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CHAPTER 1 — KACHIN STATE, NORTHERN MYANMAR
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Three hours before dawn

The air in the river valley held the wet, mineral smell of rain that hadn't fallen yet. Moonlight, fractured by the canopy above, fell in broken silver pieces on the forest floor. The humidity was oppressive even at this hour, a weight that pressed against the skin and made cloth cling. Somewhere in the darkness, a flying fox shrieked—a sound like tearing silk—and the forest answered with silence.

It was in one of these pale pools of moonlight that Saw Htay found the tiger.

He froze, one foot still lifted midstep. The boot—Chinese surplus, worn smooth at the toe—hung suspended above a rotting log thick with moss. He wasn't a superstitious man. His work as a ranger for the Kachin Wildlife Sanctuary had hardened him against omens, had taught him to see the forest as mechanism rather than mystery. But the sight struck him with a physical stillness that had nothing to do with belief and everything to do with recognition.

The great cat lay on its side perhaps twenty metres ahead, its golden flank sheened in the faint light, half-submerged in the slow, black water of the N'Mai River tributary. The water moved around it without urgency, parting and reforming, carrying away something dark that dissolved into the current. It looked like the tiger was resting. Like it had simply lain down to drink and never risen.

Saw lowered his foot silently. No sound. Not even the whisper of leather on wood. His hand went to the worn stock of his old Enfield rifle, slung across his back—a relic from his grandfather's time with the Kachin Independence Army, maintained with religious care and fired perhaps twice a year to keep the mechanism loose. His fingers found the safety, checked it without looking. Engaged. Good.

His eyes scanned the surrounding gloom. The tangled undergrowth, thick with wait-a-bit thorns and creeping bamboo. The tall, ghostly trunks of teak trees, their bark pale in the moonlight. The ridge line to the east, a darker mass against the pre-dawn sky. Nothing moved but the water and the distant call of a nightjar, its repetitive song marking territory somewhere upriver.

His heart rate hadn't changed. Twenty years in these mountains had taught him that panic was just another way to die. He counted his breaths—four seconds in, four seconds out—and let his body settle into the familiar state of controlled alertness. Then he moved forward.

Crouching, using the shadows, placing each step with deliberate care. Testing the ground before committing weight. Ten metres. The smell reached him first—not the reek of rot, but something sharper. Copper and wet earth and the faint chemical tang of something medicinal. Five metres. The details emerged, and with them, the wrongness.

The tiger's massive forepaws were gone.

Not torn. Not chewed by scavengers or worried off by jackals. They had been removed at the joint with a clean, brutal precision that spoke of blades and purpose. The wounds were dark and glistening, the exposed bone a stark white against the surrounding flesh. The cuts were surgical. Deliberate. Recent enough that the blood hadn't fully clotted.

Saw knelt in the damp earth, the mud cold through his canvas trousers, and forced himself to look closer.

The animal's mouth was agape, tongue lolling in the water. In the faint light, he could see the hollow, bloody sockets where the canines had been prized out. The massive teeth—each one worth a year's salary on the black market—were simply gone. Extracted with the kind of careful brutality that suggested tools. Pliers, maybe. Or a specialised dental lever. The gum tissue around each socket had been torn, then packed with what looked like plant matter—someone had taken the time to slow the bleeding. Not out of care for the animal. To slow the scent trail. To delay discovery.

The hide was otherwise intact. No bullet holes. No snare marks. No sign of struggle. The famous stripes—burnt orange fading to cream, each one unique as a fingerprint—were still vivid against the wet fur. No butcher had been here. No poacher looking for bone and pelt, working quickly in the dark to extract value before dawn.

This was something else.

A cold knot tightened in Saw's stomach. He'd seen kills before. Twenty years of patrols had shown him every permutation of greed the forest could hold. He'd found leopards snared; their bodies left to bloat in the sun after the pelts were taken. Bears shot for their gallbladders—the valuable organ removed with almost surgical precision while the rest of the carcass was abandoned. River otters skinned and left to rot because only the fur mattered. Those were transactions. Crimes of greed, yes, but crimes that made sense. Hidden crimes, committed in the deep forest where no one would find them until the evidence had been consumed by insects and weather.

This was not hidden.

This was displayed.

The tiger had been dragged to the river's edge—he could see the furrow in the mud now, a dark scar leading back into the treeline—and positioned at a natural crossing point. This spot was used by everything. Wild elephants coming down from the high country to drink. Deer moving between feeding grounds. Logging patrols cutting across to avoid the military checkpoint three kilometres south. Smugglers moving jade and timber and heroin along routes that pre-dated the government by centuries.

Everyone passed through here. Everyone would see.

A claim.

The word surfaced in his mind, clear and terrible. Someone was announcing control. This corridor—barely three kilometres wide, squeezed between two ridges that made alternative routes almost impossible—was now spoken for. The removal of the paws and teeth was symbolic. It was the removal of weapons, of tools. It was a demonstration of dominance rendered in flesh and bone.

We can take what makes it powerful. We can leave the rest for you to see.

Saw remained crouched beside the body and made himself think it through slowly. He was not a man who reached conclusions quickly. Speed was for those who trusted instinct over evidence, and instinct had cost too many rangers their lives in these mountains. He trusted observation. He trusted the accumulation of detail.

He had walked this crossing at least two hundred times. He knew the exact angle at which the river bent east around the limestone shelf beneath the surface. Knew that the flat stone on the near bank was where the elephants steadied themselves before, they stepped in, leaving deep oval impressions that filled with water and stayed for days. Knew that the particular gap in the canopy directly above the crossing meant it was one of the few places in the valley where moonlight reached the ground with any reliability.

That gap was why the body was visible from thirty metres. Visible and unmistakable, which was the point.

He stood carefully, keeping his silhouette low, and moved to where the drag furrow began—at the treeline, where the undergrowth had been flattened and the soil churned. He knelt again. The furrow was approximately two metres wide. Too wide for a single man dragging by hand, even a large man. Something flat had been used as a sled. A sheet of canvas or plastic, pulled from both ends. Minimum two people. Probably four, given the animal's weight.

He examined the edges of the furrow. No individual boot prints. They'd kept their feet on the flattened vegetation where possible, leaving no impressions. Disciplined. That discipline was itself a kind of signature.

Then he found what he was looking for. At the base of a teak root where the drag path curved slightly, a single heel print pressed deep into exposed mud. The carrier had adjusted their grip here, shifted their weight. The tread was military—a chevron pattern, deep-cut, from a boot that was relatively new. Not ranger surplus. Not the civilian work boots worn by loggers. Issued equipment.

He committed it to memory without touching it.

Twenty years of poaching reports had taught him one thing above all: the evidence that survived was the evidence that had been recorded quickly, before rain or insects or deliberate clean-up removed it. He unslung his pack.

His radio was useless this deep in the valley. The handset on his belt was Korean surplus, officially rated for ten kilometres in open terrain. In practice, surrounded by mountains and thick canopy, it could barely reach two. The ranger outpost was eight kilometres away, on the far side of a ridge. He could climb high enough to get signal, maybe, but that would take hours. Hours the evidence wouldn't survive.

He pulled out the heavy, blocky satellite phone—a Thuraya unit, donated by some conservation NGO whose name he couldn't remember—and the small digital camera, both kept in waterproof bags that smelled permanently of rubber and mildew. His hands moved with practised efficiency, even as his mind raced ahead to implications he didn't want to consider.

The camera whirred softly as he powered it on, the LCD screen flaring bright in the darkness. He dimmed it immediately, paranoia making him glance around again. The flash would be a beacon in the dark, visible for hundreds of metres. But the message was meant to be seen. He was just another witness. Recording changed nothing.

He took three pictures.

One: a close-up of the severed forelimb, the frame filled with the wound. The bone was a stark white against the dark flesh, the joint separated cleanly enough to see the individual ligaments still attached like pale roots. The camera struggled with the low light, the shutter staying open for nearly a full second. He held his breath, keeping the frame steady.

Two: the tiger's face. The empty jaw a silent scream, the tongue dark against the pale roof of the mouth. The eyes were open, filmed over and dull. Whatever spark had animated this animal—apex predator, three hundred kilograms of muscle and fury—was gone. What remained was meat and message.

Three: a wider shot, pulling back to capture the terrible, deliberate placement of the body at the crossing. The tiger centred in frame, the water flowing around it, the treeline dark behind. The images looked staged, forensic. Like evidence photographs from a crime scene, which is exactly what they were.

He added two more he hadn't planned: the boot print in the mud at the teak root, framing it against the corrugated tread as clearly as the light allowed. And the full length of the drag furrow, pulling back until both ends were visible—the point of origin in the treeline and the final placement at the water's edge. Eleven metres. That distance told him something. They'd brought the body in from the north, which meant a vehicle on the maintenance track above the valley, which meant they'd known about that track, scouted this location before tonight.

He powered on the satphone and watched the screen as it struggled to find a signal. The antenna extended automatically, a thin rod pointing at the sky. The device cycled through satellites—one bar, two bars, lost signal, searching again. The humidity played hell with the connection. He waited, counting seconds, watching the forest around him for movement that didn't belong.

Finally: three bars. Locked.

He connected the camera to the phone using a cable that was more electrical tape than insulation and began the painfully slow transfer. The interface was clunky, designed by engineers who'd never used it in the field. He navigated menus by feel—muscle memory from a dozen previous reports. Select images. Confirm upload. Enter recipient code—a scrambled string he'd memorised years ago that routed to some server in Bangkok or Singapore or wherever the NGO kept their data.

A single progress bar crawled across the display. Five per cent. Ten per cent. Each percentage point felt like a minute. The phone heated in his palm, the processor struggling with the file compression. Twenty per cent. The nightjar had stopped calling. Thirty per cent.

The forest had gone quiet.

Too quiet.

The feeling of being watched was a pressure between his shoulder blades, a primitive alarm that bypassed thought and went straight to the brainstem. He didn't move. Didn't turn. Just let his peripheral vision expand, scanning for shapes that didn't match the pattern of trees and shadows.

Nothing. But the absence of sound was its own presence.

Fifty per cent. Seventy per cent. The phone's screen dimmed automatically, trying to save battery. He thumbed it bright again, not wanting to miss the completion notification.

Ninety per cent.

One hundred per cent.

Upload complete.

He disconnected the cable with shaking hands—adrenaline finally catching up now that the task was done—and meticulously erased the images from the camera's memory card. Three clicks through the menu. Confirm deletion. Then he formatted the card entirely, overwriting the data space with zeros. The process took another thirty seconds. When the camera's screen showed empty storage, he powered it down and stowed it.

The satphone was harder. Its memory was more persistent, the upload history cached in a log file he'd need tools to fully erase. He settled for deleting the sent items and powering off the device entirely, hoping that would be enough. The phone went into the waterproof bag. The bag went to the bottom of his pack.

He stood, his knees popping audibly in the silence. The sound made him wince. He took one last look at the tiger, committing details to memory that the camera couldn't capture. The angle of the body. The exact position at the crossing. The way the water had already begun to wash away the blood, carrying it downstream to wherever the river eventually met the Irrawaddy.

In the greying light of pre-dawn—that strange half-hour when the moon had set but the sun hadn't risen—the tiger looked less like an animal and more like a monument to an ending. The last of something being deliberately, methodically erased.

He turned and melted back into the trees, taking a longer, harder route back to the ranger outpost. Not the main trail, which was faster but exposed. Instead, he cut across the ridge, using game paths and streambeds, places where his passage wouldn't leave obvious tracks. He moved quickly, the sense of urgency a drumbeat in his blood. This wasn't just a dead cat. It was a starter's pistol.

Whatever was coming had already started.

He thought about the boot print as he climbed. New tread. Issued equipment. Not the worn surplus that rangers and loggers made do with—there was no resupply budget for either. Someone was equipping these people properly. Someone with procurement capacity and an operation organised enough to need it.

He thought about the vehicle on the maintenance track above the valley—the track that appeared on no civilian map, that the rangers used twice a year to check the upper camera traps, that the logging companies didn't know existed because they'd never needed to go that high. Whoever had used it tonight had either obtained that information from someone inside the sanctuary or had conducted their own reconnaissance at a level of patience that implied months of preparation.

He thought about the positioning of the body. The deliberate choice of this specific crossing. The gap in the canopy. The maximum visibility. Whoever had planned this understood the valley the way he understood it—not from a map, but from time spent in it. From attention.

That was the part that kept returning. The attention. The detail. Every element of what he'd found suggested an operation that had been watching this corridor long enough to understand its rhythms. Long enough to know when to move without being seen. Long enough to place a message where it would be found by the right people and understood for exactly what it meant.

Saw had spent twenty years learning this forest. Had walked every ridge line, every tributary, every game path between the eastern slopes and the river. He knew which sections flooded first in the rains, which cliff faces sheltered leopards in the cold months, which ancient teak trees had hollows large enough for a man to stand inside. That knowledge had taken a lifetime to accumulate. It was the only advantage he held over people with better equipment and more resources.

What troubled him now was the growing conviction that someone else had done the same work. Not in twenty years, but in whatever time they'd had. Had approached the task with the same methodical patience, the same willingness to return again and again until the understanding was complete.

He didn't know their names. Didn't know who'd sent them, who paid them, what their actual purpose was beyond the obvious message they'd left at the crossing. But he knew, with the certainty of a man who reads landscape rather than paper, that they were not improvising. That they had a plan. That the tiger at the river's edge was one step in a sequence that had already been mapped out further than he could currently see.

He crested the ridge as the forest brightened around him, the sky turning from deep grey to pale silver. Below him, the ranger outpost was a dark rectangle against the lighter ground of the cleared slope, smoke beginning to rise from the cook fire where the day-shift ranger was already awake.

Saw did not hurry down the slope. He needed the last few minutes of solitude to decide exactly what he was going to report and what he was going to keep.

By the time the first true rays of sun pierced the canopy, turning the river mist to gold and lighting the valley floor in shafts of amber light, Saw Htay was two ridges away. He didn't look back. There was no point.

And back at the crossing, the tiger was already gone.

No drag marks led into the forest. The ground was disturbed, yes, but not in a way that suggested direction. No tracks of a vehicle in the soft mud—the earth was too wet, too prone to holding impressions. Whatever had taken the body had done so without leaving evidence. It had simply vanished, leaving only a disturbed patch of earth and a dark stain in the water that slowly diluted and swept away in the current.

The only sign that remained was the crisp, fresh imprint of truck tyres in the riverbank clay—wide treads, commercial grade, pressed deep into the soft earth. And the faint, lingering smell of diesel fuel, sharp and chemical, mixing with the mineral smell of the river water.

The men who had taken the body had worn uniforms. The patches on their sleeves, had anyone been there to see them in the growing light, were those of the Myanmar Forestry Department. Official. Sanctioned. Legal.

The evidence had lasted less than a night.

At the ranger outpost, Saw sat at the single desk and drafted two documents.

The first was his official incident report. One dead tiger, cause undetermined, discovered during routine patrol. Photographs transmitted via satellite uplink per standard protocol. No persons observed. No vehicles identified. He wrote it in the careful, neutral language of a man who understood which observations survived the regional review process and which ones were quietly reclassified before they reached anyone with the authority to act on them. He had filed enough reports over twenty years to know the difference. He filed it without anger. Anger was expensive and accomplished nothing.

The second document he wrote for himself, in the small encrypted notebook he kept taped behind the loose board in the equipment locker. In this one he wrote everything: the boot print with its military tread, the drag furrow measuring eleven metres and indicating a minimum four-person team, the knowledge of the maintenance track that implied prior reconnaissance, the deliberate gap in the canopy that made the crossing the only viable display point in that section of the valley. He wrote it with the same precision he'd applied to the scene itself—no inference that wasn't grounded in observation, no conclusion that wasn't earned by the evidence.

When he finished, he re-read it once. Then he sealed it and returned it to its hiding place and sat for a moment in the heat of the outpost with his hands flat on the desk.

Through the open window he could hear the forest resuming its ordinary life. A hornbill calling somewhere in the upper canopy. The intermittent knock of a woodpecker. The perpetual sound of the river, distant and steady and completely indifferent to what had happened at the crossing or what he had decided to do about it.

He had no illusions about what his official report would accomplish. It would be reviewed, noted, and filed. If it generated a response at all, that response would take weeks and would likely consist of a memo directing rangers to increase patrol frequency—a directive that would last until the next budget cycle reduced their operational capacity again.

What he had recorded for himself was different. That account was not for the regional director. It was for whoever came next. For the person or organisation that would eventually arrive at the same crossing, look at the same emptiness, and need to understand not just what had been taken but how carefully, how deliberately, how professionally it had all been arranged.

The clock, now invisible, was already running.
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CHAPTER 2 — WEEKS, NOT MONTHS
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The data arrived without urgency.

No alert tone. No priority flag. No human hand hovering over a send button. The main display wall in the operations room simply changed state, sliding from dormant black to active feed as if this had always been scheduled.

Grace Carter noticed immediately.

She crossed the room and stood before the wall, hands loose at her sides, posture still. The first image locked into place. Satellite composite. Northern Myanmar. Kachin State. N'Mai River tributary.

She didn't react.

She read.

Seventy-two hours of thermal activity layered over topography. Vehicle heat signatures where roads should not exist. Repeating human clusters where camps had not been the week before. Patrol arcs that followed permits, not terrain.

Legal movement.

That was the tell.

Grace had learned to read the difference three years ago in Sumatra, standing in front of a different wall looking at a different forest. Illegal operations moved like hunted things. They flickered. They went dark under surveillance and reappeared somewhere else, always reactive, always gap-seeking. You could feel the anxiety in the data—the inconsistent intervals, the route changes, the avoidance of coverage areas that should have been avoidance-proof but weren't because someone had been careless or greedy or both.

What she was looking at now had none of that.

The heat signatures held their positions across the full seventy-two-hour composite without variation. The patrol arcs described neat, regular curves that matched permit boundaries exactly—not the erratic improvisations of people trying not to be caught, but the deliberate geometry of people who had every right to be where they were and knew it. They weren't hiding from the satellite. The satellite was irrelevant to them. Their documentation was clean. Their authorisation was current. Whatever happened on the ground, the paper trail was airtight.

That combination—operational confidence plus legal cover—was what made it dangerous.

The photographs populated next. Four frames. Clinical. Composed. The tiger appeared only once. Already dead. Already staged. Already understood.

Grace skipped past it.

The ranger who'd uploaded it—she didn't know his name, would probably never know it—had done everything right. Photographed the scene before it could be cleaned. Transmitted via uplink before the evidence disappeared. Included the metadata, the position data, the timestamp. Twenty years of field experience distilled into five photographs and a sixty-second upload window.

It wouldn't be enough. Grace knew that already. The tiger was evidence of nothing legally actionable. The men who had staged it wore the right uniforms. Their permits covered the corridor. The death itself was undocumented and the body was already gone.

What the photographs confirmed wasn't a crime. It was a message. And she'd received it.

Her eyes went to the metadata, the permit numbers scrolling alongside the images. Forestry Department authorisation codes. Transport classifications. Customs pre-clearance tags. All valid. All current.

She ran two of them through the ministry's own public database while the rest of the feed loaded. Both returned clean. She ran a third. Clean. The permits were not forgeries, not expired licences fraudulently extended, not numbers borrowed from a legitimate operation to cover an illegitimate one. They were exactly what they appeared to be: valid authorisations for exactly the activities the thermal signatures indicated.

She'd hoped, in the small corner of her mind she allocated to hope, that they'd find a discrepancy. A date that didn't match. A quantity that exceeded the permitted limit. Something to pull on. There was nothing.

The graph loaded last.

Projected population viability for the corridor. Breeding individuals on the vertical axis. Time on the horizontal. The line fell fast and clean, intersecting zero just past the six-week mark.

No margin. No statistical noise.

A conclusion.

She had built the model herself over three weeks, working from field survey data collected across two separate expeditions in the previous year. The breeding pair count was conservative—she'd included only confirmed pairings with observed cub production, excluded the two individuals whose territory she'd documented but whose breeding status was uncertain. The recovery rate assumptions came from the best comparable data available, drawn from Amur tiger populations in the Russian Far East and adjusted downward for the Kachin corridor's specific conditions: habitat fragmentation, prey base pressure, the particular density of human activity around the sanctuary's edges.

She had built it to be argued with. To withstand the kind of scrutiny that institutional reports received when they were inconvenient. Had the methodology checked by two independent population ecologists who'd returned comments, made suggestions, and ultimately signed off on the conclusions.

Six weeks. The number had not changed across four iterations of the model and it would not change now.

Grace exhaled once, slow and measured.

"They've normalised it," she said.

Hugh Carter stood behind her, silent. He'd been there for fifteen minutes without announcing himself. Grace had registered his presence from the slight change in the room's air pressure when the door opened, the particular quality of his attention—focused but unreactive, the attention of someone who was processing rather than waiting to speak.

Steven was already moving toward the map table. He'd looked at the feed for approximately ninety seconds before deciding he had enough and shifting to the question of what to do about it. That was Steven's way. Information as fuel, not destination.

Alex hadn't looked up from his screens. He was running his own analysis in parallel—she could see three windows open on his secondary monitor from across the room. He'd been in this work long enough to know that the first thing you needed to know when something went wrong wasn't what had gone wrong but who you could call.

Grace didn't turn.

"This isn't poaching pressure. It's throughput. Permits determine pace. Quotas determine kill rate. Once the paperwork stabilises, the animals don't recover."

She tapped the six-week mark with one finger.

"They aren't racing us. They're ahead of us."

She looked back at the room.

"We don't have months. We don't even have time to argue."

The wall continued to glow.

Grace straightened.

"Weeks," she said. "At best."

The room absorbed this. Steven had already absorbed it twenty minutes ago and was waiting for the rest of them to catch up. Hugh would have arrived at the same calculation independently. Alex's expression hadn't changed but his typing had stopped.

Steven circled a location on the map. River valley. Dense canopy.

Grace crossed to the table. She studied the circle. The area sat between two active patrol corridors—visible on the thermal overlay as paired lines of regular human movement. The gap between them was approximately four kilometres at the northern end, narrowing to two and a half at the south. It was the kind of gap that existed because two different units had been assigned adjacent zones without enough coordination to identify and close the overlap. A gap created by bureaucracy rather than intention.

No patrol arcs visible in the circled area. Too clean.

She didn't speak. Steven knew.

Ash highlighted a secondary ridge without looking up. He was sitting in the corner with his own laptop, working through the satellite layers at a different resolution from the wall display showed. The ridge he marked was two kilometres east of Steven's circle. A blind spot—not on the patrol map, not on the permit boundaries, visible only if you were looking at the actual topographic data rather than the administrative overlay.

Steven adjusted his route without comment.

Grace watched the correction. Efficient. Necessary. Still insufficient. The adjusted route was better but it didn't change the fundamental arithmetic. Better insertion didn't create more time. It just reduced the probability of losing time to a contact in the first twenty-four hours.

"Insert here," Steven said. "Night movement. No flags."

"No backup," Grace added.

Hugh's silence confirmed it. He had spent the last ten years building the kind of international network that could provide backup. She had watched him do it, had contributed to it, had used it on three previous operations. What she was also watching him understand, standing at the communications array, was that the network they'd built was oriented toward criminal operations. Toward the kind of activity that violated international law and could therefore be addressed through international mechanisms.

What they were looking at here did not violate international law.

Alex finally turned from his station. "I can't secure clearances in six weeks."

He'd been on his phone for the last twelve minutes. She'd counted three calls. The calls had been short. That was the answer.

"Then we operate without them," Steven said.

Grace returned to the graph. The line intersected zero. Final. Absolute.

She calculated extraction time. Not the best-case figure. The median. Four days minimum for the physical extraction of animals from the corridor, assuming the animals cooperated, the terrain cooperated, the equipment functioned, and the weather held. Recon another two days—she needed ground truth on the extraction zones before she was willing to commit a team to them based on satellite data alone. Transit three more days to a staging point outside Myanmar where the animals could be handed off to a veterinary team with proper facilities.

Nine days consumed before work began.

That left two weeks of operational window.

No weather delays. No extended contact. No border complications.

The maths permitted no errors.

"Once we cross," Grace said, "we're not conservation personnel."

Steven didn't respond.

"We're unauthorised intrusion," she continued. "I want that said explicitly. Not implied. If someone in this room hasn't processed what that means for them personally, now is the time."

She looked at each of them in turn. Hugh's expression was unchanged. Stevens was unchanged. Ash had not looked up from his laptop.

Alex met her eyes and nodded once. He'd processed it.

"I know," Steven said.

Grace turned from the wall. She walked to the door. She stopped.

"Forty-eight hours," she said. "After that, the window starts closing whether we're ready or not."

She left the room.

The data remained on the wall. The graph still showed six weeks.

Grace walked down the hallway. Her pace didn't change. Her breathing stayed level. She had spent a long time learning to carry weight without showing it in her gait, her posture, the way she entered a room. Not because she believed in performing calm she didn't feel, but because she'd found that the performance eventually became real—that the body followed the behaviour, that controlled movement produced something that functioned like controlled thought even when the underlying state was something else entirely.

She entered her office. Closed the door. Sat at her desk.

She opened the corridor population file. Not the model. The raw data. The field survey sheets from August, handwritten in two different people's notation, converted to spreadsheet format by an intern who'd inserted three transcription errors that Grace had caught on review. Corrected copies, verified against the originals.

Twenty-three animals.

She had typed that number forty times in the past three weeks. Reports. Briefings. The model itself. She typed it again now and something happened that had not happened any of the other times: her hand stopped. Not shaking. Not trembling. Just stopped, the cursor blinking at the end of the sentence, waiting. She was aware of the stillness in a way she couldn’t account for, the way you become aware of a sound only when it ceases.

Three seconds.

She continued.

She'd counted them herself across six days in the field. Not all at once—the tigers' ranges were spread across the full extent of the corridor and some of them used terrain that required a full day's walk to access. She'd confirmed breeding status for eighteen of them. The remaining five were subadults whose reproductive contribution to the population was potential rather than confirmed.

She pulled the breeding viability calculation. Ran it against historical recovery rates not from the Amur data she'd used in the formal model, but from the Indochinese tiger recovery programme in Thailand—closer geographically, closer ecologically, run by people she knew and trusted to be rigorous. The Thai data was more optimistic on recovery timelines. She'd been conservative with it in the model because the Kachin corridor had factors the Thai sites didn't: the military activity, the jade mining, the proximity of the Chinese border and the infrastructure that proximity implied.

Even with the Thai recovery rates substituted in, the result was six weeks.

She ran it a third time with the subadult animals assigned full reproductive weight, the maximum possible optimism about the breeding population.

Five weeks, four days.

The outcome didn't change. Six weeks remained six weeks.

Grace saved the file. Closed it.

She sat for a moment with her hands flat on the desk, not thinking about the model or the corridor or the timeline, just letting the room exist around her. The hum of the building's ventilation. Traffic noise from below, attenuated to something almost pleasant by the distance. A colleague's voice somewhere down the corridor, indistinct and unhurried, the sound of someone having a conversation that had nothing to do with any of this.

She stood. Returned to the operations room.

Steven was still at the map table, adding detail to the insertion route—elevation profiles, estimated movement times between waypoints, alternative lines if the primary became compromised. Hugh had moved to the communications station. He wasn't making calls yet. He was building the architecture of calls: who could be reached, through which channels, in which order, with what level of certainty that the contact would be productive. He had done this dozens of times and the process was efficient and largely silent.

Alex was making calls that wouldn't matter.

Grace could hear him through the half-open door to the adjacent room. His tone was professionally neutral, the particular flatness of someone who was already anticipating a specific answer and was going through the motion of the conversation because the motion was required. The calls would come back with variations on the same response. She didn't need to hear the responses to know their shape.

She walked to the wall. She changed the display. Northern Myanmar disappeared. A new map loaded.

Extraction routes. Border crossings. Fallback positions.

She began marking coordinates.

The first route crossed at the Thai border. Twenty-three kilometres of monitored terrain from the corridor to the nearest viable crossing point. Vehicle checkpoints every eight kilometres on the primary roads—unavoidable without going deep off-road, which added time and increased equipment risk. The crossing itself was manageable but the approach was not. She marked it red.

The second used the Laos corridor. The approach was longer—forty kilometres from the extraction zone to the border—but the terrain between was less administered. Fewer fixed checkpoints, more reliance on mobile patrols whose schedules were variable. The crossing infrastructure was minimal, which was both an advantage and a problem. Minimal infrastructure meant fewer official eyes. It also meant fewer resources if something went wrong on the Laos side. More exposure to weather delays; the route crossed two river systems that could become impassable with twenty-four hours of rain. She marked it yellow. Contingent on weather confirmation within seventy-two hours of movement.

The third cut through Karen State. Shortest linear distance—eighteen kilometres to the border. Heaviest military presence of any of the three options. Not Karen military, which was manageable; the Karen National Union had operated in that territory for decades and their relationship with cross-border movement was complex and sometimes negotiable. Myanmar Army presence, which was neither. Three permanent positions along the route. She marked it red.

No clean options remained.

That was always true. Grace had learned early enough that clean options were a feature of planning documents, not actual operations. The question was never which route was safe. The question was which combination of risks was most survivable given the specific capabilities of the team and the specific nature of what they were moving.

Steven joined her. He didn't ask questions. He read what she marked and added his own—observations she hadn't made and angles she hadn't considered, because Steven's mind operated on different geometry and found different things worth noting. A secondary crossing point on the Thai route that avoided the third vehicle checkpoint by adding four kilometres. A dead-ground approach to the Laos river crossing that would be invisible from the nearest patrol route. Notes on each route's condition at this time of year, drawn from operational experience she didn't have.

Grace watched him trace a river route. Low water in dry season. Impassable during monsoon. Current projections showed fourteen days until rainfall probability exceeded sixty per cent.

Another constraint.

She added it to the notation. The fourteen-day weather window wasn't a guarantee—it was a probability. Sixty per cent was the threshold, not a wall. Rain could come early. They'd had rain come three weeks early in Vietnam on an operation four years ago, had spent two days in conditions that the weather models had assigned a twelve per cent probability.

Still. Fourteen days was fourteen days. It set a hard backstop on when extraction had to be complete, independent of the permit timeline. The two deadlines together—six weeks for the permits, fourteen days for the weather—created a window inside a window. They needed to be in and out before either closed.

She added the second deadline to the notation.

Hugh moved to the communications array. His hands worked without hesitation. Building contact trees. Identifying local assets. Mapping dead zones where signals wouldn't penetrate—the particular terrain features that ate satellite phone connections, the repeater gaps in the radio coverage, the areas where the only reliable communication was physical proximity.

He would not comment on any of this unless asked. Hugh's relationship to information was proprietary. He accumulated it, organised it, and deployed it when it became operationally relevant. Until that point, he kept it.

Grace returned to the timeline.

Insertion: three days. Reconnaissance: two days minimum—she wasn't willing to compress the recon below forty-eight hours of ground observation regardless of what the satellite data showed. The satellite data had been wrong before. Ground truth was ground truth. Securing animals: unknown variable. She wrote it as unknown, not as an estimate, because an estimate would get people planning around a number that had no evidentiary basis. Unknown meant they would adapt to whatever the field presented. Extraction: four days if uncontested.

Nine days before contact with targets.

She added buffer time. Equipment failure—twenty per cent probability of at least one critical equipment failure across a twelve-day operation. Injury—lower probability but non-zero, and injury could consume a full day depending on severity and location. Delayed movement due to patrol contact—thirty per cent given the density of permitted activity in the corridor. Conservative aggregate buffer: two days.

Conservative operational minimum: twelve days.

That left two weeks of margin.

Twelve days needed. Fourteen days of weather window. Forty-two days before the permit cycle completed.

She ran probability calculations. Weather disruption consuming one or more operational days: forty per cent. Border complications adding transit time: thirty per cent. Equipment compromise requiring improvised solutions: twenty per cent.

Cumulative failure probability if any two of those events compounded: approaching seventy per cent.

The maths was unforgiving.

Alex terminated another call. Grace didn't need to ask. The answer pattern had established itself. Polite deflection. Bureaucratic delay. Quiet refusal dressed in the language of mandate and jurisdiction. She'd heard the shape of it from the next room and recognised it the way you recognised a familiar accent—not the words but the cadence, the rhythm of someone executing a decision that had already been made rather than arriving at one in real time.

No international cooperation would materialise. The calls confirmed what the permit dates had already implied: the administrative groundwork had been laid weeks before the satellite data reached her. Whatever diplomatic preparation had been done on Myanmar's side had been through enough to ensure that the organisations most likely to support intervention had already been contacted, positioned, and made aware of the sovereignty implications of doing so.

She marked that assumption into the planning matrix. Circled it. Not as a variable to be solved but as a fixed condition to be planned around.

The map filled with notation. Contingencies layered over contingencies. Every solution generated new constraints. The Thai route was cleaner on insertion but compressed the extraction timeline. The Laos route gave more time but added weather exposure. Every notation she added clarified the problem and made the solution marginally harder to reach.

Grace stepped back. The wall showed their planning. Thorough. Professional. Inadequate.

"It's not enough," Steven said.

"It never is," Grace said.

She walked to the data terminal. Pulled population genetics files. Cross-referenced against viability thresholds. The corridor required minimum fifteen breeding individuals to maintain genetic diversity across generations—below that number, inbreeding depression became a meaningful risk within three to four reproductive cycles. Fifteen was not a comfort figure. It was a floor
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