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Search and Destroy
By Richard Beauchamp

	 

	Their eyes were all haunted. I could see it plainly on their stone faces as the swift boat ferried us up the Mekong, away from that terrible place, where I saw men, women, and children become something unspeakable. Not even the occasional pang of a ricochet from the VC as they took potshots at us from the bank could stir my men from their internal traumas. I knew they were still back at Qui Nang, still trying to replay exactly what happened. Trying to understand exactly what had caused them to snap like that. I was right there with them, replaying and ruminating the horrible night in my head. But I was the platoon leader. I had to show some semblance of integrity and sanity. Yet I could think of nothing to say.

	It’s been three weeks since the massacre, the ones the newspapers got ahold of and ripped us apart for. It’s been one week since the other massacre, the one that’s currently being spun off by the media as an ambush on a firebase. An ambush where not a single shot was fired, but twenty men, those same men whose granite faces and broken souls I looked into on that fateful day, were killed in their sleep. I am the only witness to that night, I am the only one that saw what became of those men, which is why I am writing this. Soon, I will have to give a sworn deposition to the events that transpired as I saw them. My sanity and service to this country will fall under great speculation. I will be raked through the coals, as will the legacy of the men I led. I honestly do not know if I can get up on the stand and recall those strange and horrifying events without losing my composure.

	So instead, I am here, in my lieutenant’s quarters, a glorified tent, at firebase bravo, under supervised watch by three privates until the airfield just north of us is cleared, so that I may be flown back home to stand trial. They say that in three days, the VC should be driven out, but I am not so sure I will survive that long. It seems great, esoteric forces are at work here, with death actively hunting me, seeking me out. The question now is whether dying in this jungle would be more of a mercy than returning home, to a land that has betrayed and forsaken me.

	Let it be known that everything written here is the honest and coherent testimony of lieutenant Arnold Mattias, 102nd strike team division. Written on November 7th, 1969.

	 

	***

	 

	My men and I were part of the many elite covert ops units sent out into the deepest, most unforgiving parts of South Vietnam to conduct search and destroy missions on hidden Vietcong encampments. All of the men in my company were seasoned, at least six or seven raids under all their belts, body counts for each one going up in the dozens. We were an old platoon, with a new route. After the Tet offensive, everything changed, and there was a new, fervent push by Westmoreland and the other orchestrators to “break the enemies’ resolve.” Which is where we came in.

	By the time we reached Qui Nang, we were exhausted, men operating on hair-trigger nerves, many of them either high or coming down from the momentary bliss of opium, which was cheap and in plentiful supply along our patrol routes. It was a three-day, rain-soaked hell march through some of the thickest jungles I’d ever encountered in this campaign. It was the height of monsoon season, and we were all soaking wet from the time we got off the boat and into the woods. We had gotten lost, our intel bad, and on top of it, we had land mines to look out for, somehow without a sweeper. We were not in any shape to do patrols, but we didn’t have any choice. Brass wanted intel that would lead to the vast destruction of enemy matériel and a much bigger body count, no matter the cost. Which is why when we entered the small, isolated village, where we encountered the hysterical woman ranting about nonsense. We were all immediately on guard, paranoid, our judgment ill from days in the bush without rest.

	My interpreter, a south Vietnamese soldier named Lu Hong, listened raptly to the frightened woman as she rambled on, while the twenty or so dog-tired husks of men and I scanned the small village with shrewd, tired eyes, looking for any and all signs of VC occupation or activity. Villagers peeked their heads out to look at these strange, pale, wraith-like men in fear and confusion, as the few children caught playing in the rain were immediately yanked back into their homes and hushed firmly. It was clear they didn’t want us here, and the feeling was mutual. But we had a job to do, and I was going to do it to the best of my abilities.

	“She says… she says that there is no Vietcong occupation here, but that, well… there’s something else. Something about a VC general who is part of some kind of… sect religion. I am not even sure what exact word to use. This general sent a shaman down and placed a curse on the village. They do not have the manpower to occupy all the far eastern villages. She says there are spirits in the trees, put there by the shaman as sentries, watching us as we speak. The land here is cursed, the spirits are part of it. Any sign of betrayal by the villagers and the shaman’s curse will kill everyone. Something about… demons? Or monsters. She’s begging us to leave, lieutenant. She says our presence here upsets them greatly… The demon spirits, I mean,” Lu said quietly, not wanting the other soldiers to overhear. I vividly remembered my reaction, how I laughed out loud, a horrible, unhinged sound. I couldn’t believe it.

	“You gotta be fuckin’ kidding me. I thought I had heard it all until now.” I announced and then instructed Lu to go through the usual “flip script,” in my naivete. I thought perhaps the old methods of persuasion would work up in this high, forbidding place, where the pervasive onslaught of modern Westernism was staunchly kept at bay.

	 

	***

	 

	My usual area of operations for most of the campaign was down south, toward Saigon, where the people were more modernized and sympathetic to the US occupation. There, things were easier. It was clear when a village had VC in it, or that the VC was vetting the area for operations. Villagers were scared, timid. But they still believed we would beat back their enemies and help them. Usually plying the village elders with promises of food security and constant patrols to keep them safe was enough for one of them to point a gnarled finger or flip up a trapdoor or point on a map. It also didn’t hurt that the VC down there were clumsy, uncoordinated new recruits who had not quite perfected the “shoot and poof” guerrilla tactics that would later plague us like locusts. A quick call and a few napalm baths later, a contested area would be secured, body count taken, be back to base before sundown for filet mignon and half-melted M&Ms.

	It was very different in Qui Nang province however, our insertion point ten miles east of the Cambodian border, our patrol route some hundred miles from the nearest firebase. We were way out in the bush, the farthest up the Mekong any S&D teams ever dared venture. Our goal was to sniff out one of the main transport hubs along the Ho Chi Minh trail and paint those sites for bombers to come in, as the generals were eager to finally shut down at least one of the routes. Unlike in the southern regions, where the civilians learned to trust us, up here in the mountainous villages, in the enemy’s backyard, the white men in green uniforms were usually a harbinger of death. The rules were different in this part of the country, where the VC had many loyal followers. Trying to identify friend from foe up here was very hard because traitors were dealt with very, very harshly. So, when the flip script didn’t work, I had to improvise, to strategize, which, given my fatigued and nearly delirious mind, was not easy.

	Although I had achieved my rank as lieutenant through sheer integrity, wit, and seeing through the red in times of chaos, I am only a man, and as such I am not infallible, and my decisions are not always the correct ones. All I knew at that moment was that my men and I were walking corpses, dead tired. We had stayed in the bush for three days, sleep a foreign concept as we blundered our way through the hostile hillside, through unforgiving terrain and flooded marshes, operating on sheer faith that we didn’t walk right into an ambush or VC nest. Although drug use is totally forbidden in the US army and I myself have never touched the stuff, I did not reprimand the soldiers I saw puffing on the cannabis and opium joints. It was pure misery and hell I was asking those boys to go through, with none of the usual back-up or support we were used to, and I wasn’t going to take away the small escapes the narcotics granted them.

	By the time we reached Qui Nang, it was approaching dark. I had to have a report wired through the radio in 48 hours confirming our position if we wanted to be able to call in airstrikes or have any kind of air support. I had to get my men out of the elements soon. They were tough as premium leather, but every mortal man has a breaking point, and rain, heat, hordes of biting insects, and the constant threat of death can make cracks appear in the hardiest of men. It looked like we were going to have to set up shop in the village, which I was sure no one, including my own men, wanted. I ordered three teams to sweep the area, checking huts and nearby crops for any sign of insurgent activity and for a possible place to set up a temporary camp. I had Lu go around canvassing the village for signs of a hierarchy, a village elder we could bargain with. But it soon became apparent that no one was going to talk, or trade.

	 

	***

	 

	After a tense four hours of reconnaissance and exploring, Mayberry, our medic, a wiry Bostonian with nerves of steel and ginger complexion, reported to me about the farmhouse. I was situated underneath one of the abandoned squatters’ huts on the outer limits of the village, doing my best to stay dry and make myself scarce with Mercer and Ashton, two of my most trusted infantrymen posted with me for security detail. He said there was a large hut down the hill, a half-click east of the village.

	“I think there’s a place for us to dig in at, sir. It’s a storage hut or something, about the size of one of the mobile mess halls. And it’s filled with enough rice to feed a fuckin army… and it’s got some kind of weird symbols and shit on it… sir.” I remember him saying, and it got a laugh out of everyone, the way he said it, no one knowing just how literal he was being. In fact, that was one of the last things he told me. Although none of those men deserved to die, David Mayberry was a damn saint compared to some of those men. He never blew off steam in the miscreant ways some of the other privates did. He didn’t reduce the enemy to numbers or mistreat the prisoners we took. He always wore his cross and prayed every morning before slops. He didn’t get the privilege of dying quickly in his sleep as the others did a week later. The hut was definitely some kind of grain storage facility, with enough rice to feed an actual platoon. This immediately sent up red flags in my mind, as all the huts we cleared appeared rather well stocked for such an isolated mountain village, which told me they were supplying VC troops with food. Those damn symbols too... Christ. What appeared to be some kind of triangular mandala was painted all over the interior of the place in a dark, red fluid that dried to a hard crust. While I inspected the symbol, a few of the men, who appeared especially shaken, had reported to me that they had seen that same sigil marked on all of the villagers they came across. About the size of a silver dollar and burned into the flesh at the nape of their neck. The villagers corroborated with the woman’s story of a crazed rebel shaman who had placed this land under some kind of spell or curse. If this was a ploy or a distraction, then they sure as hell went the extra mile in theatrics.

	As we began to move into the hut, setting out tarps and a few of the field tents for us to dry off in, a woman came running down the hillside, screaming and crying, running through the rain and slipping down the muddy slope. Mercer and Ashton immediately brought up the barrels of their M16s, tracking her.

	“Sir?” Mercer asked, asking permission to neutralize.

	“Stand down, she’s nearly naked and her hands are empty. If she’s got grenades, I don’t see them,” I said quickly, not wanting to escalate things.

	The woman, who looked to be in her late forties, was suddenly right there, screaming at us, shoving us. She was naked from the waist down, her legs sporting bloody gashes that looked like claw marks, the ragged remnants of a robe or shawl hanging from her body. I barked at Lu to come up and ask what she was yelling about. He tried to calm her down, but there was no reprieve from her state of abject terror. Lu listened, confusion and concern growing on his face. Finally, I stepped in and demanded a translation. Two men restrained the woman while I conversed with Lu.

	“She says you have to leave now. Her son has already transformed and tried to kill her, and if we don’t leave now, the rest of the village is going to turn and they will all—” but he was cut off as a commotion went on behind him. I walked past him and saw that the two men had let go of the woman. She had stopped yelling and instead collapsed to the ground, her body contorting and twitching. She rolled around in the mud, grunting and convulsing. She voided her bowels as her body began to slowly change, I could hear her bones breaking and grinding over the dull roar of the rain as we watched. Her head elongated to strange dimensions, her arms growing longer, her fingers lengthening and sporting claws. We all watched silently, horrified, stunned at the sight unfolding before us.

	That was when she got on her hands and knees with catlike quickness and looked around with eyes that were pure white. Her mouth grew large and deformed, a long jaw that hung down, showing jagged, crooked teeth and a yellow tongue.

	“Sir?” Mercer said again, his finger poised on the trigger of his rifle, a tremor in his voice. But before he could get off a shot, she lunged at Mayberry, who was standing the closest, watching with horror and fascination as she transformed. She plunged her clawed hands into his stomach, and I could still hear the sound of his guts slapping against the mud. Mercer fired, but then his M16 jammed because that’s what M16s did exactly when you needed them the most. But his one stray shot broke our subdued awe, and in a split second, there came four quick bursts from four different guns, the goblin that was once a woman collapsing against Mayberry. She had been straddling the medic, her head buried in his throat when they unloaded on her. We pried her off him, and I saw that he was gone, Mayberry’s throat a ragged gash, and the purple and pink ropes of his plumbing splayed out in the mud, his eyes staring blankly up at the heavy wet clouds. I didn’t even have time to mourn his death. As we soon heard bestial ululations coming from the village above, the first wave of them began charging down at us.

	 

	***

	 

	It all happened with chaotic speed as if time had been sped up and the gates of hell had decided to open in that humble little piece of Vietnam. They came in droves, some running upright, others clambering on all fours in animal-like locomotion, their deformed and clawed hands digging up clods of mud as they ran. All of them screamed in a high-pitched caterwauling that sounded like wolves howling through a concert PA system, like hell’s own choir. Before I could give the order to open fire, my men, who had endured far more than any mortal man should have to, and who were only operating on sheer instinct, began lighting them up. The horde ran full charge, oblivious of the bullets that whistled past them. Their eyes shone like a cat’s in the lights of the darting flashlights, their eyes nothing but white. Many had shed their clothes as their bodies transformed and their limbs rearranged into corrupt anatomy, and I was afforded horribly vivid glances at those abominations as they jittered and twitched, holes opening up in their bodies as my men mowed them down without prejudice.

	Someone—I think it may have been Mercer—tossed a couple of frag grenades out. We had been bundled tightly into the hut, creating a solid firing line just like a formation out of the civil war. Those in the front turned and shielded their faces from the blasts as organs, blood, and mud splashed back at us. A few of the monsters managed to take advantage of that momentary respite of rifle fire and break into the front line. I don’t recall which of the men it was, but I saw two of them take their Ka-Bars out and began grappling with the creatures, trying to get a blow in where they could. I heard a few screams from my men as teeth and claws met American flesh.

	As I said, time had seemed to warp as the creatures kept coming down the hill, but I will hazard to estimate that a space of perhaps five minutes went by before the last ones were killed. Bodies littered the hillside, a torrent of rain-deluded blood came washing down to us, the overwhelming smell of gore, human feces, and gun smoke hanging in the air. For a much longer time, we all stood there, huddled in the hut, rifles poised, eyes wide, muscles tense. I kept expecting enemy fire to start hurling down on us, but none came. Only the steady roar of rain swallowed up the cacophony of war. Eventually, I forced myself to be a commander again and decided we needed to check out the village, as they all appeared to originate from up there. Reluctantly, we had moved out from our fire hole, walking through the sea of deformed corpses.

	The village itself was totally empty, all the huts left in disarray as the villagers underwent their transformations, discarded and bloody clothes and bedsheets lying everywhere. With that confirmed, I ordered my men to inhabit the nearest cluster of huts in the central part of the village and to get some sleep. I know it may seem especially heinous that after we laid waste to those damned souls who attacked us, we slept in their beds and ate the remains of their food. But you were not there. I was simply doing what I had to do to ensure that my men and I survived through the night and kept our sanity, although I doubt that I succeeded in the latter.

	It was in the morning, when the men, who all slept like the dead and woke to a silent and humid day, discovered the surprise waiting for us down the slope. One of the men doing a perimeter check had walked past the heap of bodies down the hill, which everyone else in the platoon made sure to avoid, and then reported back to me, his eyes wide and his demeanor nearly hysterical. Surely the man was cracking, going south, imagining things. But I went and saw for myself. He was right. What I saw was what you saw in the papers. Scores of dead South Vietnamese villagers of all ages and gender. Not monsters or demons or abominations, but regular human beings, their bodies destroyed by American weapons.

	It was at that moment that I finally felt my resolve break. The voice in my mind that always told me to bite down and keep going, to see clearly in the heat of battle, shattered. And I have yet to regain it.

	 

	***

	 

	As I describe this scenario to you, I want to emphasize the fact that what I am relaying to you is God’s honest truth. I have already admitted that some of my men fell victim to drug abuse, and many of them were probably not sober when this event occurred. But I was in my complete faculties at the time, despite being as stunned and sleep deprived as I was. When it is my turn on the stand, when I face the judge and explain my role in what is being called the Qui Nang Massacre, I will tell them that what I saw was no mere hallucination, if I can even find the voice to speak. The notion that my men and I all shared a group hallucination during those few hours we were stuck in that village is an outright, goddamned lie. Those abominations are forever seared into my memory. Those were not people we were firing at. At least not during that unknown stretch in time where we had to fend off those hordes of godless creations. I know I will be court-martialed and dishonorably discharged for this, probably thrown into a psychiatric hospital. And I will gladly go, but for those who expect my story to change or to assume that I am simply lying to cope with my own actions, you will be disappointed.

	It should also be made explicitly clear that those were not people who slaughtered my men in their sleep. Mayberry may have been the only one to perish in battle, but several of my men sported severe cuts and lacerations, some of them becoming powerfully infected in the short time after their wounds were inflicted. The same day we made the horrible discovery, I radioed in my captain, explained the situation, omitting the details about anything supernatural, instead relaying that the entire village had turned hostile and we had no choice but to open fire, which was not exactly a lie, was it? Our job done, no real evidence of enemy matériel or ordinance in sight, we made the miserable trek back to the Mekong river insertion point, back to our firebase. The journey was just as long and miserable as before, even more so as we had to transport Mayberry’s already bloated and rotting corpse with us back to the swift boat.

	It was another S&D platoon that found the mound of bodies a few days later, the children, the women, the men, all shot indiscriminately like dogs, no sign of enemy weapons, just our spent shell casings. It was then that my superior officer called me into his office at Firebase Delta, informing me that an official investigation had just opened involving our brief occupation of Qui Nang. While my men walked around listlessly, staying mum on their experiences and some finding blissful oblivion in the sweet smoke of opium and cannabis, I broke down and told General Rogers exactly what had happened. I even managed to sketch out the Mandala symbol I had seen on the side of the hut. I told him to interview my men, that they’d all say the same. That we lost our medic to those villagers, and that a few of the men had claw marks and other wounds to sport as evidence. Except that wasn’t much evidence in itself, as it was common to come across surly panthers and other hostile fauna in the bush, in places where the war hadn’t quite heated up, where the agent orange had yet to be dropped.

	As you might expect, our story was met with great skepticism. My S.O.s reported directly to Westmoreland himself, and the last thing that man wanted to hear was of another FUBAR situation involving dead citizens. The attitude back home was turning cold quickly, and apparently, our presence here was being mocked and ridiculed. The actions of my men had become a political nightmare for all high-ranking generals involved. I knew any minute some field journalist was going to catch wind of what happened, of a new controversy to stir the pot, and that’s when I knew I was going to lose my job over this.

	Three days after we had returned from Qui Nang, my whole platoon was ordered to stay in the backup shelters behind the mess hall while they waited for more of the big brass to be flown in. A field investigation was to be done immediately. Those shelters, originally meant to house POW’s temporarily, was in the least protected part of the firebase, but I have a feeling that what came in the night to steal those men’s lives wouldn’t have had a problem entering even if we were all huddled up in the general’s quarters.

	We were intentionally isolated, ordered not to fraternize with any of the other privates until the investigation was complete. We had been there for three days before the shadows came. I didn’t sleep at all that night, but many of my men slept fitfully, some in a near-coma, somewhere close to death as they smoked themselves stupid, trying to forget about what they saw or to numb their terrible infected wounds. It was a depressing, cramped canvas prison, and as 0200 approached, and everyone was asleep, I noticed movement at the head of the shelter. A fluid, smooth movement, like smoke in the wind, flowing in from the cracks of the tarp door, consolidating itself into multiple small forms the size of children. These forms lined up at the foot of each cot, except mine. Like ethereal shadows that moved of their own volition, they began to float over the beds, slowly sinking down, their small bodies inching toward the snoozing heads of the privates as they tried to find reprieve from this living nightmare.

	I thought perhaps I was hallucinating; the stress and trauma of the following days were surely enough to cause sleep-deprived delirium. I watched silently, in fascination, as the smoke-things disappeared into the men. That’s when I began to hear the strangled coughs, the choking. All of them began to twitch and writhe, holding their throats, eyes bulging wide. Some managed to sit up, clawing out with their hands trying to find the source of whatever was cutting off their oxygen. Within a span of ten minutes, they were all dead, frozen in various poses of struggle. Once they all ceased moving, the smoke-things once again reappeared and then reformed itself into one, looming figure that was nearly as tall as the tent ceiling. This figure stood and loomed above my own cot as if deciding whether to spare me or not. For a very long time, it stood, watching me, studying me, before vaporizing into nothing.

	 

	***

	 

	This happened two weeks ago, 14 days since I have not found a reason as to why I was spared. Perhaps it was because I was not the one who did any of the firings. I didn’t shoot a single bullet that day, but I still directed my men to become merchants of death. Perhaps I was left to survive because being forced to live the rest of my life, whatever may come of it, would be a worse punishment than killing me along with my men. Perhaps it was they who received the ultimate mercy. I don’t know. All I know is that we are now facing an enemy that may have powers beyond what we can fathom. What other villagers out there in the isolated highlands face this same dilemma? Has some faction of the Vietcong managed to harness supernatural energies to help aid them in the war effort?

	These are my concerns. Not that I will be locked away or my reputation is tarnished, but that a very real, unilateral threat to future soldiers lurks in that deep, unforgiving jungle. A threat that defies anything we’ve trained for so far. Those with access to the redacted files of Operation Paper Clip surely must know about the occult and supernatural goings-on we discovered among top Nazi scientists during our interrogations. Perhaps something similar, albeit primitive and crude, is being used deep in the high mountains of Qui Nang, and god knows where else. Already I have heard reports trickling in from other platoons that were forced to go out among the boundaries of the country, finding similar scenes and symbols among the villagers.

	As a man of stern Christian faith and sound logic, what I have experienced has challenged my moral compass, my understanding of what is real and what is fantasy. As the days have gone by and I await my fate, I have slowly driven myself insane by trying to make sense of it all. Two nights in a row, the smoke has returned, finding its way unhindered through the fortified walls of the firebase, looming over me, each time its shape becoming more real, consolidated.

	It stands before me now as I write this, the form no longer ethereal smoke, but of a monstrous demon comprised of obsidian flesh and white eyes, a look of smug contempt on its inhuman face. I beg for it to kill me, to set my mind free of this constant internal turmoil. It is invisible to the other men who come in, responding to my cries of horror. They sedate me, threaten to restrain me, oblivious to the horror that occupies the room with them. Tonight, it has begun whispering to me, its tongue Vietnamese. While my knowledge of the language is rudimentary at best, the phrase it repeats over and over in my waking nightmares is clearly understood.

	Your soul is mine to haunt.

	 

	* * *


As Seen from Above
By Dustin Walker

	 

	Halfway up the ladder, Dave’s left hand began to shake.

	“Motherfucker.”

	He let go of the rung and watched his tar-stained fingers tremble. Dave was nearly 200 pounds of thick bone and carved muscle. But whenever the shaking happened, he felt as weak as a little boy.

	“Really gettin’ sick of this shit.”

	He climbed the rest of the way up, keeping his left hand near his chest. By the time he reached the roof, the tremors had stopped. For now. He walked along the freshly laid plywood up to the ridge of the house. Sheila sat on a bundle of shingles smoking a cigarette.

	“Break time already?”

	“Sorry, boss man.” She snuffed out the cigarette between two calloused fingers and then heaved the bundle onto her shoulder. “I blame the scenery. Too tempting to kick back out here, you know?”

	Dave smiled and nodded. He plunged a hand into his pocket, rummaged through a collection of wrappers, and fished out a Snickers bar. It’d be the third one this morning.

	He took a bite and looked out over the sparkling bayside view that the owners of 45 Dockside Road would soon get to enjoy. Across the water, a truck rumbled down a dirt road that traced the ocean’s curves. It’d be passing by in a few minutes, Dave figured, kicking up a giant plume of dust like an asshole if he didn’t slow down.

	For decades, logging trucks had been the only vehicles in these woods. Then, the tariffs hit in the 1990s, and it all ground to a halt. Without all the rigs, the area became a hotspot for campers of all stripes: families, seniors, teens bent on getting hammered. Dave had actually been to more than his fair share of parties out here back in the day. But that was a long time ago. In fact, this was the first time he’d been back to the area since his teenage years.

	He took a final chomp of the Snickers as the ladder clanged and skipped. Joe appeared carrying his big ass boombox so they could listen to the radio. He was a say-nothing kind of guy, so everyone called him Quiet Joe.

	He put on one of those stations that blasted garbage techno songs. But Dave didn’t say anything about it. The music kept the two of them working, and that was all that mattered.

	He carried a roll of tar paper to the edge of the roof and started to lay it out over the plywood. Just as he settled into the flow of work, the full-throated roar of a distant V8 motor punched through the radio beats.

	Dave eyed the road, looking down toward where the truck would round a bend and be visible from behind a patch of cedars. But before he saw the truck, he saw something else. Something much closer.

	A boy in a blue jacket, maybe around ten, rode his bike smack in the middle of
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