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To Ryan Kinch. Though I may not have known you personally, you will never be forgotten. This one is for you.
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“Look at her,” Boseman said as he proudly held up the picture of his daughter he hadn’t met yet. “Isn’t she beautiful?”

“Good thing she looks like her momma,” Kirkson drawled in his Mississippi twang as he kept both hands on the wheel and his eyes on the dusty road ahead. We hit a bump and it damn near rattled our teeth loose.

“That ain’t no lie,” Boseman admitted with a goodhearted chuckle once we settled. My dog, Bronze, ignored us as he kept a keen eye on our surroundings. Thankfully, this was cleared as a safe route.

Or so we thought.

An explosion went off several vehicles up and everyone swerved off the road to avoid hitting the crew in front of them.

“Goddamn it!” Edwards cursed when gunfire exploded from the hilltop to the west and everyone scrambled out of the JLTV. The way we stopped left us at an angle with only slight coverage.

The pinging of bullets hitting metal mixed with the voices of my team as everyone dove for cover. Right when I was rounding the safer side of the vehicle, I thought a goddamn truck rammed my side. My hip hurt like a motherfucker and my leg went out from under me. Like a ton of bricks, I hit the ground.

It was a nightmare as Bronze helped drag me the rest of the way around the vehicle. He was a damn smart dog.

Jesus. Three were down that I could see. Kirkson, Boseman, and Edwards, from what I could tell but with all the dust in the air it was hard to make out much. Fuck, where was Brody?

“Brody!” I shouted in a hoarse voice.

Leaning against the side of the JLTV tire, I winced and tried to keep myself from hyperventilating. Fuck, my hip and leg hurt like a bitch. A quick look down confirmed my fears. Grabbing both sides of the hole in my pants, I ripped it open to see what I was working with. There didn’t seem to be an exit wound on my thigh, but I couldn’t see my hip to assess the damage.

“O.W.! Fuck, I’m hit. I’m hit! Oh, Jesus, O.W.,” I heard Brody call out to me but I couldn’t tell which direction it was coming from.

“Brody! Stay down! Where are you?” I shouted to be heard over the chaos, not that I would be much help because I couldn’t fucking move. Fumbling with the packaging, I tried to get the pressure dressing free to cover the wound that had blood soaking my pants. Doing the best I could, I jammed the dressing on the entry hole. Gritting my teeth, I roared briefly at the pain, then wrapped the fabric strips around and tied it tight. After that, I prayed.

“Brody!” I called out because he hadn’t answered me. Sweat ran in my eyes, leaving behind a sting and worse vision. Gunfire surrounded us but I wasn’t even sure who was shooting.

The second we realized we were being ambushed, we had called in for some kind of back up. The problem was, we had no idea who might be close enough. From the sounds of things, we were running out of time.

“Brody!” I screamed again, but there was no reply. “Fuck! Fuck, no, fuck!”

More yelling, more gunfire, and all I could do was hold my rifle and hope I got off a shot before anyone that wasn’t friendly came around either side of the vehicle. Usually, I was good. Better than good. But usually I didn’t have a couple of bullet holes in me.

A man came into sight and my rifle was on him. In the split second I used to assess if he was friend or foe, I was processing the gun he pointed at me. I pulled the trigger and he dropped. The recoil of my rifle threw me back and I knew I must be weakening.

Foreign voices could be heard in the distance and I had to fight down the panic. Bronze’s ears perked up and he looked at me.

“I know, buddy,” I groaned as shit began to spin and I finally fell over. Shaking it off as best I could, I pushed up to my elbows and tried to ignore the agony that was quickly enveloping me. Still, I was fading fast. My head hung.

No matter the fact that we always knew there was a chance we might not make it home, I never thought it would be me—nor my friends. Sure, the fear was there, but I was young and bulletproof, right?

Obviously not.

I laughed humorlessly and my face hit the dirt.

Knowing the enemy was closing in, all I could do was lay there with a mouth full of dusty earth.

Then I heard a growl and tried to tell Bronze to take cover under the vehicle. Instead, I began to slowly slide across the rough ground. Jesus Christ—Bronze was dragging me under the vehicle. In the process, my weapon started to pull from my fingers, but I tightened my grasp. Once I was mostly under the JLTV, Bronze rushed out growling, snarling, and barking.

I heard the shot at the same time Bronze yelped and fell back. “Noooooo!” I cried, uncaring that I was a sitting duck.

With zero finesse and less precision, I aimed and pulled the trigger. The person who had shot my dog dropped to his knees and I shot him again. That time, he fell flat and stared at me with lifeless eyes.

“Bronze!” I called to him, ignoring the tears that ran down my face and into the ground. “Come!”

His head lifted and I experienced a second’s elation.

“Come, Bronze,” I cajoled and brave boy that he was, he crawled on his belly to lay up against my chest. Fingers filthy with dirt and dried blood, I buried them in his thick pelt and held him. He whined and panted as he stared at me. Unable to so much as see where he was shot, I experienced painful helplessness.

The unmistakable sound of an Apache helicopter drew closer and I began to have hope. It fired several times before I heard another one approach. The fucking cavalry had finally arrived. I’d never been happier to have the goddamn Army rescue us.

“Hold on, boy. They’re coming,” I promised in a weak whisper.

There were several more bursts of gunfire from both the ground and in the air.

Except they were too late.

By the time the dust settled, and the corpsman made it back to us, I was the only survivor from from my vehicle. The entire convoy took heavy casualties that day, but my team was hit the hardest.

“Sergeant, we’re gonna get you loaded up,” the corpsman said as he finished with the last of my field dressings. By then I was half delirious.

“My dog,” I whispered. “Sergeant Bronze. Under the truck. Get my dog.”

His brow furrowed under his Kevlar and he glanced to the other Marines preparing to load me into a Blackhawk. The look in their eyes told me all I needed to know.

It was about then that I blacked out.
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“Popular  Monster”—Falling  In  Reverse

 

The dark water below swirled and churned, much like the thoughts in my head. Dark, frothy, and dangerous. Fingers clutched to the railing, I closed my eyes. The decision made, I let out a deep breath. After feeling like my brain wouldn’t shut off for the last three years, I finally had a moment of peace. Funny how the decision to end my life was what it took to settle quietude in my heart and mind.

One booted foot hit the railing.

The cluster of dog tags clenched tightly in my fist, released and hit the ground with a tinny clink.

One for me, and one for each of my team that lost their lives that awful night that’s been burned in my subconscious. The same night that loves to sneak out to play when I’m alone, or trying to sleep. Always lurking, never giving me peace.

A deep breath, let it out slow, squeeze the trigger. It should be as easy as firing my rifle, right? Just do it.

Just jump. Freefall into oblivion.

Less messy for whoever finds me.

The second my other boot lifted from the ground a faint sound of shouting sifted through the fog in my head. Except I ignored it, focused on my mission.

Until my rising leg was jerked down causing me to lose my balance and drop back to the surface of the bridge. Confused, I looked down.

A red dog was growling and
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