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Cast of Characters

Jamal “Mustafa” Thompson

Protagonist. A 22-year-old Black man from Chicago’s South Side projects. Tall and broad-shouldered from years of factory labor and street basketball, with deep-set brown eyes that shift from warm laughter to haunted steel. Drafted in 1968, he enlists hoping for a better life for his family. Intelligent, quick-witted, and fiercely protective of his squad brothers, Jamal returns transformed—questioning everything he was taught about loyalty to a nation that never loved him back.

Tyrone “Big T” Jackson

Jamal’s best friend and fellow soldier. Stocky, quick with jokes to mask pain, from Detroit’s poverty-ridden streets. A natural storyteller with a booming laugh, Big T keeps the unit’s morale alive until the horrors break him. His loyalty to Jamal is unbreakable; he dreams of opening a barbershop back home.

Lieutenant Robert “Bobby” Hayes

White commanding officer from rural Alabama. Mid-30s, lean and sharp-featured, with a Southern drawl that drips authority. Outwardly professional but harbors deep-seated racial resentment. Views Black soldiers as expendable “cannon fodder” and enforces the unofficial front-line placement with cold precision.

Corporal Elias “Eli” Washington

Young Black private, 19, fresh from Harlem. Slim, wide-eyed idealist with a photographic memory for military tactics. Looks up to Jamal as a big brother; his innocence shatters under the weight of body counts and betrayal.

Special Agent Harlan White

FBI handler post-Vietnam. Mid-40s, clean-cut, suit-and-tie bureaucrat with ice-blue eyes and a file-thick dossier on every returning Black veteran. Coldly efficient, he sees “Militant Mustafas” everywhere—any Black soldier who questions the system is labeled a terrorist threat.

Marcus “The Teacher” Greene

Jamal’s younger cousin back in Chicago. 17, street-smart but hungry for purpose, living in the same poverty-ridden projects. Eager to learn the discipline and tactics Jamal brings home—until the system intervenes.

Patty Hearst

(Appearing in Chapter 9 as a real historical figure referenced by the characters.) The kidnapped-turned-revolutionary heiress whose case became a lightning rod for the men in Leavenworth. Born into extreme wealth, she shocked the nation by aligning with radical Black power groups.
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The Vietnam War was presented to America as a noble fight for freedom. For tens of thousands of Black men—many drafted from the poorest neighborhoods—it was a meat grinder of napalm, racism, and betrayal that began in the jungles and continued upon their return to Leavenworth and beyond.

This edition includes the parallel story of Patty Hearst, the wealthy white heiress whose involvement with the Black Panthers movement and bank robberies exposed the era’s raw hypocrisy. While Black veterans were branded “Militant Mustafas” and imprisoned to silence them, a rich white woman could pick up a gun beside revolutionaries and eventually walk free. Her story, and the Black Panthers’ unapologetic ideology against white society, became whispered lessons in prisons and project lots—proof that the system protected its own.
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Chapter 1: The Call to Duty
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Chicago, 1968. Jamal Thompson stood in the recruiting office, the American flag hanging limp behind the desk. “Sign here, boy,” the recruiter said with a smile that never reached his eyes. Jamal thought of his mother scrubbing floors and his little sister sharing a bed with three cousins. The military promised three meals, a paycheck, and perhaps a way out of the projects.

He signed. So did Tyrone Jackson and Elias Washington. They shipped out together, laughing on the plane, still believing the promises.
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Chapter 2: Hell in the Jungle – Napalm’s Shadow
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The first time Jamal smelled napalm, it was the scent of burning flesh mixed with gasoline. His unit was ordered to sweep a village suspected of harboring Viet Cong. When jets screamed overhead, the sky rained liquid fire. Women and children ran screaming, their skin melting from bone.

After the flames died, the order came: “Body count.” Jamal and Big T moved through the ashes, counting and stacking the charred remains—tiny bodies no bigger than his little sister’s. Their blackened limbs crumbled like charcoal under gloved hands; the stench clung to their uniforms for days. “One... two... seventeen...” Jamal whispered, tears cutting tracks through the soot on his face. The official report would read “27 VC killed.” No one mentioned the women and children.

That night, under the jungle canopy, Jamal wrote in his journal: They told us we were fighting for freedom. All I see is death.
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Chapter 3: Frontline Fury – Betrayed by Brothers
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The pattern was never spoken but always enforced. Black soldiers were placed on point—first into the bush, first to draw fire. White soldiers followed twenty yards back, rifles ready. “In case you boys decide to run,” Lt. Hayes would sneer.

During the ambush at Hill 937, Jamal’s squad was pinned. When Big T shouted to fall back, a warning shot cracked past his ear from behind—fired by one of Hayes’s men. “Hold the line, boy!” came the shout. They held. They bled. Three Black soldiers died that day. The white soldiers behind them went home with medals.

Jamal learned the lesson: In Vietnam, the enemy was in front. The real threat was at his back.
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