. You’ll wait until the next morning before going in. Like I said, you’ll have no resistance from the villagers.”
“Sure, maybe… if you say so. But that area is still hot. Should we expect any resistance from other parties? Taliban?”
“Some, perhaps. It’s where the original Delta team encountered theirs.”
“Fair enough. But if we’re jumping HAHO, we’re limited with supplies. Only what we can carry, really.”
“At your landing point you’ll receive more gear. Colonel Reynolds will go over the inventory, but you’ll have access to three dune-buggies and enough weaponry. You’ll use the dune-buggies to make up for time. However, once you reach the valley’s crest, you’ll be on foot,” Elizabeth said.
“We bringing the norm?” Dale asked.
“You’re bringing everything,” Elizabeth said, “including the kitchen sink. Your team might encounter some resistance, but once you near the valley, they’ll back off. Trust me on this.”
“I don’t trust anyone but my boys here,” Clements said brazenly. “But if we have the gear, we’ll do our thing.”
“Yup,” Jefferson replied in his deep voice. “What happens if we see Taliban along the way? You got us exposed by doing this shit in daylight. What’s our rules of engagement?”
“You have no rules,” Elizabeth stated bluntly. “You are under no jurisdiction, no formalities. You may exercise whatever force you believe is needed. If you see a threat, neutralize it.”
Jefferson grinned. “Darling, I’m starting to like you.”
She sighed, rolling her eyes. “Once set up on the ridgeline, you’ll be able to formulate an approach. The cave is your destination. The Colonel and I will be here at the command center. We’ll provide you with up to date intelligence, with anything you need. But once you’re in, the mission plans will be up to you.”
“We like it that way,” Dale said. “Once we’re inserted, and once we’ve done recon, and we enter the cave, then what?”
It was a straightforward question, one needing answered.
“You’ll kill with no hesitation,” Colonel Reynolds said, his eyes steady. “Sergeant, your team is to kill any and all hostiles within that cave. Simply put, there are no rules. We want… we need them all dead.”
“I see,” Dale said, frowning. “And we’re up against how many again? Possibly two thousand?” The whole situation was baffling to the hardened war veteran. Two thousand monsters?
“We have no clue,” Elizabeth replied. “Perhaps a few dozen, perhaps thousands. We do know this: they will be extremely hostile. In no way should you hesitate. I want that to be clear. Anything that lives in that cave is to be killed. We need every single living thing dead. That’s your mission.”
“Look here,” Dale began, looking up to the map. “We’ve done some fucked up ops, but the lack of intelligence doesn’t sit right with me.”
“It’s the way things are, Sergeant,” Colonel Reynolds stated.
“Fine. So be it. But there’s a few things we’ll need. You say we’ll have access to whatever we want. Great. I’ll tell you exactly what’s needed. First, air support. A shit-ton of it.” Dale decided to try once more.
“That’s a negative again, Sergeant. There’ll be no air support,” the Colonel said.
“Backup? Ya know, in case shit goes down. Got some Rangers standing by? Marines will do. Someone in case we need to get the hell out of there,” Dale requested.
“Again, that’s a negative. This is too sensitive a mission. Your team will be the only ones going in,” Reynolds stated, not bothering to hide the severity of the situation.
“All right. Guess we’ll do our thing,” Dale said, reluctantly.
“I have faith your team will do just fine.”
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The meeting adjourned, Elizabeth went to her office. She had much to do. Reynolds returned to his living quarters, tired from a long day, knowing this upcoming week would be hectic.
Svetlana left also, leaving the six Delta members and the lone SEAL.
Rivers.
They huddled, all facing Rivers, chattering away, excited and anxious and nervous all at once.
Within minutes, Clements began starting trouble. He simply didn’t like Rivers, and his mouth began to do what it did best — pick a fight.
“Fighting monsters, or whatever the fuck they are, sounds fun and all, but I ain’t doing it with no SEAL,” Clements said, eying Rivers, huffing his chest.
“Rivers is perfectly capable,” Dale defended.
“Why you defending him?” Clements asked. “He’s not Delta. Shit, don’t know who he is.”
“I do. I’ve done missions with him. Been in combat with him,” Dale replied.
“Say what?”
“He’ll do fine,” Dale said again, then turned to leave. He wanted to start some checklists, start going through what he’d need for this operation. He made it down the hall before turning back as the voices grew louder, and an argument ensued.
“DEVGRU, my ass! I call ’em as I see ’em. You’re a Vanilla, west coast, Hollywood pretty boy,” Clements said.
“Country Fuck, out of my face,” Rivers replied.
“You been in Afghanistan how long?”
“Few hours.”
“How you gonna handle it? Fucking mountains up here, rocks and Taliban up the ass. I’m not watching your back.”
“Don’t expect you to,” Rivers returned. “Not sure why you’re so hung up on me, but I don’t give two shits. See, they brought you along to shoot. Me, I bring the neat toys,” Rivers grinned. “And remember, we’re SEAL: Sea, Air and Land. Don’t ya worry, Country Fuck.”
“We ain’t in Hollywood,” Clements returned. “This isn’t the newest Alien movie, and if we’re up against—”
“Drop it,” Rivers said, stepping forward.
That was enough. It was all a man like Clements needed. He swung, and swung hard, catching Rivers on the left temple. “Fucking Vanilla Seal,” he shouted, raging, swinging wildly.
Rivers fought back, though. He hit Clements in the gut, hard, then two quick jabs to the man’s eye.
The pair locked up, Clements using his brute strength to shove Rivers against the wall. Rivers grabbed Clement’s wrist, swept his leg, and brought the man down. Then, Rivers smashed his fist hard into Clements’ nose.
It took Jefferson, Marcus and Rodriguez to pull Clements off. Thompson made no move to do so, enjoying the fight.
“Let me go!” Clements bellowed.
“Step up, I’ll bust you up more,” Rivers taunted.
Clements surged forward, the three men holding him back.
Yet Rivers held his smile; there was no fear in his eyes. “You can call me Hollywood all day long you country fuck, but I was running ops while you were still in Ranger school. So go fuck yourself.”
“Enough!” Dale shouted, storming up the hallway. “What the fuck’s going on?”
“Ah, nothing Dale. Just making friendly talk with the Navy boy,” Clements said, bringing his hand to his bloody nose.
Dale eyed them both. Rivers’ lip was cut, his temple beginning to swell. Clements' nose dripped blood, under his left eye beginning to turn purple.
“From the looks of it, you two aren’t being friendly.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Clements said.
“You struck an officer,” Dale said.
“He’s fucking Navy, Dale, doesn’t count.”
“Sure as fuck does.”
Rivers interjected, saying, “It’s fine.”
But Dale turned, snapping at Rivers. “And you should know better. We have an op in a week, tops. Stop your shit and get along or we’ll do some serious PT.”
They were all surprised, for an enlisted man never spoke to an officer in such a manner, Delta or not.
The men huffed, engaged in a few more words, but Dale’s threatening look was enough.
Clements walked away, his Delta friends following. Dale stayed, looking at Rivers, a slow grin forming.
“Clements is a big boy,” Dale said.
“Ah, it was nothing,” Rivers said, rubbing his eye.
Dale shook his head. He was calm, cool, keeping his voice low. “Listen, Jeff, I can’t have this.”
“It wasn’t my fault. Country Fuck there—”
“—I’ll put a leash on them,” Dale interrupted. “Thing is, they don’t know you like I do. I’ll do my best to convey the message. In the meantime, clean yourself up. Think this might happen sooner than we think.”
“Oh?” Rivers tilted his head in question.
“Yeah, Elizabeth said to be ready at a moment’s notice. We have a lot of work to do.”
“Well hopefully your boys won’t shoot me in the back.”
“They won’t.”
“Clements seems the sort,” Rivers said.
“He won’t. Stop worrying about him. What I do need you to watch is that Russian woman, though.”
“Oh, I’ll do that just fine,” Rivers said.
“I’m not kidding, Jeff. There’s no reason for her to be here. I’m thinking something’s off, so keep an eye on her, will ya?”
“Gladly,” Rivers said with a chuckle.
Dale sighed, saying, “Stop thinking with your dick for a second. This whole situation stinks, and you know it. And Elizabeth, I think she’s holding back. I know you two are close…”
“Yeah, we’ve had our ups and downs,” Rivers said.
“Well, if you need to go give her a good fucking, maybe she’ll tell us what she’s hiding. We have nothing, no information, going in blind.”
“I know.”
“Then you’ll talk with her?”
“I’ll try, Dale. She’s not too happy with me at the moment,” Rivers admitted.
“Well, I’m counting on you. Now, I’m going to give Clements an epic ass chewing. And no more fighting. Understood?”
“Yeah, I get it.”
“Good. Oh, and Jeff… glad you’re here. Glad they brought you in on this one.”
“It’ll be a pleasure to fight by your side again, sir,” Rivers said, giving the man the respect he deserved.
“Don’t call me sir,” Dale reminded with a grin.
“What, ’cause you work for a living?”
“Nah. ’Cause you out-rank me now,” Dale said with a laugh.
“Well, you’ll always be sir to me. You trained me, and since I’m the best, you must have done your job right,” Rivers said with a smile.
“Get some rest,” Dale said, patting the man’s shoulder. “We begin prepping tomorrow.”
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Dale Comstock walked down the long hallway, passing multiple offices, rooms of computers, empty spaces. At the end of the hallway he turned, walked a bit more until he reached the end.
The door to Colonel Reynolds’ office was cracked, light on.
Dale rapped lightly, pushing it open, easing his head in and asking, “Colonel, mind if we chat?” He remained at the doorway.
“Come on in. Something to drink?” Reynolds replied.
“No, thanks. I won’t take up much of your time, Colonel. Just wanted to talk for a bit,” Dale said, entering the room. The office was simple, a desk with a laptop and a stack of files, three chairs, pale green and barren walls. A simple light overhead, a lamp in the corner; the room had no windows, no life.
“Sit,” Reynolds said.
Dale sat as the Colonel took his chair behind the desk.
“What’s on your mind, Sergeant?” Reynolds asked.
“You seem like a straight shooter.”
“I can’t stand bullshit,” Reynolds said.
“I can tell that about you. I’m the same way. Besides, I’ve heard many good things about you, Colonel.”
“Not sure they’re all true,” Reynolds joked.
“My brother is currently serving in your battalion, actually. He’s quite a bit younger than I. Just made Corporal,” Dale said.
“A Marine, eh? You two get along?” Reynolds laughed.
Dale chuckled. “I come from a long line of Marines. My brother, my father, my grandfather — all Marines.”
“Family tradition?”
“Something like that.”
“But you joined the Army instead?”
“Sure did. Went the other way.”
“Bet it pissed them off.”
“At first, yes,” Dale grinned. “Though they got over it. I think they were happy I didn’t join the Navy.”
Reynolds chuckled at this. “I’m curious… why didn’t you follow your family’s tradition? You would have made a great Marine.”
“Special Forces, sir. Force Recon sounded good and all, and I almost signed up. But had a few buddies that were Rangers when I was thinking of enlisting. They told me about Delta, at least what the word was on base. Something about it appealed to me. Can’t say exactly why, but I feel I was—”
“—Destined for Special Forces?”
“I suppose so. From the first day of boot camp, I wanted to be in Spec Ops. Shit, I hardly knew exactly what they did, or if the truth was close to the legends. Either way, I wanted in. Joined Ranger school pretty fast, worked my way up, and now here I am.”
“How long you been in?”
“Twenty years, total. Been with The Unit five years.”
“Not too many can compete with 1st SFOD-D, Sergeant,” Reynolds complimented. “I’ve read your files, your accomplishments. Even read the parts off the record — your work with Special Activities Division.”
“Oh?” Dale could only say.
“Your team… they don’t know you’ve done work for the CIA, do they?” Reynolds asked.
“No. Then again, they don’t really ask questions.”
“They probably will now.”
“True.”
“And Rivers — they’re curious about him, aren’t they?” Reynolds asked.
“Ha! You could say that. Especially Clements. He doesn’t like him. Just broke up a fight before I came to speak with you,” Dale admitted.
“Think Rivers is a liability? If so, I can talk to Elizabeth. Maybe pull him?”
“No, Clements started the shit, I ended it. Don’t know why he hates SEALs so much, but he does. But it’s under control. Besides, I don’t think she’d pull him.”
“Why’s that?” Reynolds asked.
“The two… they have a long history. Trust one another, but fight like pit bulls. Thing is, Rivers is one of the best in the world. He knows his shit, Colonel. Good at his job, good with the high tech stuff.”
“If it was your call, would you have chosen him?” Reynolds asked.
Dale thought a moment, then said, “Without a doubt. I trust him to get my back.”
“That’s good, because with what you’re up against, you’ll need all the help you can get. I guess Elizabeth has picked the right team, eh?”
“I believe so,” Dale said.
“And more importantly, the right team leader.”
“Thank you, Colonel.”
“You’re not married, correct?” Reynolds inquired.
“Never had the time,” Dale said. “Besides, the divorce rate is pretty high and I figure if I ever do settle down, I only want to do it once.”
“No kids, either?”
“None that I know of.”
“And it’s your fourth tour in A-Stan. You must like it here,” Reynolds commented.
“I suppose I do. Have a good team. We’re close, know one another’s movements, work as one. Not bragging or anything, but we’re good.”
“The best, actually,” Reynolds agreed. “You guys have the best kill ratio. Been pretty much everywhere, done it all.”
Dale nodded, taking a moment of pause, pondering his next words, unsure of what to say next.
Colonel Reynolds broke the silence. “Why are you here, Sergeant? In my office, I mean. You have questions, no doubt.”
“I do, Colonel.”
“Well, like you said, I’m a straight shooter. Think that’s why Elizabeth likes me, why she chose me. Partially, at least. I’m not here to bullshit you guys. Will tell it how it is. Now, just ask your questions.”
Dale nodded. “Colonel, with all due respect, why you? Why are you our commanding officer and not a member of The Unit? No offense, I respect the Marines and all. Shit, wish a few platoons were going into that valley with us.”
“But why a Marine?” Reynolds repeated.
“Yeah, just been wondering that.”
“I’ve asked myself that same question, even asked my superiors. Never really got a solid answer. Elizabeth claims it’s because of my accomplishments, because of who I am, but that makes no sense.”
“It does, in a way. You’re a natural leader,” Dale said.
“Battalions, maybe. But a wild bunch of Delta? Ha! Not too sure about that,” Reynolds said.
Colonel Reynolds’ demeanor was casual, welcoming even. His presence was awe-inspiring, though his even tone was calming to Comstock.
Reynolds continued. “But I think I know the answer. They won’t say it directly, but I know why I’m here.”
“Why?”
“I think Elizabeth pitched me to her bosses for other reasons. Some legacy to the team, if you can call it that. A high profile name to help out. Also, they figured a by-the-book Marine would keep you guys focused, keep you in line. Ha! If they only knew,” Reynolds grinned. “But that’s not why Elizabeth brought me in. She picked me not because of who I am now, but who I was.”
“I don’t follow,” Dale said.
“They picked your team for a certain reason, Sergeant. You guys are the best at asymmetrical tactics. You improvise, you adapt. You’ve been in A-Stan for multiple tours, been everywhere, seen everything. That’s why you’re here. Rivers, he’s here for the same reasons, though he brings some technology to the team. Fun gadgets, he called them. But to answer your question directly, I’m here because I was once an enlisted man, just like you. Did my ground work, Scout Sniper. Even after officer school, and as I climbed up in rank, I still went out into the field. Shit, still do when I have time, though I don’t let them know that. Imagine, a base commander going out on patrol?”
“That wouldn’t make ’em happy.”
“I’d get an epic ass-chewing,” Reynolds said, grinning. “But it’s in my blood, I guess. Just like you, I was born for combat. Elizabeth brought me in due to what my strengths are.”
“Command?”
“Negative. Attention to details. I understand terrain navigation, can spot a trap a mile away. I can assess a situation in moments, good at flushing out the enemy too. I think my years of Scout Sniper is why Elizabeth tapped me. Why she brought me in. I’m here to offer you boys support, to be your eyes in the sky, so to speak.”
“Are you going in, Colonel?”
“Unfortunately, no.”
“Unfortunately? Colonel, this mission sounds like a death trap. I’d say you are very fortunate.”
“Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong. We’re of the same blood. I’d love to join you. I’d keep up too. Don’t let the graying hair fool you.”
“I believe it, sir.”
“I live for combat, live to get dirty and do my job for God and country and all those fun things.”
“Hoorah!” Dale said with a nod of respect to the Marine Corps.
Reynolds smiled at this, saying, “You know, being a Colonel has its perks. But there are downfalls too. Shit, usually I’m overwhelmed with paperwork, phone calls, worrying about politics and middle management of this damn war. Sometimes, all I wish for is to be a Sergeant once more, out in the field, laying in the sand or some far off jungle and fight.”
“I’m happy you’re here. I feel my team can trust you,” Dale said.
“You can. You have no worries with me, Sergeant. I’m tasked to remain at command, with Elizabeth. I’ll be watching the live action feed, if we have one that is. I’ll be keeping communications with you boys, keeping tabs on our asset inside, watching, your eyes behind your backs,” Reynolds promised.
Dale nodded, saying nothing.
“But that’s not why you’re here, Sergeant. So why don’t you do me a favor, and shoot straight with me. ’Cause you seem a lot like me in that sense, and I think your holding back,” Reynolds said.
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“Fair enough. This is a high profile mission,” Dale began. “Much bigger than I think anyone can prep us for. I suppose I should be expecting creatures from some movie, or aliens from outer space. Thing is, I’m a normal guy. Can’t wrap my mind around this all.”
“You’re right. I’ve been involved with a few high profile missions, and I’ve never seen anything like this. So few details, such vagueness. I’ve taken some very long shots at some very important people, been in places where they’d deny my existence if captured, and guess what? This is far bigger,” Reynolds said, agreeing.
“Guess that’s why I’m here. What are we up against? They really that good?”
“Yes,” the Colonel replied.
Dale nodded at this, soaking it in. “And I’m going in with eight others, one being a woman.”
“Yes,” Reynolds repeated.
“No coverage, no backup.”
“Correct.”
“What am I bringing?” Dale asked.
“Anything you want. Enough ammo and explosives to take on an army, Sergeant. You’ll jump with your normal equipment. Once in the adjacent valley, you’ll be stocked up on whatever else you need.”
“Sure about that?”
“Michael is the best in the business. A natural-born smuggler. You’ll have enough ammo to seize a city if need be. Whatever you want, it’s yours.”
“All but support,” Dale said, shaking his head.
“Sergeant Comstock, if you’re not the right man for this job, please say so,” Reynolds said.
“Hey, I didn’t say that,” Dale responded quickly, tensing and a bit irritated. “But this CIA shit is for the birds. You know what it does? It gets my men killed. Thing I’m beginning to wonder is this: Are we meant to come back?”
“I’ll do everything in my power to make that happen. Sergeant, if you’re worried about the CIA fucking you over, don’t. I’ll risk my career over my men any day. If you need help, I’m your commanding officer, and by God you’ll get help.”
“I’m humbled. To be honest, I wasn’t sure at first. About you, that is.”
“And now?”
“I feel like we stand a chance with you at the helm, so to speak,” Dale replied. “Now that I think on it some, it was smart for Elizabeth to tap you. Like you said, your Scout Sniper background is a good angle on this, especially with such limited information. I hear you keep up practice too.”
“Try to shoot every day,” Reynolds replied.
“I was at last year’s thousand yard competition,” Dale commented.
“Oh?” Reynolds said calmly.
“It’s insane. You guys… you measure by millimeters. A thousand yards is amazing. I’m always baffled by such precision.”
“No different than hostage rescue. We’re trained to be precise,” Reynolds said, humbly.
“I saw you shoot at the event.”
“I had a pretty good day,” Reynolds responded. “Missed the mark, but came close. Like you said, it’s measured in millimeters. Sure was that day.”
“Hey, you placed second of the best long range shooters in the world. I’d say that’s impressive,” Dale remarked.
“Well, just once I’d like to take first. Maybe one day. But damn, that Swagger is a fine shooter. Can’t complain coming in second to him.”
“Know him?” Dale asked.
“Know of him,” Reynolds responded.
“Well, the Marines did fine. Shit, the Army scored behind that Canadian fellow,” Dale said, grinning.
“All great shots. Though it really only counts on the battlefield. You know that world. Shooting a paper circle is different than a well placed shot on a human. At any distance, it’s worlds apart from range time.”
“Amen to that,” Dale agreed. “Who’s the best? In your opinion?”
“Bob Lee Swagger is number one. Will always be in my book. Followed closely by Carlos Hathcock, then Vasily Zaytsev.”
“All famous, and two Marines,” Dale chuckled.
“True,” Reynolds chuckled again, “Perhaps I’m biased, but those men, they’re the best. There’s a few more, but it’s not just about how good a shot you are. It’s about concealment, what you’re capable of under pressure and in the field. Shit, those three men alone would work over a full division up in these hills,” Reynolds said.
“The art is becoming lost,” Dale mentioned.
“No, it’s just evolving. Asymmetrical Warfare — what you guys do is becoming what’s necessary to win conflicts.”
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“Still concerns me, bringing in that Russian gal. War isn’t a pretty sight, as you know. Anything we can do about it?”
“That’s a negative,” Reynolds said. “And trust me, I’ve tried.
“Six Delta, one SEAL, and a woman entering a valley where intruders all get slaughtered. Limited intelligence about what we’re up against, no real rules of engagement except kill everything — no air support, no ground troops or transportation if need be.”
“Sounds fun, eh?” Reynolds said.
“Yeah, real fun. Not the way I like to plan my missions. Do we even know how vast this cave is?”
“Somewhat,” Reynolds said, reaching into his desk, retrieving a map. It looked old, and he opened it on the desk, flipping on the lamp.
“The words are in English,” Dale noticed.
“Yup. That’s cause we built them.”
“Figures,” Dale muttered. He looked at the map, studying it.
“You’ll be provided with copies, but don’t trust ’em too much. Over the years, there’s likely been modifications to the cave. Just remember, these caves are huge. House lots of people. Shit, this one could probably hold a thousand.”
“We have recon in the village from your asset. Supposedly, there will be no resistance. But what about INTEL on this cave? Anything?”
“Only York.”
Dale sighed.
“Sergeant,” Reynolds said, leaning in, “life doesn’t always go the way you want, especially with an operation of such magnitude.”
Dale grinned. He liked the Colonel’s attitude. He was the epitome of a man’s man, rugged and tough and didn’t take no for an answer. Every minute that passed, Sergeant Comstock gained more and more respect for the Marine Colonel. He liked the man, felt comfortable around him. He was different than most of his commanding officers, this man hated red tape, hated bureaucracy, and pissed off Washington quite often. Dale knew he’d do whatever he had to for this team, and it was reassuring.
“All right, it’s one thing bringing a woman into this, but if she’s willing to get killed, so be it. I’ll let Rivers deal with her.”
“Good. I need you focused, Sergeant.”
“I’d like to request something, Colonel.”
“Name it.”
“I’d like to talk to Sergeant York. We watched some of the videos. I’d like to see them all. After, I’d like to speak with him, see whatever other information I might get. It’d be helpful, since he’s been in the cave.”
Reynolds eyed him curiously, saying nothing.
“Is there a problem with that?” Dale asked.
“There’s something else you need to know.”
“What’s that?” Dale asked.
“Sergeant Comstock, your team actually consists of nine, not eight.”
It took a moment, then Dale’s eyes widened. “You don’t mean…”
“I do. Sergeant York is going with you.”
“Hell no!” Dale stated. “That crazy fucker?”
“You acted sentimental while you watched the interrogations,” Reynolds said.
“That’s because he’s one of us. No reason they had to treat him the way it looks.”
“It’s worse, actually.”
“Either way, it’s one thing to feel for a guy, another to think he’s sane. And now you’re suggesting he goes along?”
“I’m not suggesting. He’s going,” Reynolds said.
“Why? Won’t he be a liability?”
“Elizabeth insists he won’t.”
“Look, I’ve seen it happen. I’ve seen people snap out here. York, he’s lost it.”
“I agree. From what I’ve seen, he needs help, perhaps a discharge,” Reynolds agreed. “And before you blame it on Elizabeth, she had to.”
“Why?”
“Because they couldn’t get him to budge. Sergeant Comstock, they drugged the man, they beat him, they gave him little sleep — worse, I’m sure. They did everything in the book and yet he won’t give us the vital information we need. He says he will once on the ground. Thing is, York went deep in that cave. He walked the tunnels, he saw them. He killed a few. Elizabeth decided it would be best for the mission.”
“I don’t like this… not one bit,” Dale replied.
“Me either.”
“After what he’s seen, after watching his men die — why does he want to go back, Colonel?”
“Same reason guys like you and I would.”
“And that is. ?”
“Revenge,” Reynolds said bluntly.
“Shit,” Dale exclaimed. He didn’t like the notion, not one bit. It made sense, though. He’d have done the same thing. And though Comstock had no desire to bring York, he knew the man could provide them details that they’d need. He’d know what to look out for, what they were capable of. Dale also knew something else. If York’s story were true, and he’d lost his own men, he sure as hell would want to go back.
Dale thought a moment, then asked, “Why’d he live? Anyone ask that?”
“If you’re suggesting he took the coward’s way out, you’d be wrong,” Reynolds said. “He was found knocked out cold at the base of the mountain. Some of the villagers were daring enough to have dragged him back. When he awoke, he was lost, out of ammo, and began wandering. Thing is, he wasn’t looking for base, though he found a patrol.”
“What was he looking for?”
“The cave.”
“Thought you said he was out of ammo,” Dale said.
“He still had his knife, Sergeant Comstock,” Reynolds replied.
Dale waited, a long silence underway. He tried to figure it out in his head, to think outside the box, to run a risk assessment on something so bizarre.
It was mind-boggling.
Again, it was the Colonel who interrupted the silence. “Listen, I think Sergeant York will do fine. He promises to follow your command. He’ll be enthusiastic, and you might have to keep a leash on him, but I think he’ll do his job,” Reynolds said.
“Guys who’ve suffered such trauma are ticking time bombs. What if he snaps?”
“Maybe that’s not such a bad thing. Once you’re in that valley, in that cave, you might need just that. The man is filled with rage. In normal circumstances, this might prove problematic. But in this scenario, it might work to your favor. Those things… he says they’re not human. Let’s believe him for a moment. He witnessed firsthand as they literally ripped his men in half. He saw some getting eaten. Now imagine that,” Reynolds said, allowing the words to sink in.
“If everything’s true, then yeah, I get it,” Comstock said. “He’s going back to kill as many as he can. Guess that can’t hurt,” Dale admitted.
“And Sergeant, if for one moment, for one single instance, York loses it — if he snaps or does something to endanger your men, you know what to do,” Reynolds said, leaning in again, staring hard at the battle veteran.
“Colonel?”
“Put a bullet in his head, Sergeant Comstock. You got me? You understand? If York does something to fuck up your mission, put him down.”
“Fair enough,” Dale said. “And the Russian? I don’t trust her.”
“Elizabeth does.”
“That doesn’t mean I do,” Dale said right back.
“Then do the same. You have my blessing. If she does something to hinder this mission, or something that gets your men killed, shoot her too.”
“All right, then I guess I’ll deal with it. Hopefully it won’t come to that.”
“For everyone’s sake, let’s pray it doesn’t.”
Dale thought on it awhile. The thought of putting down a fellow member of The Unit was insane, something he couldn’t imagine. A woman, too. Dale Comstock was a professional, patriotic, a man who did his best to ensure innocent people didn’t die. It happened, sure, but Dale worked hard to avoid innocent deaths. He wasn’t a man to hold grudges, either. In Afghanistan, it’s easy to become racist, anti-Muslim, anti-third world country. With this mission, it would be easy to hold York and the Russian woman in contempt. Hate is the enemy, and Dale tried to change his view on the pair. He didn’t want to go in with his mind on anything other than the mission — whatever the hell it was.
“Super-soldiers,” Dale mumbled. “It’s hard to believe. Sounds like a horror flick.”
“It does. But Sergeant, it’s no joke. We have York’s testimony, and I personally believe it. He saw something… many things that weren’t human. They killed his men. You must realize that what you’re up against isn’t your normal soldier. It’s something more wild, something beastlike, maybe.”
“That Russian scientist talked about them breeding. That’s why we’re going in, right?”
“Yes, because if they continue breeding, their presence will eventually be known.”
“Can we even carry enough ammo? What if there are dozens, hundreds? How will they attack? What are their methods? Do they use weapons?” Dale had many questions.
“York will provide that when he decides it’s time. If he doesn’t, we already talked about the matter. Now, let me ask you a question: What’s the most important rule of an assassination?”
“Shit, I don’t know…”
“You take out the assassin.”
“Sounds easy.”
“Yeah, they make it sound easy. Remember, many have tried it. To your advantage, those teams knew less than yours does. That’ll help, I hope.”
“But if they couldn’t get in twenty-six years ago, and Elizabeth saying that they might not only be breeding, but evolving…”
“Sergeant Comstock, you’ll be entering the Bermuda Triangle on steroids. Imagine this — few nations know, and the ones who do are scared to death of what lives in that valley. The question is, why?”
“Monsters,” Dale laughed.
“You laugh, but they wiped out over twenty Spetsnaz, and that was right when the chemical was reacting. That was the first generation of these things. Tore the helicopters to shreds, damaged a jet flying overhead, fast too.”
“I swear, I feel as if I’ll wake up from this dream any minute now,” Dale said.
“It gets worse. My sources tell me the Soviets sent in two more teams over the years. Dozens of Spetsnaz, more covert, ready for anything. Met the same fate. Reports were these things weren’t human. And then SAS, Mossad, other Spec Op groups. Until York survived, nobody could get close.”
Dale shook his head in disbelief. “So, everyone’s tried it and now it’s our turn?”
“Pretty much.”
“To die,” Dale said. It wasn’t a question, but a statement.
“I hope your tactics, your methods, will change the rules a bit. Besides, we have an ace in the hole. Something nobody else had before.”
“Sergeant York,” Dale Comstock said.
Colonel Reynolds nodded his head.
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“I guess I have nothing,” Elizabeth said. She didn’t like this one bit. “You’re in. Okay? Happy now?”
York grinned, “I am.”
“You try to pull any hotdog shit, you’ll be pulled. Don’t care what information you might have, you’ll obey your orders.”
“I will. Promise,” he said with a smile.
“Well, I suppose that concludes our meeting. We’ll be drilling the team all week. We’ll be sending you in a week, so tomorrow will be your first day of freedom.”
Elizabeth began to stand up, to leave the room. Before she could, York spoke again.
“Know what’s funny about this?”
“Nothing is funny about this,” she responded, pausing, then sitting back down.
“Oh, but ya have to find some humor in it. Here’s the thing about this war. Back in the states, the people, the media, even the fucking politicians think the Afghanis are fighting for national pride, for their country.”
“I know. We’ve been over this,” she replied, annoyed. “It’s about territory.”
“Have you ever ridden through the ghettos of LA, New Orleans, maybe Chicago?”
“Can’t say that I have.”
“I have. And for a white boy like me, that’s a good way to get killed.”
“It’s pretty stupid, if you ask me. What’s the point?”
“The point is, whatever they pumped these people full of changed them, but not necessarily how you think. If you think the Taliban are territorial, if you think they’re violent, you can’t imagine these things. They’re worse than any gang, worse than any terrorist cell.”
“Save it,” she retorted. “I already said you’re in. You got your way.”
“You don’t get it. I’m trying to warn you.”
“Of what?”
“That we won’t be coming back.”
Elizabeth paused, not knowing what to say.
“Imagine walking into the worst gang infested neighborhood, filled with ravenous dogs. Worse, even. Sneak up to a pride of lions and snatch a cub and see what they do to you.”
“Then why go in? Why put yourself in harm’s way? Why not just tell me what I need to know?”
“You know why I’m going in, ma’am.”
“Yeah, it’s because you have a death wish,” she fired back.
All emotion vacated York’s face, his eyes glazing over, trance-like. He drifted, remembering.
“Sergeant York, are you all right?” Elizabeth asked.
“They weren’t afraid of us, that’s for sure. I could sense they weren’t. Even when you shot ’em, they seemed okay with it. No sorrow for themselves, even seemed to get off from the pain. You’d blow one away and another would fill its spot.”
“Sergeant, why didn’t they kill the villagers? Why leave them be for all these years, but kill your men?”
“Shit, who knows? When we reached the village, when we saw their looks — fear in their eyes — we knew they were trapped there.”
“The villagers?”
“They couldn’t leave. Weren’t allowed to.”
“How do you know this?”
“I could just… sense it. Can’t explain, but the moment we came in contact with them, I felt sorrow. I felt the misery of their souls,” York told.
“Because of what is in the cave?”
“Yeah, they knew exactly what was there, and were petrified of it.”
“Sergeant, why do you think they let you go?”
“You’ve asked that before.”
“You never answered.”
“I believe they let me go to prove a point. To show who is in charge, maybe. Or perhaps they wanted you to do exactly what you’re doing.”
“What’s that?”
“Sending in more men.”
She hadn’t thought of this. “Why did the villagers tell you? You said it was a boy that pointed the cave out?”
“Yeah, young kid. Same look of fear. Just pointed, did so until he got our attention. Kept at it until we left, too. It was odd. Like he was a statue or something.”
“But why?”
“I think… I think they wanted our help. I think the boy, the villagers, they want out.”
“Or for us to do our job, and exterminate the creatures,” Elizabeth suggested.
“Yeah, or that,” York said with a grin.
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Jeff Rivers rubbed his face, underneath his left eye swollen. His right ear rang, his jaw a bit stiff. Mattered not, though. Came with the territory in his world.
Tap. Tap.
He stood impatient, waiting for her to answer.
Tap. Tap.
“Hold on a sec…”
Tap.
“Yes, can I help you?” Elizabeth said, door flinging open. Her eyes widened as she stared at him.
“Hey, Lizzy, how’s it going?” Rivers said with a wide grin.
She slapped him hard across the face.
“What was that for?” Rivers asked.
“That’s for causing me drama. You’ve pissed off damn near everyone on this base, and you haven’t been here a day yet. What the fuck is wrong with you, Jeff?” Elizabeth said.
“Who’s pissed at me?” Rivers questioned.
“General Kline, some Major, and pretty much all the Delta guys.”
Rivers laughed.
She slapped him again, this time harder.
“Ouch! Will you stop that?”
“There’s nothing funny about this,” she declared, hands on hips. She raised one, brushing a strand of brown hair away from her eyes, smoothing back her frayed pony-tail.
Rivers loved it when she did that.
“Listen, I can’t help some Major is pissed, okay. Just showing up for duty is all. You’re the one who called me here.”
“Not to cause trouble. I’m not here to babysit you. And look at you! Is that a bruise? Did you get into a fight?”
“I’d call it more of an altercation.”
“With whom?” she asked, her face angry.
“Um, the Delta guys,” Rivers admitted.
“Let me guess, Sergeant Clements?” she asked.
“Yeah, him… Thompson, Jefferson, Marcus, and that Hernandez guy too.”
“Oh, really? So, pretty much your entire team?”
“Not Dale. Wouldn’t fight him,” Rivers said.
“I don’t need you pissing off everyone, and I especially don’t need you starting fights.”
“Who started it?”
“You did. What’d you call him? Country Fuck?”
“Hey, he called me Hollywood.”
“Now stop this shit right now!” she said loudly, nearly shouting.
Rivers smiled wide, taking a moment to look her over, to remember the gentle features behind that vicious tone, that angry face. He couldn’t help but feel something erotic about her anger. They always had the best sex when angry.
“How ya been, Lizzy?” he asked, tilting his head, reaching his fingers to gently graze her face.
She slapped him again, even harder.
“Damn, will you stop?” he said, snatching his hand back and rubbing his face. “Can’t you see I got punched there?”
“That’s for leaving without saying bye, you asshole,” Elizabeth said.
“Hey, it’s not my fault. I had to go.”
“You up and left without telling me. You went eight months without contact. Explain that, you asshole!”
“Lizzy, you know my job. You have the clearance… you know what I was doing. Shit, my gig was nearly over when I got the message to fly to this shithole. To be honest, I like the jungle a bit better.”
“You could have said bye,” Elizabeth replied. For a moment, her eyes filled with tears. But she withheld them, kept them in.
“Lizzy, I… I know. I’d say sorry but you wouldn’t believe it was sincere.”
“I don’t want a sorry, I want to know why.”
“Listen, we had our ups and downs. You know how it was. Two peas from the same pod and all. I just… I just couldn’t face it. Couldn’t deal with it, so I just left. I’m sorry, I really am, Lizzy.”
“It doesn’t matter…” she lied.
“Besides, I’m the one who should be pissed,” he offered.
“Say again? How do you figure?”
“I was pulled from a big op. I was close, Lizzy. Real close. Then pulled? Take me from my team and fly me here?”
Elizabeth sighed, cracking the door a bit more, allowing Rives into her quarters.
Rivers could see she was in her nightgown. He peeked down to get a look. Elizabeth pulled her top closed, glaring.
“Jeff, this one’s bad.”
“Can’t be worse than some of the others. Not my first rodeo,” Rivers replied.
“Much worse. This one has Zulu clearance. Pulled you here because I need you here.”
“Why?”
“’Cause you’re that good. Yeah, I’ll admit it,” she said.
“What’s the real reason, Lizzy,” he asked.
She sighed again, saying, “You’re the only one I can trust on this, Jeff.”
“Well, that’s sweet,” he said, sarcasm in his voice. “I call bullshit, though. You wanted me here and you found a good excuse.”
“That’s not true,” she replied, though the look in her eyes gave it away. She missed him. She couldn’t help it, though she’d not admit it.
“Listen, we have a job to do, so let’s keep this professional,” she said, standing straight.
“Since when have we done that?”
“I’m serious, Jeff. This one is dangerous. I need you aware.”
“I’m ready to go in,” Rivers replied. “Hooah, and all that shit.” Rivers waited a moment, looking her over, remembering their times together. He knew she was thinking the same. He just knew it. The past eight months had caused the bad times to fade, for him at least. Little did he know, as each day passed, Elizabeth had grown to despise him more and more.
Elizabeth was as beautiful as ever. Still fit, still active, still a hard-ass bitch who got shit done. There wasn’t a woman in the world like her, and if she didn’t piss him off so much, he could possibly marry her.
“Look,” Rivers began, “I’m here and I’m serious. What’s this all about? You seem… well, not yourself.”
“Because I’m not sure we can stop… whatever this is.”
“Have some faith, honey pie,” he said with a smile. He patted his AK-47, still attached as if part of him. “The real question is, why go in?”
“Had York not told us of their breeding, we might not have. But if the numbers are close to what he estimates, we’ll have a major problem.”
“Lizzy, I heard super-soldiers and science mumbo jumbo. Guess it’s hard to wrap my mind around it. For everyone. Know why? ’Cause it’s unbelievable.”
“It’s all true,” she stated.
“Fair enough. I can think outside the box. We talking Groom Lake and alien sort of stuff or what?”
“Not far off,” she replied, watching his facial expression change.
Rivers nodded, saying, “That’s fine. I can handle a little bizarre. I have tricks up my sleeve too, ya know.”
“That’s why I called you in. Now I need to go to bed, Jeff. I have a long day tomorrow and I’m exhausted.”
“Dale’s team-leader, right?” Rivers asked, ignoring her pleas.
“Yes. Can you handle that?” she asked, frustrated.
“Sure. No problems listening to Dale.”
“Good. Anything else I can help you with,” she asked, an impatient look on her face.
“Yeah, just one more thing,” Rivers said, leaning in and gently kissing her.
The gentleness didn’t last long. This pair had unresolved business. Within minutes, their clothes were ripped off. They lusted now, more than they ever had before. Maybe it was because of the way things ended. Perhaps because it had been so long, or maybe it was because of this bizarre mission.
Nevertheless, what began as a moment of intimacy turned into a frenzy, a highly passionate session where they were lost in each other’s bodies.
And as Rivers thrust inside, Elizabeth screamed out.
* * *
Thompson walked down the barrack hallways, slowly shuffling his feet. He couldn’t sleep, and had decided to test his rule, and begin the forty-eight hours.
He had found Svetlana in the hallway, stopped her with one of his charming smiles. It always worked in the bars, pretty much anywhere he went. Maybe it was because Russian women were different, he told himself. Although that wasn’t necessarily the truth. Svetlana was simply smart enough to see through his prowess.
She ended it with a handshake and bid him goodnight.
Now, he strolled, turning left, turning right, slowly making his way back to his room. He needed to sleep, he knew tomorrow would be another long day of training, of preparing for this mission.
He jumped as she tore around the corner.
The young woman from behind the computer. Elizabeth’s assistant — Viki.
She was smart, most likely smarter than he was. Attractive too. More the girl next door in appearances, she was curvy, with big breasts, little makeup.
“Can I help ya?” Thompson asked.
“What is that?” she asked.
“What is what?”
“That sound?” the young woman asked. She then turned to the next corridor, following the sound that traveled down the hallway.
Thompson followed, partially out of curiosity, partially because he was horny. “Hey, wait up.”
They rounded the corner, another stretch of hallway. They didn’t have to make it far down this one before stopping dead in their tracks. It took a moment, and Thompson recognized it first. Naturally, he would.
The woman, Viki — it took her a few moments longer.
“Is that—?”
“Yup. They’re fucking,” Thompson said, grinning.
“Who?”
“Well, if memory recalls, that’s the room of none other than the hard-ass, mean Wicked Witch of the West that everyone’s afraid of,” Thompson said.
Viki gasped as it dawned on her, “Elizabeth?”
“None other. Doesn’t sound so threatening now, does she?”
“Oh my… what’s he doing to her? Screw that, who is doing that to her?”
Thompson gently grabbed the woman’s shoulder, leading her closer down the hall, closer to Elizabeth’s panting, her screams of ecstasy.
“Ever been in the military?” he asked.
“No.”
“Well, that doesn’t surprise me, then. You see, there’s three kinds of sex. There’s sex, there’s fucking, and there’s a military form of sex. It’s different, especially out in places like this. Out here in Khost. It’s a rare occurrence, like Haley’s Comet or something.”
“What is?”
“A wargasm,” Thompson said with a smile.
The sounds from not far away peaked the young woman’s interest. She couldn’t have been but in her early twenties, the sexual prime of her life. “What’s a wargasm?” she asked, turning up and looking to Thompson.
“Can’t explain ’em… but I can show you one,” he said, grinning. “Or many.”

Late into the night, as everyone slept from a long days’ work, two couples did what few did.
Many wargasms occurred that night.
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“Were they set up?” Rivers asked.
She rested her head back to look at him. “Excuse me?”
“The Delta team. Were they sent in on purpose?” he asked.
“No, they engaged the Taliban, found the village and discovered the cave on their own. This was all discussed during the briefing,” she said.
“Yeah, I know. Just wanted to know if that story is true or not.”
“Not everyone in the CIA is bad, Jeff.”
“Lots of snakes, Lizzy.”
“And lots of good ones, too. Some do take their job serious. They do their duty for their country with honor. You know lots of men and women like that, and you know it.”
“Doesn’t answer the question. Were they sent in to test these things,” he said.
“No. I suppose it’s possible, but doubtful. Kline would have know, even McClain. They wouldn’t have done that. What happened was by pure chance alone.”
“Look, I get the boys might have gotten a bit cocky, figured what the hell. I do have a hard time thinking they were accidently off course. I think they were bored and made an excuse to go into this region. They then stumble upon some Taliban, engage, and say they’re lost, right?”
“How’d you know? I haven’t told a single person that part of the story.”
“Not hard to figure out. Look, doesn’t matter. I know your bosses weren’t happy that Delta stumbled in to a place they shouldn’t have, but what the fuck. They did and look what we discovered.”
“Jeff, this valley isn’t natural. These things aren’t human. Deny it all you want, but please don’t ignore it. That moment of hesitation might get you…”
“Ah, you worrying about me, Lizzy?” he teased.
“This valley is that dangerous, so yes, I am worried about you,” she admitted. This felt good, felt right, and she fought hard to hold back any thoughts of his death. “Jeff, if Khost is Purgatory, then this valley is Dante’s seventh ring.”
“Doesn’t make sense. Radio interruption, sat phones not working. Shit, their helmet cams went black.”
“Drones too. Nothing works, and our top minds can’t figure it out. That’s where you come in, Jeff.”
“Go on, I’m all ears.”
“They all need to be killed. Every last one. I hope I’ve made that clear.”
“Crystal.”
“Good. But we also want information. The compound… we know little of its properties. There are some missing links.”
“Hey, I’m no scientist.”
“No, but Svetlana is. And hopefully, her eyes on the ground, maybe she can…”
“What could you possibly want from knowing more? Don’t the Russians know? Fuck, this is their problem anyway.”
“If they keep breeding, it’ll be everyone’s problem. Our algorithms tell us that in the next few decades, these things will be a major problem. They’ll push out… Jeff, they already have. We’ve kept it as quiet as possible, but villagers up to a hundred miles away have seen them. Roaming at night, they’re traveling outside the canyon.”
“How do you know all this? Can’t come from only York.”
“Our asset in the village.”
“So, they’re roaming that far, hitting a few villages. You’re worried about what happens when they hit a major city.”
“Could you imagine?”
“Thing I don’t get is this: if they don’t require food and water, why kill?”
“It’s the last chemical. It was Mikhail’s last part of the compound, but he had no intention of including it.”
“What’s it do?”
“When mixed, it amplifies one’s rage, Jeff. It makes a murderer into a psychotic killing machine. He tested it in extremely low doses. Each time, the compound was too powerful. So, he scrapped it from the original synthetic chemical he gave the KGB.”
“So what went wrong?”
“They took his work to another team, had them replicate it. Problem was, they didn’t realize most of this was guesswork by Mikhail, theory at best. They didn’t realize the results, and to make matters worse, they mixed the compound in extremely high doses.”
“So, this madman scientist didn’t know about this…”
“It alters the genes we carry that control our temper, our anger, our rage.”
“This rage gene gets flicked on, but it’s overkill. So, not only are they super-human, they actually like killing?”
“You got it,” Elizabeth said grimly.
“It’s insane…” mumbled Rivers, squeezing Elizabeth tight. “With all our technology, with all our superiority, we’re scared of something that’s more animal than anything.”
“If they weren’t earth born, we’d call them aliens.”
“Ha! Think they actually made a movie about that — SEALs against aliens or something.”
“I’m not joking around, Jeff.”
“I know, Lizzy. Just trying to wrap my mind around it all. So, besides killing these things, you want me to make sure that Russian gal does her job. Collects samples or something?”
“Correct. The more we know about the compound, the better. Unfortunately, most of Mikhail’s research has vanished, and even our advanced thinkers can’t figure it out. He was light years ahead of his time.”
“What concerns me is, why would you want to know about it? See, when Langley wants stuff like that to happen, it usually has bad results. Some things shouldn’t be created, or in this case, re-created.”
“You’re assuming we’d use it for nefarious purposes. To know, to understand the compound, is vital in case we don’t get them all. The mountain is huge, and we assume there are smaller exits. If a few get out, they’ll begin breeding again.”
“In order to develop something to stop them, you’d have to make it. Not sure I want to be part of that,” Rivers said.
Elizabeth sighed, turning over, staring him in the eyes. Their lips met, lost in the moment, forgetting the past, not concerning themselves of the future.
Only now mattered.
Their bodies came together again. This time it wasn’t a barbaric act of frustration and ecstasy, but something more passionate, something meaningful.
It was as if they’d never see one another again.
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“Memories are a strange thing,” Elizabeth said. They lay together, entangled and loving.
“What about them?” Rivers asked in a whisper.
“There are different types of memories, some tangible, proven to be factually true. There are also suppressed memories, clouded recollections of actual events. This second type of memory combines both real and unreal events. This often can lead to delusions, where a subject’s memories are imaginary.”
“The crazies, right?”
“Delusional, yes. There are many forms of delusion.”
“So, your saying York is the second type?”
“No, actually, I believe York is the first type. I fully believe him. He doesn’t remember everything, but his memories are factual.”
“By who’s opinion?” Rivers asked.
“Mine. I’ve spent hours with him. He’s not delusional, I can tell you that. He’s suffered trauma, both emotional and physical, but he’s not off his rocker,” Elizabeth replied.
“All right, so now what?”
“There is a third way to categorize memories. It’s the most frightening, the most shocking, and perhaps the most real. I believe there are memories that have been intentionally programmed within the mind of a person. In most instances, this would be done in a lab. It seems our Soviet friends attempted to hold lab class in the Khost Province.”
“Go on,” Rivers said.
“These programmed memories, they might be real, might be by design, might be a mixture. Either way, this third form of memory is quite frightening, and hence why we’re here.”
“York? I’m not following you…”
“These programmed memories, they’re meant to cover up experiences much stranger than fiction. They’re often horrific, and we often dismiss them as absurd,” she explained.
“So, let me get this straight,” Rivers began. “These things are partially human, partially something else. According to York, and from intelligence provided by Svetlana on behalf of her government, we believe these things are advanced. Fair enough. They are psychophysiology, they have autogenic abilities, they’re faster, they’re stronger, and they’re programmed with horrific memories, and a desire to kill. Am I right?”
“You got it.”
“The Colonel pointed it out earlier. I just didn’t understand why.”
“History has taught us that we don’t always need technology and large armies to win wars. This simply isn’t true, though I’d fully support the Colonel’s notion of a cheap, effective army. It makes sense. However, we all know one thing: we’re still here, in Afghanistan. We’re struggling against guys with AK-47s and motor oil to lube the barrels. They’re doing damn good against us, and one reason is quite simple. The men you are fighting today were once our allies.”
“Yeah, we heard that,” Rivers replied sarcastically.
“The Mujahideen hated the Soviets. We supported them, with both money and support. These cave complexes you boys go in, they’re made in America.”
“That’s fucked up,” he said.
“The Mujahideen were once great, the Taliban are now. Though the Mujahideen split, leaving multiple factions, many did cross over and join the Taliban. They couldn’t help it. These people were born into war. They’ve always warred. All we’re doing is introducing a new enemy by going in. This isn’t like Iraq. These people are different, and their memories usually cover up horrific times. The Soviets were quite cruel to them. They’ve remembered this through generations, and in genetics. They were born into the fear of invasion, and the simple disdain for it.”
“Ask why they’re winning?” Rivers said aloud to the room. “They’re winning ’cause no army wants a war of attrition. The end never justifies the means.”
“Exactly,” agreed Elizabeth. “If you send wave after wave of men over a hill, they’d eventually run you down.”
“And if they were specialized, highly trained, they’d take on far greater numbers,” Rivers returned.
Elizabeth broke in, saying, “Imagine if they were both.”
“You mean to say, there might be more than we could know because, as Thompson so eloquently put it, they were fucking?” Rivers asked.
“I suppose so. Elite, killing machines that breed. It’s like a sci-fi movie,” she said.
“Guess we’re not the only ones in Khost having wargasms,” Rivers said.
Elizabeth giggled at this. She remained hidden, tight in Jeff’s arms, enjoying his embrace, fearing it would be the last time.
The pair drifted off to sleep, a sleep with no dreams, only nothingness.
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The cave.
Another day of darkness for the creatures, another day of solitude within the cave.
Though the creatures felt something, knew something was coming — something quite different. And as the day passed, and evening neared, the creatures waited in great anxiety. This night they’d take great pleasure in succumbing to their urges, their instincts, their lust for death. This one time, the creature that once was Ahmed wouldn’t hold them back. He’d unleash their fury, he’d untie their wrath.

Ahmed stood just inside the tunnel entrance, the fading light making it easier to see. The creature’s eyes were accustomed to the dark, and he squinted as the remaining minutes of sunlight faded.
Darkness approached.
Ahmed scanned the valley, looking over the ridgelines, the perimeter walls of cliffs that imprisoned those that dwelt there. No movement, nothing of interest.
Ahmed’s eyes shifted, gazing to the ground below, scanning the valley floor. It was flat, vacant of life.
A few scattered shrubs, even less trees.
Rocks, sand, nothingness — the valley was empty.
The creature allowed his eyes to look farther, into the distance, at the village. From this vantage point, the village was but a speck. Ahmed could see little movement, but he knew they were there. Ahmed could feel them. He could smell them. He could nearly taste them.
The village sat in the dead center of the massive valley, isolated in a region of utter decay. No way in, no way out. The creatures didn’t allow such things, not in their territory.
Ahmed kept still, as if pondering something. He could feel their hearts beating, could hear their whispers, could see their shapes. The humans below couldn’t possibly know their nearing fate, and Ahmed couldn’t help but grin at the notion of their upcoming surprise.
Ahmed looked to the sky, seeing nothing but darkness. No birds overhead, no wind, no clouds to blot out the moon. Enough light to see, for the next few nights the moon would be bright in the sky.
Just enough for the humans to see their demise.
Ahmed looked back to the valley, the village. He watched as the dark shapes came and went, entering their barren homes, getting themselves ready for a peaceful night’s sleep.
In Khost, sleep was often better than reality, dreams and even nightmares better than living day to day.
Their refuge would come soon, and no matter if it was death or sleep that took them, it would be better than this.
There was no longer any livestock, hadn’t been for many years. They’d long since been snatched away. Even small animals hadn’t lasted long since the change, only reptiles and insects remained. They dared not scamper, dare not crawl. They remained motionless, what few there were, each life-form feeling this night would be different. They made themselves small, kept hidden away, and waited.
Ahmed looked to the village again. He stared deeply as if attempting to recall a time long ago. He remembered little of what once was a familiar place, a few scattered images mostly.
The village that once was Ahmed’s home was now foreign to him. There was no connection — that was lost long ago. There remained no humanity in these creatures, and they viewed the humans below as nothing of significance, until now.
The village was rubble now, two decades of decay. It consisted of run down rock homes, small buildings with makeshift roofs and open windows. Few had doors, most openings were covered with a drape of some sort. The roads were sand and pebbles, worn and hard to travel. Although extensive, the village was on the brink of being no more. Not from the creatures, but from the living conditions, the lack of updates, the deplorable conditions. It was a surprise the humans had lasted this long, but then again, that was a human trait that always stuck — the will to survive.

Ahmed remained crouched, lowering his front paw, scraping the surface of the warm sand. He dug his long nails deep into it, allowing sand to fill his grasp, then letting it fall out. Ahmed then extended his disfigured fingers, reaching out and allowing his nails to clickity-clack on a nearby rock. The sound was sharp, though not loud. Despite this, it was heard throughout the miles of cave. Ahmed clicked his nails, faster and faster. It was as if the creature were in ecstasy, which was indeed the case.
Ahmed closed his eyes, feeling their hearts, their breathing, their soft footsteps hundreds of meters away. He soaked it in, allowed himself to peer into their souls for a brief moment, allowing himself to overtake them. It was an easy feat, and Ahmed felt no sympathy, no remorse for what was about to happen.
Ahmed opened his eyes, blinking rapidly.
Four hundred and twelve, the creature thought.
Ahmed could sense the humans, and knew their numbers without seeing, without counting. Their presence was more of a feeling than anything, Ahmed’s awareness finding new heights. The creature was aware of all things alive in his domain, and more importantly, he could affect them adversely.
Soon now, the creature that once was Ahmed thought. He waited patiently, the last bit of sunlight fading gently away.
Darkness came swiftly.
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The years had passed, over two decades worth, and the villagers understood they’d have to rely only on what crops they could grow, what little plant life they could eat. Times were tough in Khost. They were even tougher in this valley.
There were a few winters, when it got really desperate, that the people ate one another. It was rare, but it happened. Many of the villagers starved, many more died of poor health.
And some were simply taken.
Strangely, the creatures didn’t seem to need to eat. Not flesh, not plants, at least. The villagers were only menaced with if they ventured too far, if they tried to escape. Otherwise, they remained unmolested. Still, it was an odd thing — what did the creatures of the cave eat?
The compound had advanced their cell structure. Normally, cells constantly multiply, constantly rebuild. These once humans no longer needed nutrients, for every cell that died or weakened, there were ten healthy ones to replace it. It was if the creatures fed off their own bodies, eaters of themselves. Yet none died of starvation.
Regardless, there were occasions when one did die. At first, these were the ones that couldn’t handle the alteration to their DNA. The compound had mutated them too rapidly. For others, the compound advanced them into a state of primal frenzy, causing them to act savagely.
Hence how they killed the Soviet Spetsnaz. Hence how they had killed other intruders over the years.
But the ones hit hardest by the chemical tore into others, the weaker ones, the ones who had not yet changed. This caused a slaughter of absolute depravity, a metamorphosis of insanity and pure animal instincts advanced them to a state of eternal carnage. Had it not been for the original team of Spetsnaz who dared enter, the creatures might have eventually killed one another off. But the intruders changed things, caused them to bond for a common cause.
It also caused them to fall back under the ranks of one.
Regardless of everything, the creatures lusted for blood, for death, every waking moment. They had long since killed the majority of animal life in the valley. They had long since picked off most of the reptiles too — those that had not morphed with them, that is.
They had even ventured out, sought out blood in neighboring lands. Their sole longing was to kill every living thing they came into contact with. And had it not been for the threat of Ahmed, his wrath, they would have slaughtered the villagers long ago. But Ahmed kept them in line. He had control, and few dared challenge him.
* * *
It happened last night, the night before their release. The creatures felt Ahmed would allow them out, allow them to kill, and some grew impatient. Second and third generations of these creatures were coming of age, strong and brutal — a worthy challenge. One tried. Tried to challenge the leader.
Ahmed put the creature down quick. He tore the white-skinned monstrosity apart, ripping his throat wide open, beating him down with giant fists.
It was over before it started. Ahmed had barked, screamed out as he beat his chest, taunting and hoping and challenging all.
No other dared.
Satisfied, the creature that was Ahmed allowed them to feed on the fallen body.
It calmed them some.
Looking down now, Ahmed clicked his teeth. He grunted under his breath, his mouth opening, stretching ear to ear. Wider and wider, his thick skin began to rip, tearing like Velcro. Rows of shark-like teeth filled Ahmed’s mouth, some falling out as he grinded them. He was in obvious pleasure, a euphoric feeling overtaking the creature. A feeling like never before.
Still hunched over, Ahmed began to bounce on all fours, ape-like, a giant monster that had grown nearly a foot taller over the past twenty-six years. Now just under seven feet tall, Ahmed’s head was deformed, elongated. The bone grew underneath, hardening and pressing and causing constant pain. He would pick at his skin, attempting to pull away at what throbbed inside him, as did others. The skin was thick, though, and healed quickly.
Ahmed’s hands still resembled hands, but his feet were twisted and mangled, appearing more like those of a cloven beast. He stood on two legs primarily, something he shared with only his generation. The others, they preferred it less and less, a de-evolution in stature if you will. Perhaps the creatures were becoming less human, less advanced. Or were these new features beneficial to their survival?
Ahmed’s muscles were solid, his arms had grown longer, disproportionate to the rest of his body, much like his head. Most of the creatures looked the same, their arms dangling past their knees when on two feet, reaching far when on all fours.
Ahmed’s skin had reddened. Permanent scars from the blistering covered his entire body.
The first generation, the original survivors, shared this trait as well. In fact, nearly all of them appeared similar in most ways. Some suffered more deformities, but for the most part, the original test subjects looked the same.
Standing there, hunched over in the pale moonlight, Ahmed was a sight of horror. His appearance would cause even the most heroic warrior to tremble in fear.
Ahmed chattered his teeth, foam gathering at the corners of his enlarged mouth. His eyes were slanted, blinking down, but from an angle. The eyelids weren’t long enough, and even while asleep, Ahmed looked awake. His eyes, which once were a deep brown hue, lacked pigment. Ahmed’s eyes were white, as if rolled back into his head.
He stared, vacant and empty, at the village below.
The time was soon.
Ahmed placed his right paw on a nearby boulder, ceasing his erratic movement for a moment. Instead, he relaxed, halting all motion, touching the rock intently. Ahmed could feel the pulse. He felt the thump; it was their hearts beating, their blood pumping through their veins.

Dozens of the monstrosities lurked behind the creature that was Ahmed. They remained in the shadows, crowded and looking out, sniffing the air. They could sense Ahmed’s angst. They, too, could feel the villagers. These creatures, they knew why they were here. They felt that primal urge, the urge that drove them beyond all else, overtake them. The creatures could hardly control themselves.
The creatures snarled.
They grunted.
They frothed and foamed.
The beasts scratched at their chests, ripping out chunks of flesh with their long claws.
They loved the pain.
They swarmed, the creatures nearly piled atop one another, the motion of a single wave of churning death. Waiting. Hoping.

Ahmed remained calm, though. He continued to wait, to test their patience. He felt, for some reason, patience would be needed soon. He waited and waited, the motion of swirling wrath behind him growing into a fury. Ahmed allowed his mind to wander, to think of things not known to this planet, to explore the cosmos, to understand more than any man was capable of.
He snapped back, glaring down to the village. Ahmed’s feelings were overpowering, and more important, shifting — becoming pure rage. Ahmed had known of the intruders presence, was curious even. But the moment they entered the cave, it was over for the humans.
But how? Ahmed had wondered. How did these humans know where they were?
But the answer came as quickly as the question, and Ahmed knew it was a villager who had pointed out their location, who had sent the outsiders into their lair.
This enraged Ahmed. That lost connection came back, though it was brief. He remembered them, remembered the village, the streets, the people. He had been one of them. He had fought for them. Now, he felt utter betrayal. He held them all responsible.
They had no clue what wrath was coming their way.
Finally, it was time.
“Grak-la,” Ahmed spoke, the sound guttural.
The dozen warriors, once faithful Mujahideen warriors and now something different, pulled near.
They were near frenzied now.
They beat their chests.
They panted, jumping up and down, snarling and shoving one another.
“Grak-a-la,” Ahmed commanded.
Dozens of the creatures poured out of the cave’s entrance. Dozens more followed.
All in all, ninety adult males stood in a semi-circle outside the cave. They had calmed, and did not dare obstruct Ahmed’s view.
More time passed, Ahmed silent. Perhaps testing their patience, perhaps pondering something, they did not know. But finally, the creature that was Ahmed spoke.
“Jin-ta. Jin-ta-la,” Ahmed ordered.
Take half. No more, no less.
The creatures scoured down the cliff in a frenzy, sprinting toward the village with Ahmed watching on.
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They bound from the hills, running like raging maniacs. Some strode on two legs, bounding from rock and down the trail. Others raced on all fours, like animals, ravenous creatures of the night.
The group hit the valley floor at full sprint, a mere few hundred meters from their catch.
They crossed the open land, the darkness covering their charge, their screams echoing in the still night.
They chomped and frothed.
The grinded their teeth, their sharp claws digging into the desert sand.

The roar was like a fast approaching storm. The few who were still outside actually looked up, seeing only clear skies. By the time the mob entered the village, they had no time to prepare.
As if it would have helped.
The creatures, the mutations of wrath, shot from the shadows, ran up dirt paths, jumped from building to building.
They kicked open doors, leapt through open windows.
They stole the silence of the night, their grunts, their groans of ecstasy shadowed by the sounds of screams.
Men, women.
Children.
They slashed, they bit.
Some used blunt objects, others merely beat their prey to death.
Some began feasting, while others tugged, ripping bodies apart.
A handful dragged them away screaming, being pulled along the desert floor, toward the cave.
They took half. No more, no less.
They didn’t dare cross what once was Ahmed, who stood at the cave’s entrance, many of the others standing behind — watching the carnage and enjoying every bit of it.
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The rap at the door woke Reynolds from his slumber. He had slept maybe two or three hours at best. The Marine rose, greeting a woman at his door with groggy eyes. He instantly recognized the woman. It was Viki, one of the techs working for Elizabeth.
A few words were exchanged, a hollow look on the young girl’s face. Reynolds shut the door, hurrying. He slipped on a pair of pants and a t-shirt, running out the door, hurrying down the hallway and into the command center.
“What happened?” Reynolds blurted as he strode in.
Elizabeth turned, her dark hair in a pony tail, her face gentle, yet the stress obvious. She shooed Michael and Viki away.
“Colonel, how quickly can the team be ready?” Elizabeth asked.
“Why? What happened?” Reynolds asked.
“How long?” Elizabeth asked, her tone firm.
“We discussed a week…”
“We don’t have that much time,” she replied.
“A few days, maybe,” Reynolds replied. He was hesitant. There was still much to do.
“Let’s make it a few hours,” Elizabeth said, boldly.
“Say what?” Reynolds was wide eyed now. “Tell me what happened.”
“We have a problem. I received a call from Langley. The Russians…” Elizabeth paused a moment, thinking to the phone call. The dry, mechanical voice on the other end. The man’s words to her.
“The Russians? What’s the deal?” Reynolds asked, confused.
“They’re frantic. Somehow they caught word before we did. They want this mission escalated, and so does Langley. They want us to go in — right now!”
“What do you mean?”
“Colonel, the Russians are holding something back. That is, until just now. They caught it before we did, and within minutes were on the line with Langley. That means there’s trouble. They’ve never been so—”
“Helpful?” he suggested.
“Correct,” she said, nodding. “It happened less than half an hour ago.”
“What did?” he asked. “What happened?”
“The creatures, they came out of the cave. Colonel Reynolds, we’ve confirmed a mass attack on the village. We cannot be certain the numbers, but we know there was mass chaos. Lots of deaths.”
“How do you know this?” Reynolds asked.
“Our asset inside the village.”
Reynolds remembered, nodding his head. “What did he say?” If anything, the Marine knew one thing. Proper planning for such a mission was crucial. It might sound good to someone in an office ten thousand miles away, but without the proper INTEL, they were setting themselves up for disaster.
Elizabeth felt the same sentiment, but she had a job to do. God willing, she’d accomplish this mission, and wasn’t about to hesitate now. “Our asset sent a message through an old, yet secure line. It was urgent. Here, read this,” she said, picking up a paper and handing it his way.
Reynolds read the message. “What the hell?” he proclaimed.
“The village was under attack. Our source revealed this to be true. The catch is, Colonel, the Russians notified us minutes prior to our own source.”
“Wait, what?” Reynolds asked. “That doesn’t make sense. You mean they have a live feed?”
“I can’t say. They claim not to, and even our best technology has trouble anywhere near that valley. They won’t say how they know, but they know.”
“Could this be a setup? Could your asset be working for the Russians?” Reynolds asked. He was suspicious almost instantly.
“Negative, Colonel. The man works for us.”
“How then? The woman, perhaps?”
“Svetlana? No, that’s impossible. Besides, she’s monitored better than you think, and sleeping at the moment.”
“So how do they know?” he asked.
“They aren’t sharing, but that doesn’t matter now, does it?” she asked bluntly.
“I suppose not, unless it endangers our men.”
“The Russians are literally begging for help. Through back-channels of course, but still… it’s not their way, if you know what I mean.”
He nodded, saying, “I do. All right, so we go in. Any new estimate on the numbers of these… supposed things? Any deaths or injuries of the villagers?” he asked.
“They’re either dead or alive,” she responded. “Matters not to us. Our mission is the cave, not the village.”
“And you want the team to be mission ready in a few hours?”
“I want the team in the air in a few hours.”
Reynolds eyed her, looking to the clock on the wall, knowing the deadline was impossible. However, the Marine also knew something else. Elizabeth was serious, and this was her party. Reynolds nodded his head, accepting it. The logistics would be a nightmare, but he supposed the team could adapt. “Why now?” he asked. “Why not wait a few days? Watch and observe, attempt contact with our asset first?”
“The reason is this: For over two decades, those things have remained in that damn cave. We’ve seen a handful from time to time, long range, angled snapshots. High altitude, they use a new thermal reading. It’s not perfect, but it’s the best we can do. Again, we’ve been watching for years, as have the Russians. In the course of twenty-six years, that village has remained intact. Those things left them alone for all these years. We don’t know why, either. The problem is, they finally attacked, and our secondary reports are showing they killed quite a few.”
“And our asset?”
“We can assume he is dead or hiding. We’ve heard nothing, no response, since his first message,” she replied solemnly.
“You think he’s dead, don’t you?” Reynolds asked.
Elizabeth nodded. “I do.”
“Ma’am, that poses a heavy problem.”
“It does,” she agreed.
“I’ll assume you understand the intelligence needed on an operation like this. In my early years, I did a lot of recon. Eyes on the ground saves lives, plain and simple. Now that our asset is dead, and with no way to watch our men’s backs, the team will be walking in blind.”
“They’ve done it before when INTEL was sketchy.”
“With all due respect, this isn’t sketchy. There is absolutely none!” Reynolds proclaimed.
“I know, I know,” Elizabeth muttered. “Without drone capability, and with our satellite imagery still not up to par, we have no instant intelligence. They’ll be going in blind, and against something that seems…”
“Very pissed off,” Colonel Reynolds finished for her. He shook his head, letting it sink in. He was in disbelief, and though exhausted from only a few hours rest, fully awake and aware. His mind spun out of control, attempting to figure out a solution to this problem.
He had one.
“I’ll do it,” Reynolds stated.
“You’ll do what?” she asked, hands on her hips, scowl on her face.
“I’ll be your eyes on the ground. I’ll go in, post up on the southern ridge. I’ll cover them, watch their backs,” Reynolds said.
“You’ll do no such thing,” Elizabeth replied.
“You need a lookout.”
“Colonel, I need you here at command.”
“No, you need one of the best scout-snipers in the world to watch your guys, make sure nothing comes up behind them. No surprises, early intelligence. Seconds might matter.”
“I don’t like this,” she began.
“Neither do I, but what else can we do? We’re here to accomplish a mission, and you’ll need me down there. From an elevated position, I could monitor the valley as they go into the cave.”
Elizabeth sighed, knowing the Marine was right. “I’ll need to get clearance from Langley.”
“Screw Langley. They aren’t here right now. We are.”
“I just…” Elizabeth paused, pondering the consequences of such action.
“Listen, you wonder why the Russians seem to know what’s going on? Think maybe there’s someone telling ’em too much? Keeping this silent might play into our hands.”
“Well, maybe.”
“Asymmetrical Warfare Group, right?”
“Yes.”
“That means unconventional tactics, right?”
“Yes.”
“Well, it’s pretty damn unconventional to send in a Marine Colonel now, isn’t it?” Reynolds said with a smile.
She returned one. “You do realize the risks?”
“This ain’t my first tour, ma’am,” he replied.
“Yeah, we know that you like to go out in the field from time to time. Not wise for a base commander to do so, but they look the other way, don’t they?”
“They can’t do anything about it. Now listen, I’ll post up on that ridge. Sergeant York said their COMMS worked within the Unit, just not back to command. But then again, they did contact at the top of the ridgeline. If I’m high enough, perhaps I can provide a link to you and the team. And, if shit starts going wrong, I’ll cover the LZ if they need to make a quick escape.”
Elizabeth sighed. “Colonel, I don’t like it, but you’re right. We need the eyes on the ground. I suppose it’s a good thing you’re the best sniper in the world.”
“Best active Sniper, yes. A guy named Swagger’s a tad bit better,” he remarked.
“Regardless, I suppose we go with it. Not much else we can do.”
“Yeah, not much else we can do,” Reynolds agreed. For the first time, she saw a flicker in the man’s eyes, a wild look at the notion of combat. He was happy to do this job.
“All right, it’s done,” Elizabeth said. “Michael and Viki can aide me here. If you’ll gather your effects, I can have you up in the air in thirty minutes.”
“I’ll be ready in twenty,” Reynolds said.
“Good. I suppose you know how to jump out of an airplane at night,” she said, tilting her head.
“Done it once or twice.”
“Okay, I’m trusting you, Colonel. Trust me when I say this: There’s no backup, nobody to come get you if you fall, if they come for you. You’ll be all alone in that valley. Do you understand this?” Elizabeth asked.
“I’m a Marine Scout Sniper, ma’am. That’s sorta what we do.”
“I’ll have Michael give you the proper hardware, communications and whatnot. Your choice of weapons systems. We brought them all, so you’ll have a wide selection.”
“I’ll stick with my ol’ Remington M40. It looks banged up, but it gets the job done. If you’ll supply me with some decent rounds, maybe ones that explode, that’d be great,” he grinned.
“The best,” Elizabeth promised. “Okay, Colonel, you’re going in. Your call sign is—”
“Sierra Bravo Four,” he interrupted. He was insistent, as this had been his call sign for many years while in the field.
She didn’t question it, instead nodding her head and repeating, “Sierra Bravo Four it is. Good luck and God speed, Colonel Reynolds,” Elizabeth said.
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Rivers hurried up moments after Reynolds left. Watching the man go, he turned to Elizabeth. “He really going in?”
“Looks like it.”
“Svetlana? York?”
“Yes.”
Rivers shook his head. “I don’t like this, Lizzy. I’m afraid… I’m afraid this haste, this lack of planning, will hinder the mission.”
Elizabeth stepped close, whispering, “I’m afraid I’m sending you to your death.”
The two fell into each other’s arms, kissing, holding one another. This time as lovers, as soul-mates. As if it would be the last time.
* * *
Rivers hurried to wake Dale, to wake the others. He nearly got into another fight when he interrupted Clements’ beauty sleep, as he called it.
The team readied fast. They had done this a million times, and were swift, near graceful.
It took some time for Svetlana to ready, though. She was nervous, and as Michael explained to her the contents in her pack, she could hardly breathe. She was gasping for air as they strapped a harness around her, fitted her with a hose that strapped to a oxygen tank.
“So… so I’m jumping from an airplane,” Svetlana asked, nervous.
“You’ll be tandem jumping with Lieutenant Rivers,” Michael replied. “You’ll be jumping from a high altitude, and with a lot of gear. Two important things — keep your body arched until he pulls the chute. Two, keep your gear tight. You’re carrying a lot of gear!” Michael emphasized.
“Is this safe?” Svetlana.
“Well, ma’am, Rivers is a SEAL. He’s done this many times.”
“Is it?” she inquired.
“No, not really,” Michael admitted, cinching the harness tight, assuring her pack was fitted close to her chest.. He double checked the hose line; it would attach to two small tanks on Rivers. He would also carry a pack that would drop beneath them, as well as an assortment of weapons.
Crack-crack!
The sound of an AK-47. Distinctive, something Svetlana had heard many times in her mother country.
“Don’t worry, darling,” Rivers said with a west-coast surfer’s smile. “I’m DEVGRU, done it a million times. Just enjoy the ride and I’ll get us on target.”
“Uh… okay,” she muttered, eyes wide, skin pale.
“Just close your eyes when we jump. The freefall won’t be long, either. Keep your mask tight, breath slow, and enjoy the ride. We’ll be jumping from around thirty-thousand.”
“Feet?”
“Yup. At that altitude, it’s important you’re getting good air. Tap me twice, and hard, if you’re not. Otherwise, you’ll black out and die.”
“I’ll try to remember that.”
“Once we pull, our bags will drop. Don’t try to catch them, they’re designed that way.”
“Okay.”
“We’ll float in, a downward descent. We’ll be jumping from seven miles out, slow approach since it’s pretty far. But once we find our LZ, that’s landing zone, we’ll spiral down a bit faster. Sound okay?”
“Whatever you say. Just get me to the ground safe.”
“I’ll do my best,” Rivers said, speaking in Russian.
He looked over, seeing Elizabeth in the distance, watching the team sort their gear, make final preparations.
She shook her head disapprovingly at Rivers.
He raised his hands up, a sign that he just couldn’t help himself. Flirtation with beautiful women was in his blood.
Elizabeth laughed out loud, allowing it to pass, allowing those days to be long over. No more jealously, no more worry. Only love.
Behind her, Michael and Viki hurried. They had a long day ahead of them.
“Start the coffee,” Elizabeth said. “Boot up the computers. Get on the phone with Langley. Tell them we’re going in. Tell them Task Force Zulu Seven is going into Khost.”
Elizabeth then departed without looking back. She, too, had much work to do.
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A small jet that could seat ten in luxury awaited them on the tarmac. They boarded the Gulfstream. Normally meant for the rich executives of major corporations, this one was retrofitted with special capabilities, a special operations platform intended for such things as this.
The Modified G750 was running, engines whining, door open and stairs leading up to it. The six members of Delta filed up, one at a time, carrying large packs and multiple firearms. They had to duck through the door, turning sideways to fit in.
Sergeants Clements and Thompson.
Sergeants Hernandez and Marcus.
Sergeant Jefferson.
Sergeant Dale Comstock, team leader for this mission.
Rivers led Svetlana, helping her up the steps. He could tell she was athletic, didn’t struggle from the weight of her gear, and was rather graceful with her steps. She was, however, quite frightened.
At the top, they also had to turn, squeezing themselves into the open doorway. Once through, Svetlana stopped cold, looking back to Rivers.
“What’s wrong?”
“How are we going to jump out with the opening so tight? We don’t even have our parachutes attached yet.”
“Don’t worry, darling. I’ll show you when the time comes. Now make yourself comfortable. These jets are top of the line. Enjoy it, ’cause it costs more money than you want to know to operate one on such short notice.”
Indeed, it was nice. The inside was plush, warm, comforting. Two long couches on each wall, making four total. Each was capable of seating two men, gear and all. Above were racks, where their parachutes and ammo bags rested. The men were sure to check everything was in working order for the last time. There were four accompanying chairs, two in the front, two in the rear. Svetlana and the six Delta sat on the couches, Rivers in the back chair. The front ones remained vacant. They huddled close, gabbing away, overcoming their nerves with jokes, mostly.
There was no going back.

Moments later, another man stepped board the plane. He tucked his head, stepping into the light of the cabin as one of the pilots closed the door and secured it.
Sergeant C. York.
“Hey, boys… and woman,” he greeted them with a raised hand. “Got room for one more?” he asked, taking a seat in the front chair, right side of the plane. He swiveled it toward them, staring at the eight other occupants.
“Guessing ya already know, but the name’s York.”
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Within moments, the plane jolted, and less than a minute later they were racing down the runway.
Svetlana had to grip the seat tight.
The others seemed unconcerned, nearly bored.
Once airborne, they knew time was limited. They should be discussing the mission, going over last minute strategies. Preparing themselves mentally.
But York was as if a plague of insanity, and he persisted in a deep stare, looking each up and down. The wide, crazy grin remained on his face. His hair was oily, falling down past his eyes. His beard full.
“We’re raised to believe monsters don’t exist,” York said.
“Say what?” Clements said, who was seated closest.
“As children, we know they exist, we know better. But we’re told by our parents that monsters don’t exist, that they’re fake. Over and over, in a sense they brainwash us. Instead, they fill us with stories of Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny. But, when we’re young, we don’t believe our parents, because we know deep down that monsters are indeed real! That they exist in the shadows, that if you’re not careful they’ll snatch you up. And what do we do? We check the closet, look under the bed. And for what? For whom? The boogeyman. Because as children, we know the truth deep down. That the boogeyman is real. We know monsters exist.”
“I had an active imagination too,” Dale replied, leaning forward, both irritated and bemused. “Shit, I remember getting quite upset when my GI Joe toys broke. What’s this all matter? Who cares?”
“You should care. The point is, as children we see reality for what it really is. We acknowledge the truth, and it takes years for our parents to convince us otherwise. Children see the beauty of life, they also see the horrors.”
“What’s next, a fucking poem?” Clements asked.
“What I’m saying is this: monsters are real!” York exclaimed.
“Bullshit,” Clements responded.
“You fucking hillbilly, you just don’t get it,” York stated. “We pretend they don’t exist because they don’t fit our reality. We ignore the truth, even if it’s overwhelming. How many people don’t believe in aliens? Yet how many claim to be abducted? Maybe it’s because there’s a level of truth to the matter? We’re stripped of the most precious truth of all.”
“And what’s that?”
“Our reality is stripped away, created by those who want us under control.”
“You sound like a fucking conspiracy theorist.”
“This matter is a conspiracy. A secret that the entire world will never know. A secret that might die with us once we enter that cave.”
“I just can’t believe this,” Clements said, shaking his head. He looked to Dale, baffled. “He’s saying monsters are real. Am I hearing this shit right, Dale?”
“Seems so,” Comstock answered.
“Our reality is created by design. But it’s not reality, but a perception of reality,” York said.
“What the fuck is he talking about?” Clements bellowed. “The guy is crazy, Dale. A fucking nut job. And we’re supposed to bring him along?”
“Orders are orders,” Dale replied, though he agreed.
“I’m not crazy,” York insisted.
“Yeah, right,” Clements countered.
“You’ll find out. You’ll see soon enough. All I’m saying is this: you best be ready for some fucked up shit. Don’t hesitate, not for a moment. Blast those fuckers when you get the chance,” York suggested.
“We’ll see. This seems like some fucking game, but for a moment, I’ll pretend you’re not batshit crazy. I’ll pretend you’re telling the truth. Why? It’s not ’cause I believe you, it’s ’cause of what that science gal says. The commies decided to try and create some genetically altered super-soldier. Fine, I’ll believe that they tried. I’ll even believe they had some sort of success. I might seem like a backwoods fuck, but I understand scientists try shit like this, and maybe, just maybe, someone succeeded.”
“Good. It’s best you keep that attitude,” York said.
“I’m not finished,” Clements said, pointing to York. “You see, that shit doesn’t matter to me. Know why? We’re fucking Delta. We’re the true super-soldiers, not some fucked up ancient fighters. Sure, they might be more athletic, maybe even smarter than this Arkansas boy here, but that doesn’t matter. What matters is training, working as a team, combat tactics. I say we have the advantage, and soon those fuckers are going to see what Delta is capable of.”
“I hope you’re right,” York replied. “And don’t think I disagree. I’m Delta too, bud. Been doing this shit awhile now. Thing is, I know what we’re up against, and sure as shit they aren’t human. I can promise you that. You boys got that?” he asked the team. “You understand me? They’re something different, and they wiped out eleven of my men faster than you can imagine.”
“Maybe your boys weren’t good enough,” Clements taunted.
“Enough,” Dale warned. “I knew Ramirez. Knew a few guys on that team. They were good. Difference is, they were surprised. Didn’t know what to expect. We do.”
“Do we, Dale? Do we really? ’Cause right now this crazy fucker is telling me we’re getting ready to fight monsters.”
“We’ll prepare for any possibility,” Dale said calmly.
Clements shook his head. “I don’t like this one bit, Dale.”
“And you had the option to get out. If you didn’t want this mission, Elizabeth stated she’d transfer any of us. You chose to stay.”
“Not saying that. I don’t think we should go, but as to whether I’m with you guys or not… you know the answer to that. We ride together, we die together. Taliban, monsters, whatever — we’re here to fuck shit up.”
“Well that’s the spirit!” York said with a sinister grin and wicked laugh.
“Fuck off,” Clements replied. “Thing is, Dale, I think we’re not being told everything. Something is off, just can’t finger it at the moment.”
“Me either.”
“I think that scientist bitch is lying.” Clements lowered his voice, “She’s a hot one, maybe even has Thompson convinced ’cause of those perky tits of hers, but I don’t trust her.”
“Me either,” Dale replied. “She knows more than she’s telling us, I agree.”
“But why?” Clements asked.
“Don’t know. Maybe she’s holding back because she doesn’t know everything, maybe there’s another reason. She seems to want us to succeed, so we can only hope she isn’t filling us with bullshit.”
“I don’t want any surprises out there,” Clements said.
“Agreed.”
“What about the Colonel? Think he’s holding back?” Clements asked.
“No, I don’t. Pretty sure he doesn’t know all the facts. I think if he knew something, he’d tell us. Colonel Reynolds is a straight shooter.”
“I sure hope so.”
“The guy is a battalion commander, and a hard-ass. He’s smart, talented, and owes the fuckers at the CIA nothing. He’s military; he’s got no ties to the intelligence agency. My gut tells me Reynolds is Marine all the way.”
Clements nodded his head. “I’ll trust you on him. Seems easy to read. Not shady, like that scientist, or Elizabeth. Shit, even that Rivers guy seems to be holding something back.”
“Ah, you just don’t like SEALs,” Dale said.
“No, that’s not it.” Clements lowered his voice, turning it so only Dale and York cold see. “Sure, fucking Damn-necks piss me off, but that’s not why. He seems too close to Elizabeth. Caught them whispering about something before we left. Something’s up, and I can promise you this — that guy does something to fuck up our mission or hurt the team, he’s dead,” the big man warned.
“Don’t worry, he won’t,” Dale responded.
“How can you be so sure?” Clements asked. “You seem real defensive of the guy.”
“I know him,” Dale responded. “Jeff and I go way back. He’s one of the best. In a firefight, he’s a good guy to have on your side. Trust me, I’ve worked with him before.”
“With SEALs?”
“Yeah, I trained him. I trained Rivers. He’ll listen to me. He’ll ensure the job gets done. He always does. The dude is a badass, so let it rest.”
“Well, maybe so. I’ll trust you on it, Dale, but I swear to God I’ll put a bullet in him if he fucks up.”
“Fair enough,” Dale replied.
Both men leaned back, looking at York once more. He didn’t let up on the crazy stare, and the two Operators felt uncomfortable. Delta or not, they weren’t sure if this was a good idea.
“Ha!” York spout out, “You guys are worried about me, that right? Shit, I’m a bad mother fucker just like you. From the Unit, here to fight.”
“You better. You’ll do exactly as I say,” Dale ordered, pointing a finger his way.
York nodded, adding, “You just don’t get it. Don’t ya see? Don’t ya realize why we’re here, what this is all about?”
“Why don’t ya tell us, smart guy,” Clements said, his tone condescending.
Everyone on the plane couldn’t help but stare.
“This is a death sentence, bud,” York replied. “We’re going into that valley to die,” York stated. He couldn’t help but smile at the notion.
“And you’re happy about this?” Clements asked.
“Yup,” York replied, his grin wider. “I’m not going into that cave to make friends, that’s for sure.”
“We aren’t either,” Clements said.
“I know, but the difference between you and I is simple. I’ve accepted what this mission is really about. I’m going in to die, plain and simple.”
“Listen here, Sergeant York, we understand you’re Delta and all. On the same team and all that shit. We’ve been doing Special Operations for a few years too, so don’t think we misunderstand the risks. If we die, so be it. It’s the life we choose,” Dale said with conviction. “In my twenty years, I’ve accepted one simple fact about war.”
“What’s that?” York asked.
“As I know combat, it is long periods of foreboding and solemn thoughts of home, punctuated by moments of stark terror.”
“That’s the truth,” York agreed.
“Well thing is, when that terror comes, we here will step it up. We’ll fight, we’ll kick some ass. We won’t go off the reservation, we’ll remain professional. We’re Special Activities Division, and live or die, we’ll show some professionalism and pride.”
“You misunderstand my point, Sergeant Comstock. It’s not that this mission is risky, it’s that this mission is impossible. We’re all going to die out here, Sergeant. Difference is, I know it, and you think it won’t happen.”
“It could always happen. Not my first time in the field, bro,” Dale retorted.
“We will die on this mission, Sergeant Comstock,” York repeated.
“You crazy fuck,” Clements barked, leaning forward to teach this bastard a lesson. Dale grabbed his arm, preventing such a thing.
“No, I’m not crazy,” York stated. “I’ve just accepted it. I suggest you two do the same.”
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“We’re entering an infected area,” York continued. “They aren’t mound builders, they’re burrowers. The cave gives them shelter, gives them solitude. It gives them comfort. It allows them to grow in strength, to increase their colony’s numbers. It’s the simple mathematic game nature plays.”
“What do you mean?” Clements asked. “And how do you know this?”
“I just know. And what I mean is, it’s all in the numbers. How many ants are there for every spider? How many spiders for every human? You get my point? They’re trying to expand their hive, started from day one. For more than twenty years, they’ve been increasing their numbers. They’re breeding.”
“So why the lack of urgency? For over twenty years, nobody did shit,” Clements said.
“I can’t answer that,” York replied. “Didn’t know about it until my boys were dead.”
“You’re not holding anything back, are you?” Dale asked. He didn’t trust York, was skeptical of the man.
“No, I’m not,” York replied.
“Why do you think it took so long?” Dale asked, rephrasing his question.
“They were scared,” York replied.
“Who?”
“The Soviets, later, other countries. The Soviets were afraid because things weren’t going well. It was their grand victory, and they were losing. They couldn’t stand the fact that the Muj were defeating them. So they try this chemical, and get results that are even more horrifying,” York said.
“You’re certainly a history scholar,” Clements remarked snidely.
“I like knowing what I’m up against. The Soviets realized they’d created the ultimate killing force, and worse off, they couldn’t control it. They tried, according to that Elizabeth gal. They failed. Other countries did the same. Now, we’re here. I guess we overcame our fears when my boys went in,” York said.
“Now, we’re forced in,” Dale remarked.
“Yeah, and not just ’cause my team is dead. It’s because the major governments of this world know these things are a danger. A danger that at one point won’t stay so local.”
“There are that many?” Dale asked.
“Yeah, bud, there are. So the brilliant minds at Langley, once they realized they needed to fix this problem, sent you boys in. I earned my ticket by blackmail.”
“How so?” Dale asked.
“Told ’em I wouldn’t tell them the location of the cave, or what it looked like inside.”
“That’s important INTEL,” Dale said.
“Also my ride in. Don’t worry, I won’t hold it from you… once we’re on the ground, I’ll tell you everything I know.”
“What I don’t understand is the fear. Humanoids — that’s what the Russian gal called them,” Dale said, looking to Svetlana. “But America has the best, most well trained army. Cutting edge technology. The most advanced military in the modern world. And we’re scared of what exactly?”
“A biological presence, one that looks like a man, but not really. One that is not only faster and stronger than us, but far more cunning. I knew, the moment I went inside, that they could sense us. Maybe it was smell, but I think it was something else. A sixth sense, I suppose,” York admitted.
“So you’re saying we don’t own the element of surprise?” Dale asked.
“Not really. Once we enter their valley, we take that chance. Once we enter their lair, they’ll know.”
“Great,” Dale muttered. “Any other good news?”
“The reason we’re going in right now, a daylight mission, is simple. Those fuckers attacked the villagers. They’ve been known to venture out. Bet ya that Elizabeth gal didn’t tell you that.”
“No,” Dale admitted.
“Well, they’re roaming. Venturing out of the cave. It all started three weeks ago, when my team went in. We unlocked Pandora’s Box, which is the creatures’ wrath against us.”
“Still don’t get why we can’t just drop some bunker busters on down and call it a day,” Clements said.
“Because the cave is deep, reinforced. We couldn’t ensure one hundred percent success is my guess. Boys, they’ve sent us on an impossible mission. They want us to kill them all. I saw, with my own eyes, hundreds. I think there’s more,” York explained.
“We going to have enough ammo?” Clements asked, concerned.
Thompson leaned in, speaking up. “If that Michael guy did his job right, more ammo will be at LZ1. Better be, at least, or that punk will have to deal with me.”
“It’ll be there,” Dale commented. “Elizabeth knows what she’s doing. We go in brutal, use unconventional tactics. Hit them with shock and awe and get out of there. Good firing, don’t waste ammo and we’ll be fine. We’re to go in and kill every single one of them. Seek and destroy and get the fuck out,” Dale added.
“As long as I have my M240, I’ll be good,” Clements said, patting the massive machine gun that was secured tight to his chest. “If I have enough ammo, I’ll waste them all.”
“Remember this — this valley is a clusterfuck of the bizarre and downright impossible. You’ll be entering down the rabbit hole on this one. You think I’m crazy, I know this. But you just wait. For all intents and purposes, this is mankind’s fight with something truly different than us. Another life-form.”
“If they’re casting for the next Alien movie, I’d suggest Hollywood over there,” Clements taunted.
Rivers didn’t respond.
“I’ll see if I can explain. It’d be good to know what you’re up against,” York added.

“Yeah, that’s the reason you’re here,” Dale said. He knew their flight time, knew they had to start readying themselves soon.
“What are the most abundant species in the desert valley?” York asked.
“Huh? Shit, I don’t know. Lizards. Maybe scorpions. Damn, I’ve seen a few too many vultures,” Dale said.
“No, it’s ants.”
“Ants?”
“Yes. Think of them as ants. A menace, no doubt, and nearly impossible to kill.”
“Nothing a bit of Raid won’t cure,” Clements jested.
“Don’t mock them, I’m simply trying to let you know what you’re up against. I have assumptions, ideas, but I do know they’re aggressive. They killed my guys, we killed them. They simply overtook us. When they feel threatened, they attack as a swarm,” York explained.
It was Rivers who finally spoke up, all eyes on him. “Well, that sort of makes sense. The Mujahideen did that, as do the Taliban. They fight viciously for their territory, coming together. The Mujahideen though, they’d literally swarm their enemies. Acted in cohesion, so maybe the chemical did something to amplify that. They’re still beatable, though.”
“Now what makes you think that?” York questioned across the length of the plane. He seemed a bit angered.
“We have the element of surprise,” Rivers began. “More importantly, supply lines. Yes, those fighters would have weapons, and yes, even an AK-47 can be stored for long periods of time. Thing is, they’ve been there twenty-six years. Nobody in, nobody out. They’ve stayed put, and the chances of their firearms working, or even being properly supplied, benefits us.”
“So, because we have the guns, eh?” York asked.
“Yeah, that’s what I’m saying.”
“The Mujahideen were very skilled in taking down helicopters. In essence, it helped the Soviets lose the war. They’d fire RPGs and often were accurate, causing the Hinds to fly higher and higher, therefore giving ground units less coverage,” York said.
“Your point?”
“That was with RPGs. But have you ever seen helicopters destroyed by bare hands?”
“No, have you?”
“No, but I saw the pictures,” York said.
“Liar!” Clements belted. “Enough with this shit. I’ve heard enough about monsters. If that’s what we’re up against, fuck it. Just tell me how to beat ’em.”
“I don’t have those answers, but if you’d shut your mouth, I’ll explain how they’ll defeat us,” York replied.
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“I was part of Task Force 121. Ya know, the guys who took out Saddam and his sons? We did our shit, spilt blood in the sand and wind and we did it well,” York said.
“That’s where I know ya, brother,” Jefferson stated. “I remember you now. Task Force 121—hard-asses, brother. Tough bunch!” he complimented.
“Weathers. He was part of the team, right?” Dale asked York.
“Yup. Good man.”
“Yeah, I know. He’s a friend…”
“Speaks highly of you too, Sergeant Comstock. All you boys of Task Force 77. Weathers saved my ass a few times in Iraq,” York said.
“He’s saved my ass too,” Dale said.
“Where?” York asked.
“Elsewhere,” Comstock replied.
“Well, we share a common bond I guess. How nice,” York said, sarcasm in his voice. “Point is, did a few tours in that shit of a wasteland called Iraq. I hear modern civilization came to those parts. I disagree, though. I say modern civilization hurried to leave. The whole Middle East — nothing holy about it. Part of the reason I came here, to Afghanistan, was because of that place. Weathers talked about the teams here, figured a change of pace was necessary.”
“What’s the other part?” Clements leaned forward in his seat, curious about York.
“Heard you boys were having trouble with the Taliban. Figured I’d come to help out,” York said, grinning.
“You have a point, or are you just telling us a story?” Dale asked.
Ignoring him, York continued, “We’d been pushing for days. Pushing hard. We’d finally dug in, got real comfortable right outside Baghdad. Right out there in the sand with the fleas and blistering sun, sand blowing in your eyes… So we settled in. I’m exhausted, everyone is. My turn to get a few hours rest. It turned into thirteen minutes.”
“What happened?” Clements asked.
“The Iraqis helping us don’t know shit about soldiering. They get spooked easy. They shoot at shadows. Either way, I was so tired, I’d have no problem sleeping. Went into a damn near coma until I was woken up by a strange feeling, a pain I’d felt before, though not this bad. Fucking ants, man. Fucking ants. They pretty much crawled all over my body and bit the dog-shit outta me. Ha! Imagine that, taking a nap and waking up by those bastards like that.”
“Yeah, that would suck,” Clements responded, still wondering where the story was going.
“It did. But you see, here’s the thing. Here’s what makes it wild. Those little bastards waited — they took their time — they acted as one. I would have felt the first bite or two, would have woken up real quick. But they waited, coming from who knows where, crawling up my pants, down my shirt, into my sleeves, into my socks. Then, all at once, they began biting. Sure as fuck they worked as a cohesive unit. These monsters — they’re like ants, in a way. Stronger, faster, brutal in their tactics,” York finished explaining. “Think of them that way, and you’ll fare better.”
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“They seem to get along, for the most part. When they feel a threat, they come together, that’s for sure. They split up, attack you from multiple sides. The fucks can blend in, too. They move like a flock of birds when they’re in the open. Ever wonder how a flock of birds just knows when to turn? These things are no different. They act in a collective manner. They attack with no mercy,” York said.
“I’ll never understand why they didn’t send more of us in,” Clements said. He was allowing York’s insane talk to get to his head.
“The region is infested. They’re outgrowing that valley. Soon, they’ll cross the countryside, and make trouble. Pakistan is not far, major cities beyond that. Russia to the north. It’d be a mess. We’re here to do the dirty work. We’re here to prevent them from spreading,” York said.
He continued, “They have oval shaped heads, the crowns protruding up like giant deformities, their chins and jaw lines extended. Their teeth are more like a shark’s now, their mouths are wide, stretched nearly ear to ear. The first generation, those in the cave when it happened, they turned red. Some morphed into other things. Combined with reptiles. It wasn’t all instant. You can almost tell they’re evolving. Not sure how. The other generations are different. Mostly white, they see little to no light. Their jaws are likes vices, though. They can crush a man’s head, rip open your gut. Then, once they have you down, they suck out your insides. That’s what happened to Ramirez. Saw him get his guts sucked out. The things were eating his intestines like we would slop up spaghetti.”
“That’s fucking sick,” Clements exclaimed, anxiety starting to set in.
“Be ready. These other generations are as fast as an Olympic runner. Shit, I’d say more like a thoroughbred,” York warned. He looked hard at Clements, adding, “Know what’s strange about ants? Know what they do after a massacre?”
“No, what’s that?” Clements asked.
“They try to hide it, to cover it up.”
“Why? They’re just ants.”
“Don’t know, but it’s true. It’s as if their actions embarrass them.”
“Bullshit,” Clements exclaimed.
“It’s true. When you near ’em, they seem to become aware. They crouch, cower and flail their antennae. It’s as if they’re trying to stop you from stepping on ’em,” York explained.
“Probably natural. Self-defense mechanism,” Comstock interjected, attempting to ground the subject, attempting to stop York’s rambling. Dale Comstock was a realist, a man who only understood what he could see and hear and touch. He didn’t ponder the mysteries of the universe, he didn’t ask questions that had no answers. He was a man of fact, of direct action to solve a specific problem.
As luck would have it, the cabin lights flickered. The normal lighting shut down, bright green lights filling the space. They heard a chime, and knew it was time to ready themselves for the jump.
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Green light and they gathered their gear, strapped it tight. Checked it three times, checking out one another’s as well. Then, they attached their parachutes, and side compartments for their air supply. They would need to move rapidly, down to fourteen thousand feet before they could disregard the respirators. This didn’t leave them much time.
Yellow light. They stood in a row, facing the rear of the plane. Rivers and Svetlana were at the front of the line. This didn’t make sense to her. She was beyond nervous as Rivers attached his harness to hers, double checking the lock, cinching her tight into his body. This calmed her — somewhat.
Red light. It was time. A loud noise filled the cabin, and slowly, on the belly of the plane, near its tail, a large door opened downward. It was hydraulic, and steadily opened, revealing the dark sky below them.
Distinct hisses were heard, each man giving a thumbs up their oxygen was working. Rivers pushed at Svetlana’s arm, and she remembered. Thumbs up, she could breath.
Then, the countdown…
* * *
The team of nine jumped from the Gulfstream.
Svetlana kept her eyes closed the entire way down, strapped to Rivers, hanging on for dear life.
* * *
Finally, after drifting for what felt like forever, they found their LZ, each setting down gracefully. Nearby was the hidden cache of weapons as promised, and the team began to ready themselves. They had a long hike ahead of them, up a mountain and to the other side. It took most of the day, and they reached the valley of darkness just as the sun began to lower on the horizon.
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“Let’s check COMMS, then we’ll recon the valley,” Dale said.
“Roger that, One. This is Delta Two,” Jefferson replied into his mic.
“Delta Three,” Clements said.
“Delta Four,” Thompson said.
“Delta Five,” Hernandez said.
“Delta Six,” Marcus said.
“Delta Seven,” York said, a wide grin on his face.
“Check, this is Hollywood One,” Rivers said into his small mic.
They each had one, each attached high on their chest, earpieces in their ears, for the moment they could hear clearly.
Comstock looked at Svetlana. “Test your mic, ma’am.”
“Oh, okay… hello. This is Hollywood Two.”
“Roger that,” Comstock said, his hand to his earpiece, nodding his head.
A flicker of static.
A pop, a hiss of empty air waves.
“Delta One, this is Hotel Bravo. I can hear you fine,” Elizabeth said from the comfort of her control room miles away.
“Roger, Hotel Bravo,” Comstock acknowledged.
Another wave of emptiness and another voice came over the airwaves.
“Delta One, this is Sierra Bravo Four,” the voice said in their ears.
“Is that—?” Clements began.
“Um, Hotel Bravo… this is Hollywood One,” Rivers began, “… we have an unknown.”
“That’s a roger on what you’re about to ask,” Elizabeth said. “Sierra Bravo Four is your eyes today. Now good luck. Update me at second waypoint. I’ll be listening in. Good luck, gentlemen and lady.”
Clements turned to Comstock, saying, “Shit, the Colonel’s here?”
“Seems so.”
“Where’s he at?”
“Why don’t you ask him,” Comstock replied.
But Clements paused, unsure of what to say. He couldn’t imagine a man of such rank, of such influence, would be on the ground on such a mission.
Rivers was the one who spoke up, saying, “Sierra Bravo Four, what’s your location, over?”
“Once you get up in this valley, I’m at your two o’clock. I’ll move in tighter once you near, but for the moment, I have eyes on,” Reynolds replied over the radio.
“Good to have you looking out for us,” Rivers said.
“Roger,” Colonel Reynolds responded. “Couldn’t let you boys have all the fun. Besides, someone had to represent my team.”
They all knew what he was talking about: The United States Marine Corps.
Semper Fi, Reynolds thought.
He then continued, saying, “Have a good angle of fire, a few alleys, eyes on and all clear at present. Village is quiet. I see four dozen potential tangos, though none armed. Seems quiet right now.”
“Roger that,” Rivers responded, looking to Comstock.
“All right, so we’ve got one of the best snipers in the world on our side watching our backs,” Dale said. “Now let’s get moving.” He looked to Clements and Thompson, saying, “Delta Three and Four, you’ll go with Rivers and Svetlana. Up that hill,” he said, pointing to the massive peak. “Get up there quick, we’ll be doing the same.”
“I have to take Hollywood?” Clements asked.
“You sure do. Do some recon,” Comstock continued, ignoring Clements’ complaint. “We’ll gather the rest of the gear and hump it up behind you.” Dale looked to Rivers, adding in a low voice, “Hollywood One, eyes on Svetlana. Watch her, brother. Things might get hot.”
“Roger, Delta One. Eyes on Hollywood Two.”
Everyone went to work, the teams beginning their ascent.
* * *
“Seventh floor,” Elizabeth said into her phone. It was perhaps one of the most secure lines in the world, direct to the head of this operation, a man with a heavy dialect and temper to boot.
The line clicked.
No dial tone, only silence.
“Password?”
“Alpha, Kilo, one-one-nine,” Elizabeth said. “Zulu Seven Clearance.”
“Hold,” the voice replied.
The line clicked again.
Silence once more.
“Yes,” a man’s voice said. It was gruff, short, as if too busy to take calls at the moment.
“Drop is complete,” Elizabeth reported.
“We know,” the man’s voice replied.
“Oh,” Elizabeth said. She was startled, for that was impossible. She didn’t question it, though, instead saying, “Task Force Zulu Seven is nearing the first waypoint. Should have an update within the hour.”
“All right. We’ve detected movements on recent satellite scans.”
“Aren’t they blurry?” she asked.
“We’re using another method. It’s proving difficult, but clearer images.”
“Why wasn’t I notified?” Elizabeth asked.
“It’s of no help. The satellite feed isn’t live.”
“Where’s the movement? The village? The cave?”
“The entire valley. Outside, too.”
“Say again?” Elizabeth’s eyes widened. “So they’re out?”
“As of the last transmission, we counted two or three.”
Elizabeth sighed, eased by the words. “Oh, good. We can handle two or three.”
“Hundred,” the voice finished. “Two or three hundred. And seismic reports say there’s more in the cave.”
“My God!” Elizabeth exclaimed. “That’s impossible odds. Sir, may I suggest we pull out until—”
“Negative,” came the husky response. “You’ll proceed as the operation calls for. Send your men in.”
“I’ll have to tell them.”
“They’ll figure it out soon enough,” the voice said.
Elizabeth understood what that meant. She wasn’t to tell them, not yet. She didn’t like this, not one bit. Whomever was linked to the other side of the world wasn’t playing fair to her team. Elizabeth had figured Langley would leave something out from the official files, but the tone of the man’s voice was unsettling. It felt as if they were being sold out.
“So… we’re to continue as planned? Nothing new we need to know so we might change our plans?”
“Nothing new. Continue them to waypoint one and report.”
Click.
The line was dead.
Whomever was on the other end, the man with the rough voice, was now gone.
Elizabeth gulped, looking back to the monitors in front of her, taking a quick glance over to Michael, before looking back. She was nervous, and fought to conceal her shaking hands.
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“Delta One, this is Sierra Bravo Four,” Reynolds said. He was mounted halfway up the southern canyon wall, hidden in a crevice between two giant boulders, concealed within a ragged bit of plants.
“This is Delta One,” Comstock replied.
“I’ve got eyes on village,” Reynolds reported. “Distance… four hundred and fifty meters. Elevation, seventy-five meters.”
“What do you see?” Comstock asked, looking through a pair of binoculars himself.
“A village full of possible tangos,” Reynolds said. “Don’t see any arms yet, but will keep an eye out for you boys. I have three lanes of fire, good visual.”
“Roger that,” Comstock replied.
“I’ll keep eyes on and cover you. I’ll move closer once your team passes through the village.”
Dale Comstock then turned to his team, his voice gruff, ready for business. “It’s time.”
They had entered the valley, moved to the canyon floor. Dusk was near.
“Once we get the green light, we’ll move in,” Dale said. “Three teams. We’ll take the village from three angles. Keep COMMS open unless you need something. Move fast, report any hostiles.”
The men nodded.
Svetlana had a cold look about her, pale face, tight lips.
“You okay, ma’am? I can send you back,” Comstock suggested.
“I’m okay,” Svetlana replied.
Comstock took a moment, looking deep into her eyes. He wanted something, needed anything to keep her from going. Thing is, bravery was in her nature, and she hid whatever fears she had well. She was ready to prove herself to this warrior class of men, and Comstock immediately had more respect for the woman.
“All right,” he said, then turned to his men. “Delta Two and Seven with me,” Comstock said to Jefferson and York. “Delta Three and Four, you’ll be with Rivers and the girl. South side.”
“Fucking shit, Dale,” Clements said. “You’re sending two women with Thompson and I?”
“Fuck you!” Rivers said, his eyes wild, ready for business.
Clements grinned wide, and Comstock barked at him, “Knock that shit off right now! Sweep to the south. We’ll stay along the perimeter and just make sure there are no tangos. Once past, we’ll regroup on the northern side of the canyon and approach the cave together.”
“Got it,” Clements and Thompson said in unison.
Comstock turned, looking at Marcus and Hernandez. “Delta Five and Six, hit the northern perimeter of the village. Move quick and stay ahead. We have the official green light. Code word: Electric Saints. Task Force Zulu Seven, let’s move in.”
“Hooah!” they both said.
“Jefferson, York and I will sweep behind, watch your backs. We’ll enter the village, though we’ll stay close to the southern edge. Watch your fire, there’s women and children there.”
“Hooah!” all the Delta men said once more.
“Let’s get moving,” Comstock ordered. Then, he spoke into his mic, alerting Colonel Reynolds, who in turn relayed to Elizabeth back at base. “We’re going in,” Delta One stated.
* * *
The three teams scattered, creeping down the rocky hillside, watching their angles and moving forward. They did so with ease, each man accustomed to such terrain. Even the Russian woman kept pace; Svetlana was obviously in good shape.
Comstock, Jefferson, and York took up the rear, thirty meters behind. They kept a careful eye on the village in the distance. The sun was behind them, lowering fast on the horizon. It would spotlight them, but thus far, nobody had noticed. The pair took turns scanning the valley floor, the canyon walls, looking for any hiding Taliban.
There were none.
Comstock and Jefferson were each well-armed.
Jefferson carried two rifles — his primary was also an M4. It was currently on single shot, safety off, for there was no time for safeties in Afghanistan. Not here. Slung across his shoulder was an AA-12 automatic twelve gauge shotgun. It held cylinders of twenty rounds, and could fire up to three hundred rounds per minute. The load was buckshot, for maximum effect. He carried a few drums of three inch slugs in his pack as well.
Strapped across his chest were rows of magazines for his M4. It shot a 5.46 millimeter round, and he carried thirty extra mags. It was heavy, but the nine-hundred and thirty rounds made him feel better about being alone out here.
Dale also carried an M4, a .45 caliber pistol on his right thigh, no secondary rifle. He had a half dozen magazines for his pistol, and dozens of magazines for his M4 as well.
Comstock carried seventy pounds of gear with relative ease. Adrenaline and the thrill of the hunt caused him to hardly notice the weight. Dale was a big man, worked hard to remain in top shape, and bore the burden with ease.
As did his partner — Sergeant Jefferson.
The man was bigger than Comstock, muscles rippling under his shirt. He was tall, wide, his face mean and chiseled. He had fought alongside Comstock for many years, the two quite close. They trusted one another, they respected one another, and if it meant dying for one another, so be it.
York was the outsider. He kept pace, though, keeping a sharp eye, knowing that Comstock was watching him. He, too, carried an M4 select fire. He carried a .45 like the others, and an MP-5 machine gun across his back. The rifle was light, small and compact. It shot a.9 mm round, could empty a thirty round magazine in seconds. The rounds were hollow point, maximum grain for maximum effect. Though the bullet size was small, the German rifle had long since proven its worth in close quarters combat.
Fifty minutes later and Comstock, Jefferson and York felt the ground beneath them level out. They were on the canyon floor, each tucking away behind boulders, finding cover and scanning the surroundings.
Comstock looked to his right, seeing the silhouettes of the four also taking cover. He looked left, saw Hernandez and Marcus doing the same.
“All right, eyes on,” Comstock said into his mic. “We’ve got four hundred meters to the village and no cover until then. Let’s take a few minutes and keep eyes on. Sun will be down soon. The darkness should conceal us,” Comstock said.
And they waited.
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“Fucked up they left ’em,” Jefferson whispered to York, leaning in close, shaking his head. “Nobody gets left behind. Nobody!” Jefferson was a man of honor, of integrity, and he could never excuse such actions, no matter the reason. Perhaps he was short sighted, perhaps naïve, but that didn’t matter to him. Jefferson believed in the motto, he believed in the brotherhood of 1st SFOD-D.
“Yeah, man, tell me about it,” York replied. “Don’t think for a second I didn’t try, bud. I fucking fought a dozen Marines over the matter, though I guess it wasn’t their fault.”
“I’d do the same, brother.”
“Then some men came — private contractors. They fucking black-bagged me, stuck me in a room. Strapped me to a bed, man! Fucked me up real good. But still, I fought. I just needed to reload. Shit, I was planning on walking back but they wouldn’t let me out,” York explained.
“It ain’t right,” Jefferson said. “You get some shots in, eh?”
“Fucked ’em up pretty good,” York said, a glimmer in his eye, grin on his face. “Still… shouldn’t have gone down like that. We should have gone back in.”
“Yeah, brother,” Jefferson acknowledged, nodding his head. He felt sympathy for York, an overwhelming urge to help the man, feeling his sorrow as if it were his own. “Damn them for not going to get your team,” he stated.
“They wouldn’t do it, bud. And McClain and the rest of the boys were ready. Amped up for a fight, ya know? Kline took over, called the shots. McClain argued and the next day he and his boys got sent bye-bye. For the next few weeks, I was the only Delta on base. Until you boys came, that is. I didn’t even know ya were here until that Elizabeth gal talked to me.”
Jefferson paused, staring at the landscape, the sun still high in the sky. He looked back to York, saying, “Tell ya what, brother… we’re gonna find your men. Maybe alive, ya never know,” he offered.
“I appreciate it,” York began, “but I know they’re dead. I accepted that already.”
Jefferson eyed him, asking, “How do you know, man?”
“Once you see them… these things, you’ll know too.”
“Can we… can we kill ’em?” Jefferson asked softly.
“Yeah, bud, we sure as fuck can.”
“Then how do you know your team is dead?” Jefferson asked.
York turned, staring at Jefferson, his eyes wavering on the brink of tears. “I saw it all. I saw what they’re capable of. I saw what they did…”
Jefferson nodded, his face grim. “That’s fucked up,” he muttered.
“… you don’t know horror ’til you’ve seen ’em.”
A paused ensued, a moment of silence.
“What’re ya here for?” Jefferson asked.
“Payback,” York replied.
“Hooah!” Jefferson replied, his mouth wide, grinning. “I’ll help ya, brother. I’ll help ya get some.”
York nodded, again fighting back the tears.
“What are they like?” Jefferson then asked. “What are we really up against?”
Even Comstock turned at Jefferson’s words, looking back to York as the man replied.
“I have nothing to hide. No secrets to hold from you. I’d suggest taking your team back, pulling out. Let me go in, alone.”
“Not gonna happen, brother,” Jefferson said.
York nodded, saying, “We’re up against the very demons of hell. ’Cause that’s what they are, ya know? They’re demons.”
“Fucking demons,” Dale said, slowly shaking his head in denial.
“Demons,” York repeated. “They’re big, bigger than Clements even. They’re strong, move fast. They don’t care to shoot, either. It’s not that they can’t, they simply choose not to. You’d think that’s a good thing, but it’s not. What they like to do is rip you open, start eating while you’re still alive…” York trailed off.
Eyes wide, Jefferson asked, “Say that again?”
“They’re like animals, but smart. Different. I know this: whatever was human in them is gone now. Long gone. Don’t think for a moment they’re anything but demons. You can’t hesitate, not even a second.”
“You said they can be killed,” Jefferson said.
“They can. A few rounds in the chest will do the trick. We’re going to run out of ammo, so I’d suggest being conservative. Head shots are better.”
“Head shots? You telling me we up against zombies or something? That’s insane, man,” Jefferson said, bewildered.
“It is. But they’re worse than zombies. Don’t think about the movies, bud, just smoke ’em. There will be hundreds, maybe thousands,” York replied.
“That Russian gal said…”
“Don’t care what someone says, I was there. Saw ’em, and trust me when I say, we’ll run out of ammo,” York replied. “Remember to save one for yourself,” he added.
“Fuck man, whatever,” Jefferson muttered. Like Dale, he could hardly believe his ears.
“Don’t ignore it. Darkness resides in the heart of Khost. They move quick, real quick. They blend in like chameleons. One moment there’s nothing, the next they’re standing in front of you.”
“How do we win this?” Jefferson asked.
“That’s the million dollar question now, isn’t it?” York replied, madness in his eyes. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and catch ’em in the open, though I doubt it. They’ll be in the cave. That fucking cave! It’s their home, their lair, and it’ll be their advantage. They can blend into the walls, they’ll come from the ceilings, from around corners.”
“This cave that big?” Jefferson asked.
“Huge. Don’t expect anything less. Lots of spots they can hide. If there’s a shadow, expect one of them. There are many tunnels, large rooms. Huge! Expect full darkness. Expect them to see you before you can see them. Expect they’re everywhere, because, bud, they sure are.”
“Well, fuck it,” Jefferson replied. “It’s why I brought ol’ Betsy,” he answered with a grin, reaching back, petting his AA-12 automatic shotgun.
“I don’t expect to make it out, but I hope we’ll get a few. That’s all I really want. I prayed for it for the past three weeks, hoping God would give me the chance. I just want the chance to get a few before they get me,” York said.
“Damn, brother — stop being all depressed. We’ve been in some heavy shit before, no reason we can’t make it out.”
“You’ve never been into a place like this,” York said.
“We’re Tier One, best in the world,” Jefferson said.
York looked back to the giant black man, staring wildly, measuring the man up. Jefferson was a man not to be reckoned with, but York felt no intimidation. He sighed before saying, “You don’t get it, do you?”
“S’pose not,” Jefferson replied.
“We’re all going to die here,” York said. “We won’t see our families again, we’ll never see the sun rise again. We’re all going to die here in Khost.”
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“Now you listen to me,” Dale Comstock said, finger pointed at York’s face. “Stop talking such nonsense. We all know there’s a chance of dying. We accept it, but you’re talking crazy. Keep it up and I pull you from this mission.”
York eyed him, saying, “Sergeant, ain’t nothing gonna stop me from doing this. But don’t worry, I’ll do my part, cover my angles, watch your backs. I’m still Delta. Just trying to warn you is all.”
“What sort of warning is that?” Dale asked.
“In case you have some amends you need to account for,” York replied.
Dale couldn’t understand this. He wasn’t the sort of man who accepted defeat. Sergeant Comstock felt that’s exactly what this was, and he’d have no such talk. Not during a mission, especially.
“Look, don’t worry about my soul and just do your job,” Dale commanded. “We’re going toward the village. Spread out, move slow. We need to cover about four hundred meters and do it quick.”
“Roger that, Sergeant,” York replied.
“There anything else?” Dale questioned. “Anything about the village that might help. Something you noticed, something that might be useful?”
York took his eyes off Comstock and gazed into the distance, eyeing the village. His voice was sad, almost dreamy, saying, “Yeah, there is something I noticed.”
“And what’s that?” Dale asked.
“The villagers. There’s aren’t as many this time.”
“How can you tell?” Dale asked. “I see plenty of movement.”
“I just know. I think those fucking things snatched some. I think they came and took a bunch.”
“After all these years, why?” Dale asked.
“Well, Sergeant Comstock, I think we pissed them off,” York replied. “I think they took their wrath out on that village on account of us.”
“Us?”
“Invading their territory, their home.”
Dale shook his head, quietly observing the wide valley, eyes scanning the hills, the boulders and plants, the village walls and buildings within. He didn’t say a word.
But York did. He whispered, though both of his teammates heard.
“It’s only dying,” York mumbled. “It’s just dying…”
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Delta Five and Six moved swiftly. They each carried the same weapons — M4s in their hands, MP-5s for close quarters, inside the cave. They carried pistols also, Glock .40 caliber, and as much ammo as they could carry. They had little rations, enough water and some protein if needed, but nothing else. Every pocket, every inch of their body and inside their packs were filled with ammo.
Hernandez and Marcus had served together for awhile now. They were a great team, a duo that worked as one, knowing one another’s movements as if their own.
Delta Five would cover as Six moved. Twenty meters, then Marcus would stop, assume kneeling position and cover for his teammate. A leapfrog, perfect tandem movement, Hernandez would hurry past, tapping Marcus’ shoulder as he passed.
On and on, they moved as a single unit.

Normally, Delta would have stayed together. Nine going in, their force would be their numbers. But Dale had chosen to spread them out as they swept the village first. They had to, there was no other way. Only a western insertion was possible, therefore they’d have to enter the village.
Dale decided to break them up. Three teams. One would cover the northern side, one on the south. Dale, Jefferson and York would move straight in. This wouldn’t normally be to their tactical advantage, but since they’d lost the asset inside the village, they needed to see all parts of it.
It was something Dale didn’t like, but he knew he must think outside the box — asymmetrical.
His specialty.
The pair reached the northwestern corner of the village, ahead of the two other teams. They posted up against a low stone wall. They were fifty meters from the others, and began scanning the village, seeing movement, watching their angles.
“Delta One, this is Six. We’re at the village,” Marcus said into his mic.
“Roger that,” Dale replied. He continued, “Sierra Bravo Four, this is Delta One. Do you have eyes on Five and Six?”
“Negative,” Reynolds replied quietly. “I have zero visual.”
“Roger that.”
“I can switch positions, but this is my best line of fire,” Reynolds added.
Dale thought a moment before responding, “Hold your position. Delta Five and Six can handle themselves. We’re approaching the village, over.”
“Roger. Sierra Bravo Four out.”
* * *
Hernandez and Marcus remained still, watching as the other two teams found position. Now all nine were on the western wall, watching, waiting. They had been swift, but the sun arced in the sky, beginning to drop westward.
They needed to hurry.
Once the other teams had reached position, Hernandez and Marcus moved on. They hustled down the northern stone wall, this time Delta Five, Hernandez, leading. The wall was five foot tall at best, shorter in some spots, gaping holes and cracked openings every so often.
They’d move ten meters and stop. They’d scan the villagers, keeping count, looking for any signs of threat. For the moment, they remained unseen and safe.
Hernandez peered around the corner of a broken piece in the wall. He stared up a long alley, then back up the wall. He noticed the stone lessened the farther east they traveled, and pointed up the alley to Marcus.
Marcus nodded his head, agreeing.
They’d have to enter the village.
They remained silent a bit longer, ever-careful before they entered. They watched the alley, looked down it, seeing the occasional passing of an Afghani.
No weapons.
Yet.
Hernandez sniffed the air. His nose tingled. Marcus smelled it too. They knew that smell quite well.
Death.
They remained seconds longer, no visual on any threats. They moved in. They crossed ten meters of open space, tucking inside the alley. It stretched far, and was narrow. It ran the length of two buildings, seemingly to a larger pathway that cut through the village.
The pair entered, moving slowly, Delta Five in the lead, Delta Six watching their backs.
Halfway now. The pair knew something was wrong. The people seemed scared. The two could sense it, could see it in their motions as they hurried past the shadow of the alley.
They hadn’t been spotted, they knew this. They were good enough to keep hidden. Something else was causing the tension, which was thick at the moment. It’s a good soldier’s natural instinct, especially those from The Unit.
They moved closer and closer, nearing the end. They stopped ten meters shy, observing. There was a wide path in front of them, many people hurrying past. Hernandez and Marcus heard their voices, though hushed, for they talked little.
The villagers knew something they didn’t.
They knew it was impossible to keep them out.
Still, the people inside the village went about their business, for chores were needed to be done, daily life must continue despite what had happened. They did so, jumpy and nervous.
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Five and Six posted, silent and deadly. They watched as people scattered, talking little, and if so in hushed voices. The villagers hurried along, preparing themselves to go into their homes, lock themselves away. The people knew nothing could keep them out, but the busywork helped ease them some.
Hernandez and Marcus found a gap when nobody was looking, and darted farther up the path. They found another alley, took a left, and hurried along to a less crowded roadway. Again, they posted. They were halfway through the village, now. Halfway there.
Then, to their surprise, the villagers began to panic.
* * *
“This is Sierra Bravo Four,” Reynolds said, body stiff, the anxiety in voice obvious. “Listen up, guys, we got movement. Lots of it. Looks to be three or four dozen shapes, can’t tell what they are. They’re moving quick, though. Headed from the east, bearing on your position, over.”
“Roger that, Sierra Bravo Four” Comstock said into the mic. “Eyes on. Think we may have a bit of trouble.”
* * *
Out of the night, out of the shadows of the most dreaded valley in Khost, they came. Hordes of them, crossing the plains, seeming to not touch the ground over the six hundred meter distance. They raced toward the village, spread out in small groups. They kept quiet, the silence of the night would give them away, not that it mattered.
As they neared, though, they couldn’t refrain from clacking their teeth. The creatures were excited, for they were hardly ever allowed on hunts. Their anger grew over the years as they aged, and occasionally one of the younglings would even challenge Ahmed. Most knew their place, but even these whacked out creatures could act like a hormonal teenager. Hormones and testosterone overbearing at times, but this was their chance, and they hurried to their prize. They needed this, and raced as if in panic, for the possibility of Ahmed calling them back might happen, and they didn’t want to miss out on the taste of fresh blood.
The pack grew near.
600 meters.
500 meters.
They gnarled their teeth, foam forming at their wide mouths. Their long arms dangled, dragged behind their running bodies. Their long fingernails clattered on the rocks below.
400 meters.
300 meters.
They chomped their mouths open and shut, over and over again. Their eyes slanted, their breathing heavy as if in great ecstasy.
200 meters.
100 meters.
Then, one screamed, filling the quiet night with a blood-curdling sound. One that none in the valley would forget.
They were upon the town, and with them a great wrath followed.
They filled the night with their screams of pleasure as they sought their prey.
They came.

99

“What the fuck’s that?” Hernandez asked, looking at his partner with wide eyes.
“Dunno,” Marcus replied.
It didn’t take long for them to find out. Within seconds, the villagers began to scatter. Some raced down streets, others into the false sanctuary of nearby buildings. Others froze. Many screamed.
The sound of the stampede nearly hurt the men’s heads. The sound closed in, the ground shaking as the creatures entered the village.
Now, everyone began screaming.
A woman turned into the alley, and both men nearly killed her on the spot. They eased their fingers off the triggers, breathing a quick sigh of relief.
The woman looked at them, crazed at the notion of strangers here. Frozen, she stared at them, bewildered at everything going on.
Out of nowhere came three pairs of long, white arms. They stretched around the corner, dangling out like a spider’s legs, long fingertips digging into the woman’s flesh.
She cried out.
A moment of stillness followed. It was as if everything stopped. But in a blink of an eye, the pace intensified.
The long arms wrapped around her, the hands gripping tight. In an instant, the woman was pulled away.
The men could hardly believe their eyes.
Marcus kept his rifle trained south, Hernandez had his pointed north, up the alleyway. They watched one another’s backs, attempting to figure out where to go.
Something hit Marcus in the face. At first, he couldn’t figure out what it was. He reached he hand up, touching his cheek and neck. It was as if somebody turned on a faucet, the man’s skin was soaked.
“What the fuck?” Marcus exclaimed. He turned to his right to look at Hernandez, realizing what the fluid was.
Blood — his teammate’s blood.
The man’s neck was torn open, the artery pulsating, splashing blood out like a geyser. Marcus immediately let his rifle drop, now suspended by the straps, and reached his hands up. He pushed hard on the wound, blood spraying between his fingers.
“Marcus?” Hernandez gurgled.
“Oh, goddamn!” Marcus shouted. “What the fuck, man? Are you hit?” He reached for his friend but was pushed away.
Hernandez nodded forward, toward the street. He then staggered back, struggling, going to one knee. He hovered for a moment, off balance and dizzy, and then slumped to his backside. He pushed harder on the open gash.
The artery pushed back.
Marcus looked back, facing south just in time. Ten meters away, one of the most hideous things he’d ever seen stood before him. It loomed, taller than the soldier, smelling of rotten meat, enough to cause Marcus to choke on his own vomit.
The creature breathed hard, and began to lunge forward.
Marcus raised his M4 high, clicked the switch to fully automatic, and opened fire.
“Fuck you!” he screamed.
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“Post up,” Comstock barked. Jefferson tucked up near a fallen wall to his right, York to his left. They scanned the area, anxiously awaiting contact. Dale called into his mic, “Five, Six? Report!”
They could hear something, words maybe, but nothing they could understand.
Comstock called out again.
No response.
The men could hear the small arms fire. One M4. Why one? That didn’t make sense.
“Game on,” York said.
Comstock looked in his direction, and York grinned. Dale spoke into his mic, glaring at York while doing so. “Hollywood One, this is Delta One.”
Nothing.
“Dammit, Rivers, answer me!” Comstock said.
A moment later, Rivers said, “This is Hollywood One. We’re good. Hearing the shit hit the fan from here. Want us to come your way?”
“Negative,” Comstock said. “Hold your position. What’s your SITREP?”
“Not too many people nearby. We’re alone, and they seem to be running your way. I have a clear line up a wall. Think we can make it and stay hidden.”
Comstock pondered this, then realized he didn’t have much time. He couldn’t risk the four entering the village. What if they found themselves in trouble? They’d be exposed on all sides, so remaining on the outside of the village made the most sense. “All right, keep it tight and keep quiet. Try to get to the eastern edge of the village. Sierra Bravo Four will cover you.”
“Where the hell do you think you’re going?” Rivers asked.
“To get my guys,” Dale replied.
“You could use the backup,” Rivers suggested.
“Negative,” Comstock replied. “Don’t want to worry about you, Hollywood. Stay put.”
Rivers knew what this meant. Dale was making a decision because of the woman. Had Svetlana not been there, he would have gladly welcomed everyone to the fight. But Rivers didn’t question Comstock, instead replying, “Roger that, we’ll meet you on the other side of the village.” He motioned to Clements, who nodded and began moving up the wall. Thompson and Svetlana followed.
* * *
Marcus unloaded a dozen 5.56 mm rounds into the creature’s head, turning it into a pulpy mess. The beast staggered a moment, then fell with a giant thud.
Two more rounded the corner.
Marcus did the same, unloading the magazine in a hurried burst. He ejected a magazine, letting it drop to the ground despite his training not to do so. A soldier never drops anything, especially a magazine. But time was racing, and the man didn’t have time. He reached to his chest, pulling another thirty round mag out and slamming it into the rifle. He changed it, then pointed the muzzle up, waiting for more.
They came. Dozens of villagers were now running, the creatures fast behind. Marcus watched in horror as a woman got snatched from her feet. Her legs still tried to run, held two feet in the air as the thing bit down on her neck. Another creature jumped on a man’s back, tearing into the human with razor-like claws. The man bellowed, attempting to keep his feet under him. It didn’t work, though, and he tumbled to the ground. The creature was on him, savagely cutting and slashing with his claws, every so often biting down and ripping out large chunks of flesh.
Two more arrived, then another pair. They bore down, frenzied as they chomped on the man. They ripped at his arms and legs, one focusing on his head. The creature ripped away the scalp, hair and all, leaning its head back to let the hairy piece of flesh slide down its long neck.
“What the fuck?” Marcus exclaimed, eyes wide. “We’re getting the fuck outta here, Hernandez,” he said.
No response.
He realized he hadn’t heard Hernandez fire.
Marcus stepped back, kneeling. He reached his left hand back, feeling for Hernandez, who had been slumped against the wall. Problem was, Hernandez was no longer there. Instead, Marcus’ hand was wet with warm blood, a pool of it mixing with the hardened sand.
Marcus turned, horrified that Hernandez was gone, nowhere to be seen. A long trail of blood led down the alley. Marcus snapped his head up, checking his back one quick time before looking down the alley. It was only thirty feet to the other side, but the dusk was fast becoming darkness, and he was having trouble seeing. A cloud of sand had kicked up, everything hazy. The building cast a shadow, and Marcus strained his eyes, softly calling out.
No response.
“Fuck it,” he exclaimed. Marcus looked over his shoulder once more. He saw dozens now, feasting on the flesh of helpless villagers. He then turned, tearing into the shadow, following the trail of blood.
Almost there and he saw him. Sure enough, Hernandez seemed to have crawled to the other end of the alley, laid up in the shadows. The trail of blood was easy to follow, and Marcus nearly slipped in it. Finally, though, he reached the other side. He crouched down, eyes up, looking for danger. He reached his left hand down, touching Hernandez’s moving legs. “Goddamn, bro, thought I’d lost you. We need to get out of here. Let’s get to the outer wall and I’ll patch you up.”
Still no response.
“Hernandez?”
Then, Marcus looked down. The sight before him was gruesome. What remained of his best friend was merely hips and legs. A long strand of intestines trailed out, rounding the corner of the alley.
Hernandez’s legs still moved in spastic spasms, kicking furiously.
Marcus began to vomit, tears filling his eyes.
He puked twice, then heaved a third time. Finally, he stopped, shaking his head and attempting to gather himself. Over all these years of combat, he had tried mentally preparing himself for death, and the death of a friend. It was something he’d seen, but nothing this horrific. Monsters, he thought. Fucking monsters. It was unbelievable.
Then, Marcus raised his rifle back up. He heard something.
Crunch.
Crunch.
It sounded as if bone was being chewed on.
Marcus moved in, petrified and thirsty to avenge his friend.
He’d move a dozen paces, kneel and fire.
Reload.
Move and fire.
Reload.
But Marcus eventually met his death. It was one of honor, worthy of praise, glorious as he fired dozens of rounds into the trampling beasts. They came and droves and he dished out revenge, but in the end, the swarm was too much.
Marcus died screaming for revenge as he killed as many as he could.
It was a good death.
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“Fucking shit, we’re coming,” Comstock said over the radio. He snapped up from his crouch, sprinting past York who was kneeling, providing cover. Comstock ran to the end of a roadway, his back against the wall as he faced north. He motioned, and Jefferson soon raced up, kneeling at an adjacent wall. York fell behind, watching their six o’clock.
Comstock took a moment, making sure the way was clear. He then stood again, running down another path, tapping Jefferson on the shoulder as he did. Comstock ran thirty feet to the mouth of another corner, this one leading onto the main street of the village. He took cover behind a cart, eyeing the scene before him.
Dale Comstock, in all his years of combat, had never seen such chaos.
The creatures were everywhere. Their skin was white, dry and cracked — almost like scales. These things had long arms and legs, not proportionate to their torsos. Their heads were enormous, giant oblong shapes with rows of teeth and slanted eyes.
The creatures attacked anything that moved, sometimes one another. They were raging, a fury of blood-lust filling them. They spasmed, slashing and biting at fleeing men and women.
Some came from around corners.
Others bounded into homes.
A few leapt from rooftops, surprising their victims who for a moment thought they might get away.
Jefferson raced up, kneeling beside Comstock and uttering, “What the fuck, Dale?”
“My God, what did we get ourselves into?” Comstock asked.
Moments later, York appeared. He sprinted an extra twenty feet, crossing the road to the other side. He hunkered down in the shadows, a fallen board his only cover. He raised his rifle up, calm for a strange reason, lining up the nearest abomination in his sights.
Comstock shook his head, trying to clear it, make sense of what he was seeing. He was disheveled, though he knew he had a job to do. His men were in trouble, and he needed to get there, and fast. Problem was, there was only one path ahead of them, and it led directly into the mouth of madness. Absolute chaos filled the street, the creatures feasting on dozens of villagers. It was a slaughter, the people had no hope. They were helpless against the attack, and if they did have guns, they didn’t bear them. There wasn’t time, anyway. The only thing they could do was run, and most did.
Comstock was appalled at what he saw next. Fifty feet away a small huddle of women stood against a wall. They were in panic, frozen at the sight of their husbands being slaughtered. They gathered close, arms wrapped around one another. The five women kept quiet, their mouths not daring utter a sound.
It didn’t matter, though. One of the nasties looked up from his meal, guts rolling out of his mouth, shaking his head, bits of meat dropping to the ground.
“Gra-grak!” it uttered. Then, it sprang up, running on all fours at breakneck speed, bounding toward the frozen women.
Comstock raised his rifle, zeroing his red dot on the creature’s chest. His finger grazed the trigger.
“Not smart, Sergeant,” York said. Comstock turned and York continued, saying, “They’ll charge if they hear it.”
Comstock turned back, looking down the street. Then, he spoke, saying, “Well, York, you wanted a fight. Here it is.”
Dale Comstock fired three bullets into the charging creature of the night, filling the air with more gunfire.
Then all hell broke loose.
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Rivers, Clements, Thompson and Svetlana hurried down the southern edge of the village. They could hear the gunfire, helpless to aide. They continued down the path, hearing the creatures scatter by, hearing them snatch away innocent humans, bringing them back to the cave.
The four rounded a pile of rubble, and stopped in their tracks.
A woman, dressed head to toe in a burka, stood in front of them. Her face was exposed. She was young, late teens, and her face was quite beautiful.
“Fuck man, I almost shot her,” Clements said, bringing his M240 down.
“It’s just a villager. Let’s keep moving,” Rivers stated.
“Damn, my pack is heavy. Why the fuck am I carrying your shit. Oh, that’s right… cause a SEAL can’t bear the weight.”
“Trust me, we’ll need it soon,” Rivers said. “Let’s go!”
The four started to walk past, but something about the woman stopped them. Instincts kicked in, the situation was all wrong. She should have been afraid, petrified, but instead the woman smiled. Perfect eyes, skin, lips. Her smile grew wider and wider…
… and wider.
“That’s fucking impossible,” Thompson whispered.
The woman’s mouth now covered most of her face, jaw protruding, rows of teeth glaring at the men.
“Um, what the fuck is she doing?” Clements asked.
A moment later and Rivers shouted, “Shoot her!”
“What? I’m not shooting some innocent woman,” Clements barked, looking back.
With reflexes like a panther, Rivers shoved Clements aside. He raised his AK-47, finger on the trigger. But he paused, he couldn’t help it. Luckily, he didn’t wait long.
A massive tail rose from behind the woman. It stretched high up above her head. Rivers noticed its tip was pointy, a strange fluid dripping out.
Then, from the woman’s sleeves, what should have been hands extended. Instead, they were half hand, half claw. They clattered at him, clicking, all the while the giant tail behind her swaying back and forth like a Cobra.
It was mesmerizing.
Then, the tail struck. It came fast, from high up. Rivers moved just in time, tucking to the left, grabbing Svetlana as he went down. He screamed, “Shoot it!”
Clements was horrified at the sight, and happy to oblige. He stepped forward, braced himself, and let his M240 automatic bark glorious thunder.
The rounds ripped the creature to shreds.
Once the body crumbled, no longer a threat, all four huddled together.
“What the fuck was that?” Thompson exclaimed.
“One of the creatures,” Svetlana replied.
“We better get going,” Rivers said. “We hurry up this wall, reach the eastern side of the village stat!”
“Shit, you want to run into more of those?” Clements asked.
“Country Fuck, have you looked behind us?”
Clements turned, and to his horror saw a group of eight beasts. Some were on all fours, one had what looked like tentacles growing from its face. They were slender, hardly clothed, hardly identifiable as anything human except their general form.
All had lanky arms.
All were pale in color.
“Ah fuck, run!” Clements shouted.
Rivers grabbed Svetlana’s hand, yanking her hard as they rushed up the wall.
Clements and Thompson opened fired, spraying the creatures with forty or fifty rounds before turning and following as fast as they could.
They could hear the trampling feet at their backs.
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Meanwhile, Delta One, Two and Seven had neared the location of the shots. They had since ceased, and the three feared the worse. They moved like a giant snake, slithering up the roadway, covering all angles, engaging anything that moved.
The creatures jumped from buildings, from windows, from shadows.
“To your left!” Dale shouted just in time.
Jefferson sprayed two with three round bursts from his M4.
York raced up ten meters, to another alley, taking kneeling position and firing at a dozen headed down the wide path. He screamed as he fired, taking great pleasure in killing as many as he could.
Jefferson ran up, helping engage, followed by Dale.
They moved closer and closer, nearing the last known location of Five and Six. They searched, killing creatures and looking down alleys. There was too much carnage, too much chaos.
“Sergeant,” York called out.
Gunfire erupted once more.
“Sergeant Comstock!” York screamed.
Dale turned back.
“They’re dead. Accept it. We need to get out of the village.”
“We don’t leave a man behind.”
“Hear that?” York asked. “Your boy Clements, that’s his M240. They have some trouble. Ahead of us though. Close to the edge of the village.”
Dale thought a moment, though he didn’t have long. The creatures were regrouping, and he scanned down a dark alley, seeing dozens flock past on the adjacent street. They were headed to their rear. The creatures were flanking them.
Impossible, he thought.
Dale decided York was right. “Fine. Move forward, call out your mag changes. We hit the outer wall. We’re not that far away. Jefferson, watch our rear.”
Onward and onward they moved, down street after street, fighting a bloody battle for survival.
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Clements would turn and spray, killing a handful, then turn and run again, Thompson always at his side. He could hear the AK-47’s distinct sound in front, as Rivers cleared their path, checked their corners as they passed alleyways.
They were getting closer.
To their left, they heard quite the gunfight. The roar of M4s filled the night. Sounded like three, though it was tough to tell.
To their right, high up in the cliffs, Rivers thought he could hear the report of a rifle. Sure enough, as they closed in on the easterly side of the village, a mob of creatures, these also white, yet more deformed, appeared.
Then, Rivers saw one drop.
Crack.
Then another.
Crack.
He could hear the rifle report in the distance, knew Reynolds was helping out. One shot one kill, the Marine was doing well.
Rivers’ radio barked to life. “Hollywood One, tuck down that alley. Do it now,” Reynolds said.
Rivers didn’t question the sniper, and yanked Svetlana to the left, into the village. Thompson followed. Clements wasn’t far behind, and just as he turned from the rear, he stopped cold. Ahead were two dozen of the creatures. Some looked like deformed insects, others like reptiles blended with humans. It was a horror fest to the likes a man like Clements could not even comprehend. He opened fire, spraying the crowd as Reynolds fired from above.
“This is Sierra Bravo Four, get out of there!” Reynolds shouted.
Clements caught the garbled message just in time. He turned, madly looking around for his team, seeing them as they made their way up the alley.
“Hey, wait up!” he shouted, running after them.
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The gunfire lasted another ten minutes. A long time for a firefight. The Special Activities Division Operators fought tooth and nail, quickly changing mags, working as a team. As they neared the edge of the village, Dale saw something to his right. He raised his M4, then paused.
Rivers.
“Don’t shoot, man!”
“I told you to stay put.”
“Easier said than done,” Rivers exclaimed.
Dale suddenly knew what the man meant. Behind his old friend were Svetlana and Thompson, followed closely by Clements who was screaming frantically. “Run!”
The seven regrouped, each taking an angle, each firing at anything that moved. They were in utter madness, and the creatures kept coming and coming.
Then, despite the loud screams, the rifle reports, their ringing ears, the men heard something. It was haunting.
From the canyon walls the call came. A howl in the night, one of angst, one distraught in fury.
Ahmed called them back.
Back to the cave.
The creatures responded without hesitation. They hurried off, no longer interested in the team. They snatched up any human bodies along the way, also grabbing their own fallen ones, even mangled flesh of body parts.
The creatures began to eat as they ran, sprinting across the valley floor, headed east. In no time, they were out of visual range, for the darkness was fully encompassing, covering their tracks. The creatures of the night, these sinister beings, bound up the trail, the rocks, back to the calling of Ahmed and the safety of their cave.
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“We’ve lost transmission, ma’am,” Michael reported.
All the screens flickered, many going black.
“What the hell?” Elizabeth exclaimed, pacing. “Get us back online.”
“Trying,” Michael said, clicking away at a keyboard.
Elizabeth called into her microphone, her voice desperate. “Hollywood One, come in.”
Static.
“Hollywood One, report. Dammit, Jeff! Where are you?” She called out.
Nothing but static.
“Delta One, Delta Two, this is command.”
Nothing.
Michael reported the bad news. “We’ve lost access to their helmet cams. Their radios. Even satellite thermal imagery is gone. They’re alone in there.”
“What does that mean?” Elizabeth asked.
“They’re getting closer to the cave.”
“Can we know who survived?”
“No, ma’am. I’m afraid not.”
Elizabeth quickly switched frequencies, calling out, “Sierra Bravo Four, can you hear me?”
Silence.
“Sierra Bravo Four, are you there?”
* * *
The Marine kept firing until every last creature he could see in his scope had vanished up the trail. He then looked back down in the valley, counting the team. Seven remained.
This wasn’t good. To make matters worse, the seven moved swiftly from the village, racing across the open desert.
* * *
“Viki, you get me patched through to the Colonel, and you do it now!” Elizabeth ordered.
Finally, the static had a lull, and she thought she could hear something. “Sierra Bravo Four, do you copy?”
“This is Sierra Bravo Four. Base, can you hear me?”
“Garbled, but yes. What’s the SITREP?”
“It’s bad. Two members down. Delta Five and Six were killed in the village.”
“Say again? In the village?”
“Roger that. They came from the valley. Hundreds of them. More than I could count. They attacked, took out two members. I see the remaining seven.”
“What’s their status?”
“Can’t be good. Lots of gunfire down there. But they’re approaching the trail, headed up.”
“They’re going in?” Elizabeth gasped. For some reason, deep down, she felt they’d pull back. She knew this had never been an option, but her instincts told her to stop them.
“They’re halfway up the trail. See some shots, must be a few more.”
There was a moment of silence, Elizabeth wondering if something had happened to Reynolds. But soon, his voice came back again. “Gave them some cover. Need to switch positions. Can’t see the entrance of the cave right now.”
“We’ll lose contact,” Elizabeth replied.
“They need me closer,” Reynolds insisted.
“Tell me, Colonel… do they have enough ammo. Can they accomplish this mission?” Elizabeth asked.
A pause. It lasted long enough that she feared she’d lost reception. Then, a pop and a crackle and Reynolds voice reappeared. “Hotel Bravo, this is Sierra Bravo One. The team will not have enough ammo to accomplish the mission. They’re going in, and they’re going to their deaths.”
“Oh, God!” Elizabeth exclaimed.
“Hotel Bravo, I’m going to provide them whatever cover I can.”
“Sierra Bravo Four, you must tell them to pull out. Mission terminated. Tell them to back off and we’ll resupply.” Elizabeth knew this wasn’t smart, she knew it might even end her career. But she couldn’t chance it. She couldn’t chance losing Jeff Rivers to a bunch of raving lunatic creatures.
“Negative on that,” Reynolds reported. “Lost transmission myself. I’m going in. This is Sierra Bravo Four, signing off.”
“May God be with you,” Elizabeth whispered.
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Elizabeth was on the phone. Same procedure as before, seventh floor of Langley. She heard the same monotone man answer, the cryptic voice.
“We have a problem,” Elizabeth began. She gave the details as concise as possible. After doing so, she asked, “How do I proceed? I’d like to request backup.”
“You know that is not an option.”
“I want to insert an emergency GRF immediately!” she demanded. A Global Reactionary Force could be dropped in within an hour. Two, max. McClain’s team, Elizabeth thought.
“Negative. There will be no backup,” the voice said.
“They’ll be out of ammo. There’s too many. It’s a death trap!” she cried out, nearly begging, filled with despair, hopeless and becoming enraged.
“They’ll do what they can do. Perhaps if we eliminate as many as possible, we can lower their numbers.”
“It’s a death sentence for my team. They don’t know how many they’re up against. The Colonel counted many more. Hundreds. They’re setting a trap and our team won’t make it out alive.”
“It’s what they signed up to do,” the voice reminded.
“Negative. They signed up to complete this mission. They can drop back, resupply, go back in.”
“This mission is hereby terminated,” the voice said.
“Say what? By whose authority? It’s my gig.” Elizabeth was appalled.
“We’re controlling it from Langley now. Your systems will shut down. A team will arrive within the hour to pack up your gear. You’ll be on a flight back to the states tonight.”
“I’m not leaving. Not without my team. Not without Jeff,” she replied.
“You’re under orders,” the voice reminded.
“Well, fuck your orders!” Elizabeth screamed. “I’m not going to allow this to happen.”
A moment after these words were spoken, all the lights went out in the command room. Only emergency lighting remained, and it wasn’t enough. They’d lost power, the feed cut from thousands of miles away.
While Michael and Viki raced to find a solution, Elizabeth screamed into the phone. “This isn’t fair. This isn’t part of the deal. We can still stop these things.”
“I’m afraid this mission is unsuccessful. Your team will do their job, though. They’ll kill as many as they can. They’ll fight to their very deaths.”
“This is not acceptable.”
“It is for us. You are to prepare for evacuation. Pack your gear. You’re headed home.”
“To hell I’m not! You’ve forgotten something. Option B, you son of a bitch.”
“Option B? You don’t mean… that was scrapped long ago. It’s not an option.”
“It is an option. The only option I have to save them. I have the bomb. We can still kill them all and get my team out.”
“You aren’t unauthorized to place anyone else into that valley. That understood?”
“Fine, then I’ll do it myself, you fucking prick!”
“I will say this one last time. Your Operation is over. Cease all activity or I’ll contact General Kline. I’ll have you placed into custody if need be,” the voice warned.
“Go to hell. I’m completing my mission and saving my team.”
Elizabeth slammed down the sat phone, turning to her two aides. “Michael, get it ready.”
“Elizabeth, I can’t. I can’t do that.”
“You will. It’s an order. Viki, is the G750 ready?”
“Engines running. But Elizabeth, you can’t possibly be…”
“I will not let Jeff and the team die out there. I’ll not let this mission go to waste.”
“You know what you’re doing, don’t you?” Michael asked.
“It’s a one way trip. Yes, I know. Now ready the plane and get the bomb,” Elizabeth ordered.
Michael’s eyes filled with tears.
He had no words.
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Reynolds moved closer, climbing down the rocks, nearing the bottom. He could no longer see the team, no longer had contact with them. He tried to raise them, over and over again, but to no avail. He needed to find a new position, closer, perhaps he could do something. Perhaps he could help.
* * *
They were now at the mouth of the cave.
“Fuck Dale, where’s Marcus? Hernandez?” Clements asked. He was shaking, eyes wide in horror.
“Delta Five and Six are dead, brother. They’re dead.”
“What?” Clements couldn’t grasp the notion.
“We mourn later,” Dale replied. “Time to keep moving. We need to go in.”
Thompson’s eyes were wide in disbelief. He couldn’t believe his friends were dead. Shaking his head, he looked into the darkness of the cave, saying, “Delta One, we spent up a lot of our ammo.”
“Double taps. Use full auto only if necessary,” Dale responded.
“Did you see how many of those fuckers there were?” Thompson asked.
“I did,” Dale replied. “Boys, the operation remains. We go in and we go in hard. Conserve your ammo. Head shots if we can.”
“Hold up,” Rivers stated, pausing them. “I have something that might help.” He reached to Clements, yanking at the man’s pack.
“What the fuck, Hollywood?” Clements protested.
“Calm down, Country Fuck. Got a surprise for these bastards,” Rivers replied. Unzipping the pack, he pulled out a large case. “That ought to ease your load some.”
“Fuck yeah,” Clements responded, turning and looking as Rivers crouched down. The others, all but Dale, covered their angles. They changed magazines, did quick inventories, estimated the ammo they had left.
All the while Rivers messed with his gear, pulling out an assortment of electronic equipment. He took the first thing, something made of plastic, and unfolded the wings.
“Looks like one of those RC planes,” Dale commented with raised eyebrows.
“More like a hawk,” Rivers explained, unfolding the mechanism, which indeed looked like a hawk. “I call this one ‘Hawkeye’. My own special upgrades.” Rivers then produced a small handheld tablet, pushed a few buttons, and an image appeared on the screen. He held up the six pound flying machine, holding its head toward Dale and showing him the screen. “You’re on camera,” he said.
“What’s this, some kinda drone?” Dale asked.
“Yup,” Rivers said. “Now watch.”
With the click of a few buttons, the bird came to life. A low hum, a light tune of frequency was heard.
Rivers added, “We’ll have night vision, thermal readings, you name it.” He then handed the tablet to Dale, holding out the drone, facing it toward the inside of the cave. “Mind pushing the green button?” he asked.
Dale did.
Moments later, Rivers let go. The mostly plastic and carbon built mini-drone now hovered above the ground. River reached over, grabbing the tablet, allowing his AK-47 to sling by his side. “Now watch.” Clicking a few more buttons, and viewing the screen, he steered the hawk into the cave.
* * *
“Elizabeth!” Michael shouted, rushing after her. “You can’t be serious.”
“I won’t allow them to die like that. This is the only way.”
“You’ll die,” Michael stated.
“And they’ll live. Besides, you never know, I might make it out.” Elizabeth pulled her parachute tight, cinching the straps, preparing herself. Her hair was back tight, a pistol strapped to her hip. She then reached out, ready, hands extended.
Michael reluctantly nodded, handing her another small pack. He helped her attach it to her chest. It was small, twelve inches all around. It was heavy though. “This good? Won’t get in your way?”
“It’s fine,” Elizabeth said. Her tone was solemn. She had dreamed of this day, this possibility. She now faced her worse fear ever — death.
“Where will you land?”
“I’ll have the pilot take me close. I’ll need to HALO jump to get there in time. I’ll jump from the east side, land on the top of the ridge.”
“It’s a long climb down,” Michael warned.
“There’s another entrance.”
“Say what?”
“At least, we think so. I can enter from the top, make my way from the backside. With some luck, I’ll get down there in time.”
“What about the team?”
“Once in, I’ll see if my radio works. But if what Reynolds said is true, communication might be lost. You and Viki, you two work fast. Hack into whatever satellite you need, get me some form of communication.”
“I will. Viki is already working on it.”
“Get in touch with the team. Tell them full abort… and Michael, whatever you do, don’t tell them I’m going in.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he gulped.
Before leaving, Elizabeth turned, a stiff smile on her face. “It’s been a pleasure, Michael. You’re a good kid. Tell Viki I said the same.”
“It’s been an honor,” Michael said, tears flowing down his cheeks.
There were no other goodbyes, nothing else was needed. It was time. Elizabeth hurried across the tarmac, fully loaded, weighed down with the only known thing that might help.
A miniaturized Thermobaric bomb. Specially made, hardly tested.
“Let’s hope this works,” Elizabeth said to herself, boarding the Gulfstream.
The engines raced and the plane took off, entering the darkness of the night.
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The drone flew into the darkness, its night vision allowing Rivers a large field of view. The screen was green, and Rivers raced the bird down the long hallway, into the depths.
“This should do it. This should allow us some form of detail,” he said.
“Anything yet?” Dale asked.
“Nothing. They’ve moved deeper in. Let’s just hope it’s out of fear and not a trap.”
Before Dale could reply, Rivers gasped. “What? What happened?” Dale questioned.
“The drone. It just went down.”
“Did you crash it?”
“No… was nearing the end of the corridor and it…” Rivers paused, clicking a button, rewinding the feed. “Let’s find out what happened.”
Moments later they watched the video. It was quick, a mere flash. But something had shot out, smashed into the drone.
“Play that again,” Dale requested. “Slower, if you can.”
“Yup,” Rivers replied, slowing the video down to six frames a second. It didn’t take long before he saw it, and pushed a button quickly to freeze it. He opened his mouth, appalled. “What the hell is that, Dale?”
“It’s a fucking arm.”
“Looks it. Thing is, do you see one of them? I sure as hell don’t.”
“No, just an arm. Must be a crevice one’s hiding in. See, it reaches from that wall there.”
“A trap,” Rivers confirmed.
“Looks it.”
“One more thing,” Rivers said.
“Jeff, we need to move in. We have them on their heels. Time to get this shit done.”
“One sec,” Rivers said, fumbling with the last contents of his pack. He pulled out a dozen small items, then two dozen more.
“Those look like…”
“Snake drones, ten of ’em. And thirty mosquito drones. I’ll send them all at once. They’re faster, and will fill the cave. Maybe a few will get by. We can follow.”
“Do it!” Dale said. Then the team leader turned to his team. “Get ready, boys. Close quarters, three men in the front. Jefferson, Clements and Thompson will go first. Clements, get that M240 pumping once you see any signs. We won’t rely on our night vision. Too much of chance of it going down. Attach your flashlights, turn them on. It’s time.”
The men hustled. Clements loaded another magazine drum, a hundred .30 caliber rounds attached. Three more were at his disposal. He attached his light, turning it on. It provided some light in the dark cave entrance.
Jefferson also got ready. He slid his M4 to his side, opting for some more firepower. He pulled out his backup, an AA-12 automatic shotgun. He attached the thirty round drum, flicking on his spotlight, taking stance next to Clements.
Thompson stood next to his friends, his brothers. This was it. This was why they were the best of the best. They overcame their fears, knowing they’d meet their deaths. Thompson reloaded a new magazine into his M4 Carbine, readied his muzzle into the cave.
“All right, I’m ready,” Rivers stated. He flicked a few more buttons and all at once the miniature drones came to life. The snakes, a mere foot in length, began to slither in the sand. Rivers guided them as they moved quickly along the ground, entering the cave.
Next came the drone mosquitoes. They hummed, scrambled in a swarm yet not hitting into one another, and also entered the cave. They swarmed in, a cloud of miniature insects. Their scanners were sensitive, they’d detect any movement. The snakes would test for vibrations on the floor of the cave, perhaps let the team know if the creatures were coming.
With the tablet in his left hand, his AK-47 in his right, Rivers nodded to Dale. “Let’s do this.”
Dale commanded the team into the cave, following the drones.
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Reynolds scrambled down the incline, moving faster and faster. He hurried down the rocks, pushing past shrubbery, all the while looking for targets. He found none. Reynolds would sprint twenty feet, stop, and scan his surroundings.
Then, he’d do it again.
On and on. Downward, racing, praying against all odds he’d find the team in time. What could he do to help? Were they still alive? What were those actually monsters he had seen?
He kept moving. Nearing the bottom, the man was short of breath. He began his final descent when he heard it — a noise high above. A noise that caught his attention. A noise that he knew well.
A Gulfstream airplane.
“That doesn’t make sense. Sounds close,” he mumbled.
Then, to his horror, Colonel Reynolds saw it. Looking up, in the moonlight, he caught a glimmer, a flash of motion. Staring hard now, Reynolds noticed something floating down. At first, he thought it was perhaps one of them. One of those creatures. Taking cover and watching carefully, he finally made out the shape.
Someone was parachuting down.
Reinforcements, Reynolds hoped. Thing is, he knew better. He saw but one, and only one. A lone figure spiraling down, landing on the top of a ledge, a hundred meters above the cave’s opening.
Reynolds thought it strange. Why only one? But he knew there’d be no backup, no calling in the cavalry, no help. They were alone in this valley. Alone to die.
Who could it be?
Then it dawned on Reynolds.
He hurried farther down, moving faster. He neared the trailhead, looked up, staring at the cave. Reynolds took in a breath, gripping his Remington tight. He adjusted the scope as far back as it would go—4X. It widened his field of view. He then reached down, patting his father’s .45. It was chambered, hot, hammer back and ready.
He moved forward, speaking into his mic. “Delta One, come in,” Reynolds said, attempting to reach Dale Comstock.
Nothing.
“Hollywood One, you there?” he asked, seeking Rivers.
Only garbled static followed.
Discouraged, he nearly gave up. Then, for a brief moment, he heard something. A pop, maybe words. Reynolds adjusted his radio dial, calling to the team once more.
“Delta One?”
“Delta Two?”
“Hollywood One?”
A few more pops and he got a response. His suspicions were true, and he gasped as the voice responded.
“Sierra Bravo Four, this is Hotel Bravo,” Elizabeth said.
“Command!” Reynolds said enthusiastically. “I hear you. You’re broken, but I hear you.”
“Roger that,” Elizabeth replied. “You’re muffled, but I have reception, as well. Where’s the team?”
“I don’t have a visual, Hotel Bravo. Heading up the trail. I heard a jet. It was close, east side of the ridge. What the hell is going on?”
“It’s me,” Elizabeth said. She unstrapped herself from the parachute, allowing it to float away, making sure her gear was intact. She un-slung her MP5, checking the action and making sure it was ready. Safety off, fully automatic. Elizabeth then adjusted the heavy pack strapped to her, making sure it was tight.
It was dark out, and she took a moment to allow her eyes to adjust. Scanning the ground, she looked for the entrance — a side route she believed existed.
She hoped.
She prayed.
“Hotel Bravo, this is Sierra Bravo Four,” Reynolds said. “Who parachuted in?”
“I did. I’m headed into the cave.”
“Say what?” Reynolds exclaimed, now running up the trail as fast as he could.
“This is Hot Bitch, and I said I’m going in,” Elizabeth answered.
“You can’t do that!”
“Stop me,” she dared, eyes searching. Where was the entrance?
“Are you alone, Hotel Bravo?” he asked.
“I am. You’re to get our men out. Do it now. There’s too many of them. I repeat, their numbers are more than we expected. Get them out now!”
“I will. Now what the hell are you doing?” Reynolds asked, breathing heavy as he ran.
“I’ve got a surprise for these fucks,” she said. “Something to distract them while you get the men out.”
“Something that goes bang?” he asked.
“Something like that.”
“What about you? How will you get out?” Reynolds was concerned. He didn’t like this one bit.
“I’m not of your concern, Colonel. You’re under orders. Don’t worry, I’ll get the hell out. Meet you on the far side of this valley. Get the men out!” she commanded.
“Careful. They’re brutal. Delta Five and Six are dead. Going in, looking for the rest,” Reynolds said. He was now at the top of the trail, staring at the gaping hole of darkness.
The opening of hell itself.

Having found the hole in the ground, small and hidden, Elizabeth stopped. She peered down, briefly shining a light. Not too far a drop. I can make it, she thought.
Elizabeth clicked her radio. “I heard gunfire. At least some are alive. Get the team out. Past the village. Do it fast, this thing is on a timer. I’ll retreat from the top, move along the ridge. We’ll blow this damn thing and get out of dodge,” Elizabeth said, staring down into the black of the cave.
Then, she jumped down.
“Roger that, Hot Bitch. Good luck. Sierra Bravo Four, moving in.”
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The drones went in deep.
The men followed.
The creatures deep inside, the first wave, hiding, waiting… they frenzied. They had already felt the disturbance, felt these humans’ flight machines enter their cave. Had long since smashed it to bits.
They waited in the shadows.
* * *
Deeper and deeper.
“See anything?” Dale asked.
“Movement. See that — they smashed my bird,” Rivers responded, pointing to the destroyed hawk-drone. “Oh shit!”
“What?” Dale asked, turning. They were halfway in.
“Definitely movement. The drones are pissing them off, that’s for sure. Those bastards are taking them out, but we have enough to see. Dale, look! They’re preoccupied. We go in now, we have some element of surprise.
“Let’s hurry,” Dale said.
“They’re close. Forty meters, maybe,” Rivers said. “Here, maybe this will help. All eyes, look away,” Rivers said. “Fire in the hole.”
By sheer instinct and training, all members turned their heads.
An explosion, followed by a bright flash of light, filled the long corridor.
It was loud, bright, but did no real damage.
“What the hell was that?” Dale asked.
“A special flash-bang grenade. Here’s our window. Let’s do this… oh, and Dale… I’ve lost all the drones. The mosquitoes dropped, the snakes stopped working. Something is interfering with the signal.” Rivers dropped his tablet, pulling his AK-47 to the ready position. “We’re going in blind now.”
Jefferson looked back, saying, “Let’s do this the old fashioned way.”
“Kill ’em all,” Dale said, and the team of seven moved in.
* * *
Elizabeth stared into darkness. It was a small opening. She looked around, feeling claustrophobic, yet conquering her fears as she crawled through the entrance. This was most likely an old ventilation shaft, and the farther in she went, the wider it got.
A hundred feet, she was sweating.
Two hundred feet and she was breathing heavy.
Time was against her. Elizabeth prayed she was headed the right way. Using her instincts, she kept on.
Pure darkness, she could smell death. She could feel it.
She proceeded forward, her Glock on her hip, her MP5 pointed forward.
“Here we go,” Elizabeth whispered.
* * *
The team was twenty feet away from the end of the tunnel, their lights bouncing off the walls. They could see where the tunnel curved — a sharp right. They could see the smashed drones, the hawk, the snakes, all stomped to small pieces.
“They must be here,” Dale said.
Flashlights scanning, muzzles looking up, to the side, back down the tunnel.
“Must be around that corner,” Jefferson said.
Out of the corner of his eye, the man caught something. A movement. He turned, backing up at the same time. He opened his mouth, gasping loudly. “What the hell?”
Inside the rock, along the wall, were two dozen creatures. Not hidden in crevices as Dale had guessed. They were morphed into the rock, somehow blended in, unable to escape. The team had never seen such madness. The creatures’ heads protruded, giant monstrosities, gaping mouths, reptile scales, reptile eyes. They lashed out with their long arms, clicked their teeth, flickered their tongues.
One reached at Jefferson, who in turned jumped back, raising his AA-12. He unloaded a burst from the automatic shotgun.
Crack. Crack. Crack.
Jefferson emptied ten rounds into the first creature, screaming, “They’re in the walls!”
It took a moment for the team to realize what he meant. It was true. Dozens of them had long since been morphed into the rock, their DNA scrambled, their bodies melting into the rock, forever prisoners. The creatures looked like reptiles, their arms like tentacles, scratching at them.
Svetlana was motionless, terrified at the sight of the monsters. One reached out, snatching her. “Help me!” she screamed, flailing against the hands gripping her.
Rivers grabbed her, struggling to free her from its grasp. “A little help here,” he yelled to the team.
Thompson obliged, lowering his M4 and raising his Glock .45 caliber. He was careful of ricochet, pressing the pistol to the thing’s head.
The beast glared, uttering something not human, though not quite animal either. A scream of a thousand damned souls.
“Die, you fucking freak,” Thompson said, putting three rounds into its head.
The creature’s hands dropped, Rivers pulling Svetlana to safety. For now.

The rest of the members had their hands full. They looked to the sides, to the ground, above — dozens of these things, all morphed into the rock, all blended into the cave, as if a part of it.
The creatures reached at them, their long, white spindly arms, like drooping vines, attempted to grab the men.
Dale and York killed four each, their M4s barking thunder.
Jefferson pumped more three inch slugs, spraying the long row of trapped creatures.
And Clements, the man with the muscle, fired his M240 machine gun down into the cave, spraying everywhere, haphazard, hot lead punching into the walls.
Rounds bounced off walls. The noise, despite their ear protection, was deafening.
Finally, they stopped.
“Report,” Dale commanded.
Moments later, he heard them shout out, “Clear.”
“All right, boys, that’s how they got the drones. We’re going around that corner. Clements, you and Jefferson first. Delta Two and Three, turn that corner and fire!” Dale said
They were happy to. They wanted payback.
Especially York.
They now knew what awaited them. They had seen the monsters. It was more horrific than they had ever imagined.

112

None had ever been in such a fight. The monsters flocked, racing down the tunnel, the younglings first. They were white, hunched over. Red eyes. Drool dripping from their fangs.
Thompson killed a dozen, reloading and killing more.
Clements emptied his ammo drum, pumping round after round, shredding the creatures apart.
Dale and Rivers, side by side, killed the ones on top. The ones racing along the top of the tunnel like lizards. Some had tails, most had scales.
The team screamed out like wild madmen, a warrior’s call.
They rounded a corner, entering a large corridor. A massive room. They paused a moment, seeing piles of bodies — the villagers. Most were dead, half-eaten, shredded. Others were still alive, moaning in agony.
Some were still being eaten.
York fired first, running forward, killing the creatures, seeking the death he so desperately craved.
The others followed. Jefferson and Clements flanked left, shooting those that climbed on the walls, those that rushed from another tunnel.
Rivers and Dale swept to the right. They killed and killed, calling out when they changed magazines.
“Loading,” Dale said.
Moments later, as Dale commenced, Rivers did the same.
“Loading.”
Pushing forward, they were having success. Their firepower, their sheer will was overbearing to the creatures. The hot steel, the massive amount of firepower and the courage of these Special Activities Operators was too much.
Closer and closer, step at a time, the team slaughtered everything. On and on.
One of the bastards jumped from a shadow. It was atop Rivers, biting at his neck. Rivers twisted, flinging the thing off. Before he could fire, though, the creature was back up. It rushed at him, wide mouth open like a sick grin, ready to tear Rivers’ throat open.
Crack!
The report startled Rivers, who finally raised his AK-47, shooting at the creature, though it was unnecessary. The thing was already down, head split open.
He heard Dale, a few steps in front, moving forward and killing. It wasn’t his long-time friend. Rivers turned back, and to his surprise, Svetlana held out her Glock .40 pistol with shaking hands, pointing it at the dead beast.
“Thank you,” Rivers said.
She merely nodded, pale as a ghost.
“Shoot the fuckers,” Rivers added, having no time to calm her. More came and he turned, firing, helping Dale advance.

Svetlana followed, doing the same. For a woman who’d never known combat, who’d never imagined herself in such a nightmare, she did just fine.
Svetlana killed without mercy.
* * *
Clements and Jefferson had made their way to the far left side. They were at the edge of a wide tunnel, and entered without saying a word. They moved swiftly, killing the hoard of creatures that raced toward them.
“Loading,” Clements hollered.
Jefferson killed more.
On and on, deeper and deeper. The masses of creatures, the waves of demons were too much. They entered yet another chamber, finding hundreds. The beasts were packed like cattle. Some looked human, others didn’t. Some had tails, lizard-like tongues. Some were like spiders, crawling along the ground. A few slithered like snakes, their legs and arms long since missing.
“Kill them!” Clements shouted.
“Loading,” Jefferson yelled, putting another thirty rounds from his AA-12 into the chests and heads of every single beast.
They kept moving, far from their teammates, closer and closer to their deaths.
As they entered the depths of the chamber, they realized they were surrounded.
Clements turned to Jefferson, his face grim. “Down to my last mag.”
“Me too, brother,” Jefferson replied. “It’s been an honor fighting with you.”
The two men fought, killing dozens more. They expended their rifle ammunition, dropping and grabbing their pistols.
They killed and killed, down to their last bullets.
Clements and Jefferson, these two heroes, met their untimely deaths side-by-side, dying as brothers, dying by one another’s side.
They did so as a member of The Unit was expected — with great honor.
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Elizabeth scurried down the tunnel. She was close. She could hear the gunfight, hear that the team was near.
Turning another corner, she finally stopped. Her mouth open, she saw it!
Something not remotely human was hidden deep in the corner. It looked as if it were once female, though any resemblance of humanity was long gone. The thing, the female, kept in the shadow, its red eyes blinking, staring at Elizabeth.
She felt a sharp, piercing pain in her head. She knew this was it. It hadn’t been Ahmed, he wasn’t the leader of this rabble.
This thing was.
This blob of substance, this mush of flesh, and what appeared to be a mossy substance, stared at her, making no movement, attempting to get inside her head.
It was time, Elizabeth thought.
The thing snarled at her.
“Fuck you!” Elizabeth replied, staring at the monstrosity. She unzipped her pack, pulling out the bomb. It was eighteen inches long, cylindrical and shiny. She set it down, pushed a few buttons, crouched as she set the bomb.
Glancing back up, she looked at the thing. The blob of filth stared back. It couldn’t attack, it didn’t have the ability. Elizabeth pointed her MP5 at it, ready, just in case. She watched as the thing oozed, pulling itself into a crevice like a slug, fully aware of what was happening.
Elizabeth didn’t know how it knew, or how she knew the thing knew what was happening. Something overcame her, and she knew what was happening. The creature, the blob that was once Ahmed Massoud’s sister, was calling to them.
Not in words. No sounds.
It still called.
And the creatures answered her beckoning, turning and sprinting deep inside the cave.
“Come on in,” Elizabeth welcomed, her attention back to the bomb.
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Thompson and York fired. They were running low on ammo. They knew their time was up. Then, one of the creatures leapt from a mighty distance, landing in front of them. They hardly had time to react. The thing, male, was massive, red skinned with a wide mouth. He had a large head, massive hands. He seemed to smile. And it had a distinct scar running down its face.
Ahmed.
What once was a famous Mujahideen warrior stood in front of the two members of The Unit. With all its might, it swung its hand, crashing across the two men, dropping them to the ground.
York went out, his head hitting a rock, blood leaking out.
Thompson, dazed, looked up. His jaw was broken, his arm twisted. He tried to stand, but Ahmed was atop him. The creature smashed, bit, gouged at the Delta member, and in a violent struggle Thompson did his best. Having his rifle flung aside, the man pulled a knife, stabbing violently, only seeming to irritate the creature.
And in one final motion, Ahmed slashed his long nails across Thompson’s chest, ripping it open.
The creature then leaned down, teeth chomping, and feasted upon Thompson.
Dale Comstock saw the horror, saw his friend die, and raced in. Rage consumed him, and he would kill this thing or die trying.
As he ran forward, Rivers began to follow. After two steps he heard a muffled scream, Turning, he saw three of the younger ones, white skin, caked in blood. They were atop Svetlana, biting at her, tearing her apart.
“Oh my God!” Rivers shouted.
He rushed in. They were too close for him to fire. Instead, he took the butt of his AK-47, bashing one across the head, knocking it off. He did the same to the second, it, too, falling to the ground. The third beast raised its head up. Dripping from the creature’s mouth was the freshly bitten flesh of the beautiful Svetlana.
Rivers screamed, fired, exploding the monster’s chest wide open. He turned, emptying his magazine into the other two, ensuring their deaths.
Rivers reloaded, did a quick sweep, looking for more. Strangely, the beasts were running away, pulling past him as if not noticing his presence. Rivers looked down, kneeling, eyes wide.
“Svetlana…” he whispered.
She gurgled, spitting up blood. “Jeff.”
“It’s okay, darling. We’re going to get you out. It’s okay,” he lied.
But Svetlana was too far gone, taking her last breath, she looked up, staring into Jeff’s eyes, grateful for his image being the last she’d ever see. “Did we do it?” she asked. “Did we get them?”
“We did, darling. Now you hang in there.”
“Good,” Svetlana whispered.
Then, Svetlana took three last gasps.
She died with Rivers clutching her hand.
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Dale opened fire, pumping a fully loaded magazine into Ahmed’s chest. Blood spattered, and as Dale reloaded, the creature leapt away. It didn’t retreat, instead running to the side. It was not over for the creature yet.
Dale reloaded, then saw three more coming straight at him. He fired, killing the beasts with perfect head shots. Kneeling down, he touched Thompson’s dead body. A tear formed in his eye, but he accepted it quickly. He was a professional, and would mourn later. He turned to York. The man was alive, still breathing.
More came, and Dale stayed knelt over York, protecting the fallen man, killing more creatures. He saw, just as Rivers did, that the majority rushed off. Running farther into the cave. A few remained, perhaps out of loyalty to Ahmed, perhaps simple blood-lust. He fired, again and again until they were dead.
* * *
Rivers stood up, knowing he couldn’t do anything for the beautiful Svetlana. He swept his AK-47, killing two more. Searching, moving, he scanned the massive chamber. He saw Dale, the two fallen men. No sign of Clements or Jefferson, Rivers knew their fate.
Jeff Rivers’ eyes widened. The creature that once was Ahmed appeared from nowhere, back to Rivers, creeping up behind Dale. The creature’s massive claws reached for the man, holding out his long arms, stepping closer.
Rivers held his AK-47 up, taking aim.
He squeezed the trigger.
Nothing.
He was out of ammo.
“No!” Rivers shouted. He pulled the rifle from his shoulder, flinging it aside. He reached to his belt, pulling out a long knife and ran forward.
Rivers had a score to settle.

Dale was busy with the few remaining creatures, firing into a mass that attempted to exit the chamber, trying to flee. He killed as many as he could, satisfied they might have a chance.
Little did he know, Ahmed was behind him, raising his arm, beginning to swing his razor claws.

“Hey you son of a bitch!” Rivers shouted.
It was just enough. The creature that was once Ahmed turned, tilting his head, staring in disbelief at the human racing toward him. The creature glared, ready for a fight.
But Rivers was fast. Angry. Filled with rage. The two came together like two wild animals. Rivers stabbed and slashed. The creature did the same. They fought to the death, an epic battle of man versus monster.
In a fatal stroke, Rivers slashed across the creature’s wide throat, exposing it. Ahmed gurgled. Then, Rivers stabbed forward, pushing his blade deep into the beast’s eye.
The creature fell, violently shaking, gasping as its days of horror ended. What was once Ahmed soon took his last breath, ending over two decades of hell. Finding peace in the next life.
And Rivers looked down in triumph, staring at the dead beast, then looking down to his own bloody body. He dropped the knife, eyes looking up as Dale Comstock turned, staring in awe.
Rivers fell to the ground and all went dark.
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Elizabeth waited. She was patient as she heard the hoard approach. Closer and closer, she kept her eyes on the sole entrance, then back to the female thing that moved deeper into the rock.
Finally, moments later, the first band of creatures entered the chamber.
“Well, hello there,” she said with a smile.
* * *
Dale checked the chamber. There were none left. Only carnage, only death. He swung his rifle to the side, grabbing York by the shirt and dragging him. Moments later he reached Rivers. Delta One checked his pulse. Hollywood One — Jeff Rivers — was alive.
Barely.
“Let’s get the fuck out of here,” Dale exclaimed. The man pulled with all his might, dragging the two men as fast as he could. He moved them from the chamber, rounding a corner, heading back the way they came. With some anger and adrenaline and love for his men, Dale pulled the two safely to the long corridor that led up. The tunnel that led to their escape.
He jumped as something touched his shoulder. Turning to fight, Dale stopped in his tracks.
It was Reynolds.
“We gotta move,” the Marine said, reaching down and grabbing York, easing Dale’s burden.
“I’ve got to see about the rest. My team…” Dale began.
“No time. Elizabeth ordered us out.”
“Fuck that! They might still be alive.”
But Reynolds grabbed him, holding him back. “She’s here.”
“Say again?”
“Hotel Bravo — Elizabeth. She’s in the cave. She has a bomb. That’s why these things took off. They must… they must know there’s a threat. This is our chance.”
“But my team!”
“You’re under orders, Sergeant,” Reynolds said.
“What about Elizabeth?”
“Sergeant Comstock, I believe this was a one way trip for her. Now let’s move out.”
Reluctantly, Dale obeyed, grabbing Rivers and pulling him up the long incline. As fast as the two men could move, they pulled Delta Seven and Hollywood One from the cave.
* * *
The creatures filled the room, surrounding Elizabeth. She heard their screams, saw as they gathered around her for the feast. They chomped and snarled and bellowed and Elizabeth knew this was it. She had done this to save the love of her life — Jeff Rivers.
She had done this for her team.
She had done this because it needed to be done, and Elizabeth looked back to the melting creature, the one whom the creatures attempted to guard, and smiled.
“Well, it’s you and I now. You see, you might be a bitch, but I’m a Hot Bitch, and I have a surprise for you,” Elizabeth said.
The creature screamed out.
The others lunged forward.
And Elizabeth reached down, finger gently pushing a button. As she did, she looked at them saying, “Mission accomplished.”
And as the creatures pounced, the bomb counted down.
3…
2…
1.

117

Rivers woke for a moment. He had lost a lot of blood, could hardly see. To his surprise, the sun was rising. They were outside, in the valley, away from the cave.
He looked up, seeing Dale.
“What… what happened?” Rivers asked.
“We did it,” Dale said, his voice grim, serious. “Elizabeth saved us, Jeff. She saved us,” he repeated.
“What do you mean?” Rivers asked, not sure if he heard him correctly.
“She went in, Jeff. She set off a bomb. She saved our lives.”
“No!” Jeff screamed out, attempting to rise. But Colonel Reynolds rushed over, holding him down. Rivers was too weak to fight, falling back to the sand. “Elizabeth,” he shouted. “Where’s Elizabeth?”
“I don’t know,” Reynolds admitted. “We’ve lost transmission.”
“I must… I have to go get her.”
“You’ll do no such thing,” Reynolds commanded. And despite Rivers’ struggles, he was too weak. He glanced once more at the cave, now in the distance, and fell back into darkness.
Reynolds grabbed Rivers and York, heaving them up on his wide shoulders, and began moving them farther. The village was near, and soon he’d reach the other side of the canyon. He pushed hard, breathing heavy, taking this last chance and hoping the bomb had done its job.
Finally, after a few minutes, Reynolds gently put the two men back down. He was exhausted, needed a break. He was far enough away, and didn’t think there were any creatures near.
What remained of the team had escaped.
Breathing in deep breaths, he turned to Comstock, who had been covering their retreat.
But Dale wasn’t there.
Appalled, Reynolds scanned the valley.
Where was he?
He kept looking.
Where was Sergeant Comstock?
Finally, Reynolds saw a lone figure in the distance. As smoke flickered from the cave opening, the lone warrior moved up the trail, and Reynolds watched as Dale Comstock neared the cave once more.
Then, Colonel Reynolds heard a garbled sound, a final transmission…
“This is Delta One. I’m going back into the cave.”
Reynolds nodded his head, muttering to himself, “We never leave a man behind.”

“As I know combat, it is long periods of foreboding and solemn thoughts of home, punctuated by moments of stark terror.”
— Dale Comstock
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