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                       WAR FOR EARTH 


                                                          By Lum Arifi 









​Northeastern Afghanistan 

Winter 

The mountain did not belong to anyone. 

Not to the shepherd who crossed its frozen slopes every spring. 

Not to the Soviet soldiers who had blasted tunnels into its granite during a forgotten war. 

Not to the Taliban fighters who later abandoned those tunnels without explanation. 

The mountain had been here long before nations. 

Long before borders. 

Long before history found words to describe fear. 

For twelve thousand years, it had kept a promise. 

Tonight, that promise was breaking. 

The old shepherd stopped walking. 

His flock continued another twenty yards before realizing he was no longer behind them. 

The wind disappeared. 

That was what frightened him first. 

These mountains never became silent. 

There was always wind. 

Always. 

He looked toward the eastern ridge. 

The snow was untouched. 

No wolves. 

No men. 

No movement. 

​Yet something felt wrong. 

His horse refused to move. 

The animal lowered its head, ears pinned back, breathing hard through flared nostrils. 

"What is it?" the old man whispered. 

The horse answered by taking three steps backward. 

Then another. 

The shepherd frowned. 

He had crossed this pass for forty years. 

Nothing frightened mountain horses. 

Not storms. 

Not bears. 

Not gunfire. 

But now the animal trembled so violently that its saddle creaked. 

A dull vibration passed beneath his boots. 

So faint he almost imagined it. 

Then it came again. 

Not from above. 

From below. 

The earth itself seemed to breathe. 

He knelt and placed one hand on the frozen ground. 

The vibration returned. 

Slow. 

Rhythmic. 

​Like the heartbeat of something impossibly large. 

His mouth went dry. 

The stories. 

His grandfather had warned him never to camp in these mountains. 

Never dig. 

Never enter the old caves. 

"Some doors," the old man used to say, "were never meant to be opened." 

As a child, he had laughed. 

Now, at seventy-three, he found himself remembering every word. 

The mountain groaned. 

Snow drifted from the cliffs. 

Somewhere high above, a raven burst from a ledge and flew west. 

Then another. 

Within seconds the sky filled with hundreds of birds. 

All flying away. 

The shepherd had never seen that before. 

The vibration became stronger. 

Pebbles danced across the ice. 

A crack echoed through the valley. 

Not sharp like breaking rock. 

Deep. 

Ancient. 

As if an enormous stone door had shifted somewhere inside the mountain. 

​The horse screamed. 

It bolted downhill, dragging its reins through the snow. 

The sheep scattered in every direction. 

The old shepherd remained where he stood. 

He couldn't move. 

Another sound rose from beneath the earth. 

Not thunder. 

Not machinery. 

Something else. 

A long, low exhale. 

The kind made by lungs filling after a very long sleep. 

Then... 

Silence. 

The mountain became still again. 

So still that he questioned everything he had just witnessed. 

He told himself it had been an earthquake. 

Nothing more. 

He took one cautious step toward the ridge. 

The snow beneath his boot collapsed. 

A narrow fissure opened in the ground. 

Only a few inches wide. 

Darkness stared back at him. 

Cold air poured from the crack. 

​Air that smelled of wet stone... 

Iron... 

And something older. 

He leaned closer. 

Far below, almost too deep to see... 

A single blue light opened. 

It did not flicker. 

It did not move. 

It simply looked back. 

The shepherd froze. 

Every instinct he possessed screamed at him to run. 

Instead, he whispered the only prayer he could remember. 

The blue light blinked once. 

Then another appeared beside it. 

Then another. 

And another. 

Hundreds. 

The old man stumbled backward. 

His heel caught a rock. 

He fell hard into the snow. 

The mountain shook with sudden violence. 

The crack snapped shut. 

Everything stopped. 

​No lights. 

No sound. 

Only his own ragged breathing. 

He remained there for several minutes before finding the strength to stand. 

When he finally reached the nearest village after sunset, his face was white with fear. 

He tried to tell them what he had seen. 

Most smiled politely. 

Some laughed. 

One elderly woman did not. 

She listened without interrupting. 

When he finished, she quietly closed the shutters of her house. 

"What is it?" he asked. 

She looked toward the mountains. 

"The prison has begun to wake." 

Outside, somewhere beyond the last houses, the mountain watched in silence. 


CHAPTER ONE 

Bagram Air Base, Afghanistan 

Three days later. 

The briefing room smelled of burnt coffee and dust. 

A projector hummed softly at the front of the room while a dozen soldiers settled into their seats. 

Some joked quietly. Others stared at their phones. Most had already completed multiple tours in Afghanistan and had learned that "urgent briefings" usually meant another week chasing ghosts through mountains. 

​Staff Sergeant Ethan Cross sat in the last row, boots stretched beneath the chair in front of him. 

He hadn't slept much. 

The nightmares had returned. 

Not memories of combat. Those had faded years ago. 

These were different. 

Dark tunnels. 

Cold stone. 

The feeling that someone was standing behind him, just beyond sight. 

He rubbed his eyes as Colonel David Mercer walked into the room carrying a worn manila folder. 

No introductions. 

No small talk. 

Mercer dropped the folder on the table. 

"We lost contact with a geological survey team seventy-two hours ago." 

The room grew quiet. 

A satellite image appeared on the screen. 

Jagged mountains. 

Snow-covered ridges. 

Nothing unusual. 

"They were contracted by the Ministry of Mines to examine abandoned Soviet tunnels near the Wakhan Corridor." 

Mercer pressed another key. 

The next image showed six smiling civilians standing beside two white pickup trucks. 

Engineers. 

​Geologists. 

A translator. 

Their local guide. 

"None of them came back." 

Someone in the front row shrugged. 

"So?" 

Mercer looked directly at him. 

"So neither did the rescue team." 

Silence. 

The projector clicked again. 

This time the image showed twisted metal scattered across a valley. 

One of the trucks had been crushed as though stepped on by something unimaginably heavy. 

There were no burn marks. 

No crater. 

No evidence of explosives. 

Only bent steel. 

Mercer let the image linger. 

"The Afghan Army believes it was a landslide." 

He paused. 

"Our analysts disagree." 

Cross leaned forward. 

"What do they think happened?" 

Mercer didn't answer immediately. 

​Instead, he opened the manila folder and removed several aerial photographs. 

He placed them face down on the table. 

"When Predator Nine flew over the valley yesterday morning, it captured something." 

He flipped over the first photograph. 

A line of enormous footprints crossed the snow. 

No one spoke. 

Each impression was nearly three meters long. 

Perfectly shaped. 

Human. 

But impossibly large. 

Someone laughed nervously. 

"Fake." 

Mercer slid another photograph across the table. 

The footprints continued for nearly two kilometers before disappearing into the side of a mountain. 

No avalanche. 

No cave entrance. 

They simply... 

...ended. 

Cross studied the image. 

"If this is some kind of intelligence exercise—" 

"It isn't." 

Mercer interrupted him. 

"The photographs have been examined by three independent laboratories." 

​Another soldier raised a hand. 

"Could it be erosion?" 

Mercer shook his head. 

"They're compressions." 

"Meaning?" 

"Something walked there." 

The room fell silent again. 

Cross looked around. 

No one believed it. 

Neither did he. 

Yet no one could explain the photographs. 

Mercer closed the folder. 

"I don't care what made those tracks." 

His voice hardened. 

"I care about finding six American civilians." 

He looked directly at Cross. 

"Your team deploys at first light." 


Two Hours Later 

Cross found Captain Sarah Mitchell outside the operations building, leaning against a concrete barrier with a cigarette she had no intention of smoking. 

She rolled it between her fingers instead. 

"You've seen the pictures before, haven't you?" 

He didn't answer. 

​She smiled faintly. 

"I knew it." 

Cross looked toward the runway where transport aircraft disappeared into the afternoon haze. 

"My father hunted elk in Montana." 

Sarah waited. 

"He showed me tracks once. Said footprints tell you everything." 

"And?" 

Cross looked back at her. 

"Those things in the snow..." 

He hesitated. 

"They looked wrong." 

"Wrong how?" 

"They were too perfect." 

Sarah frowned. 

"Meaning?" 

"Real tracks sink differently." 

He drew a shape in the dust with his boot. 

"They shift. Slide. Twist." 

He looked at her. 

"Those looked like whatever made them weighed thousands of pounds..." 

"...and walked as if gravity barely mattered." 

For the first time since the briefing, Sarah's confidence cracked. 

Neither of them noticed the elderly Afghan janitor sweeping the walkway nearby. 

​He had paused the moment he heard them mention the footprints. 

Without looking up, he spoke quietly in broken English. 

"The mountain has begun remembering." 

Cross turned. 

"What did you say?" 

The old man rested both hands on the broom. 

"My grandfather told stories." 

Sarah exchanged a glance with Cross. 

"What kind of stories?" 

The janitor's eyes drifted toward the eastern horizon. 

"The stories everyone stopped believing." 

A transport jet roared overhead, drowning out the last of his words. 

When the noise faded, he was already walking away. 

Neither soldier noticed the fear in his face. 

Nor did they see him stop beside the perimeter fence. 

He removed a small stone pendant from beneath his shirt. 

Kissed it. 

And whispered a prayer toward the distant mountains. 

Far to the northeast... 

Nearly four hundred kilometers away... 

Something deep beneath the Hindu Kush opened its eyes. 

For the first time in twelve thousand years. 

It heard footsteps above. 

​CHAPTER TWO 

The Chinook cut through the mountains like a dark insect against an ocean of white. 

Inside, the steady vibration of the engines had become background noise. No one spoke for several minutes. 

Staff Sergeant Ethan Cross watched the mountains slide beneath them. 

Afghanistan always looked peaceful from above. 

It lied beautifully. 

Captain Sarah Mitchell walked over and sat beside him, tightening the straps on her helmet. 

"You've been staring out that window since takeoff." 

"I like knowing what's trying to kill me." 

She smiled. 

"That narrows it down to... everything." 

He looked at her. 

"You ever notice how quiet experienced soldiers become?" 

"What do you mean?" 

"The new guys tell stories." 

"The veterans just watch." 

Sarah leaned her head against the aluminum wall. 

"My father used to say that." 

Cross looked surprised. 

"He was Army?" 

"Marine." 

She smiled softly. 

​"He survived Beirut." 

A moment passed. 

"He never talked about it." 

Cross nodded. 

"My grandfather was Vietnam." 

"Same." 

"When I was a kid, I thought heroes came home and told stories." 

"And?" 

"They don't." 

"No." 

"They mow the lawn." 

Sarah laughed quietly. 

"They fix the sink." 

"They stare at thunderstorms." 

"They wake up at three in the morning because the house creaks." 

Neither of them spoke after that. 

There was nothing left to add. 


Across the cabin, Sergeant Luis Ramirez was losing a card game to Corporal Owen Briggs. 

"You cheat." 

"I calculate." 

"You count cards." 

"I observe patterns." 

​"That's cheating." 

Briggs grinned. 

"It isn't my fault you're predictable." 

Ramirez shook his head. 

"If we survive this mission, I'm never gambling with you again." 

"If?" 

Ramirez shrugged. 

"You saw those footprints." 

Briggs dealt another card. 

"I saw photographs." 

"You think somebody made them?" 

"I think somebody wants us looking in the wrong direction." 

Ramirez frowned. 

"For what?" 

Briggs looked out the window. 

"That's the question." 


Near the cockpit, Staff Sergeant Marcus Doyle sat quietly cleaning his rifle. 

He had barely spoken since boarding. 

Cross walked over. 

"You good?" 

Doyle didn't stop working. 

"My wife called before we left." 

​"Everything okay?" 

"Our daughter starts kindergarten Monday." 

Cross smiled. 

"How's she doing?" 

"Terrified." 

"They all are." 

"She asked if monsters are real." 

Cross rested against the wall. 

"What'd you tell her?" 

Doyle finally looked up. 

"I said monsters only live in stories." 

A silence settled between them. 

Then Doyle smiled. 

"I probably shouldn't have looked at those satellite pictures." 

Cross laughed. 

"You think?" 


The cockpit door opened. 

Chief Warrant Officer Ben Keller stepped into the cabin. 

His expression wasn't encouraging. 

"We've got something." 

Cross stood. 

"What kind of something?" 

​Keller held up a tablet. 

"Our weather radar just died." 

"So?" 

"It died because there's nothing there." 

Cross frowned. 

"What does that mean?" 

"The radar keeps detecting a storm." 

"But visually..." 

He pointed through the window. 

"...clear skies." 

Sarah joined them. 

"You saying the radar sees something we don't?" 

Keller nodded slowly. 

"For the last twenty minutes." 


The pilot's voice echoed over the intercom. 

"Five minutes to objective." 

Everyone immediately shifted into mission mode. 

Cards disappeared. 

Helmets went on. 

Weapons were checked. 

Magazine taps. 

Safety checks. 

​Muscle memory. 

Cross walked down the cabin. 

"Listen up." 

Every face turned toward him. 

"We're looking for civilians." 

"We're not looking for ghosts." 

A few smiles. 

"If somebody's alive, we bring them home." 

"If they're dead..." 

He paused. 

"...we bring them home anyway." 

No speeches. 

No dramatic promises. 

Just a simple understanding. 

Nobody gets left behind. 


The helicopter descended into a narrow valley. 

Snow whipped past the windows. 

The mountains now rose almost vertically on both sides. 

Towering walls of black granite. 

Beautiful. 

Oppressive. 

Ramirez looked outside. 

​"I don't like this." 

Cross followed his gaze. 

"What?" 

"The valley." 

"It feels..." 

He searched for the word. 

"...too straight." 

Briggs looked up from the GPS. 

"What do you mean?" 

Ramirez pointed. 

"Nature doesn't usually make perfect lines." 

Everyone looked. 

He was right. 

The valley walls were almost perfectly parallel. 

Like they had been carved. 

Not by rivers. 

By something else. 

Something enormous. 

Sarah adjusted her binoculars. 

"Those cliffs..." 

"What about them?" 

"They're not cliffs." 

She focused again. 

​"They're walls." 

Cross frowned. 

"Walls?" 

"They've weathered so much they look natural now." 

She lowered the binoculars. 

"But somebody built them." 

No one answered. 

The implication hung in the air. 

Built... 






























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































