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Prologue

 


Unnamed Town in the Anbar Province

 


Rex

We were seated so close to each other I
could practically feel the unnamed energy leaping from one brother
to the next. A couple of men checked the safety on their rifles.
Excited whispers broke the quiet. Bloodlust—the prospect of some
action—permeated the tiny truck, but it failed to disguise the
smell of the desert and the unmistakable stink of fear.

Even after months of deployment, I sweated
underneath my gear. Some men adapted, grew used to the sweltering
heat, but I never had.

Whether out in the open desert, or confined
inside the terracotta walls of a hundred nameless towns, I didn’t
feel safe. It was difficult to breathe with the phantom hands, like
an invisible noose which always seemed to clamp around my throat,
making it.

“Nervous?” Rider asked to my left.

“Nah. I can’t wait to get out of this
Godforsaken truck. Feels like we’ve been crammed together here for
hours,” I said through my teeth. If Rider saw right through me, he
didn’t point it out.

“It’s only been half an hour,” Josh said.
His boyfriend, Eli, touched his wrist and shook his head.

I leaned my head back against my
uncomfortable seat and closed my eyes. We were always stuck in
limbo, going through the same motions like well-trained monkeys.
I’ve stopped bothering applying logic to reality.

A thousand questions used to race through my
head, chasing each other in a never-ending circle, like the scrawny
beasts the locals pitted against each other in dogfights.

Why so much blind hatred, when all we did
was hand out supplies? Had we trapped ourselves in some version of
hell, having forgotten the reason we fought, that we breathed the
same air?

These days, I stopped asking questions. To
keep my sanity, I clung to a remembrance of home, to my shining
promise. Her. Shelly. The love of my life and soon-to-be Mrs. Rex
Chambers.

I flicked the button of my pocket open. I
thumbed the dog-eared photograph and imagined I’m there,
transported back to the perfect moment, a time when everything made
sense. I stood on the edge of the creek with Shelly, my arms around
her bare shoulders, smelling the scent of summer, her cologne, and
her shampoo while she giggled. I could vividly imagine what came
next.

I saw Shelly in my mind’s eye, breaking into
a run, laughing, her blue eyes twinkling with mischief. A few
minutes later, I come up behind her, tackling her into the grass.
On top of her now, she combs her fingers through my hair, before
pulling my face down on hers. A quiet plea on her lips, which I
wished I’d heeded. “Don’t leave, stay with me, baby.”

“When I come back, we’ll do the whole
white-picket fence package. House, dog, kids—the
works.” I had promised.

Heady with the scent of her perfume and my
own arousal, I unbutton the top of her mint-green summer dress.
Then I suckle each rose-colored nipple, before kissing my way down
her ribs, her belly. Finally, I part her thighs and put my mouth on
her soaking pussy.

Someone shoved at my shoulder.

“Rex, wake up. We’re here,” Rider hissed,
pulling me out of my daydream.

I was no longer holding Shelly’s warm soft
and freckled skin. Instead, I’m clutching at the cold kiss of the
rifle. I forced myself to stand, to follow Rider and the rest of my
brothers out of the truck. I was still dazed and lost within a
faraway dream, although the logical part of my mind screamed at me
to stay alert.

The dusty little town looked like a set
conjured out of a movie. It could have been a silent ghost town at
the edge of the world. The frightened faces peering back at us from
cubby holes and rough-hewn windows disproved the theory.

With the exception of Rider and I, some of
my brothers spread out in twos. The CO came up to my face. He
screamed obscenities and snapped at me to pay attention. Words came
out of his mouth, but none of them made sense until his mouth froze
and a spray of copper hit my face. His huge frame toppled over me
and I remembered to move before the shooter found a second easy
target.

“For fuck’s sake, Rex. Get cover!” Rider’s
shout was lost in the hail and thunder of gunfire.

I dropped to the ground, clutched at my
weapon, and began crawling on my belly. Bullets zipped over my
head. A civilian truck lay a few feet from me. Salvation. I
hastened my speed as my stomach knotted, and bile rose in my
throat. One ricocheting bullet tore a gash through my left calf.
Gritting my teeth, I ignored the pain and breathed a sigh of relief
once I got behind the truck.

My ears rang with the sounds of shouts and
the roar of bullets and curses. A garble of voices mingled into an
unidentifiable mess when an explosion blew up from the nearby
building to my left. For a second, my heart skipped a beat. I
stared at the building dumbly, before brick and mortar shattered to
a dozen pieces.

“Move, you fucking bastard!” Rider said from
somewhere.

I dragged myself out from the rain of stone,
nearly pissing myself. I screeched when a hand grasped one of my
biceps. Fingers on the trigger of my rifle, I swung the barrel,
nostrils flaring.

“Fuck, dude. It’s me.” Rider. There
were too many things to absorb. Insurgents poured out of
hidey-holes, toting rifles and grenades. Heads exploded and bodies
slid to the ground, but my gaze focused on the truck we came
in.

“Retreat. Back to the truck.”

Rider nodded curtly. “I need to find Josh
and Eli. Heroic bastards went deeper ahead. Start the engine.”

I pitched my voice louder, hoping it reached
my surviving brothers. “Retreat. Truck.” I broke into a run. My
fingers stopped shaking.

An insurgent darted out from an alley and
pointed an ancient shotgun. With adrenaline singing in my veins, I
went berserk, took aim, and he went down. I screamed, emptied out a
clip on more enemies, and replaced it with another.

Someone called for help. Military fatigues.
Blond hair, and a freckled face. A fallen brother I couldn’t leave
behind. Growling, I transferred my weapon to my other hand and
grabbed him.

“Get up, man I can’t carry you myself. Come
on, the truck’s not far.”

Bloody-faced and dirt-streaked, I recognized
him. Carter. His lips floundered open, and the same nightmare of
seeing another brother die happened, except more violent. His head
exploded into a red ruin of flesh and bone. My heart thudded as I
dropped him. I spotted the gunman to my far right, nestled in the
second floor of a nearby house. Done for, but another well-aimed
shot sent him flying backwards. Rider.

“Help me with him. He fucking refuses to
walk,” Rider said hoarsely.

He had dropped Josh to take care of the
sniper. I quickly grabbed Josh, checking him for injuries. He
slumped against me, and his gaze was alarmingly dead and numbed.
His tattered hand hung limp against his side. I winced. The arm was
good as gone, but at least he was still alive.

“I can’t see if he’s hit anywhere else. Is
that his blood or someone else?” Together, we dragged Josh to the
waiting truck. Thank fucking God no tires were hit.

“He’s going to lose a hand, but he’ll live
if we make it back to camp.” We sat Josh between us at the front. I
silently prayed as I started the ignition. I was relieved to hear
the purr of the engine.

“Where’s Eli?” I asked, already knowing the
answer.

“Died trying to save a couple of locals from
a falling building.”

From the side mirror, I saw more brothers
throwing themselves at the truck. One soldier fell face-first into
the dirt, shot in the back by a lucky gunner. Jesus, so few made
it. “There any more of us?”

More bullets hammered the sides of the
truck. People shouted as something heavy and covered was dragged
from one of the houses.

“Fuck, Rex. Drive!”

Slamming my foot to the pedal, I drove,
leaving a cloud of dirt and furious insurgents with our fallen
dead. More empty caskets to bring home. On the dashboard, the
wooden beads of a rosary looped over one of the handlebars. Its
clanking was a distracting sound. Miguel’s rosary, but I didn’t
know if Miguel made it. Focus Rex. Get everyone back to base.
Back home.

Soon the dirt road leaving town would end,
and the sand would rise all around us. I checked the gas.

“Just enough to get us home.” Keeping one
hand on the wheel, I pulled out Shelly’s picture. I kissed it for
luck, before tucking it back safely.

“Yeah, fuck. That was close.” Rider fumbled
for a cigarette stick and a lighter he kept in his pocket. Josh was
silent and stared at nothing.

I was about to remind Rider to bind Josh’s
bleeding arm when I saw the figures dart out ahead of us, all of
them toting more guns.

“Duck!” I yelled. Bullets hammered the front
of the truck. Glass windows shattered. One of the tires gave way
underneath, and I lost control of the wheel. The truck lurched
sideways, and from there, everything went downhill to hell.
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