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  The Stranger
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The rifle scope shortened the distance from two thousand meters to one. The sniper resisted the temptation to adjust the dials. Enhancing the view wasn’t going to change what he saw. 
“He’s American.” The murmured words of disgust came from the grass pile beside him. 
Hidden beneath his own grass-covered ghillie suit, Lance Corporal Brian “Striker” Witcombe grunted in reply.
He focused on the other man in the frame: a local sheik who was known to supply men and funds to terrorist organizations. Why would an American be meeting with him? Although they couldn’t make out his features due to the kerchief wrapped around his head, there was no hiding the pale, clean-shaven skin and the tan boots that matched the ones worn by the two watchers.
The hillside where Striker and his spotter hid was one of the few places surrounding the compound that was actually higher than the sandstone walls. From his vantage point, Striker could see a large portion of the courtyard and most of the terrace.
The skittish wind teased the bits of dried grass, barely lifting them in the air. The leaves of the lone ash tree whispered softly. The sandy terrain was covered in patches of long-bladed grass and low shrubbery. Beneath him, the hard-packed sand pressed against his ribs. He shifted, sending tiny avalanches of sand cascading around him, but the lump remained.
“Stop wriggling,” the grass pile spoke again. “Someone’s coming.”
Striker stilled. The pair waited in silence as an ancient blue moped buzzed along the road below them. There was little chance of being spotted, but it was better not to risk it.
Once the buzzing motor had faded, they lifted their heads and returned to the highly intriguing, adrenaline-spiking, fast-paced job of watching.
Striker dug out the lump of sand and breathed easy for the first time in hours. He reset his Remington M24 in place and pressed a gray eye to the scope. The moped disappeared around a curve, then reappeared, struggling up the hill to the compound.
It stopped outside the massive red doors. The rider dismounted and removed a heavy pack from the back. After a minute, one of the doors opened, and the rider stepped through into the courtyard. An elderly woman limped from the lower part of the building and haggled with him.
Deliveries were unusual in this part of the world, where most people did their shopping in the open air markets each morning. But there was a good chance that more than just groceries were being traded with the regularity that this guy appeared at the compound. The XO was convinced the villagers were passing on information about the base — troop movements, visitors, and the like.
Above, on the terrace, the American stood and moved deeper into the shadows.
“He’s hiding.” Sergeant Jim Barnaby’s voice was low and gruff. He’d perfected the ability to speak clearly but only loud enough for someone close to hear. The ladies loved it, he liked to brag.
Striker grunted a reply.
The rider was beckoned inside, and he followed the woman into the dark recesses, leaving his bag on the rickety table outside.
“Where’d he go?” murmured Barnaby.
“Inside.”
“Not him, the American.”
Striker adjusted the dials on his scope and searched the shadows on the terrace. The afternoon sun was on the other side of the house, and the back of the terrace was obscured. Nothing moved.
A long moment passed before the rider reappeared and gathered up his bag. He offered a solicitous farewell, then exited out the heavy doors and strapped his pack onto his aging moped.
Once he was clear, the American stepped from the shadows and returned to his seat at the table. Some time passed before he left.






  
  The Report
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They waited until dark to pull out from their position. The gear was packed up in their drag bags, and they belly-crawled for ten minutes before reaching a small creek. The view from the nest was too good to risk the sheik’s men finding them. Let him continue to think himself safe because of the distance. Two thousand meters was considered the outside ability for snipers, but Striker knew all of the snipers in his unit could take the shot if necessary. 
The walk back to the meetup point was done in silence, for which Striker was thankful. Sometimes Barnaby liked to chatter just to hear his own voice. Striker didn’t get it. He opted for a sniper role because he preferred not to make small talk all the time. How Barnaby had survived ten years as a sniper, he had no idea. The older man kept his tongue while they were in position, but as soon as they were clear, the words would spill forth like the wrong soap in a dishwasher.
Back at the base, the pair made their way to the lieutenant's office to make their report. As expected, the LT wasn’t in at that late hour. The company clerk Ellis was hanging around, though, and offered to take care of everything. She pulled the forms from the cabinet with deft movements.
Striker and Barnaby started their debriefing paperwork.
“Everything go okay?” Ellis asked, shuffling papers.
“Fine,” Striker answered, squinting at Barnaby’s notes. “What does this say, B?”
Barnaby leaned over from his own form. “Vector 23,” he read.
“Did you see the merchant today?” The question was asked casually enough. She tapped a stack of papers in line and punched the stapler.
“Yeah, he came by around 1500.” 1503 or 1508, to be exact. Barnaby’s handwriting made it hard to distinguish.
“Did you see what he had with him?”
That pulled Striker from his struggles. “No, why would that matter? Thought we were worried about him passing on information.”
She flashed a smile. “You’re right, you’re right. Just curious.”
“The bigger problem was the American who showed up today,” Barnaby commented.
Startled, Ellis dropped her pen. “One of ours?”
“Most likely. Didn’t recognize him though.”
“Well, I’d be able to tell you more, if I could read Barnaby’s scribbles.” Striker didn’t need the notes to answer the question — he’d been there, after all — he just enjoyed riling his partner when he could.
With a dramatic sigh, Barnaby dropped his pen. “Fine. I’ll do that, you do this one.” He slid the form he’d been working on over and picked up his notebook. “I don’t know what you’re complaining about. Must be those funky eyes of yours.”
Striker glared at him. Heterochromia ran in his family and had no effect on his vision, as evidenced by the fact he’d been accepted into the Rangers.
“How’s the family, Heidi?” Barnaby asked as he scribbled away.
Ellis looked away, worry clouding her eyes. “My little brother isn’t doing well. Docs say he’s going to need another round of that experimental treatment.”
“Tough on a kid.”
“He’s doing okay. I just wish I could be home with them.”
“Commander won’t give you a release?”
Ellis shook her head. “I didn’t ask. We need the money. I’m sending everything I can back to Mom.”
Striker shifted awkwardly. He and Ellis had been friends since bootcamp, but he never knew what to say in these situations. Platitudes felt phony, and he had nothing else to offer.
Ellis looked up, a forced smile on her face. “It’s fine, guys, really.” She fiddled with her pen a moment. “So that soldier… you really didn’t recognize him?”
Both men shook their heads. “About six-one. White. Young.” Barnaby summed up a description that could fit half the troops on the base. Including Striker.
“The commander will want to know as much as you can tell,” she prodded.
Striker nodded. “We’ll meet with her in the morning,” he said.
Ellis deflated a bit. “Oh, of course.” She cleared her throat. “Go get some chow. I’ll take care of this.” She waved her pen at the door to emphasize the point.
The two snipers quickly signed their paperwork and left.
“Did she seem overly interested in that guy to you?” Striker asked as they crossed the darkened base toward the mess hall.
Barnaby shrugged. “Who wouldn’t be curious? It’s unsettling.”
“Maybe. I got the feeling it was more than that.”
“Maybe it’s her boyfriend. You know her better than I do. She seeing anyone?”
Striker shook his head. Dating another service member while deployed was frowned upon, so he doubted she would make that information public. And even if she was dating someone, how could she possibly know who had been at the compound?






  
  The Threat
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The sun had already burned away the dew of the spring morning as Striker made his way to the on-base bazaar. A crowd of soldiers was already forming outside the building, and he followed the general flow to the market. Ahead, he noticed Ellis heading in the opposite direction, her head down. He thought about calling out, but she didn’t look up. He would have appreciated her input on his shopping. In the past, she’d been a great help finding gifts for his sister. 
After haggling with a savvy seven-year-old over a carved pen, he continued on. The building was of corrugated iron, with large gaps between the top of the panels and the roof for airflow. Many of the side panels were also missing for the same purpose. The stalls with textiles were farther along, past tables overflowing with pottery and trinkets.
A brightly colored flag of blue, red, and yellow stripes caught his eye. It fluttered in the wind, cheerily beckoning people to come closer. He carefully wiped his hands on his pants to rid them of sweat before touching anything. Rows and rows of fabric hung from a temporary wall, showing off the skills of the weavers. Intricate patterns of overlapping triangles, thin stripes, and boxy waves were repeated in a hundred different colors.
He brushed his fingers along a royal blue scarf with large purple and white triangles. Beside it hung a sand-colored one with more dainty pale blue details. He ignored the pinks. His sister was a very feminine woman who adored all things “girly,” but she hated pink. He might be stuck halfway around the world and unable to celebrate her birthday with her, but he wasn’t about to make that particular mistake again.
He moved on to the next stall, again amazed at how the artisans managed to create so many beautiful and varied patterns and never seemed to duplicate. With a day off and no other pressing concerns, Striker wandered through the bazaar, occasionally buying something he thought his sister might like.
Beautifully crafted wind chimes drew him to the far corner. The shop owner, a wizened old woman, sat on a stool and ignored him. Laid out in bowls before her were small stones, charms, carved pieces of wood, and more. The woman picked one from each in turn and fed them through with the twine in her hand.
Amid the general cacophony that filled the structure, voices raised in anger were unexpected. Striker swung around to see where the commotion was coming from. The old woman continued stringing her wind chimes. After eighty years, she’d seen it all.
As the voices continued, Striker moved closer. That was Ellis’s voice, he was sure of it. He peered through a gap in the wall.
Just outside, behind another structure of similar construction, Ellis was arguing with another soldier.
“You promised you’d stop!” Ellis said, her usually cheerful face red with anger.
“You don’t know what
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