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Short Story

First Place

A Decision | Regret

Justin Holmes

| was awakened by the screech of the radio sitting next to
my head on a nightstand made out of a recycled wooden pallet.
After which, it was silent for what felt like an eternity. | was think-
i ng | had just i magined the no
i ne, Nine |ine, Nine |ine, Me
up right in my assigned green army cot rotating slightly to the left to
see the clockds bright red num
am still first up medivac for 43 minutes, which means this is my call
and | have to go, now. | sleep fully dressed and ready when | am
first up so | can wake up to the call and run to the aircraft since our
goal is three minutes from call time to wheels up.

| had just made it through the tan flap of our tent when |
heard a voice saying, 0Be care
close to zero lumi.o6 | told he
Afghan mountain to see what all | could make out, which was close
to nothing. | struggled to make it through both gates to the aircraft
due to the darkness and the very large gravel turning under my
worn combat boots. Once at the Black Hawk helicopters, | was
ambushed by PFC Linder requesting to switch with me so he could
crew the medivac versus the chase helicopter. | approved the
switch without thinking about the experience level of Linder and
his other crew chief under low light conditions. My failure to criti-
cally think about this decision would cost us all soon enough.

| jogged to the medivac to grab my flight gear for the switch.
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oOoHol mes, what took you so |l ong
al | l ive in the pilot seat, so
whatever, youof6re still sl ower
Am | clear?d6 OCLEAR! O With thi
roared to life momentarily spewing a large orange and white flame
from its exhaust pipe. OHey Jo

Linder for this flight since he wants to be in the landing aircraft.
You good with that?d6 oltds you
gust lock so you can crank engines in case he is not in time for it.
Dondt worry buddy, 18Il be in
|l et you get eaten by zombies.
OFuck you, you | ost that g
get off the ground. 6 When | t
helicopterds massive black bl
ran to it, passing Linder on the way. When | made it to the chase
helicopter, | plugged my helmet in to let the crew know | was on
comms. While the pilots finished starting checks, | set up-my M
240 how | wanted it and checked to ensure the laser on it worked.
Our job as chase is to protect the medivac helicopter since under

a
u
a

the rules of war i1itds not allo
itself. OoOLook out Hol mes, get
that sir, | eft rear pulling ch
As | climbed in the window and buckled in, | could hear
the calls being made. O0Dust of
for Dustoff commanddé oOLiberato
| aunch approval 6 oLi berator 37
ing 1796 ORoger, approved for
internal 6 o0Ya we got it Matt,
favor and tell Hol mes with you
my grandmother. 6 0Ya, I did no
guyso6 o0l guess he hearddé o0Okay

21:21.6 As we picked -graybesaond cr
buriers into enemy territory all games were replaced with the reality
that we only get called when someone on our side is in critical con-
dition.

oWhat are we | ooking at, Ma
and one Italian are critical after a daisy chained improvised explo-
sive device went off destroying seven vehicles in their Joint Missior

3



Convoy. They were a part of that fday operation in the east. |
understand other than these three they have twelve more dead anc

al most thirty with smaller inj
hit, how | ong until we are on
OWe are about ten miles out no
mation yet on enemy in the area but we will put them on comm

when we are five miles out. Th

For the next six minutes it was rather quiet.

We were just two Black Hawk helicopters flying as fast as
possible to a blue blip on our G.P.S. As we made it closer, Crow
08 said they believed all enemy had left the area and they would
pop yellow smoke to mark the landing zone when we were one
minute out. To be honest, the smoke was a waste. We were sitill
four minutes out and | could clearly make out the fire that was en-
gulfing multiple vehicles along with the long fingers of black smoke
pouring off the fireds tips.

Above the scene | could make out at least seven twisted
metal lumps on fire. Try as | might, | could not identify what they
had previously been. o0l have s
ORoger that Hol mes, confirm vi
for Liberatoré oOoOWe are going i
down and safe. o6 OWi Il cod6 oOoHol me
0ORoger, | have them at our 9 o
dust 6 o0Dustoff is go around, g
vi sual, Dustoff is go around©od
moon dust, it picks up fast and we all lost site of the ground. We
are going to let it clear out
safe guys. o

We completed two traffic patterns and got the call Dust off
was going to try pick up again. | watched them go down to land for
a second time. They disappeared below a huge cloud of dust be-
fore calling another emergency go around. After completing a few
more traffic patterns to let the dust clear out again, our medivac
crew was determined they would land this time. | watched them
going in to land for the third time. Slowly the dust swallowed them
until all I could see was the sparks of static from the dust against
the main rotor blades, then | could see nothing but a suffocating
dark whitiskan dust.

4



oSir, | have | ost visual an
safe call .06 oLiberator to Dust
massive dust close to ensure their safety from the Taliban fighters
who may be in the area. oOLiber
you have visual on them yet Ho
the dust to clear for verifica
ued to look into the dark dust cloud trying to will it away. | was
praying to see them sitting on the ground safe waiting for their pick
up. The first thing | saw was a longpiatk line across the whitish
tan ground that was uncovered as the cloud of dust slowly dissipat-
ed. | did not inform my crew of this since | was not sure if what |
saw as a part of the medivac due to the low light. As more and
more dust created out, | could see a growing number of black dots
scattered across the ground.

The dust thinned and | felt sick as I finally saw the buckled
cabin of Dustoff 12.06 oOoHoly sh
0They fucking crashed, we got
have to call this in, Holmes and David you are now weapons free. |
am ordering you to kill anything within 1,000 meters of that crash
site.d6 oOoOLiberator 37 to Dustof
mando6 oDustoff Command we have
Dustoff 12 element is fallen a
37 is currently on scene co0Omma

As we flew circles waiting for commands orders, | prayed to
see some movement, any movement from the ugly lump of metal
that used to be the cabin of a Black hawk helicopter. | could not
wait any | onger. oODustoff Comm
|l ong? Thatds our boys on the g
ready called for Q.R.F., J.T.A.K., and got A.W.A.X. overheat. We
also have other assets on the way. We are working as fast as we
can. 6 oHave you informed Capta
she heard the call and when she heard the closest team was 30
minutes out, she allowed fourteen of the 50 MARSOC (Marine

Speci al Operations Command) vo
oOoHow | ong?6 oOoODustoff 29 just |
seven minutes. o0 OLiberator 37
oln three miles | am going to
to et two of my crew members
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that Liberator, we will be there as soon as we can to drop our 15
and pick up our boysdé O0OYou rea
have already grabbed the med bag, crash ax, and fire extinguisher
Matt. o

00k Jones, you see that |jag
0Got itdé I replied. O0You are g
off to cover us. We willtalktoyouonowe | | s i f nee-c¢

ORogeré6 oDustoff 29 Liberator
we are five mikes out. 6 Letds

As we came to the drop we had little dust but it meant we
would have to work down 150 meters of hard jagged rock then run
across 50 meters of open land on moon dust to get to our downed
crew. This was not the movies so it would be difficult without heavy
gear on. By the time we made it across the rock to the open land,
we could see Dustoff 29 overhead. Our feet sank deeply into the
dusty sand that puffed up like someone squeezing baby powder
with every step. As We slowly made our way toward the downed
aircraft, we passed small and large parts of the main rotor, tail sec-
tion, and landing gear. | could feel the heat still radiating off one of
the turbine engines as | passe
you see that | ong deep gouge ¢
main rotor blades first hit.o

When we made it to the remains of the cabin there was red
fluid everywhere. | prayed it was hydraulic fluid, not blood. The
cabin was on its side so | had Matt let me climb on his back to
reach the top of where the cargo door should be. Pulling myself up
| reached a point where | could look in the cargo doors missing

windows. 6 Matt, the main trans
them this way. o6 00K try the pi
| ot s door making it first to
body is pinned between his sea
not moving. 060 oOLetds get to the
the | ast few feet to the pilot

smashed in place. | continued to crawl forward planning to look
through the doord6és window but
a suffocating wall of dust. Dustoff 29 had come just above me al-
lowing thirteen of the MARSOC members to fast rope to the
ground around the crash before moving out to provide aerial cover
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again. Captain Washington and five others immediately started
working to cut out the three windshields while the other seven
fanned out to provide additional security for us. Once | could see
again | found the pilot door window was missing. This allowed me
to see into the dark crew area for the first time.

Peering in, | was face to face with what appeared to be a
| i feless corpse, then | heard
grandmother. 6 This was foll owe
filled me with anger and relief at the same time. Before | could re-
spond, the whole windshield area was pulled away by the MAR-
SOC guys. They quickly pulled both pilots out and tied them to
the stretcher found in the wreckage. | crawled inside to start re-
moving the pilotsd seats in or

| used the crash ax to cut the bars holding them in place.
As | cut them out, the MARSOC members removed them. Once
in the back, | was able to see both crew chiefs were alive but
pinned in place by the main transmission. | reached up to unclip
their seats since that would lower them by about three inches. That
was just enough to get Linder
cables. Luckily, one of the MARSOC members had some wire
cutters because the crash ax would not have worked on the braidec
cable. Once Lopez was out, | could relax a bit.

As Lopez was being strapped on a stretcher, one of the
L. M. T.V.0d8s from the Crow el eme
cal guys in the back. The driver told us to load our crew with them
because they had agreed with Dustoff to have them picked up a
half mile back up the road. Matt and | climbed in the back of the
tall tan truck to help load our crew as the MARSOC members
passed their stretchers up to us. We left Captain Washington and
her men behind to destroy the helicopter and wait for us to come
back after dropping off the injured. At the new landing zone,
Dustoff 29 picked up the original three injured and Lopez. Libera-
tor 37 picked up the other three crew members while Matt and |
took our places as part of the crew again. We flew back to base in
silence landing at the hospital to drop off our guys before going
back to pick up the MARSOC members.

This night resulted in the loss of Army equipment but it
could have easily included the loss of life. The outcome of the in-
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vestigation recommended a court martial for me. This recommen-
dation was given because | approved the change in positions. The
Sergeant Major who chaired the committee made that recommen-
dation then told me his person
if you had not made that change Johnson would still be whole.
Their injuries are your fault
my behalf during the hearings and said he was sorry for the out-
come while handing me a letter from Johnson who was still in the
hospital due to the amputation of his leg. | opened the letter and
read:

Holmes,

| heard you were the first on the ground to help

me. | was also told by Captain Washington herself you are the rea-
son she and her team went to help. She said you had bent a few
rules to help her team before so they owed you. Funny how that
works. My wife, my kids, and even | want to say thank you for sav-
ing my life. | guess | learned in the end even someone as slow as
your grandmother can keep their promise to save you from zom-
bies.

Thanks Brother,

Johnson
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Short Story

Second Place
Cotton: The Biggest Thief

Jerry Burns

It was a cold, rainy day in the Business District of Wichita,
Kansas, in the early 1970s. Earlier that day | had been brutally
beaten by a man who wore the name Father like a cheap suit. So,
at fourteen years old there | was, sitting in the rain in front of a
shoe repair shop wondering where | was going to stay for the night.
Everything | owned in life was beside me in a paper grocery bag,
including the small plastic bag containing smokable drugs. The

gener al public didndt pay any
on the curb in the afternoon drizzle, so there | sat, quietly watching
and thinking.

To my right was Douglas Avenue, the main drag of the
Business District and in front of me was Broadway Avenue, a spe-
cial street for businesses and all the girls who walked up and down
it day and night. It appeared to be very busy even though it was
lightly raining and no one was paying any attention to me so |
pulled out the small plastic bag and the bong and loaded the bowl
with the most precious Columbian smoke to be found.

As | sat there smoking, | noticed one of the local girls
watching me smoke. | gave her a nod to either accept as a hello or
an invite to join me. Little did | realize that this encounter was go-
ing to be the first day of schooling into the land of being-blurie
dope fiend. Her name was Racheal and she would teach me the
biggest secrets of life imaginable.

Racheal was much older and smarter than me. She suggest:
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ed that we get out of the rain and into a local motel room. Several
casual introductions were made as we walked toward her motel
room. Racheal noticed my swollen blackened eye and asked if
wanted to talk about it. The Golden Rule of the streets was to stay
out of other peopleds probl ems
come your problems. | felt more embarrassment over my swollen
blackened eye than anything else so | shrugged my shoulders. |
didndt want to admit that | ha
by a man named Father. As we walked, | told her about the pain
and betrayal and about the life | lived and experiences | had on a
dayto-day basis.

We stepped into her room, shaking off the rain and feeling
the warmness of the wall heater. | sat on the only chair in the room
while Racheal busied herself towel drying her hair. | loaded the
bong again knowing | needed to be at ease with my present situa-
tion and surroundings. Racheal and | smoked the bowl and before
long the warmth of the room took its affects on me. Before | knew
it, | had fallen asleep. Good drugs and good company make every
nasty monster disappear.

| slept for a couple hours and when | awoke from Mr.
Sandmands | and | noticed Rache
name but there was no response so | crawled over to see if she wa
all right. Her arm was tied off and a syringe was hanging from it. |
untied the rubber band from her arm and pulled out the needle. |
felt the side of her neck for a pulse and was rewarded with a strong
beat of her heart. It was then | realized | had been holding my
breath and was starting to get dizzy seeing someone in a drug
induced coma.

| stayed by Racheal ds si de
saw this |l onghaired stranger s
right? Do | need to get you so
said that | looked like her shining guardian angel. | smiled back
and told her what | had done with the tie and syringe. She sat there
smiling while | soaked in the euphoric atmosphere that new life,
those realitganceling drugs, and the heroin high caused. Little did
| know that was going to be the beginning of my crash course into
becoming an addict. Racheal al
dope; the cotton is the bigges
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One day shortly after that, | found myself sitting in that mo-
tel room alone with her syringe and several balloons of her dope.
That little voice in my head kept telling me | wanted to be as high
as Racheal always was. | knew what to do. | had watched her and
even helped her when she was s
the cato but, fortunately, the

Tearing open one of the balloons, | poured half of it in a
spoon. | took the syringe, like she often had, and drew thirty units
of water into it. Then | pushed the water into the spoon and heated
it until small bubbles started
warning about the cotton thief, | used only a tiny piece of cotton to
draw up the dope back into the syringe. Next, | found the vein |
wanted to use and inserted the needle.

As | pushed that plunger back into the syringe, | found
beauty in the sleaziest mistress. Little did | know, | would have her
for a lifetime. Her name is Addiction and she will always be a part
of my | ife. Dondt get me wrong
ters with her. She has been pleasurable, and even captivating, as
most mistresses are. In the end, though, | always find myself away
from her and in prison because of her. That first encounter was
forty-eight years ago and here | sit in a federal prison because of
my mistress and my addiction to her.
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Short Story

ThirdPlace
Clarity

Bianca Balderas

Though the world was dark, and time seemed to stand still,
everything was alive. Deep breaths through my nose had my chest
rising and falling to its own rhythm as the crisp air filled my lungs.
The warm sun, as it danced across my cheeks through the trees,
kissed promises to keep the chill of the wind out of my bones. As
my world became my peaceful solitude, my ears would listen to the
joyous sounds of the children laughing as the chains from the
swings squeaked as if they were delighted to be apart of such a spe
cial moment. The smell of a lit fire as food cooked on the grill
made my stomach slightly grumble, but not enough to raise me out
of my peace just yet. The families nearby would talk about the sim-
ple things happening in their lives and not daring to touch the
dreaded topic of reality in hopes of not ruining their day.

The birds that flew with such whispered wings were even
chirping melodious songs as they too were preparing their own
family for what was soon to happen. Off in the distance, a horn
blared from the restless water of the river and echoed throughout
the trees as the tugboats and barges made their way throughout thi
daily route. The waves that the boats had created splashed up
through the rocky bank of the river with such force that a woman
squealed from the water that landed upon her as her male counter-
part laughed with such carefree love that it caused my own heart to
swell in my chest. As | lay here, | could only imagine such a future
where all of this would be possible for me one day. To have the
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love of my life by my side as we faced what ever may come our wa
with such grace and love that it could only be admired by those
who bared witness. To have our own little ones exploring the great
big world around us with the promise of possibilities and the secu-
rity to know they are safe and loved beyond what words can com-
prehend. The warmth in my chest turned to a slow ache, as if the
steady fire that fueled me turned into nothing but theveftcoals
simmering to a slumber. The wind that had not dared to disturb

me turned into more of a nudge as if it was my own alarm clock
saying that it was time to go. The grass tickling my neck, almost like
a soft caress of a finger, served as a gentle reminder that everythin
would be okay. | slowly opened my eyes and acknowledged the
world that | was coming back to. As | stared up to the heavens,
tracing the tree branches with my eyes, there was a new sort of cla
ity that | had come to know with no intent of even having such an
aspiration. Rising from the ground, | decided then and there to
make a promise to myself. A promise that one day, whether it be
near or far future, | will have such a loving and fulfilling life with

my own family instead of choosing solitude ever again.
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