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​Prologue
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The porch swing groaned in the evening wind, a slow rhythm under the crickets. Mike Kincaid leaned back, his knee stiff the way it always was when the temperature dropped. The scar tissue had since picked up an ability to sense the weather, and right now, it was letting him know a storm was coming long before the clouds did.

Beside him, his daughter’s legs kicked in steady arcs, bare feet smacking the air.

“Daddy?”

He smiled without looking. “Yeah, sweetheart?”

“Mrs. Patterson says we’re supposed to talk about Veterans Day. About what our parents did in the war.”

He nodded once, slowly.

“You were in the Army, right? The special kind?”

“That’s right.”

“What did you do?”

He thought about telling her the usual half-truth, training, equipment, some vague mention of “helping people.” But something in her voice stopped him. Maybe it was the way she asked, not curious like a reporter, but like someone asking what makes the world make sense.

“I was part of a team,” he said finally. “Small group. We went where things were bad and tried to make them a little better.”

Her brow furrowed. “Like firefighters?”

“Sort of.” He grinned. “But with worse hours.”

She giggled, but her eyes stayed on him. “Were you scared?”

He took a sip of his cold coffee, thinking. “Yeah. Every time. But the trick is, you don’t stop just because you’re scared.”

She nodded solemnly, like she was filing that away.

“Can you tell me a story?”

He hesitated. For years, he’d dodged that request, from reporters, from his wife, from himself. But something about her sitting there, the freckles on her nose catching the last light, made the moment right.

"No..." he paused, letting her ask again, "You don't want to hear a war story."

"Oh, daddy, please."

"Okay, okay," he said finally. "I can tell you a story." 

He handed the mug over to his daughter, "Tell mommy to fill this up, and then come right back, and I'll tell you a story." 

She left. His hand had stopped shaking. Small victories. 

Her footsteps brought him back; he was ready. The coffee was hot, just like it was so many years ago. Drinking caffeine just to keep focus. 

"So, this happened in a little country called Lithuania. It's way up in northern Europe, by the Baltic Sea." She nodded and edged closer. "It was the opening days of the Third World War. The one that you learn about in school. A lot of people got hurt."

She nodded, listening.

"The team I worked with..." His voice caught slightly. He pushed through it. "Some of the best men I've ever known. They did incredible things. Impossible things."

He paused, looking at his little girl, "You sure you want to hear this?" A nod in response, "It's long. And parts of it are hard. But I'll tell you the important parts, the parts about the people, about why it mattered." 

A tear wet his eye, and he blinked quickly, hoping it would go away. 

"I'd like that, daddy." 

Kincaid took a breath and began to tell her about a mission in Lithuania, filtering out the worst of it, keeping the humanity. Not the lie. Not the sanitized hero story. Just... the parts that a nine-year-old could hold without breaking. The parts he could bear to speak aloud. 

"It started like this..."

​The Gathering Storm

THE A7 HIGHWAY CUTS straight through Lithuania to Kaliningrad. Everyone knew it. The American President knew it, the Russians knew it, the Polish government knew it, NATO knew it, and most intimately, Lieutenant Toomas knew it, because he lived next to it.

When the armored fist of Belarusian tanks flying under a Russian flag had punched its way across the border last Monday morning, no one was actually under the impression that they would have reached Vilnius in six hours. But that is precisely what happened. SU-34 bombers struck inadequate defenses, while a thousand drones were launched from deep inside Russia. Explosion after explosion rippled up and down each side of the A7 highway, and now, the re-badged T-72 and T-80 tanks were making a run for Kaliningrad. In American terms, it was a "thunder run"; in Russian terms, it was desperation.

They needed to reach Kaliningrad to demonstrate that they could conduct a combined arms attack and seize territory before Poland could come to the rescue of the pitifully few Lithuanian forces that could pivot towards the highway.

But for now, the entire defense of NATO hinged on a single Operational Detachment from the American Special Forces. Green Berets who'd been in country training up Liturania forces for a mission much like the one that needed to be executed tonight. An ambush of the commander of the Russian troops rolling down the A7. General Alexei Volkov, or as he was called by the Americans, "Cherry Picker".
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​Chapter 1: Into the Maw
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The barn smelled of damp hay, diesel, and the cold, metallic scent of fear. Outside, the Lithuanian night was a curtain of absolute black, disturbed only by the distant, rhythmic thud of Russian artillery walking its way west along the A7 highway.

Inside, the briefing was ending. Kincaid stood over a rough-hewn table, the flickering lantern light carving harsh shadows across his face. A satellite map of the highway, laminated and marked with grease pencil, lay under his hands. Red circles and arrows denoted the kill zone, rally points, and planned routes.

"...and that is why he has to die. Tonight," Kincaid’s voice was flat, devoid of emotion, but every man in the room felt the weight of his words. He tapped a red circle drawn around a key intersection.

He looked from the faces of his own men, Operational Detachment Alpha 7214, to the handful of Lithuanian SOF operators standing with them. They were all that was left of the unit he’d been training. Their commander, a grim-faced Lieutenant named Toomas, gave a single, sharp nod. His home was fifty kilometers from here. For him, this wasn't geopolitics; it was extermination.

"General Volkov is the brain of this armored spearhead," Kincaid continued, his gaze settling on each man. "He's arrogant. He's pushing his command element too far forward, right behind his lead tanks, because he wants to be the first Russian general to shake hands with the Kaliningrad garrison. That arrogance is the seam we're going to rip open." He traced a blue line on the map with his finger. "After we make contact and secure the objective, our exfil route is here, along this secondary road. It’s a direct line west, away from their main axis of advance. We should be clear in thirty minutes."

He looked up, expecting nods of agreement. Instead, he saw Toomas staring intently at the blue line, his brow furrowed.

"There is a problem, Captain," Toomas said, his voice quiet but firm. He stepped forward, his posture respectful but unwavering.

Howell shifted his weight, a subtle movement, but Kincaid caught it. Disagreement in a final briefing was rare and always significant.

"Go on, Lieutenant," Kincaid said, keeping his tone neutral.

Toomas pointed a calloused finger at the blue line Kincaid had just traced. "This road. F-12 on your map. Your satellite sees a clear path. A man who has lived here his whole life sees something different."

"And what's that?" Howell asked, his voice a low grumble.

"It is not a road," Toomas stated simply. "It is a memory. It was a farm track, yes, but the last time it was used for anything heavier than a tractor was ten years ago. It is unpaved, and after the autumn rains, it is a meter of mud. Our vans... they will be buried to the axles before we go one kilometer."

Kincaid studied the map again, then looked at his own intel packet. The imagery was less than forty-eight hours old. It showed a clear, unobstructed dirt track. "My imagery says it's passable."

"Your imagery does not show the weight of a van full of men and equipment," Toomas countered, a hard edge creeping into his voice. "And it does not show what has happened in the last two days. That entire area is now choked with our people. Civilians. Fleeing west. They are on foot, with carts, with anything that has wheels. Your direct line west is not an escape route. It is a river of human misery, flowing against you. We would not get through."

A heavy silence fell over the group. The distant artillery hammered home the point. The clean, sterile lines on Kincaid's map had just collided with the messy, brutal reality of the war on the ground.

Howell leaned over the table, peering at the map, then looked at Toomas. He gave a slow, deliberate nod. "He's right, sir. We get bogged down in the mud or stuck in a refugee column; we're a fixed target. Volkov's people will hunt us down before sunrise."

Kincaid felt a flash of irritation, not at Toomas, but at the fallibility of his own perfect intelligence. He took a breath, pushing it down. This wasn't about ego. It was about keeping his men alive. "Alright, Lieutenant. You've identified the problem. Do you have a solution?"

Toomas's entire demeanor changed. The tension left his shoulders, replaced by a quiet confidence. He picked up a red grease pencil and drew a new line on the map, a jagged, seemingly illogical path that wound north through a dense patch of forest marked as state land.

"This is not on your maps," he said, tapping the new line. "It is an old logging trail from the Soviet era. They have not maintained it in thirty years, but the bed is cordwood. Solid. It is rough, it is slow, and it will feel like the vehicle is breaking apart." He looked directly at Kincaid, his eyes intense. "But no one uses it. The Russians do not know it exists. The refugees do not know it exists. It will add an hour to our exfiltration, but it will be an empty road. It will be our road."

Kincaid stared at the hand-drawn line, a path born not from satellite data but from memory and blood. He looked at Toomas, then at Howell, who gave another almost imperceptible nod. It was a choice between the mathematically perfect route that was probably a death trap, and the uncertain, winding path offered by a man fighting for his own soil.

There was no choice at all.

"Alright," Kincaid said, wiping the original blue line off the map with the heel of his glove. "Your ground, your call. We'll take the logging trail."

A subtle wave of relief passed through the Lithuanian contingent. Toomas gave a single, sharp nod, the gesture conveying both gratitude and a shared burden. The plan was no longer just American. It was theirs.

"His speed is his weakness," Toomas said, his focus returning to the ambush site, his voice now filled with a cold fury. "His air cover is stretched thin, and his flanks are exposed. He is betting everything on this one push."

"And we're the bet he's going to lose," Master Sergeant Chris Howell grunted, racking the charging handle on his M4 with a sound that was deafening in the quiet barn.

That was the signal. The briefing was over. The time for talk had passed.

The team broke apart, moving with the silent, fluid efficiency of men who had done this a hundred times before, yet never with stakes this high. There was no grand speech. There was only the quiet, personal ritual of preparation for violence.

Sergeant First Class Luis Orozco began methodically linking belts of ammunition for his M240, his hands steady, his face a mask of concentration. Beside him, David Carver, the medic, was taping IV kits to the inside of his forearms, ensuring he could grab one in the dark without looking.

Kincaid watched them for a moment, the weight of the world settling on his shoulders. The politicians and generals in Brussels and Washington could talk about lines on a map, but he was looking at the men who had to hold that line. Six Green Berets and six Lithuanians against an entire Russian armored column. They weren't a speed bump. They were a tripwire for World War Three.

"Mount up," Kincaid said, his voice barely a whisper. It was all that was needed.

They filed out of the barn into the frigid night, the artillery rumbling like a giant's approaching footsteps. Two civilian vans, battered and mud-splattered, waited with their engines idling softly. Brake lights flashed, and they were off. The mission had started.
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