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  Chapter one
The Briefing


The secure briefing room at Hurlburt Field was windowless, painted in government-issue gray with no hint of comfort or permanence. The air was heavy with anticipation and the faint tang of burnt coffee. Atlas stood at the head of the table, his posture straight, hands folded behind his back. The room’s fluorescent lights cast sharp shadows across his face, accentuating the hard lines earned from years of command. His gaze swept the team, each member handpicked, each one carrying the weight of this mission before he even spoke. 
Ghost leaned back in his chair, arms crossed, eyes sharp and restless. He always looked ready to move, the kind of readiness that came from a lifetime of slipping into and out of impossible places. Hammer sat beside him, rolling his left shoulder with a wince, the aftermath of a training injury that hadn’t slowed him down. He kept his comms tablet close, fingers drumming a silent code. Scope, quiet and focused, had a laptop open, her eyes flicking between lines of code and a grainy satellite feed. Nightfall stood by the far wall, flight suit immaculate, helmet tucked under his arm, already half in the cockpit in his mind.
Atlas didn’t waste time. He tapped the remote. The wall screen flickered to life, displaying a digital map of Karsovia, mountains carved in green and brown, rivers like veins, and a red circle pulsing over a narrow mountain pass.
“Listen up,” Atlas said, voice low but carrying. “We’ve got a high-value rescue. U.S. Ambassador Amelia Monroe. Last confirmed location was a diplomatic convoy en route to the energy summit in Karsovia. Three vehicles, twelve personnel, all accounted for until zero-six-hundred this morning.” He advanced the slide. The next image was stark: blackened wreckage, flames licking at twisted steel, a convoy reduced to char and ruin.
Ghost’s jaw tightened. “IED?”
“Ambush,” Atlas said. “Karsovian military claims responsibility, but intel suggests a rogue paramilitary, no insignia, no chain of command. They hit the convoy hard, then vanished into the mountains. No survivors confirmed. Until…” He nodded at Scope.
She tapped at her keyboard, and the speakers crackled. A garbled transmission filled the room, static and chaos, then a woman’s voice, clear, urgent, unmistakably American. “This is Ambassador Monroe. Hostile contact, repeat, hostile, location unknown, ” The transmission cut off with a burst of gunfire.
Hammer’s fingers stilled. “Timestamp?”
“Three hours ago,” Scope replied. “Signal bounced off a civilian cell tower near the border. She’s alive. For now.”
Atlas let the statement hang in the air. He watched his team, reading the flickers of tension and resolve. “We have one shot. This is a deniable op. No official support. If we’re caught, we don’t exist. Rules of engagement: minimize civilian casualties, avoid detection, no footprint. Extraction window is seventy-two hours. After that, Monroe’s value as a hostage drops, and so do her chances.”
Nightfall spoke up, voice even. “Insertion plan?”
Atlas nodded. “You’ll get us in low, nap-of-the-earth. Drop at LZ Echo, two klicks from the last signal. You hold comms and engines hot for exfil. If we miss the window, you go dark. No heroics.”
Nightfall’s expression didn’t change. “I never leave a team behind, sir.”
Atlas’s lips twitched, almost a smile, but not quite. “That’s why you’re here.”
He turned to Hammer. “You own the air. Jamming, fire support, comms blackout. If you have to call in a strike, make it surgical.”
Hammer nodded, already running calculations in his head. “Copy. I’ll keep the air clean.”
“Scope,” Atlas continued, “I need eyes everywhere. Drones, thermal, comms intercept. If Monroe’s moved, I want to know before they do.”
Scope barely looked up. “Already mapped out likely safe houses and relay points. I’ll get you a live feed en route.”
Atlas faced Ghost last. “Extraction is your call. Once we have Monroe, you lead the egress. No one gets left behind.”
Ghost’s response was a single, sharp nod. He didn’t need to say more.
Atlas let the silence settle, the gravity of the mission pressing in. “This isn’t just a rescue. Karsovia’s energy treaty is on the line. If Monroe dies, the region destabilizes. Russia and the EU are circling. We can’t let this become an international incident. We go in clean, get her out, and disappear.”
He let his gaze linger on each of them, steady and unyielding. “Failure is not an option. You all know what’s at stake.”
The screen shifted to a close-up of Monroe, a press photo, her eyes bright, shoulders squared, a hint of defiance in her smile. She looked like someone who didn’t back down. Atlas felt the weight of responsibility settle deeper. He’d read her file: career diplomat, fluent in three languages, not the type to fold under pressure. But this wasn’t a negotiation table. This was war.
He closed the laptop, signaling the end of the briefing. “Gear up. We move in two hours. Final comms check in the hangar.”
As the team stood, chairs scraping quietly against the floor, Ghost caught Atlas’s eye. “She’s tough. You think she’ll hold out?”
Atlas’s answer was immediate, certain. “She’ll do her part. We do ours.”
Hammer limped to his feet, grabbing his kit. “I’ll rig the comms for blackout by the time we’re wheels up. If they’re tracking us, they’ll lose us over the mountains.”
Scope slid her laptop closed, already mentally cataloguing frequencies and camera feeds. “I’ll have drone eyes on the target zone before we hit the ground. If Monroe moves, I’ll see it.”
Nightfall checked his watch, then looked at Atlas. “Weather’s holding. I’ll have the bird ready, low profile. We’ll be ghosts.”
Atlas nodded, pride and worry mingling in his chest. He knew what he was asking of them. He also knew they were the only ones who could pull this off.
The team filed out, each settling into their own rhythm, checking gear, running mental checklists, preparing for the unknown. Atlas lingered a moment, staring at Monroe’s image on the darkened screen. He thought of the stakes: a diplomat’s life, an entire region’s future, the reputation of men and women who would never be acknowledged for what they were about to do.
He exhaled, slow and steady, then turned and strode into the corridor. The hangar was already humming with the low roar of engines and the metallic clatter of weapons checks. Nightfall’s MC-130 loomed in the shadows, matte gray and silent, waiting to swallow them whole and spit them out on the other side of the world.
Atlas found the team by the ramp, each transformed by body armor, gear, and the quiet intensity that came before the storm. Hammer adjusted his headset, Ghost checked the locks on his extraction rig, Scope ran a last diagnostic on her drone controller. Nightfall walked the length of the aircraft, running his hand along the fuselage as if reassuring an old friend.
Atlas pressed the remote, and the last satellite image flickered off the wall screen. The only light came from the muted fluorescents overhead, casting pale shadows across the table. The team’s faces, Ghost’s impassive, Hammer’s jaw set, Scope’s eyes narrowed with calculation, Nightfall’s hands folded and still, were drawn tight by the stakes. No one spoke. The clock on the wall ticked, loud in the hush. Atlas glanced at it, then at his team.
“Questions?” His voice cut sharp through the quiet.
Ghost shook his head, the movement crisp. “No gaps, sir. We go in, get Monroe, get out.”
Hammer rolled his injured shoulder, wincing but refusing to acknowledge the pain. “I’ll have the birds and jammers up. Airspace is crowded, Karsovian regulars are running patrols, and the paramilitaries have MANPADS in the valleys. I’ll keep the corridor open, but we’ll be on a knife’s edge.”
Scope’s fingers danced over her tablet, bringing up a grainy thermal feed. “I’ve got three possible locations for Monroe within a two-kilometer grid. The transmission was relayed from this sector, ” she tapped a red square, “but there’s signal spoofing. They’re trying to mask her, or bait us. I’ll keep the drones up, but if they spot them, we lose surprise.”
Nightfall’s gaze didn’t leave Atlas. “Weather’s holding. LZ Echo is clear for now, but if the wind shifts, I’ll have to move. No second ride if I’m compromised.”
Atlas nodded, absorbing the details, weighing risks. “We stick to the plan. No improvising unless I call it. Hammer, you’re cleared for fire support only if we’re pinned. Scope, eyes and ears, no direct engagement. Ghost, you’re lead on exfil. Nightfall, wheels up on my order, no matter what. We move in thirty.”
The team stood as one, chairs scraping quietly. Atlas watched them file out, each carrying the weight in their own way. Ghost’s stride was silent, measured. Hammer’s limp was subtle, pride refusing to let pain slow him. Scope hugged her tablet close, already lost in feeds and code. Nightfall paused at the door, meeting Atlas’s eyes, a silent promise passing between commander and pilot.
The corridor outside the briefing room was brighter, humming with distant activity, flight crews, maintenance, the muted thrum of engines. Atlas led the way toward the armory, the team falling in behind him. No one spoke; there was nothing left to say.
Inside, racks of gear gleamed under LED strips. Ghost moved with practiced efficiency, checking his suppressed carbine, loading magazines, inspecting his harness. Hammer strapped on his comms rig, fingers deft despite the bandage peeking from under his sleeve. Scope clipped a drone case to her vest, slipped a tablet into a pouch, and double-checked her encrypted comms. Nightfall’s flight suit was immaculate, helmet tucked under his arm, eyes scanning the checklist on his tablet.
Atlas donned his own kit last, methodical. He checked every strap, every plate, every round. He looked up, catching each of their eyes in turn. “We do this by the book. No heroics. We all come home.”
Ghost’s reply was quiet but certain. “Roger that, Atlas.”
Hammer managed a grin. “Just like training. Only with real bullets.”
Scope’s voice was steady. “I’ll keep you covered. Nothing gets past me.”
Nightfall’s tone was calm, absolute. “I’ll be at the LZ. You call, I come.”
Atlas nodded, satisfied. He led them to the hangar, boots echoing on concrete. The MC-130 loomed ahead, engines already spooling, a black shape against the dawn. Loadmasters hustled in the background, their faces studiously blank. The team boarded in silence.
Inside, the drone of engines filled the cargo bay. Atlas checked his watch. Twenty-seven hours since Monroe’s last confirmed location. Every minute mattered. He forced his mind to the mission’s shape: insertion, movement, contact, extraction. No room for error. No margin for luck.
Scope set up her station near the ramp, screens flickering to life. She launched her first drone, the feed stabilizing as it soared over the Karsovian foothills. “Thermal’s picking up movement, convoy remnants, maybe. No sign of Monroe yet. I’ll keep searching.”
Hammer adjusted his headset, patching into the team net and airspace channels. “Local comms are hot. Karsovian units are jumpy. I’ll start jamming as we approach, but it’ll light us up if they’re watching for it.”
Ghost leaned against the bulkhead, eyes closed, running through the plan in his head. Atlas watched him a moment, steady, unshakable, the man you wanted at your back when everything went wrong.
Nightfall’s voice came through the intercom. “Ten minutes to jump. Weather’s holding. LZ Echo is green.”
Atlas keyed his mic. “Copy. Last checks, everyone.”
Hammer’s voice was clipped, efficient. “Comms up, jammers ready. I’ll keep the net clear.”
Scope’s eyes flicked over her screens. “Drone one is up. Drone two launching. I’m seeing increased patrols along the river, but the main approach is clear for now.”
Ghost checked his harness, then Atlas’s. “You good, sir?”
Atlas nodded, meeting his gaze. “We all are.”
The ramp lowered, cold wind biting through the cargo bay. The landscape below was a patchwork of forest and rock, pale in the dawn. Atlas led the way, dropping into the darkness, the team following in tight sequence.
They landed silent, the MC-130 already banking away, Nightfall’s promise echoing in Atlas’s mind. The forest muffled every sound. Atlas signaled, and the team formed up, moving through the trees, weapons ready, senses sharp.
Scope’s whisper came through the comms. “Thermal contact, fifty meters ahead. Two heat signatures, armed, not Karsovian military. Could be paramilitaries.”
Atlas held up a fist, bringing the team to a halt. He motioned to Ghost, who slipped ahead, melting into the undergrowth. Hammer covered the flank, weapon steady despite his shoulder. Scope’s drone hovered overhead, silent, relaying images to her screen.
Ghost returned, voice low. “Two guards, light arms. No sign of Monroe, but there’s a shack, makeshift comms gear inside. Could be a relay point.”
Atlas made the call. “We bypass. No engagement unless they spot us. Scope, mark the position for later. We’re burning time.”
They moved on, ghosts in the forest. The terrain grew steeper, rocks slick with dew. Hammer grunted as his injured shoulder caught on a branch but kept pace. Scope’s updates were a lifeline, patrols here, a vehicle there, gaps in the perimeter. Atlas adjusted their route, threading through danger.
After an hour, Scope’s voice sharpened. “Got something. New transmission, encrypted, but the signature matches Monroe’s earlier burst. Coordinates incoming.”
Atlas signaled a halt, checking the map. The location was close, too close to a cluster of paramilitary vehicles. He weighed the risks, then turned to Ghost. “You’re up. Take point. Hammer, cover the rear. Scope, eyes everywhere. We move.”
They advanced, every sense stretched taut. The forest thinned, revealing a ruined farmhouse half-hidden by brush. Vehicles idled nearby, men with mismatched uniforms and hard eyes patrolling the perimeter.
Atlas studied them, then Scope’s feed. “Monroe’s inside. Second floor, northeast window. She’s alive, moving.”
The hum of the ventilation system was the only sound as Atlas stood at the head of the table, eyes fixed on the digital map projected across the wall. The room felt smaller with the team assembled, every chair filled, every movement deliberate. Ghost sat nearest the door, posture straight, hands resting on his knees, ready, but not tense. Hammer, his left arm cradled just enough to betray the old injury, leaned forward, studying the satellite overlays with a sniper’s patience. Scope’s gaze flicked between her tablet and the shifting data feeds, jaw set, the faintest reflection of green code sliding across her glasses. Nightfall, uniform immaculate, arms folded, watched Atlas with the quiet focus of a man who’d flown into too many storms to be rattled by one more.
Atlas’s voice cut through the silence, low and measured. “We have a single objective. Ambassador Monroe is alive. She’s under hostile control, location narrowed to a two-kilometer grid. We insert at LZ Echo, move fast, and extract before they can react. No improvisation unless I call it. We do this by the numbers, or not at all.”
The digital clock on the wall ticked over, marking the end of the briefing and the beginning of the mission’s real weight. Scope tapped her screen, bringing up the intercepted transmission, Monroe’s voice, strained but clear, the words clipped by static. “This is Ambassador Amelia Monroe. Hostile contact. Alive. Location, ” The audio stuttered, then cut. The room held its breath for a moment, the reality settling in. She was alive, but every second counted.
Hammer’s fingers drummed lightly on the table. “Signal’s bouncing off three towers. They’re running a spoof net, someone’s working hard to keep her hidden.” He didn’t mention his shoulder; the pain was there, but irrelevant. Atlas nodded once, acknowledging both the risk and Hammer’s resolve.
Scope’s eyes never left her screen. “I’ll deploy two drones on approach. Thermal scan, comms intercept. If they’re masking her, we’ll see what they missed.” Her tone was even, but the implication was clear, if Monroe moved, Scope would be the first to know.
Nightfall’s voice was calm, almost casual. “Winds are steady. I can drop you at Echo, but I’ll have to circle south, Karsovian air patrols are thick tonight. Once you’re in, I’ll be on standby for extraction. One shot, no second passes.” The certainty in his words was absolute. The team never doubted Nightfall’s timing.
Atlas looked at each of them in turn. “Rules of engagement are strict. No civilian casualties, minimize our footprint. If we’re compromised, there’s no cavalry. We’re ghosts.” His gaze lingered on Ghost, who met it with a silent nod. “Questions?”
No one spoke. The plan was clear. The consequences even clearer.
The team rose as one, moving with the economy of soldiers who’d done this too many times to count. Gear bags slung over shoulders, weapons checked and rechecked. Hammer’s radio pack was heavier than usual, the jamming rig humming softly as he powered through the pre-mission checklist. Scope’s drone case was already clipped to her vest, fingers dancing over the controls as she calibrated the first launch.
Atlas led them down the corridor, past security doors and into the hangar. The MC-130 loomed, engines idling, ramp lowered like a promise. Nightfall peeled off, heading for the cockpit, his stride unhurried. The rest of the team moved up the ramp, the interior lit by red battle lights. The bulk of their gear was already stowed, every item in its place. Atlas checked the manifest, then nodded to Ghost, who began a final sweep, no detail too small to overlook.
Hammer settled in near the rear hatch, adjusting his harness with one hand, the other resting on the butt of his carbine. Scope clipped her headset in, eyes closed as she synced frequencies. The drone feeds flickered to life on her tablet, ghostly outlines of forest and ruin painting the screen. Atlas sat opposite Ghost, the two men sharing a look that needed no words. This was the line, once crossed, there was no coming back.
Nightfall’s voice crackled over the intercom. “Wheels up in sixty. Last chance for a warm bed.” The joke was dry, but it loosened something in the air. Hammer grinned, rolling his shoulder. “I’ll settle for a cold beer and a short walk home.”
Atlas keyed his mic. “We’re ready. Take us in.”
The MC-130 lifted off with practiced grace, the world dropping away beneath them. The flight was silent, each operator lost in their own preparations. Scope monitored the shifting comms landscape, flagging bursts of encrypted traffic, enemy chatter, but nothing pinpointing Monroe’s location. Hammer tuned his frequencies, the jamming rig ready but silent, waiting for Atlas’s order. Ghost checked his gear one last time, tightening straps, counting magazines, eyes fixed on the red-lit floor.
They dropped low over the Karsovian border, turbulence rattling the fuselage. Nightfall’s voice was a steady anchor. “Approaching LZ Echo. Thirty seconds.” The ramp lowered, cold air flooding the bay. Atlas signaled, and the team moved, Ghost first, then Scope, Hammer, and finally Atlas himself.
The forest swallowed them whole, the MC-130 vanishing into the night. Nightfall’s voice was a whisper in their ears. “Good hunting. I’ll be waiting.”
They moved in silence, boots muffled by pine needles, the world reduced to the narrow cone of their NVGs. Scope’s drones flitted overhead, silent as moths, relaying thermal images and comms intercepts. Hammer brought up the rear, scanning their six, his injured shoulder a dull ache but manageable.
The ruined farmhouse emerged from the darkness, a silhouette against the low moon. Paramilitary guards moved in predictable patterns, rifles slung, eyes scanning but unfocused. Scope marked their positions, her voice a soft thread in the comms. “Two on the north wall. One in the tower. No sign of Monroe outside.”
Atlas studied the layout, mind racing through contingencies. Ghost shifted closer, eyes locked on the second-floor window where Monroe had last been seen. “Entry point?” he whispered.
Atlas’s reply was immediate. “East side. Scope, eyes on the door. Hammer, cover the approach. Ghost, you’re on me. Quiet, fast.”
They slipped forward, hugging the shadows. Scope’s drone hovered above, feeding real-time visuals to her screen. Hammer settled behind a fallen log, rifle trained on the north wall, finger light on the trigger.
At the door, Atlas paused, hand raised. A muffled shout echoed from inside, Monroe’s voice, unmistakable even through the walls. She wasn’t pleading. She was arguing, the tone sharp, defiant. Ghost met Atlas’s eyes, a flicker of respect passing between them.
Atlas nodded. “Go.”
Ghost moved first, silent as his callsign, slipping through the half-open door. Atlas followed, weapon up, every sense sharpened to a razor’s edge. The interior was dark, the air thick with smoke and fear. Footsteps pounded overhead, someone running, shouts in Karsovian, the scrape of furniture dragged across the floor.
Scope’s voice was urgent in their ears. “Movement on the stairs. Two hostiles, armed.”
The lights in the briefing room were cold and flat, bleaching the world to grayscale, a deliberate choice, Atlas suspected, to keep sentiment at bay. He stood at the head of the table, hands braced on its edge, posture carved from years of command. The team filled the space with a silent gravity: Ghost, lean and still as a shadow near the exit; Hammer, broad-shouldered despite the tension in his injured arm, eyes flicking between comms displays; Scope, her focus locked on a tablet streaming encrypted feeds; and Nightfall, arms folded, face unreadable, the quiet confidence of a man who’d flown through fire and come out the other side.
A digital map glowed between them, rivers of blue and red threading through the mountains of Karsovia. Atlas’s voice cut the hush, measured and certain. “Rules are simple. No recognition, no rescue if we’re caught. Our objective is Ambassador Monroe. Nothing else matters.” He let the silence stretch, making sure the weight of that sank in. “We move in, extract, and get out. No improvisation. If the situation changes, I call it.”
Ghost’s jaw flexed, the only sign of tension. He never spoke unless necessary, but Atlas knew he was already running every possible scenario, the farmhouse, the guards, the window where Monroe’s silhouette had flickered in Scope’s drone feed. Hammer’s fingers drummed a silent code on the table, restless energy contained by discipline. Scope’s eyes darted, tracking the shifting threat matrix, calibrating her drones for another sweep. Nightfall’s gaze was steady, waiting for the word to bring the bird in low and fast.
Atlas tapped the map, pulling up the last confirmed transmission. Monroe’s voice, raw but unbroken, filled the room: “This is Ambassador Monroe. I am alive. Location compromised. Hostile presence. Will resist.” Static chewed at the edges, but the meaning was clear. She wasn’t pleading. She was making a statement, she would not go quietly.
He looked up, making eye contact with each of them. “We have a thirty-six hour window before the situation goes public. After that, Monroe’s leverage is gone, and so are her chances. We do this clean. No civilian casualties, no footprints. Hammer, you’ll jam comms only if absolutely necessary. Scope, eyes on all channels, drones up the second we hit the ground. Ghost, you’re point on extraction. Nightfall, you’re our lifeline, one pass, in and out.”
Nightfall nodded once. “I’ll be on station. No second run.”
“Understood,” Ghost said, voice low and even.
Hammer’s lips twisted in a half-smile. “Copy. I’ll keep the sky quiet, sir.”
Scope didn’t look up. “I’ll have a drone on Monroe’s frequency. If she moves, I’ll know.”
Atlas exhaled, feeling the burden settle. He’d led missions that bent the rules, but this one was different, failure wasn’t just unacceptable, it was unthinkable. The fate of an entire region’s stability, the life of a woman who’d risked everything for diplomacy, and the integrity of his team all balanced on a razor’s edge.
He straightened. “Gear up. We launch in forty.”
The team filed out, their movements precise and wordless. In the armory, the ritual was automatic: weapons checked, radios synced, body armor cinched down. Atlas watched Ghost load his kit, hands steady, eyes distant. Hammer adjusted the sling on his rifle, wincing as his shoulder caught. Scope tucked a drone controller into her vest, fingers brushing the edge of a battered patch, some old unit, long since disbanded. Nightfall’s helmet bore no insignia, just dull black paint scuffed by years in the field.
They moved to the hangar in a tight wedge, boots echoing on concrete. The MC-130 loomed in the darkness, engines cycling, Nightfall’s crew making last checks. The ramp yawned open. Atlas led them aboard.
Inside, the roar of the engines muffled everything. Atlas stood by the ramp, watching the base lights recede as the aircraft taxied. He felt the shift as they lifted, the world falling away beneath them. Scope’s drone feeds flickered to life on her tablet, thermal overlays, signal intercepts, the chaos of enemy chatter. Hammer sat with his comms rig, antennae bristling. Ghost checked his sidearm again, head bowed.
Atlas keyed his mic. “Final check. Everyone ready?”
Ghost: “Ready.”
Hammer: “Green.”
Scope: “Drones up. No new signals.”
Nightfall’s voice came through, calm as ever. “ETA to LZ Echo, sixteen minutes. Weather’s holding.”
Atlas closed his eyes for a heartbeat, then opened them. “On my mark.”
The flight was a study in controlled tension. Scope’s feeds painted a shifting mosaic: enemy patrols moving through the woods, a flicker of heat signatures near the farmhouse, the telltale pulse of a jamming net. Hammer’s fingers hovered over the switch, one flick, and the enemy would know they were coming, but it would buy them silence for the final push.
At the ramp, Atlas checked his watch. “Drop in thirty seconds.”
Nightfall’s voice was a steady anchor. “Wind’s five knots from the west. You’ll have cover in the trees.”
Atlas nodded, signaling the team. Ghost was first to the edge, eyes scanning the darkness, then Hammer, then Scope. Atlas brought up the rear, the weight of command pressing between his shoulder blades. The red light snapped green. They jumped.
The forest swallowed them, branches clawing at gear, boots sinking into damp earth. Atlas regrouped the team with silent hand signals. Scope’s drone buzzed overhead, relaying a live feed of the farmhouse, two guards at the door, another pacing the second floor. No sign of Monroe in the open, but a heat signature flickered behind a boarded window.
Atlas crouched beside Ghost. “You take left. I’ll breach right. Hammer, cover the approach. Scope, eyes up.”
Ghost nodded, already moving. Hammer took up position behind a fallen log, rifle braced despite the pain in his shoulder. Scope hunkered down, tablet balanced on her knee, drone circling high.
Atlas moved with Ghost, boots silent on moss and leaf litter. The farmhouse loomed, windows blacked out, the air thick with woodsmoke and tension. A burst of static crackled in Atlas’s earpiece, Scope’s voice, tight and urgent. “Two hostiles moving to the stairs. Monroe’s in the northeast room, second floor. She’s moving.”
Ghost’s eyes flicked up, reading the angles. Atlas signaled: go.
They hit the door in sequence, Ghost leading, Atlas at his back. The world shrank to the thunder of boots, the splinter of wood, the sharp stink of cordite. Inside, darkness and smoke tangled together, shapes flickering at the edges. A shout from above, a guard, startled. Ghost moved like liquid, up the stairs, Atlas covering.
Hammer’s voice cut in, strained. “Four more moving outside, rear approach. I can hold them, but I’ll need cover.”
Atlas’s mind ran hot and clear. “Scope, jam their comms. Hammer, suppress. Ghost, with me, Monroe’s priority.”
Scope’s fingers danced. “Jamming now. You’ve got two minutes before they triangulate.”
Atlas and Ghost cleared the landing, shots snapping overhead. Monroe’s voice, defiant, raw, echoed from behind a barricaded door. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”






  
  Chapter two
Blackout Insertion


The MC-130’s interior was a world of black, the only light a faint green glow from the instrument panel up in the cockpit. Nightfall’s voice came through the team’s headsets, clipped and steady. “Terrain-following in progress. Radar signature’s low. Hold tight, turbulence inbound.” The fuselage vibrated as the aircraft hugged the Karsovian foothills, engines throttled down to a whisper. The world outside was invisible, a void beyond the portholes. 
Atlas sat nearest the ramp, helmeted head bowed, eyes on the luminous map projected on his wrist display. The farmhouse coordinates blinked a steady warning. He tapped the comms: “Final check. Scope, drone status?”
Scope’s reply was crisp. “Both birds hot. Launch on my mark after drop. No enemy intercepts on spectrum, yet.” Her face, half-lit by her tablet, was all focus, jaw set, eyes darting over lines of code and thermal feeds.
Hammer flexed his left hand, rolling his injured shoulder as he checked his suppressed rifle. His jaw was tight, but the pain didn’t reach his voice. “Jammer’s primed. Two-minute window once I light it up. After that, every paramilitary in the valley’s going to know we’re here.”
Ghost sat across from Atlas, silent, gloved hands resting on his harness. His focus was absolute, the kind that made the air around him seem colder. He met Atlas’s gaze for a moment, a wordless exchange: ready. Ghost’s mind was already in the farmhouse, mapping entry points, plotting the path to Monroe.
The pilot’s voice cut in again, lower this time. “Atlas, thirty seconds to jump. Wind’s rough. Visibility’s zero at ground level.” Nightfall’s hands danced over the controls, eyes flicking between altimeter and the jagged green line of the terrain-following radar. He was threading the MC-130 through a mountain pass at treetop height, every muscle tensed for the slightest warning.
Atlas keyed his mic. “Copy, Nightfall. Hold pattern after drop. Extraction window’s tight, no second pass.”
“Understood,” Nightfall replied, and even through the static, the tension was clear. He would wait, no matter what, but he knew the odds.
Atlas rose, checked the static line, and signaled the team. “Ten seconds. Masks on.” The ramp dropped, a blast of frigid air filling the hold. The valley below was a black pit, the only light a flicker of distant flares, enemy patrols sweeping for ghosts.
Atlas led the jump, vanishing into the abyss. Ghost followed, then Hammer, then Scope. The wind howled, biting through every seam of their gear. Altimeters blinked, counting down. The world was a blur of darkness, the ground invisible until the last instant.
Chutes snapped open, bodies jerked upright. Atlas hit hard, knees flexing, rolling through icy mud and brush. He was up in a breath, toggling his radio. “Atlas, down. Mark position.” One by one, the team checked in, Ghost, Hammer, Scope, each voice tight, controlled, breath steaming in the cold.
Scope landed lightest, already unpacking a drone, fingers nimble despite the chill. “Launching now. Thermal up in thirty seconds.” The tiny quadcopter lifted, vanishing into the fog.
Hammer’s boots crunched behind Atlas. “Shoulder’s holding. No patrols in sight, but I hear engines. They’re close.”
Ghost materialized from the dark, rifle at low ready, scanning the tree line. “Movement, northwest. Two-man patrol, maybe three hundred meters out. They’re sweeping with IR.”
Atlas motioned them into cover, leading them into a shallow depression thick with brambles. The forest was a tangle of black trunks and shifting shadows. He checked his compass, then Scope’s feed as it flickered onto his wrist display, thermal silhouettes, two shapes moving slow, rifles slung, searching.
“Hold,” Atlas whispered. “Let them pass.”
The patrol moved through, boots crunching, radios crackling in clipped Karsovian. One paused, peering into the trees. The team froze, breath shallow, every muscle coiled. Then the patrol moved on, fading into the dark.
Scope’s voice was a whisper. “Path to farmhouse is clear for now. Two more patrols circling the perimeter. I can jam their comms, but we’ll lose the element of surprise.”
Atlas shook his head. “No jamming until we breach. We stay ghosts.”
Hammer’s breathing was heavier than usual, but he kept pace as they moved. The terrain sloped downward, mud sucking at their boots. The farmhouse was a black smudge ahead, broken roofline jagged against the night sky. Scope’s drone circled above, feeding real-time thermal: four heat signatures outside, two more inside, one isolated, Monroe.
Atlas signaled halt, crouching behind a fallen log. He studied the farmhouse through his NVGs. “Scope, confirm Monroe’s position.”
Scope’s reply was immediate. “Second floor, northeast room. She’s upright, moving. Hostile in the hall, another downstairs.”
Ghost’s voice was barely audible. “Entry point?”
Atlas pointed. “West door. Hammer, cover rear. Scope, eyes up. Ghost, with me.”
They moved, silent and quick, boots muffled on wet leaves. Hammer slipped into shadow, rifle up, scanning the treeline. Scope knelt, eyes on her display, drone circling. Ghost and Atlas reached the door, pressed flat. Atlas counted down with his fingers, three, two, one.
Ghost breached, swift and silent, Atlas at his back. The entry hall was dark, smoke hanging low. A hostile stepped from the stairwell, rifle raised. Ghost fired twice, suppressed shots thudding, the man dropping before he could shout. Atlas moved past, up the stairs, Ghost covering.
Upstairs, Monroe’s voice, sharp, defiant, echoed through the door. “Don’t touch me! I said no, ” A crash, then silence.
Atlas kicked the door. It splintered, revealing Monroe, hands bound but standing, blood at her temple, eyes blazing. A paramilitary turned, knife raised. Ghost shot him in the shoulder, sending him crashing into the wall. Atlas crossed the room in two strides, cutting Monroe’s bonds.
She staggered, caught herself, and glared at Atlas. “You’re late.”
Atlas gave her a grim nod. “Ambassador Monroe, we’re getting you out. Can you walk?”
She straightened, voice steady despite the tremor in her hands. “I’ll run if I have to.”
Downstairs, Hammer’s voice crackled. “Two more hostiles circling back. I’m holding but they’re getting close.”
Scope’s drone feed flashed, vehicles approaching, headlights off, moving fast. “Reinforcements inbound. ETA two minutes.”
Atlas keyed his mic. “Nightfall, stand by. Extraction in five. Ghost, move Monroe. Hammer, fall back on us. Scope, jam them when we exfil.”
Ghost guided Monroe down the stairs, one hand steady on her arm. She moved with purpose, never glancing back at the bodies. Hammer appeared at the doorway, breathing hard, blood darkening his sleeve.
“Shoulder’s hit,” he muttered, pain flickering in his eyes. “Still good.”
Atlas nodded once. “We move. Scope, jam now.”
Scope’s fingers danced. Static filled the airwaves, enemy radios erupting with noise. The farmhouse behind them lit with muzzle flashes as the team slipped into the trees, Monroe’s breath ragged but determined.
Nightfall’s voice was a lifeline in the dark. “LZ Echo is hot. I’m inbound, sixty seconds. Be ready.”
Atlas led them into the night, every step measured, every breath counting down the seconds until the sky would open and the world would know they’d been here.
The MC-130’s interior was a blacked-out world of red-lit faces and the low thrum of engines, every vibration telegraphing the stakes. Atlas sat nearest the ramp, helmeted and unreadable, his gloved hands resting on his harness. Next to him, Ghost checked the buckle on his chute with silent precision, gaze fixed beyond the bulkhead as if he could already see the mountains below. Hammer flexed his right hand, working the feeling back into his injured shoulder, eyes flicking to the altimeter strapped to his wrist. Scope hunched over her tablet, the glow illuminating sharp cheekbones and a frown of concentration as she cycled through drone feeds and encrypted signals. Nightfall’s voice cut through the comms, calm but taut. “Two minutes to drop. Terrain’s rough, stay tight on the descent. Atlas, confirm green.”
Atlas keyed his mic, voice low but decisive. “Green. All stations, check.” One by one, the team responded, their code names clipped and professional. Ghost’s reply was a whisper. Hammer’s, a grunt laced with pain he didn’t acknowledge. Scope’s, a brisk “Scope up.” The aircraft banked hard, pressing them into the benches. Outside, the world was a void, but Atlas saw it in his mind: jagged ridges, forested valleys, the farmhouse pinned on his mental map. He flicked a glance at the coordinates on his wrist display. “Target grid confirmed. Scope, last pass, any movement?”
Scope’s fingers danced. “Thermal’s dirty but no new patrols near Echo. Main threat’s at the farmhouse. Monroe’s heat sig is stable, second floor, northeast corner. Two armed inside, three outside.” She paused, voice tightening. “Jamming net’s up. If Hammer lights the jammer, we get two minutes before the whole valley knows.”
Hammer rolled his shoulder, jaw set. “Copy. I’ll hold until we’re moving.” The MC-130 shuddered as Nightfall dropped altitude, hugging the contours to stay below radar. The altimeter ticked down. Atlas eyed Ghost, who nodded once, eyes flat and ready. Ghost was always quiet before a breach, like he could will his pulse to slow.
Nightfall’s voice again, this time edged with warning. “Thirty seconds. Wind’s up. Watch your drift.” The ramp dropped, sucking in freezing air and the distant scent of pine and snow. Atlas stood, leading by example. He checked his harness, then Ghost’s. Ghost did the same for him, every motion silent, practiced. Hammer and Scope lined up behind. The valley below was invisible, but Atlas trusted the numbers. He looked back once, saw Nightfall’s gloved hand raised in a silent salute, then stepped into the void.
The cold hit like a slap, air thin and biting. Atlas counted seconds, body arrow-straight, the world a rushing whisper in his ears. Ghost dropped beside him, a shadow against the faint glow of Scope’s gear. The ground leapt up, Atlas flared, landed hard on frozen grass, knees absorbing the shock. He rolled, rifle up, scanning for movement. Ghost hit nearby, barely a sound. Hammer’s landing was heavier, a grunt of pain muffled by the wind. Scope touched down last, already unfolding her drone.
Atlas keyed his mic, voice low. “Sound off.” Ghost’s reply was a soft click. Hammer’s was rough but steady. Scope’s came as she knelt, launching a palm-sized drone into the darkness. “Drone up. Linking thermal.” Atlas swept the treeline, every sense tuned for the snap of a branch or the glint of metal. The wind moaned through the pines, masking distant engine noise. He waited, counting heartbeats.
Scope’s feed flickered onto his HUD, grainy thermal shapes, the farmhouse a pale block against the cold. “Patrols moving east, three hundred meters. We’re clear for now.” She tagged Monroe’s heat sig, stationary, upright, pacing. “Target is mobile, not restrained. Hostiles at the door and on the south wall. Two more inside.”
Atlas motioned them forward, low and fast. They moved through the trees, boots muffled by moss and needles. Ghost took point, every step deliberate, rifle tracking the shadows. Hammer limped but kept pace, his left arm tight to his body. Scope hung back, tablet cradled in one hand, eyes flicking from the screen to the dark. Atlas brought up the rear, scanning for movement, every muscle coiled.
At the edge of the treeline, they paused. The farmhouse loomed ahead, two stories of crumbling stone and shattered windows. A battered truck idled near the porch, headlights off. Ghost signaled, two guards at the door, rifles slung. Atlas watched the pattern: one smoked, the other scanned the darkness, bored but alert. The wind shifted, carrying the faint crackle of a radio. Scope’s voice was a whisper in his ear. “Comms are encrypted but active. They’re expecting something.”
Atlas weighed the risks. Hammer’s injury would slow them on exfil. The patrols would circle back soon. He tapped Ghost’s shoulder, pointed to the left. Ghost melted into the shadows, circling wide. Atlas gave Hammer a nod, cover the rear. Scope crouched, eyes locked on her feed.
A minute passed. Ghost reappeared behind the guards, silent as fog. One guard shifted, turned to speak, and Ghost struck, blade flashing. The man folded, barely a gasp. The second spun, rifle rising, but Atlas was already moving, his suppressed pistol coughing once. The guard dropped. Ghost signaled: clear.
Atlas moved in, Ghost at his flank. The door was unlocked, hinges groaning as they slipped inside. The air was thick with smoke and sweat. Somewhere upstairs, a woman’s voice, Monroe, sharp and furious, arguing in clipped English. Atlas caught fragments, “You have no leverage… I won’t cooperate…” A man snapped back in accented Russian.
Ghost signaled: stairs left, two up. Atlas nodded, took point. They climbed, boots silent on rotting wood. At the landing, a flash of movement, a hostile stepped out, rifle raised. Ghost fired twice, the rounds whisper-quiet. The man crumpled. Atlas pushed past, eyes on the northeast door. Monroe’s voice was louder now, defiant.
He kicked the door. Inside, Monroe stood, blood on her temple, wrists bruised but free, facing down a stocky paramilitary with a pistol. She didn’t flinch, even as Atlas leveled his rifle. “U.S. Special Operations. Down!” he barked.
The hostile hesitated, gun wavering. Monroe lunged, driving her shoulder into his chest. The pistol went wide. Ghost was on him in a breath, disarming and dropping him with a precise strike. Atlas grabbed Monroe’s arm, steady but firm. “Ambassador Monroe, we’re here to extract. Can you move?”
She wiped blood from her cheek, eyes fierce. “I’m not dead yet. Let’s go.” No panic, just steel.
Hammer’s voice crackled in their earpieces, strained. “Reinforcements inbound, two trucks, west road. I’m moving.” A burst of automatic fire echoed from below. Scope’s voice overlapped, urgent. “Jamming now. You’ve got two minutes before they call for help.”
Atlas pulled Monroe behind him, Ghost covering the hall. They moved fast, down the stairs as Hammer limped into the foyer, blood streaking his sleeve. “I’m good,” he snapped, jaw clenched. Atlas didn’t argue. Outside, the drone feed showed headlights cresting the ridge. Nightfall’s voice, sharp and tight. “Sixty seconds to LZ Echo. Be ready.”
Inside the MC-130’s belly, the world was reduced to the thrum of engines and the red glow of instrument lights. Atlas crouched by the open ramp, helmet pressed to his comms, eyes locked on the green-lit map projected on his wrist display. The cabin was a coffin of silence, no one wasted words this close to the drop. Ghost sat across from him, face half-shadowed, checking the tension on his harness with methodical precision. His breathing was steady, almost meditative, hands moving over buckles and webbing as if he could will the coming chaos into order.
Hammer’s bulk filled the far bench, hunched over his kit, lips pressed tight against the pain in his shoulder. He flexed his gloved hand, testing the arm’s range, then thumbed the safety on his suppressed rifle. Scope, smallest of the four, knelt by the cargo net, drone case open in front of her. She tapped through the drone’s diagnostics, the blue glow of her tablet reflecting in her eyes, jaw set as she watched the shifting lines of Karsovian radar sweeps.
Nightfall’s voice crackled in their earpieces, low and taut. “Two minutes to drop. Terrain-following, radar’s hot. We’ve got a window, don’t miss it.” The MC-130 banked hard, engines straining as Nightfall threaded the aircraft through a mountain pass so tight the altimeter screamed warnings. The fuselage shuddered. Atlas glanced at Scope, who nodded once, drones were green, target grid locked.
Atlas keyed his mic, voice a clipped whisper. “Final check. Ghost, you’re on point. Hammer, comms and rear. Scope, eyes up, no direct engagement. We hit the ground, rally on my beacon.” He caught each of their eyes in turn, the unspoken trust passing between them. No one asked about odds or backup. There was none.
The jump light flicked yellow. Ghost rose first, silent and precise, eyes fixed on the void beyond the ramp. Atlas followed, then Hammer, jaw clenched against the ache in his shoulder. Scope last, tucking her tablet and drone controller tight to her chest. The world shrank to the green of the light, the roar of wind, the countdown in their ears.
“Green. Go.”
They vanished into the night, swallowed by the freezing black above Karsovia.
The air was a knife, slicing through flight suits and gloves. Atlas counted the seconds, altitude streaming away beneath him, then yanked his chute. The canopy snapped open with a jolt that rattled his teeth. Below, the valley was a smear of darkness, faint outlines of pine and stone barely visible in the moonless gloom. He twisted, scanning for the others, three faint silhouettes drifting on the wind, right where they should be.
He hit hard, knees flexing, rolling into the snow and brush. The silence was absolute, broken only by the distant whine of a Karsovian patrol vehicle somewhere down-valley. Atlas unclipped his chute, buried it in a tangle of roots, and keyed his beacon. One by one, the team checked in, Ghost’s voice a whisper, Hammer’s rough with pain, Scope’s clipped and calm.
They regrouped in a shallow depression beneath a stand of firs. Scope snapped her drone into the air, the tiny rotors inaudible beneath the wind. Hammer worked his shoulder, face pale in the darkness, but his weapon was steady. Atlas scanned the valley, no lights, no movement but the distant sweep of a search beam half a kilometer east.
Scope’s whisper was in his ear. “Target farmhouse, northeast, one-point-eight klicks. Three patrols sweeping, two east, one west. Monroe’s signal’s cold, but thermal shows movement on the second floor. Five heat signatures. Two outside, three inside.”
Atlas nodded, eyes narrowing. “Ghost, route?”
Ghost had already mapped it, finger tracing a line on his wrist display. “Ridge line, then cut north. Avoids patrols, low silhouette. Ninety minutes to target, if we move.”
Atlas signaled. They moved in silence, boots muffled by moss and snow, breath ghosting in the frigid air. Hammer limped but kept pace, rifle sweeping their six. Scope monitored the drone feed, relaying enemy positions in murmured bursts. Twice, they froze as patrols passed within meters, headlights slicing through the trees, radios squawking in guttural Karsovian. Atlas held them motionless until the threat receded, then signaled forward.
The farmhouse emerged from the gloom, two stories, stone walls pitted by old shellfire, a battered truck idling out front. The drone buzzed overhead, relaying infrared: two guards smoking by the door, rifles slung loose. Inside, movement on the second floor, one pacing, one stationary, one heat signature smaller, hunched near the window.
Atlas crouched, gesturing. Ghost slid forward, melting into the darkness, knife drawn. Hammer took up position behind a fallen tree, rifle braced, breath shallow. Scope set her tablet to silent mode, eyes flicking between feeds.
Ghost was a shadow, gliding up behind the nearest guard. A flicker of motion, a muffled grunt, the man folded, dragged into the darkness. Atlas moved as the second guard turned, confusion flickering across his face. Hammer’s suppressed shot dropped him before he could shout.
Atlas led the breach, Ghost at his shoulder, Scope covering the door with her sidearm, Hammer watching the road. The entryway was cold and reeking of diesel. Upstairs, a woman’s voice, Monroe, unmistakable, low and fierce, arguing in Russian with a man whose tone was clipped and angry.
Atlas signaled. Ghost took point, silent up the stairs, Atlas close behind. The landing was choked with smoke, someone had fired a round into the wall, plaster dust hanging in the air. A hostile rounded the corner, weapon raised. Ghost was faster, blade flashing, the man crumpling without a sound.
They reached the door. Monroe’s voice was sharp, defiant: “You think I’ll just walk out of here and not tell them everything?” A slap, a curse in Russian. Atlas kicked the door, Ghost sweeping in. Monroe was on her feet, blood streaked across her cheek, eyes blazing. Her captor turned, gun half-raised, but Ghost fired, two rounds, center mass. The man dropped.
Monroe didn’t flinch. She stared at Atlas, breath ragged, then nodded once. “I can move,” she said, voice hoarse but steady.
Atlas cut her bindings, checking for injuries. “We’re moving. Stay close.”
Downstairs, Hammer’s voice crackled in their ears. “Two trucks inbound, west road. Thirty seconds.”
Scope jammed enemy comms, fingers flying over her tablet. “Jamming up. Two-minute window before they triangulate.”
Atlas hustled
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