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Firebase Echo, Vietnam

The monsoon rain hammered the corrugated tin roofs in an endless roar that turned red earth into a sucking mire, where boots disappeared past the ankle and trucks sank to their hubs. Inside the command bunker, lit by a single hanging bulb that swung with each gust of wind, Captain Rico Silva leaned over a map stretched across the table. Cigarette smoke curled up into the shadows, making the room feel more like a gambling den than a war room.

Sergeant Marcus ‘Caesar’ Stone stood across from him, arms crossed over his chest, rainwater still dripping from his fatigues. His face was a hardened mask, but his piercing gray eyes were locked on Silva. “Command has ordered another special mission for you, Top.”

“I’m overjoyed, Captain.” Caesar responded, smirking. 

Silva tapped the map with a pencil. “The target is across the border in Cambodia. There is a rail line that runs south out of Phnom Penh and cuts across to feed the VC. They’ve been running guns, ammo, and replacements down this line for months. Our birds can’t touch it during the day. The bastards keep the whole damn train hidden in tunnels. They only roll at night.” 

Caesar leaned in. He knew those jungles well. The way sound traveled at night, and how a man could be three feet away and invisible. “You want my boys to blast the tracks?”

Silva shook his head. “No. They’ve got crews on board with spare rails and ties. The Navy hit those rails dozens of times during the day, and it didn’t make a difference. They repair it as they go after dark. Your orders are to blast the train while it is in transport.”

Caesar raised an eyebrow. “So, you want my team to crawl inside Cambodia uninvited and hop onto a moving train packed with VC in the dead of night?”

Silva exhaled smoke through his nose. “That’s the easy part, Sergeant. Your orders are to infiltrate, plant explosives, and then get the hell off the train undetected. The Navy will run a night bombing mission to coincide with your operation.”

“This is bullshit. Who dreamed this crap up? Some pencil pusher’s idea of a joint forces mission. If this goes south, my men are ghosts. Command will deny we were ever there.” Caesar countered.

The pencil snapped in Captain Silva’s thick hand. He dropped the broken half on the map. “Those are the orders, Sergeant. The airstrike is scheduled to fly over at 0200 when you’re in place.” Silva firmly told him. “

“I get it, Captain. Command wants the train detonation to be in sync with the flyover. That way it will make it look like our jets got lucky.” Caesar told him. 

“If the timing is right, it will give you and your men a chance to get the hell out of there.” The captain added.

Caesar looked down at the rainwater dripping from his sleeve, hitting the map. “And if not? 

Silva crushed out his cigarette. “Then God help you. Because nobody else will, Sergeant.”

* * *
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When Caesar returned to the team’s hooch, his men were all there waiting for him with their gear piled in neat stacks at their feet. The tent canvas shuddered with each gust of rain, making the lantern shadows dance across their faces.

Private First Class Alexander “Hollywood” Thorne looked up first. Six-foot-three of raw youth, the Irish kid had a face too clean for war. Hollywood’s eyes still carried that restless hunger, the spark of a man eager for his first real mission.

Caesar stepped inside, rainwater dripping off his boonie hat. He removed it slowly, letting the silence build before speaking. “We got our orders.”

Carlo Diaz, their human tank, sat sharpening his machete. His broad shoulders gleamed with sweat despite the storm outside. “What’s the play, Sarge?”

Caesar set the map down on a crate. “The target is a train hiding in Cambodia. They’ve been ghosting our bombers for months. Our job is to plant timed charges and then vanish. Navy flyboys will roll overhead, dropping 500’s at the same time to cover our exit.”

James ‘Boomer’ Riley let out a laugh that cut through the tension like a blade. “Just another night at the office, fellas. You heard the man . . . we sneak on the Orient Express without tickets, drop off a few party favors, and then we’re back home for breakfast. Easy as pie.”

“Pie?” ‘Dog Face’ Harrison spat a brown stream of tobacco juice into a coffee tin. “More like shit pie. The last time we were in Cambodia, it wasn’t pretty.”

Liam ‘Whisper’ O’Connell said nothing. He was in the corner, cleaning his scoped sniper rifle with the same deliberate calm he used for everything. 

Doc Miller closed his medical kit with a snap. His hands trembled just a little from going on one too many missions and losing one too many comrades . . . he hid it well, but Caesar noticed. “I’ll pack extra morphine. The way you boys bleed, it sounds like we’re going to need it. 

Carlo grunted in agreement, though his eyes were fixed on Caesar. “Spill it, Sarge. How bad is this one?”

Caesar let the silence linger before answering. “As usual, this mission is off the books. Once we cross that border, we’re on our own. No cavalry, no resupply, and no air cover unless the War Department decides we’re worth saving. We’re going to be staring down a whole company of NVA on that train with just the gear on your backs. We pull it off . . . the VC lose their lifeline, which will save thousands of lives on our side.” He let the weight of his words hang. “If we don’t, we kill as many of those bastards as we can before they kill us.” 

“Heard, Sergeant!” Hollywood quickly responded. 

Caesar studied him for a moment. The kid’s voice didn’t crack, but Caesar had seen too many like him . . . boys who hadn’t yet learned how fragile bravery was in the jungle. Still, there was fire in Hollywood. Maybe that would be enough.

Boomer clapped Hollywood on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about it, young blood. Doc will keep us all in one piece. Worst case scenario. They’ll put our faces on a poster back home. Join the Marines . . . be a badass like us.”

The others chuckled. It was gallows humor, but it was theirs. 

Caesar let the men have their moment, but he was already thinking ahead and facing the unavoidable truth. A train was not a single organism you could shoot and kill. It was a string of railcars and flatbeds all pulled along by a locomotive. One detonation even on the locomotive might cripple it but not derail the train the way the command wanted. If they were to succeed, the mission needed them to break its spine, not wound it. “We can’t risk just popping a car or two. The train will just keep rolling if we do that. We need to blow enough cars to force a derailment.”

Boomer blinked, then smiled with the kind of face that belongs to a man who lived by improvisation. “If we blow five or six near the front of the train, they will pull the rest of the cars off the rails. The locomotive might survive, but the rest will be fubar, Sergeant.” 

Caesar nodded. “Three teams should do it.”

“Doc, you and Carlo will be on roof detail. Make your way as far forward as possible without being seen and place slot charges at the couplers and the undercarriage. Boomer, you’re going topside as well. Set double charges on the roof of the three cars. Dog Face, you and I are going to crawl the undercarriage to the two cars behind Whisper and Carlo.”

“What about us?” Whisper asked.

“I want you and Hollywood to cover our six. Any NVA that pops their head up, deal with it.” Caesar stood up, pulling his poncho tight. “Gear up, Marines. We leave at 1600. Once we cross the river, there’s no turning back.”

The men moved as if a bell had rung. The ritual was quick and efficient. Packs lay open on the ground, gear spread out in ordered chaos. Combat knives, ammo, rations. Each man worked in silence, the only sound the soft clicks of magazines and the scrape of blades against whetstones. Caesar moved among them like a shadow. “Pack smart, men. If it can’t help you kill a VC, it isn’t worth taking.”

Boomer gave a dry chuckle as he taped explosives to his vest. “My kind of shopping list.”

Hollywood fumbled loading a magazine, the bullets falling to the ground. “Sloppy work, mister. I need to know if I can trust you. Are you good, Alex?” Caesar asked. 

Hollywood took a deep breath and swallowed. “Yeah
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