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  Chapter one
Ghosts in the Green


It was past midnight, the moon no more than a thin filament above the jungle, the darkness so complete that even the phosphorescent insects seemed subdued by it. Kai’s world was rendered in shadow and the faint green glow of night-vision, the tight muddy path ahead revealed in precise monochrome as she guided her team forward. The air was wet, cloying, the scent of leaves and distant gun oil heavy in her nostrils. Her mind moved faster than her boots, mapping threats and angles, drawing them into a latticework of possibilities in which not one could be overlooked. 
"Two meters. Hold," she murmured into her throat mic, every word clipped, her tone the kind that brooked no confusion. If her team had doubts, they swallowed them. They were six ghosts in the green, each a shadow with a rifle, and Kai was the point.
Behind her, Chidi’s breath was a faint rasp, steady and reliable. The rest of the team , Gorski, Lila, Vance, and the silent, inscrutable tech specialist Shim , fanned out in a loose diamond. They moved with practiced brutality, a dance of discipline honed in a hundred other jungles, countries, and wars. They were hunting, but also hunted. Kai felt it in her bones; she always did. But tonight, the sense was sharper.
Her earpiece crackled. The voice was a whisper, smudged by the satellites and relays between them. “You’re running clean. No new heat signatures in your grid. You’ve got less than three minutes to the objective.” Carlos’s tone was soft, careful. Outside the jungle, on the far edge of a scarred tarmac, he hunched in the belly of a blacked-out armored van, screens flickering around his face. Sweat gleamed in the hollow of his neck. He tapped at the keys with a rhythmic certainty, this was his killzone.
Kai grunted acknowledgement, shifting through the thicket, the machete in her hand parting branches with surgical economy. The high-value target waited two hundred meters ahead, in an abandoned hunting camp that stank of burnt coffee and old blood. The man was ex-SVR, former Russian intelligence, the kind of secret that made whole towns vanish. The price on his head was the kind only whispered about, and Kai’s team was there to collect.
She brought them to a halt a stone’s throw from the camp perimeter. Night-vision painted the world in gradients of green. Lila slid up on her left, breath silent, rifle at the ready. Kai signaled: two fingers, eyes, sweep. Gorski and Chidi peeled off, becoming shadows. Shim held back, fingers dancing over his wrist console, prowling for EM signatures, tripwire drones, anything with a pulse.
Carlos’s voice: “I’ve got a new data packet coming in. Looks like...wait...encrypted. Not a usual NATO cipher. Could be a piggyback.” His voice was tight now, almost tense, but Kai could hear the curiosity, the irresistible pull of the unknown, the challenge.
“We don’t have time for riddles,” she muttered, but she knew Carlos would dig in anyway. He lived for this, fingers in the code, teeth on the wire.
Inside the camp, the target moved, Kai saw him, a ghost shape in green, pacing near a sagging tent flanked by two bored-looking mercenaries. She didn’t recognize their insignia. That was trouble, but manageable trouble.
She brought the team in low, slipping past the line of rotting canvas and silent generators. Vance was first, a blur as he cut the throat of one guard, cradling the body to earth. The other raised a rifle, but Lila’s suppressed round snapped his head back before he could shout. No alarms. Four seconds. Brutal precision.
Kai pressed her boot to the tent’s edge. “Move.” The order was pure steel. Gorski and Shim stormed the flap, weapons up, and the target froze, hands in the air. Not a word. He knew what this was.
“Package secured,” Gorski hissed. Shim had a hand clamped on the man’s shoulder, a taser pressed invisible into the ribs, coming live if he so much as twitched.
“All right, Carlos, paint me a way out.” Kai glanced at her watch, her pulse had notched to a steady, controlled beat. Every sense screamed at her to run, but she waited, listening for the first wrong note.
Carlos was typing, voice strained now. “I’m getting interference on my downlink. Something’s piggybacking off the relay, Kai. It’s...wait.” His screens flickered, numbers chasing each other across the dark. “Shit. There’s an encrypted comms packet bouncing between friendly towers. It’s not in the protocol, looks like a backdoor.”
Kai stiffened, icy fingers crawling up her spine. “Is it us?”
“Not from our side. And whoever it is, they know where you are. You’ve got to move. Now.”
“Copy.” She switched channels, snapping off the safety on her rifle. “We’re ghosting. Chidi, rear. Move!”
They melted from the camp, the target pressed between Vance and Shim, half-carried across the sucking mud. The jungle swallowed them whole. But even as they fled, the wrongness grew, Kai’s instincts were kindled, burning hot. The silence was too deep. Somewhere behind, a branch snapped, not animal but heavy, a man, or three.
Then the world exploded.
Gunfire tore the silence to ribbons. Muzzle flashes danced like fireflies. Kai hurled herself behind a root, motioning her team down. “Contact! One o’clock and three!” Chidi fired, his rifle chattering in controlled bursts. The enemy was already sweeping their flanks, pinning them where the mud was deepest.
“They’re already in position! That’s not possible, ” Gorski’s voice was half a growl, half terror.
Kai’s mind raced. “Carlos, we’re hot! Ambush is too good, feels inside!”
Carlos spit curses as code scrolled faster on his screens, his hands flying. “I see movement over the ridge, infrared’s picking up NATO pattern armor. That’s friendly gear, but the IFF tags are wrong. Shit, they’re spoofing the friend-or-foe codes. That’s why they’re inside the wire.”
Kai checked her own identifier, dead, jammed, silent. Cold sweat tracked under her vest. “You hearing this, Carlos? They’re not here to help.”
Carlos’s jaw worked. “I’m digging. There’s a key signature inside our comms mesh, origin point, Christ… it’s Command. Someone inside.”
The firefight raged. Kai’s team moved with lethal efficiency, but the enemy knew too much, where to cut them off, when to press. Kai’s perception shivered, narrowing. Her orders came quick and certain: “Vance, mag-flash north and run. Lila, smoke out. We cut left through the creek. Shim, EMP, now!”
The tech specialist triggered a handheld device, static screeched, and the comms fizzed out on both sides, buying precious seconds. The darkness closed in, unbroken now by radio chatter, just the thunder of gunfire and the hissing of their breath.
In the van, Carlos flicked between comms frequencies, watching NATO channels collapse under the weight of a blacked-out worm eating their protocols. “Who the hell is doing this,” he muttered, wrenching open the side panel to plug in a fresh power cell. In a buried channel, he found a string of code, a NATO override, routing through a call sign he recognized.
His blood went cold. He pinged Kai’s private line, their fallback. “Code Black. Extraction isn’t safe. You’re burned.”
Kai, crouched in the mud while bullets lashed the night, answered with a whisper that was almost a growl. “Confirm?”
Carlos’s fear came through, a rare thing. “IFFs are compromised. Helo’s flight plan was leaked during insertion. It’s not just the LZ, they want you erased. The order came from inside Command itself.”
Kai scanned the shadows. The extraction helicopter roared overhead, lights masked, the low thump of rotors a promise of escape. “Helo inbound. Marking smoke.”
Carlos screamed: “Do not, IFF is spoofed!”
Too late. The helicopter banked toward their position, Kai saw the flash before she heard it. A missile streaked from the treeline, painting the air with flame. The helo shuddered, tail spiraling, rotors spewing shrapnel. It went down hard, carving a trench through the jungle, flames licking at the green.
“No… no!” Lila’s voice cracked as the bird banked and spun. The shriek of metal was a banshee wail in the trees.
Kai seized the target, flinging him behind a fallen trunk. “We are blown. Repeat, blown.”
Carlos fought back panic, slamming a fist against the steel wall of the van. He sent one last burst, overlaying encryption, every word a razor: “Code Indigo. Perimeter is Ghost. Internal breach confirmed, Command is hot.”
Kai’s voice came back, hard, precise. “No trust. No extraction. We’re going to ground.”
Carlos keyed his fallback protocol, isolating his network, blood pounding in his throat. “Don’t use standard channels. Assume everything is burned. I’ll scrub the logs on my end, erase every trace. Rendezvous at Ember fallback, 0400 Zulu.”
Kai glanced at her battered team. Gorski’s face was slick with blood, but his eyes burned. Chidi’s ammo was low, Lila’s hands shook. Shim was already prepping a drone, silent and lethal. They were hunted now, not just by the enemy, but by those who should have been watching their backs.
As they slipped into the deeper shadows, away from burning metal and the stench of betrayal, Kai heard the ghosts singing in the green. Every shape might be a shadow, every rustle a killer. She clicked her mic once, cautious, coded. Carlos responded in kind.
The green hell closed over them, and above, the first pale streaks of dawn were lost behind the smoke.
Now they ran with the certainty of the betrayed, hunted by friend and foe alike, every step into darkness a whisper that the world, they thought they knew, had turned against them.
Night weighed heavy on the jungle, turning every leaf slick and metallic beneath the moon’s fractured light. Kai crouched in the shadow of a kapok tree, rifle braced against her shoulder, listening to the pulse of rainwater dripping between ferns. The damp muffled every sound except the soft breaths of her team moving behind her, careful and trained, boots finding ground without crushing a single vine, just as she’d drilled them.
A voice in her earpiece, clipped and urgent: “Rook, to your left. Visuals on the compound perimeter.” That was Cooper, her recon, never missed a thing. Kai swept her gaze along the tangled undergrowth until she caught the faintest shimmer, a thread of infrared light crisscrossing the foliage up ahead. The old tripwire alarm. Nothing fancy, but deadly, paired with a discipline that belonged to pros, not local militia.
She lifted her hand, two fingers slicing the air. The team stilled, then crept forward in a staggered arc, moving with the patience of ghosts. Somewhere overhead, the mirage whir of rotors knifed the darkness, a Black Hawk on standby, their way out if this went sideways. But the LZ was a mile off, and every inch of jungle between was treacherous.
“Kai,” Carlos whispered in her ear, his voice low and tinny over the sat-link, “I’ve got eyes on your grid. Satellite sweep confirms four heat signatures at the secondary door, six more on patrol. No movement rear-ward, wait, correction, one shadow between you and the target’s hut. Can’t get a clear read.”
She smiled. That was why she trusted him, he could make orbital thermal scans sound as personal as a heartbeat. “Copy that,” she whispered back, not stopping. “Keep eyes on my six.” She wanted to reach through the static and feel him there, the one steady thing in a world of shifting threats. Instead she pressed onward, hand signaling her team to spread wider.
They moved in a dance choreographed by months of silent practice, Shay with her silenced M4 flicking from cover to cover, Rook climbing into a low crook of palmetto to overwatch, Kaito at her elbow with the breacher pack. The compound rose ahead, a stilted wooden house cupped in a ring of floodlights and razor wire. Shadows passed inside, elongated and twitchy, nerves on edge.
Carlos’s voice again, more urgent. “Kai, just intercepted something. Encrypted transmission on NATO comms band. Only a fragment, ’zero at dawn, no asset exfil.’” The words scraped her nerves. Betrayal, threaded through the coded distance. No asset exfil, someone at command was pulling their wings.
“Run the hashes, Carlos. Find origin,” she ordered, barely moving her lips. Her eyes never left the shimmering thread of laser at her feet. She bent, pulled a wire-cutter from her vest, and clipped the alarm with a surgeon’s care. No sound save the forest’s breath.
The team fanned out, each member a shadow. Kaito planted a shaped charge on the padlock, and at Kai’s hand-signal, the iron door sighed open. No explosion, he was careful, always. Inside, the stench of mildew and fear. In the corner, bound at the wrists, the target: Dr. Han, gaunt but alive, eyes wide behind smeared glasses.
Shay swept in first, checked for booby-traps, then signaled clear. Kai strode to the doctor, cutting bonds swiftly. The man flinched. “We have to go,” she told him, no time for kindness or questions. “Now.”
Over the comm, Carlos’s breath quickened. “Negative on origin, message bounced through a dozen relays. This is internal, Kai. NATO keys. Someone wants you flagged.” Behind his voice, static snapped and then faded. “I’m running a port scan, hold tight.”
They emerged into the moonlight, every muscle tight with adrenaline. For a moment, the quiet held, then the jungle exploded with gunfire, bright tracer lines scrawling between trees. Bullets chewed up the loam at their feet as her world spun to chaos. Shay went down, hit in the shoulder, blood blooming through her sleeve. Kai dragged her behind the root of a fallen tree, returning fire in short, disciplined bursts.
“Kaito! Smoke, south side!” she barked. He rolled a grenade into the ferns, white phosphorus hissing to life and swallowing the world in a bright, choking fog. Rook’s rifle chattered from above, a clean, clinical sound, he was still alive, still fighting.
Movement flickered at the edge of her vision, enemy shapes, faces twisted and painted for night, moving with a precision that screamed training. This was no cartel. These were soldiers, and they knew exactly where to hit.
Carlos’s voice, raw now: “Kai, you’re burned, they have your extraction route! Secondary team moving to your LZ.” His keyboard clattered through the feed. “I’m seeing traffic on encrypted friendly channels. There’s a backdoor in your comms. Someone’s feeding them your location.”
Her mind worked the problem even as she knelt beside Shay, patching the bleed with a practiced thumb. Rook swung down from his perch, pressed a fresh mag into his SCAR rifle. “We’re boxed in,” he panted, eyes wide and wild.
Kai’s brain raced. “Charlie Route. We cut east to the river. No comms unless it’s pulse-code.” She snapped her radio from her vest, smashed it on a rock, glass splintering under her fist. The rest of the team followed suit. No more digital fingerprints.
“Carlos, we’re moving off-book. Burn everything. How do you want to play this?” She pushed Han ahead, hand on his elbow.
He answered in tight bursts, codes layered over every word. “Go silent. Thirty degrees south by southeast, two clicks to river evac point delta. I’ll scrub sat tracks and lock down the leak. Black Hawk callsign Byrd-Actual will be hot and waiting.”
The gunfire thinned behind them, but new shapes snapped through the brush ahead. Kai let her training take over, two rounds, pause, another. Kaito covered their retreat, his breathing ragged, eyes rimmed with salt.
Just when the team broke the treeline and angled for the ravine that dropped toward the river, the night shattered with a sound like heaven splitting, rotors, close, and the thunder of heavy machine-gun fire from above. Kai looked up and saw their bird, the Black Hawk, painted with the same NATO insignia as on her own sleeve. Relief flashed through her for a heartbeat, then the helicopter’s minigun turned, spitting fire at her team.
She dove, dragging Shay and the doctor into the mud as the jungle exploded with shrapnel. “IFF, what the, ?” she heard Kaito shout, voice clipped by panic. Friendly fire, or something worse. The helicopter swooped lower, searchlight slicing the night.
On the comm, Carlos’s voice shook with rage. “Kai, IFF code on that Black Hawk matches our own. It’s been spoofed. That’s our bird, except it’s not. Abort LZ delta. I repeat, abort.”
“Why the hell are they painting us?” Rook yelled, firing a desperate volley at the chopper’s belly. Return fire hammered the earth, chewing up wood and leaf. Overhead, the Black Hawk wobbled, then spat a gout of flame from its side, a missile arcing toward the treeline, not at the enemy but at the only route she’d marked as safe.
The blast lifted the ground, bark and earth slapping her helmet. She counted heads, Shay, alive and bloodied; Kaito, limping but moving; Rook, eyes wild. Dr. Han sobbed, his glasses lost in the dirt.
Carlos’s voice, terse and bare now: “Backdoor in the comms was written weeks ago, has full command keys. This isn’t a breach. It’s an execution order. You’re not meant to make it out.”
Kai’s blood ran cold. “How deep?” she asked, voice a thread.
“Top echelon. Ops director override. Orders scrubbed. Your kill code just got updated, sealed by command. Whoever’s running this wants no survivors.”
For a moment, Kai saw her own face reflected in the glass of Dr. Han’s panic, gaunt and hollow, a ghost already. She found her voice, flattened and hoarse. “We go dark. No signals, no signatures. You hear me? Carlos, kill every link. We’re on our own now.”
He hesitated, the barest pause. “Kill switch ready. I’ll ghost you, but you have to disappear. No more pings, not even for me.”
Her fingers fumbled for the old codebook, paper and ink, a relic tucked against her chest. In the dark, she pressed the page until her knuckles blanched. She keyed the pulse-code, one quick, two slow, three sharp. They were down to analog, to trust battered and thin.
Carlos knew what it meant. His reply came as a string of static clicks, acknowledgment, heartbreak baked under the syntax of war. Then his voice, softer. “Kai, you get them out. I’ll watch your back till the end.”
She closed her eyes, just a moment, listening to the rain picking up over the wreckage. “Understood. Out.”
He was gone. The only sound was the burning Black Hawk peeling off, radio static fading into the call of night birds. Her team knelt in the mud, battered but alive. Kai stood, wiped blood from her cheek, and stared at the snapped trees and the blank, empty sky beyond.
She knew now, NATO wasn’t coming for them. NATO was hunting them, and the only way out was through the jungle, with ghosts on their heels and betrayal pulsing in her veins. She checked her weapon, nodded to her team, and turned east. Dawn was a long way off, and the shadows behind them were thickening.
The jungle at night had a personality that was neither friend nor foe, just indifferent, ancient, and buzzing with secret life. Kai felt it in her bones as she crouched at the edge of the clearing, sweat beading along her forehead under the matte-black helmet. Her breath slowed, heart pacing not from fear but from calculated readiness. The trees pressed close, vines tangling over gnarled roots, and the leaves overhead formed a ceiling that choked off the moonlight. Night-vision goggles painted everything in a ghostly green hue, the world rendered both alien and alarmingly intimate.
She raised two fingers, signaling her point man to advance, and the team of six flowed forward, shadows slipping through the tangled undergrowth in perfect silence. Every step, every glance back, every subtle twitch of a trigger finger felt choreographed, a grim ballet they had rehearsed too many times in too many countries. Kai’s mind tracked her team’s positioning, the target’s last known coordinates, and the faint static in her earpiece that betrayed Carlos’s presence like a whisper on the wind.
“Echo Team, you’re veering north by two degrees,” Carlos said, voice low and even in her earpiece, its crispness muffled by the thousand kilometers of atmosphere and encryption bouncing between them. In the van somewhere outside Eldorado’s crumbling border town, Carlos hunched over his laptops and routers, satellites piecing together a live composite of the jungle from heat signatures and drone footage. His digital eyes watched where hers could not.
Kai flicked her wrist twice, acknowledged, and veered slightly, her boots sinking into damp, yielding soil. There was a brief moment where the stench of rot filled her nostrils, sharp and sweet, as something unseen fled through the brush ahead. Birds flared up in warning, the only alarm she allowed herself.
A few meters to her right, Takeda slid into position, rifle at the ready. She caught the slight hitch in his breath, the tension in his jawline as he scanned the darkness ahead.
“Visual on the HVT’s hut,” Takeda whispered, his Japanese accent barely perceptible beneath training. “Thermal shows two inside. Possible armed guard.”
Kai grunted in response, steadying her own weapon, and got her first look: a thatched hut, crude walls, thin smoke curling up. Insurgent stronghold, temporary and all the more dangerous for its impermanence. She extended her palm, wait.
Carlos’s voice cut in again, but quieter, almost as if he faced away from the microphone. “Heads up, K, unusual burst pattern on the enemy comms. Someone’s pinging our frequency... encrypted.” His tone didn’t betray urgency, but Kai had worked with him long enough to know the meaning under it. He was worried.
She pressed her lips against her glove, breath fogging the mic. “Priority?”
“Undeciphered, but it’s NATO cipher protocols. Someone’s talking and trying to hide it,” Carlos murmured, as keys clacked in the distance.
Kai’s mind ran through her options. If the leak was what she feared, they were moving with a loaded gun pointed at their backs, and their front. Still, the mission outweighed doubt. She signaled forward, and the team moved in, two splitting to flank the entrance, the rest spreading out for rear cover. Every movement was tight, minimal, years of muscle memory guided their bodies more than conscious thought.
Inside, muffled voices. She slowed her breathing, counting heartbeats. Three. Two. One. She kicked the rickety door open, storming in behind a flash-bang that arced in a brilliant, silencing burst of white. Screams, confusion, and then the stutter of suppressed gunfire. In five seconds it was over, the guard dead, the HVT, skinny, bearded, eyes wide with terror, pinned beneath Takeda’s knee.
Kai’s blood roared in her ears as she scanned the hut, then signaled for the extraction. “HVT secure, moving to rally,” she barked, dragging the target to his feet. He babbled in Spanish, spitting blood and curses. She hardly heard him.
Carlos was back, voice harder now. “QRF inbound. You have six minutes to the LZ. Keep tight and low. I’m working on a comms update, someone’s piggybacking our signals.” As Kai led her team from the hut, the jungle, impossibly, seemed even denser, the darkness pressing in as their night-vision blinked and sputtered.
They pressed hard toward the extraction point, moving double-time, the team’s discipline holding against the tide of fear that threatened to unravel them. Kai could feel it, a pressure, the hairs on her neck standing up, a sixth sense honed by a dozen tours in forgotten wars. Something was off. The enemy would not have let the HVT go so easily. The QRF, quick reaction force, was late, and Carlos’s silence between bursts of instruction was unsettling.
Then, as they reached the ridge that overlooked the landing zone, a flattened patch where the battered Black Hawk waited, Kai’s headset hissed, overloaded by a burst of static. She ducked, pressing her body close to the roots of a giant ceiba tree, eyes scanning for movement.
“Carlos, status?”
Only static.
The world narrowed to the green-tinged clearing below. The Black Hawk’s rotors sliced the air, unnatural against the insect chorus, and then came the first flash of gunfire, tracers arcing out of the darkness from the tree line opposite them. The world exploded into chaos, return fire from her team, the target shrieking, Takeda cursing in Japanese as bullets clipped the foliage inches from their heads. The rattle of automatic weapons and the deep, echoing thump of an RPG slamming into the earth. Dirt rained down; the Black Hawk’s pilot screamed over the radio, a babble of callsigns and panicked requests for cover.
Kai’s team dived for defensive positions, laying down suppressive fire. Through it all, Kai watched with icy clarity as the attackers moved, not like amateurs, not like desperate guerrillas, but with discipline, with knowledge. They knew the LZ. They knew her team’s entry pattern. Every maneuver they made was countered, anticipated.
Carlos’s voice snapped back onto the channel, clearer this time, urgent. “K, you’ve been compromised. I’m seeing enemy tags tagged as friendlies, someone’s running your IFF code.”
Kai swore under her breath, firing a short burst. “Pull QRF. Advise, repeat, advise! We hold or move?”
The helicopter shuddered and rose off the ground, its nose twisting as it tried to lift out. Then, impossibly, a second gunship sigil flashed on her TAC-screen, friendly. The Black Hawk’s pilot hesitated, trusting the code, not the instincts, and it was that moment’s hesitation that killed him. A missile streaked from the treeline, too fast, too precise, and the Black Hawk exploded, a fireball lighting up the jungle. The concussion tossed Kai backward, heat searing her cheek, the smell of burning fuel and human flesh overlaying the sweet rot of the earth.
Her ears rang. Her vision spun. Her team was scattered, shouting in a cacophony of garbled voices. She scrambled for the radio, her gloved fingers smearing mud and blood across the plastic. “Tango Six down. I repeat: bird is down. Enemy in friendly skin,” she hissed, clutching the HVT by the arm, dragging him away from the blaze.
Carlos was swearing in Spanish, then hacking coughs as he spoke. “I’m tracing the leak, it’s in the NATO uplink. Someone’s shadowing your team through a backdoor, feeding enemy your moves. Get out, exfil west. I’ll jam what I can, but you’ve got traitors higher up. Not just mercs.”
Takeda stumbled up beside her, face bloody, rifle gone. “We’re cut off,” he gasped. “Hostiles everywhere. They anticipated fallback routes.”
Kai’s mind whirled, Carlos’s warnings, the encrypted message, the way their extraction had been intercepted by “friendly” signatures. Someone in command had written them off, or worse, sold their lives for a cause she couldn’t begin to understand. The weight of it pressed down, but indecision was a luxury she could not afford. Trust was a knife, she could only hold it by the blade.
She keyed her mic, voice dropping into a deliberately clipped cadence, coded for Carlos alone. “Delta shift. Package is glass, route is smoke. Mark false east, real route dusk. Confirm.”
A beat. “Confirmed. I’m closing the feed. I’ll send a dead drop, use fallback echo. Don’t trust anyone. Don’t respond unless it’s me.”
The comms cut. Kai looked around, her team battered and scared, the HVT sobbing as if he realized only now that capture might have been a blessing compared to what came next. Shadows moved in the tree line, torches flaring, the enemy hunting them with a confidence that stank of inside knowledge.
She drew them together, crouched low behind the burning hulk of the Black Hawk. “We’re moving west. Change your IFFs, kill all comms except line-of-sight. Anyone shows NATO code, you shoot first. No one gets left behind.” She stared at each face, watched them nod, fear and trust mingling in their eyes.
They slipped away, cutting through the jungle, Kai at the point. The HVT stumbled and moaned behind her, but she yanked him up, softness had no place here. The team moved like ghosts, their boots leaving no trail, their breathing muffled by the heavy, wet air. All around them, the darkness pressed tighter.
Behind them, the burning helicopter lit up the canopy, and the enemy began to box them in, moving with the kind of coordination that bespoke not just luck or skill, but purpose, an intelligence that watched from above, with satellite eyes and a traitor’s ledger.
Night deepened around them, the jungle alive with the distant ripple of gunfire and the too-close crack of branches breaking under pursuit. Kai checked over her shoulder, making certain they were all still moving, and caught the flicker of Takeda’s flashlight, three quick blinks, then two. Contact, right flank.
She signaled halt, every nerve tight as piano wire. From the darkness, a voice in British-accented English called out, “Echo Team, this is Sierra One. Stand down and prepare for pickup. You’re secured by NATO. Repeat: you’re secured.”
Kai pulled her knife as much as her rifle, mind racing. Sierra One was a legitimate code, but how legitimate could it be now? Her fingers curled tighter around the HVT’s collar, daring him to run. “How’d you know our route, Sierra?” she called, voice cold. “We burned the uplink.”
A pause. “Priority orders. Package extraction. You’re surrounded. Don’t make this harder than it needs to be.”
Carlos’s dead drop message flashed on her wrist tablet, coordinates, a single phrase: ‘NOT SIERRA. ENEMY.’ The enemy’s net was closing, with a traitor’s touch.
Kai’s team faded back into the jungle’s deepest shadow, following Carlos’s coordinates on foot, hearts pounding, trust spent. The realization bit as cold and clean as a knife, there would be no more help from command. They were alone, and someone in the war rooms of Brussels or D.C. was writing their names into a list, meant to be erased by dawn.
Mist hung low between the trees, fat and heavy and pulsing with the residual heat of the day. Their boots left no impressions on the tangled roots, Kai made sure of it, watching each foot placed, each flick of a hand, her team a swarm of phantoms draped in mud and sweat and worn camouflage. The air hummed with insect wings, but the jungle itself was hushed, listening.
She crouched, left fist raised, and six bodies melted to their knees behind her. Light from the quarter-moon slipped in silver shards through the canopy, glancing off the matte black of a suppressed rifle. Ahead, the target compound sprawled between uprooted trunks and sandbags, temporary, but built with the ugly efficiency of men expecting war.
Tomás crept to her side, his breath tight through his teeth. “Thermals confirm four inside. No movement on rear approach.”
She nodded, gave the go-ahead sign, and keyed her comms. “Alpha, set. Bravo, move.” They flowed around the perimeter like water, every movement silent, only the soft rasp of breath and the distant whir of night birds. Two click-mics in her ear, barely audible, and a third: Carlos, distant but present, voice a thread pulled tight across thousands of kilometers.
“Eyes on your six, Ghost. Overwatch is clean. No changes in satellite sweeps. You’re all clear. Ten minutes to window.”
Carlos always sounded calm, but tonight, there was something underneath, something brittle. Kai filed it away as she flicked her wrist, signaling Tomás to flank. Every sense stretched. The mossy rot beneath her, the charged, static air, the way the jungle seemed to recoil as her team crept closer.
The signal was hers. She inched forward, pressed against rough plywood. Above, inside, two men paced; their boots thudding dull on the floor. One window, a slit of yellow light, revealed the edge of a cot, the glint of an assault rifle. She counted the breaths, felt her heartbeat synchronize with the team’s. They surged on her cue, three muffled pops, synchronized, and a body hit the floor with a soft, wet sigh.
Tomás burst through the back while Kai took point, cutting through the darkness with her weapon leveled. The room exploded with movement, shouts in clipped Spanish, the crack of a pistol spitting wild. She was on the first guard before he saw her, the knife fast, brutal, a flick of the wrist and the man folded. The high-value target cowered in the corner. Two of her teammates had him in zip-ties and a hood before he could scream.
“Package secure,” she hissed into her mic. “On exfil route, north-northwest.”
A pause, the faint static of Carlos’s return. “Copy, Ghost. Chopper inbound, ETA six mikes. No movement on adjacent grid. Go now.”
They slipped through the compound’s rear, dragging the target, hearts hammering. The darkness pressed tighter; Kai could taste rain, thick on the breeze. Somewhere behind, shots echoed, delayed, desperate, but her team was gone, vanished into black-green jungle.
Then her comm beeped, an encoded message, encrypted and urgent. Carlos’s voice, thinner. “Wait. Stand by, Ghost.”
She froze, gestured for silence. The jungle listened too. Somewhere, invisible, the world shifted.
Carlos’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Intercepted traffic, a message. NATO encryption signature, but not ours. They know your exact route. Get off the path, now. Someone’s feeding them data.”
The words settled in Kai like a splinter. She barked a swift order, “Scatter pattern, eyes up!”, and the team broke from the trail, ducking behind tangled vines and rotting logs. The target whimpered, dragged by Tomás, but the rest fanned out, weapons ready.
The first shot came from behind, close, impossibly close. A spray of dirt at Kai’s feet, then the hiss of a bullet shattering bark inches from her ear. She rolled, firing two tight bursts into the darkness. The jungle erupted, shouts in Russian, the flash of muzzle fire. Not local militia. Spetsnaz, maybe. Or worse.
Her team responded with lethal precision, disciplined volleys returning fire through shifting pools of shadow. But the enemy pushed in from both sides, pinning them, knowing exactly where they’d cut through to avoid the main path. Someone had mapped their every step.
Carlos’s voice snapped in. “Ghost, pull back south if you can. I’m checking friendly comms, something’s off, I’m locked out of half the feeds. Someone’s running a backdoor through our own net.”
Fury rose hot in Kai’s throat, almost choking. “Find it, Carlos. We’re pinned.”
She scrambled backward, felt the burn of foliage across her cheek, the slap of a branch at her temple. Tomás shoved the target into a hollow, covered him with his own body as rounds tore overhead. Two of her operators, Lina and Grant, moved to flank, fire and fade, using the dark to their advantage. But the opposing force was too exact, closing in with surgical efficiency.
For a moment, everything narrowed to the sound of her own breath, the slam of blood in her ears. She saw Grant fall, a blossom of red blooming on his shoulder, saw Lina drag him back one-handed while shooting with the other. The target shrieked, voice muffled by the hood.
Then, above them, a heavy thrum. The extraction helicopter, barely visible as a black wedge against the moonlight. Relief flickered through Kai, edged with suspicion. “Carlos, confirm, has bird got friendlies onboard?”
A beat. “Affirmative, IFF ping matches. You’re good to go.”
She signaled, and the team surged toward the clearing, ducking and weaving through fire. The chopper circled, flares dropping. Kai’s HUD flared with the chopper’s IFF code, green and solid. She broke from the last tree line, Tomás on her heels, the target between them. Lina followed with Grant limping, blood soaking his sleeve.
In the open, every instinct screamed at her. The bird hung low, side door open, gunner waving. Too eager, too well-coordinated. Still, she pushed forward. No choice.
The whine of a rocket sliced through the night. A sharp WHOOMP, then the helicopter jerked, spun, and fire spilled from its tail. The downwash became a hurricane, branches and embers whipping as the bird crumpled thirty meters from the clearing’s edge, flames licking upward.
Kai threw herself over Tomás and the target as shrapnel hissed overhead. The jungle filled with the scent of burning fuel and scorched metal.
Carlos’s voice, frantic. “Ghost, they spoofed the IFF, they spoofed it! We were fed a kill code. The missile came from our own base. Repeat, the bird was taken out by our side. Get out now, they’re going to sweep the area, clean up loose ends.”
Trust bled out of her, replaced with cold, predatory calculation. “How many are in the net?”
“Full op center access,” Carlos rasped. “I’m seeing commands routed through Brussels and Ramstein, but the signature’s buried, someone high up is scrubbing the logs as we speak.”
Kai wiped blood and sweat from her eyes, checked her team. Grant was breathing, barely; Lina pressed a rag to the wound. The target sobbed, cringing under Tomás’s elbow. Somewhere, behind the flames, voices shouted, Russian, and then English, clipped and urgent. NATO accents. Advance squads, combing for survivors.
She pressed her earpiece, voice steadier than she felt. “Route us to secondary exfil. Dump all comms except encrypted band twelve. No chatter. Run silent.”
Carlos hesitated. “Band twelve’s your last lifeline. If they’re in the hub, they’ll crack it soon.”
“We won’t give them the chance.” She switched to the secure band, voice low. “Carlos, when did you know?”
He sounded tired, old. “When we crossed the Polish net. Had an anomaly in handshake packets, ghost data, just barely off. I thought it was noise. Then the intercept tonight, NATO traffic, laced with a signature I saw in Syria two years ago. Same operator. He’s supposed to be dead.”
Kai’s mind spun, piecing together the betrayals, mission plans shifting at the last second, the op center’s refusal to greenlight their preferred insertion, the strange, delayed QRFs in the last three months. Layer after layer of misdirection. She didn’t bother with anger; it was useless now. Only the mission, and survival.
The team regrouped deeper in the brush, flames from the downed chopper flickering behind them, painting the trees red and gold. Kai counted four left, herself, Tomás, Lina, and Grant, half-conscious. The target, shaking, babbled into the hood.
“Move west, parallel with the river,” she ordered. “Stay low. If we see friendly uniforms, take no chances. Carlos, scramble an ad hoc net, go dark after this transmission. If you can, pull any sat recon, but only passive. No more active pings.”
“Understood.” Carlos’s voice, the brittle edge of trust. “If you don’t hear from me in twenty minutes, assume I’m compromised.”
A silence, taut and raw, stretched across the encrypted line. Kai broke it: “Lock it down, Carlos. We’ll find our own way. Ghost out.”
They moved, silent as wraiths, stepping around pools of moonlit water, through tangles of bracken and vines. The sounds of pursuit faded, replaced by the steady heartbeat of the jungle.
As they pushed through the undergrowth, Kai’s thoughts raced. Not just a traitor, an orchestrator, someone deep inside, with decades of clearance, able to bury their tracks. Someone who had watched as Kai and her team were fed into a trap, and who would not stop until every loose end was tied in blood.
Ahead, the river whispered, wide and slow. They hunkered deep in the brush, catching breath, bodies pressed together for warmth as the night deepened. Kai checked her rifle, eyes sharp in the darkness.
Tomás whispered, voice ragged. “We’re ghosts now, aren’t we? No way home.”
She considered, then nodded. “Ghosts in the green. But dawn’s still coming.”
He almost smiled, despite the blood on his face. “Dawn’s just another word today.”
Kai touched her comm, once, and then let it fall silent. Around them, the jungle waited. Somewhere behind, betrayal hunted them. Ahead, river mist curled over the water, hinting at roads unmarked, allies unknown, a new shape to the war no one would acknowledge.
But Kai was already planning three steps ahead, her team moving only with her trust and the memory of men and women lost to other betrayals. The sunrise would come. They would meet it, haunted, yes, but unbroken. And this time, the ghosts would strike first.






  
  Chapter two
The Broken Extraction


The fire was dying slow over blackened steel. Smoke curled and vanished into a ceiling of jungle canopy, painting the dawn a hazy blue, making the world taste like burnt oil and blood. Kai pressed herself deeper into the mud, the weight of her sidearm cold against her ribs, breath held tight in her chest. Somewhere to her left, a body, a friend, she knew, but she wouldn’t check, lay facedown in the ferns, half-shrouded by the wincing steam that drifted from the wrecked helicopter. 
Shouts crackled in the humid silence, then the bark of rifles. Flashlights swept in quivering arcs through the tangled undergrowth. She heard the metallic whine of drone rotors, whirring closer, searching, their persistent red eyes slashing through the mist. Dust and leaves fluttered down onto Kai’s back as a patrol stomped just meters away, their boots heavy and careless. Boots that didn’t know she was here, wouldn’t know unless she moved.
She waited, counting heartbeats, feeling the mosquitoes trace lazy circles on her neck, until the footsteps faded, some deeper into the trees, some toward the broken carcass of the chopper. “All teams, perimeter lock. Sweep for heat signatures. Command wants all survivors,” a voice barked in cold, accented English over a hand radio. Kai risked a glance: three men, black fatigues, faces painted with streaks of ochre and green, the insignia on their packs not one she recognized. Mercenaries, maybe. Not local.
She inhaled through her teeth, slow. If Soren made it clear, he’d be two clicks east by now, working the exfil plan. The rest, was there a rest? She couldn’t see anyone moving, just the silence of the dead and the dying. Except, 
A distant shuffle, in the wrong direction, too loud to be the enemy. She pressed her comms bead, got static, then a fractured whisper. “Kai, ” It fizzed, clipped, then came again, steadier: “Kai, this is Carlos. By the big tree, north side. I see you.”
Relief tasted bitter, Carlos, green as fresh moss. He’d spent six weeks inside the mobile command post, untouched by rain or dirt, fingers gliding over screens, cool and bright and sterile. She hadn’t expected to see him out here. She thumbed her mic. “Carlos, don’t move. Crawl. Stay low.” She didn’t ask if he was hit.
The scrape came closer, cautious and clumsy, brush crackling. His face finally emerged from beneath a mass of lianas, eyes wild but focused. His uniform was streaked with mud, a shallow cut above his left eyebrow bleeding sluggishly, but he held tight to the pack, her pack, she noticed, stripped from the wreck, everything else lost.
Kai gritted her teeth, checking the line of sight to the enemy. The drones were circling again, pausing to hover above the flames. “You good?” she whispered.
Carlos nodded, eyes jerking to every sound. “I think so. My ear, bleeding.” He wiped at the cut with the back of a trembling hand, then steadied it. “I grabbed the uplink. And the jammer.” He pulled a battered device from the satchel, cradling it with a pride that made her want to laugh, or scream.
Kai risked a glance back at the burning chopper. “Command said they’d extract, not incinerate us,” she muttered, more to herself than him. “Alright. You got one shot: can you knock out the drones?”
Carlos blinked, then nodded, sharper this time, a flash of the old lab confidence. “Give me sixty seconds.” He fumbled with the cables, hunched low as dime-sized raindrops began to patter through the leaves. The device whined, then beeped. “They’re on PAV-4 protocol. I can blind them, but only for a few minutes.”
“Do it,” Kai said, scanning the periphery. The enemy was moving in a pincer, methodical. She saw two pairs of boots tramping down the slope, rifles at the ready, moving slow, cautious. She and Carlos wouldn’t have a wide window.
Carlos tapped keys in a frantic pattern. The drone’s searchlight above them flickered, sputtered, then spun erratically. Kai caught its warning red eye blinking out, saw it shudder and drop, crashing into the foliage twenty meters away. Across the way, another drone hiccuped mid-flight, then spiraled into the river. The enemy shouted in confusion.
“Move,” she hissed, grabbing Carlos by the sleeve and pulling him forward, away from the clearing and into dense, choking green. Branches whipped at her face as she pushed through, praying the foliage would baffle heat sensors long enough for the rest of the patrol to miss them. “Don’t lose that pack,” she whispered, and he clutched it tighter, stumbling after her on his hands and knees.
A fallen log offered brief cover. They paused, gasping, the scent of crushed lemongrass thick and soothing. Kai checked her field map, soggy, but legible. “There’s an old service road due east,” she murmured. “One mile, maybe less. If we reach it, we’ve got a chance.” She looked at him, really saw him now, face flushed, hands shaking. “You ever walk jungle?”
Carlos shook his head, wet hair dripping into his eyes. “I, I’ve never set foot out of the command trailer. I read the manuals, but, ”
Kai almost smiled. “Fucking fantastic.” She checked the mag in her pistol, sighing. “Stay tight on me. If you get lost, you’re dead. Understood?” He nodded, jaw clenched. Thunder cracked, rolling through the canopy. The rain thickened, sheeting down, drowning out the whine of insects, pattering against their skin.
They started moving east, weaving around roots as thick as her thigh, ducking under branches heavy with water, leaves smacking her face and arms. Visibility dropped to mere feet; even the enemy’s shouts sounded far off and uncertain in the monsoon roar. Kai moved ahead, eyes constantly working, looking not just for threats, but for traps. The enemy didn’t just hunt with guns.
Half a kilometer in, she caught a glint of something low to the ground, a taut wire stretched between two stumps, almost invisible under a scattering of leaves. She froze, a hand up to stop Carlos. He skidded, nearly colliding with her.
She crouched, swept her fingers gently across the ground, tracing the wire to a cluster of camouflaged claymores. One false move, and anyone coming through here would be shredded. “Don’t step here,” she whispered, heart hammering. “Go around, three meters right. Follow exactly.”
Carlos’s breathing was ragged, but he mimicked her steps, edging around the trap, barely daring to breathe. Rain plastered his shirt to his skin, turning the blood from his brow into a faint pink river down his cheek. When they cleared the danger, she paused, pulling him down into a crouch.
She fished a clean cloth from the remains of her kit, wiped his wound. “You’re leaking,” she murmured, examining the cut. He flinched, then met her eyes with a stubborn, untested courage.
“I’m fine. Just, just keep going, Kai.”
She pressed the cloth tight. “No, you’re not. But no one is. Hold still.” She wrapped a thin bandage, hands moving quickly, efficiently, muscle memory from too many other missions, too many other dead teammates. The ache in her chest threatened to break her, but she forced it back. They couldn’t afford another loss. Not now.
Carlos looked at her, mouth tight. “Why did you come back for me? You could have gone alone.”
She shrugged, not meeting his eyes. “You had the gear. And the only working jammer. Besides, you’re not ready to die. Not here.”
He nodded, pulling the pack closer. “I won’t let you down.”
Her voice softened, almost a whisper. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep. Just follow me.”
He nodded, and they pressed forward, the world shrinking to their breathing, the rush of rain, the relentless crunch of boots, somewhere too close behind. Kai’s mind churned: extraction was dead, their team scattered or killed, the enemy hunting with dogs and drones and mined paths. Trust was currency out here, spent once, never earned back. She looked at Carlos and knew, from this moment, there could be no room for doubt.
They moved through another thicket, the rain swelling to a furious drum. Voices rose behind them, angry, barking, the enemy realizing their prey had slipped away. They crawled beneath a fallen tree, the mud sucking at their boots, roots clawing at their ankles. Lightning forked the sky, illuminating the jungle in stark blue flashes, once, twice, three times, then darkness, thick and impenetrable.
Kai grabbed Carlos’s shoulder, held his gaze. The words were barely audible above the storm. “No matter what happens, no one else, not now. We trust each other, or we’re dead. You understand?”
Carlos nodded, his face set. “Just you and me.”
The rain washed their scent, blurred their trail, erased the blood and sweat in rivulets down their faces. Step by desperate step, they vanished into the living dark, the jungle swallowing their shapes, two shadows pressing forward, hunted, but unbroken.
Behind them, the chopper’s wreckage burned lower, until only embers danced with the rain. Ahead, nothing but wild country. No way out but through.
Smoke choked the canopy. The helicopter burned in brutal silence, flames licking at the monsoon-damp leaves, crumpled steel sputtering in the rain. The crash site was already a graveyard, jungle torn and blackened, blades of grass matted in blood and fuel. Shadows darted between the trees, enemy patrols, triggers hungry, while the rest of the world looked away, contented in its ignorance. Kai pressed her cheek to the mud, breath shallow, heart still ringing with the last echo of rotors dying mid-scream.
She catalogued the dead by sound: the ragged exhale from Sergeant Lim, sudden and soft like a memory fading; the coughing, desperate and wet, from Yoshi that cut off too quick. Kai waited until that chorus stilled, then rolled onto her side, boots slick with mud and the stench of burning plastic. The flare of a plasma torch, enemy kit, swept across the wreck, soundless but for its electric whir. They were searching with patience honed by years of bush warfare, not in a hurry, confident most survivors wouldn’t last five minutes.
She grit her teeth and checked her earpiece, static, fried in the crash. All the comms were down. There was nothing from Command now, just the jungle’s endless drip and the enemy’s slow, steady footfalls. She counted her options: crawl deeper into the thicket alone, or hope to spot one of her team. She decided to risk it, the enemy patrols hadn’t laid eyes on her yet, and if there was even one friendly left, she had to find them.
A branch snapped close by. Kai froze, knife in hand, every muscle taut. Then, from a few meters off, a figure crawled free of the burning husk: Carlos. His uniform was too clean, his eyes too wide, the dull glow of someone who’d never set foot beyond the Command Post. Carlos the analyst, the civilian-turned-soldier, the one who still called her “ma’am” when nobody else bothered. He staggered upright, clutching a battered satchel, face smeared with the jungle’s first welcome.
She grabbed him by the collar and yanked him down just as a search drone whined overhead, its light scattering white veins over the crash. “Keep low,” she hissed, words sharp as bark. “You alright?”
Carlos’s breath came in short, frightened bursts. “I… I think so, my arm’s bleeding but I, ” He fumbled at his sleeve, revealing a shallow gash. He parroted training, eyes darting. “Who else, ?”
Kai shook her head once, a hard flick right to his gut. “Nobody. Just us.” Even as the words landed, her chest tightened, only thirty minutes ago, they’d been a unit, grinning through the anticipation. Now, just two names left to echo in the dark.
They crawled deeper from the smoldering wreck, keeping to the damp, rotten mulch. Kai led, eyes darting above for glints of shadow-movement. Carlos followed, scuffing his knees, silent now but clumsy, out of synch with the forest’s rhythm. As they crept, shouts drifted in, sharp, clipped commands in the enemy’s dialect. A trio of figures moved methodically through the crash, rifles drawn. Kai signaled halt, pressed Carlos into a split in the roots, and held her breath as footsteps crunched past, so close she could feel the heat radiating from their boots.
After the sweep, Kai leaned in so close Carlos could feel her words more than hear them. “We move. Get your head together.” She drew her sidearm, checked the mag, half-spent, but better than nothing.
He nodded, jaw clenched, and clutched his satchel to his chest like a talisman. “If we make it to the river, I can, maybe, patch to base, get a signal out.”
“The river’s crawling with eyes,” she whispered. “We cut north. There’s an extraction point, fallback plan. You stick with me.”
He nodded again, desperate for orders, something to anchor him, something that would turn this chaos back into a plan. Kai steeled herself and shouldered into the underbrush, Carlos on her heels, the thick air clinging to them both.
Thorns tugged at their fatigues, the rain seeping cold and relentless through the canopy. They moved in bursts, pausing to scan for drones or foot patrols. The farther they trudged from the crash, the more Kai’s mind sharpened, old training replacing grief, every nerve tuned to survive. Carlos, for all his green-around-the-edges terror, kept up, lips pressed tight, hands trembling only when he thought she wasn’t looking.
They slipped past a boulder cratered by an old mortar, the jungle reclaiming it in a blanket of moss. From there, Carlos staggered, his boots catching on vines, breath ragged. Kai almost snapped at him to toughen up, but stopped; she remembered the way he’d covered their six during the firefight, wild-eyed but solid. He was here, and that was more than she’d hoped for.
Up ahead, something buzzed, a thin, digital whine. Kai dropped to one knee, jerking Carlos down. “Drone,” she mouthed, as a quadcopter bristling with sensors swept into sight, weaving just above the lower trees. It was one of theirs, enemy issue, with a green-and-black insignia burned into the chassis, camera darting left and right. They both held their breath.
Carlos nudged her arm and, barely audible, whispered, “I can jam it. Give me thirty seconds.”
Kai’s eyes flickered, she hadn’t considered. “You sure?”
He dug into his satchel and yanked out a bundle of scorched microchips, soldered wires, and the half-melted transmitter he’d been fiddling with since the crash. “I swiped this from the avionics bay. If I’m wrong, we’re dead anyway.” He glanced at her for permission.
She hesitated, weighed the thirty seconds against the thirty years’ experience drilled into her bones. “Do it. Fast.”
Carlos hunched over the device, fingers flying as the drone drifted closer, its lens swiveling with a predator’s patience. He yanked apart a pair of wires, twisted them together, and the transmitter sparked blue. The drone’s light flickered, once, twice, and then, with a stuttering lurch, it veered off, spinning into the understory, rotors whining in futile protest.
Kai stared, then clapped his shoulder. “Not bad, rookie.”
Carlos let out a shaky laugh, barely believing it himself. “Thanks. We should keep moving.”
The jungle thickened as they advanced, shadows stretching with every footstep. Rain battered the leaves overhead, drowning out the crackle of distant radio chatter. Kai led with instinct, weaving through the labyrinthine maze of roots and dripping ferns. She kept one hand on her blade and the other at Carlos’s elbow, he was their map now, his mind running through satellite overlays and troop movements etched into his brain.
They stumbled upon the first sign of enemy traps, a thin wire glinting between two roots, almost invisible but for the catch of a raindrop sliding down its length. Carlos stopped short, eyes wide. “Tripwire,” he breathed, voice tight.
Kai crouched, examined the wire’s anchoring to a half-buried clay mine with a patch of leaves barely disguising it. “There’ll be more. They want to catch us running scared.” Her thoughts flashed to Lim, to Yoshi, to the others, she could see them, somewhere ahead, ghosts lighting the path.
She motioned Carlos back, took her knife, and, steady, steady, slipped the wire free, then wedged a stone in place of the trigger. The device didn’t detonate; a small relief. “Step where I step,” she instructed, voice raw. “And speak up if you spot another.”
They moved even slower now, every step a risk weighed against time. The jungle was a living thing, greedy and hungry, swallowing mistakes in silence. Carlos’s breathing wavered, but he watched her feet, mimicked her posture, learned quickly. A branch snapped nearby, Kai spun, weapon ready, but found only a monkey’s tail retreating up the trunk. She exhaled, shoulders sagging, and kept moving.
After another hundred meters, Carlos’s sleeve was dark with blood, the shallow gash having reopened. He tried to hide it, but his face was pale, his movements sharper with pain. Kai halted near a downed log, motioning him to sit.
He protested, “Really, I’m fine, we need to, ”
She shook her head, already tearing open a field dressing with her teeth. “We need you upright more than we need you fast,” she said, kneeling beside him. She cleaned the wound quickly, hands practiced, then wrapped the bandage tight. Carlos hissed, eyes squeezed shut.
He opened his mouth to thank her, but she cut him off. “You can thank me by staying alive. Now, ” and for the first time, her tone softened, “, you did good back there, with the drone.”
Carlos gave a weak smile, flexing his fingers. “Guess I’m good for something out here.” There was a self-deprecating edge, the first hint of the real terror lurking behind his eyes.
“Don’t doubt it. You’re all I’ve got left,” she said, surprising herself with the honesty. The words lodged in the quiet, both of them realizing what it meant.
Carlos looked up, rain streaking his hair flat. “We can’t trust anyone else, can we?”
Kai shook her head, gaze flinty. “Nobody out here but us. Anyone else shows up, they’re the enemy until proven otherwise.” A vow, simple as a prayer.
He matched her stare. “Alright. Just us.” He took a shaky breath, bracing himself against the jungle’s weight.
They rose together, moving deeper beneath the gloom, their pact unspoken but absolute. The rain redoubled, thick sheets drowning the sound of helicopters circling somewhere high above, farther now, searching for ghosts instead of bodies. They slipped through the shadows, Kai leading, Carlos close behind, the world blurring into a wash of green, black, and the hiss of water on leaves.
As the jungle closed around them, it seemed the whole world was nothing but rain and the promise of survival. Their tracks vanished behind them. The drone’s light faded, enemy voices swept away by the storm. In the distance, the burning wreck still smoldered, but Kai and Carlos became shadows in the downpour, two survivors, trusting no one, vanishing into the night. The canopy swallowed their passing, the jungle reclaiming its silence once more. Darkness thickened, the very earth seeming to hold its breath.
By the time the last thunder rolled overhead, they were gone, a memory dissolving in the endless rain.
Rain hammered the broken canopy as Kai pressed her back to the slick trunk of a kapok tree and tried to listen past her ragged breathing. The jungle was alive with the aftershock, smoke still drifted where the helicopter had spine-snapped into the mossy earth, its cockpit a collapsed snarl of glass and steel. Ahead, somewhere beyond the rising hiss of the storm, the enemy patrols were fanning out. She could sense them by the way the noise of the night changed: shouts in clipped Mandarin, the scuff of boots on sodden loam, the sickly whine of a surveillance drone just out of sight.
The team. She had to think, her earpiece was dead, crushed when the rotors tore through the extraction zone. She fought the impulse to check her comms again, to search for voices that would never answer. On the wind, Kai caught the high, keening wail of someone’s pain. She flinched, throat tightening. She didn’t have to check to know what she’d find if she circled back. Torres, Harper, even Jin, none of them had made it. Only Carlos was unaccounted for, last seen manning the chain-gun door mount, face lit by the wrong kind of fire as they’d tried to lift off.
Kai laced her fingers together, pressed her fists to her forehead. Focus. Dead, or not, Carlos was her last hope of getting out. How long could either of them survive if the enemy deployed thermals along the perimeter? She scanned the gloom, seeing only the green-black tangle of leaves and the silver flash of rain ricocheting off the forest floor.
A movement to her left, then a darker shadow slipped from beneath a broken wing of the downed bird. Carlos, hunched down, his tan uniform streaked with blood and mud, clutching a scavenged rucksack to his chest. For a second his eyes darted, wild and unanchored, until they landed on Kai. She signaled: two fingers, then the ground. He nodded and half-crawled, half-stumbled over, pressing low under a lattice of vines.
“Shit,” he whispered, voice shaking. “Where, where is everyone?”
She bit back the answer, reading him. His lips were bruised, one cheek laid open with a shallow cut, but nothing that would slow him. The much worse wounds were the ones he hadn’t seen yet.
“They’re gone,” she said, quietly. “It’s just us.”
He blinked, once, twice. The fear was a living thing, quivering under his jaw. But he swallowed it, his resolve settling onto his face like a mask. He’d never been outside the command post before, had never hunkered in the green hell of the jungle with death singing overhead. Kai almost envied him his ignorance, though not now, not after this.
“You got a gun?” she asked.
Carlos shook his head, wordless. He fumbled open the rucksack to show her what he had managed to save: a battered laptop, a coil of fiber cable, three cylindrical signal-dampeners, looted from enemy tech, high-value, experimental. One hand hovered protectively over the gear.
Kai checked the pockets of her tac vest. Three suppressor rounds, one knife, and a spent smoke grenade. Not much, but enough, if she played every card right.
“Patrols are sweeping the crash,” Carlos said, voice low. “I’ve seen at least two drones, probably IR. They’ll have dogs.”
A scream split the air to their west; gunfire answered it, rolling out in a staccato burst. Carlos flinched. Kai put a hand on his shoulder, steady, steady.
“We move east,” she said. “Keep to the ridge line, between the river and the old logging road. No comms. If you see a drone, you shut it down. Understand?”
He nodded, gripping the rucksack tighter.
Rain battered them as they belly-crawled through ferns and fallen brush, inch by inch, hearts pounding as spotlights swept through the broken trunks behind them. Kai’s mind counted seconds, mapping the patrols by their voices, their rhythm. She stopped Carlos with a hand before he could slide beneath a creeper arch, using her knife to sever a thin wire stretched just above the earth. Tripwire, she realized, a classic anti-survivor measure, barely visible in the dark. She held up the glistening line for Carlos to see, nodding grimly. He let out a ragged exhale.
“Thanks,” he mouthed.
They pressed on, deeper into the black belly of the jungle.
Lightning split the sky as they reached a shallow hollow, the world for an instant lit surgical-white. Kai crouched over Carlos as he got to work, his hands shaking as he unpacked the signal dampeners. The tech was unfamiliar, all alien logos and stripped screws, but he worked fast, plugging cables into the battered laptop, looping them through the tangled undergrowth. He muttered under his breath as circuits powered up. Above them, a drone buzzed, its engine a metallic wasp. Carlos tapped a key. The device whined, then spat out a burst of static.
The drone’s light flickered, stuttered, then blinked out, falling silent as it spiraled into the trees half a hundred meters away. Silence thudded in the wake. Carlos sagged, sweat streaming down his forehead, rain plastering his hair to his scalp.
“Nice job,” Kai breathed, pride flickering through her exhaustion.
Carlos half-smiled, then winced. He lifted his sleeve, and Kai saw a dark wetness spreading across his forearm. Not serious, but enough to slow him if it got infected.
“Let me see,” she said, her tone softening. She pulled a medkit from her belt, hands efficient, testing the ragged edges of the wound. Carlos looked away, jaw clenched.
“I’m fine,” he muttered.
“Bullshit.”
She dabbed iodine, pressed a butterfly closure, and wrapped the arm tight. Her fingertips lingered a moment longer than they had to. Vulnerability, there, just for a breath.
Carlos looked up, sudden intensity in his eyes. “Why’d you come back for me? You could’ve, ”
Kai shook her head, abrupt. “We’re all we’ve got. From here on?” She met his gaze, flat as river stone. “Trust no one but each other. No one.”
A long pause, the rain a curtain between them and the world. Kai watched the promise settle on him, saw it change the set of his mouth. He nodded, fiercely.
“Just us,” he said.
She squeezed his good arm once, then motioned him up. They moved in tandem, slipping through the liana and ancient roots, senses tuned to every half-heard rustle. Somewhere behind, the enemy was cursing, tightening their cordon, firing up another sweep. Thunder cracked, and for a heartbeat, the jungle was day again, every drop of rain etched in light.
The mud sucked at Kai’s boots as they climbed a hidden game trail, moving with slow, deliberate steps. Above, the canopy thinned just enough to let in the metallic gleam of the moon, where it wasn’t swamped by clouds. Their breath misted in the cold, wet air. Every sense was raw, nerves steel-taut.
They paused as a patrol crossed the path behind them, flashlights jittering between the trees. Kai pulled Carlos down, both of them pressing their faces into the muck, praying the rain would mask their heat signatures. The enemy men muttered, kicking at the ground, cursing in a dialect she almost understood. Finally, they moved on, the saber of a leader flashing through the dark, boots squelching as they vanished.
Carlos let out a sigh, nearly a sob. “How do you do this?” he asked, voice ragged.
Kai shook her head. “You don’t think. You just move.”
It was a lie, she thought about everything, the dead, the burning shell of the helicopter, the faces she would never see again. But she had learned how to lie, to others and to herself. Carlos didn’t need the truth. He needed her to be invincible.
They slipped deeper into the brush, weaving between buttress roots, the ground rising and falling beneath their feet. Kai’s hands shook once as she wiped sweat from her brow, mixing it with the rain. The adrenaline crash was coming, and with it, the weight of command. She ignored it. One step after another.
The river was not far; she could smell it, the silt and rot, the promise of movement and the peril of its swollen banks. A dog barked in the distance, sharpened by the wet air. Kai stiffened, signaling for silence. Carlos pressed himself flat, eyes huge in his mud-streaked face. She could see his fear but also the stubborn set of his jaw. He would not break now.
They skirted another booby-trapped path, Kai’s eyes sharp for the telltale glint of wire, the unnatural pattern of leaves. The rain made everything slippery, shadows dissolving into shadows. Once, she heard herself laugh, quiet and jagged, if the enemy didn’t kill them, the jungle itself might.
They were almost at the ridge when a fresh searchlight swept the woods, beams slashing through the curtains of falling water. Kai yanked Carlos into a tangle of roots, her body curling around his as she shielded them from view. The light passed, but not before catching on the wrecked tail of the helicopter a few dozen meters upslope. Command was close, too close.
“Now,” Kai said, urgent.
They ran, silent, legs burning, through twisted vines and slick mud. Bullets whined, angry hornets, behind them as the patrol realized. The world was a blur of movement, branches clawing, sweat and blood and rain mixing into one river that threatened to drown them both.
At last they plunged into a gully, the roar of the river swallowing the shouts of pursuit. Kai risked a glance back, no sign of the enemy, for now. She forced herself to breathe, to count heartbeats. Carlos slumped against a fallen log, teeth chattering.
“Didn’t think I’d, ” he started, but Kai squeezed his shoulder.
“You did. That’s all that matters.”
They huddled beneath the roots as lightning flickered and the sound of the downpour grew impossibly louder, masking everything. Kai let herself believe, just for a moment, that they were invisible. She watched Carlos, saw the spark in his eyes, a tech officer, never meant for this, now marked forever.
“We keep moving,” she whispered. “No matter what.”
He nodded, jaw set. “No matter what.”
Above, the rain blurred the world into streaks of silver and gray. The jungle closed around them, hiding what few still survived. They slipped away, two ghosts beneath the dripping leaves, their pact unspoken except in the press of mud and the promise in their eyes.
The patrols receded behind them, the dead out of sight but not out of mind. Kai led the way, guiding Carlos through the darkness as the storm swallowed their tracks, washing the blood from the earth. They vanished, one heartbeat at a time, into the living, dangerous green. Darkness folded over them, thick and absolute, as the last echoes of the battle faded in the rain.
Smoke and rain wove together in heavy veils, draping the ruined clearing in shades of dusk and ash. The shattered fuselage of the helicopter listed against a split kapok, rotors sheared, tail section buried in fern and loam. Small fires hissed in the downpour, guttering blue and orange, feeding the stench of scorched fuel and charred plastic. The air was thick with engine oil and panic.
Kai pressed her back to the cracked underbelly of the bird, boots sinking into the ooze, rifle held tight against her chest. Her hands shook, not with fear, but with the buzzing aftershock of impact, she could still taste blood in her mouth from where she’d bitten her tongue. She forced herself to suck in a slow breath, counting, listening for anything but the staccato hammer of her heart.
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