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  Prologue: Fire Orders


Where Loyalties Ignite
Night pressed in on the valley, heavy and humid, broken only by the low drone of insects and the distant metallic whine of helicopters on the horizon. Shadows danced against the crumbling mud-brick walls as Colonel Mara Lawson crouched behind a shattered livestock pen, her rifle tucked tight against her shoulder. The village once looked peaceful from the satellite photos, just a cluster of stone huts and winding dirt alleys. Tonight, it pulsed with danger, every shape in the darkness a possible threat. 
Static crackled in her earpiece. “Alpha team, go. Bravo, on my count, hold until I say,” Mara barked, her voice steadier than she felt. She glimpsed Private Collins, barely older than her own nephew, shivering behind a half-wall, knuckles white as he gripped his weapon. Mara locked eyes with him, nodded once, and swept her hand forward.
Gunfire shattered the night. Muzzle flashes popped from the blackness, splintering wood and kicking up clouds of grit. Screams, some in English, most not, echoed off the low buildings. The air turned thick with the scent of cordite and fear. Mara pushed down her own nerves, scanning the chaos for weaknesses: the arc of a grenade, the flare of a hostile rifle, the shriek of someone calling for a medic.
A figure sprinted past her, Captain Jake Reynolds, low to the ground, moving faster than seemed possible in all that gear. His face was streaked with dirt, jaw clenched as he skidded to a halt beside Private Anders, who was sprawled in the open, blood seeping into the dust.
“Cover me!” Jake yelled. Mara pulled her rifle tighter, sighting down the alley to lay down a wall of fire as Jake hauled Anders up by the harness. The kid whimpered, trying to crawl, but Jake slung him over his shoulder and ran, oblivious to the rounds snapping overhead.
“Reynolds, get him to cover! Baker, move, now!” Mara’s voice rose, lashed sharp by urgency.
Through the radio, Sergeant Patel crackled in. “Colonel, west flank’s hot. More coming out of that blue house, second floor!”
“I see it,” Mara replied, already pivoting. She pressed her finger to her temple, forcing her mind to stay clear. Every order, every second, lives hanging by a thread.
A thunderclap of an explosion rocked the air. The pen Mara crouched behind disintegrated, wood and mud flying in all directions. Somebody screamed behind her. For a heartbeat, the world went silent; her ears rang, her vision blurred. She scrambled to her feet, heart hammering, fighting to orient herself. 
A body lay twisted near the crater, too small, too slight. Collins. Lifeless eyes staring at the ruined night sky, his helmet gone, blood pooling beneath his cheek. Something inside Mara broke, but there was no time for that. She squeezed her eyes shut for a half-second, then forced herself to keep moving.
“Alpha, push up! Bravo, suppress that window!” Her voice was hoarse now, tinged with something raw, but she couldn’t let it show. She ducked behind a heap of broken bricks, counting heads as her teams regrouped. Headcount short. Always short.
Jake staggered up, Anders slung over his shoulder, his own pant leg torn and dark with blood. Mara caught his eye; the look they traded lasted only a moment, but it said everything, gratitude, fear, defiance. Jake set Anders down, grunted, “He’ll live if we get him to evac in five,” and scanned for fresh threats.
Mara drew a shuddering breath. “You alright?” she rasped.
Jake flashed a crooked grin, teeth white in the darkness. “Still ugly, ma’am.”
“Get your squad north-side. Secure that courtyard. Move.”
He saluted, eyes lingering on hers for a beat too long. Then he vanished into the chaos.
The next twenty minutes blurred. The village burned, a house to the south caught a flash, flames licking at the thatched roof. Screams, shouts, the thump of boots on dirt. Mara gave orders until her throat was raw, moved her people like chess pieces, always two steps ahead of disaster, except when she wasn’t.
By dawn, the adrenaline had faded, replaced by exhaustion and a bone-deep ache. Medics rushed in, their voices hushed as they worked on Anders and two more wounded. Mara stalked through the aftermath, tallying losses and repairs, blood drying on her hands, her sleeves. Collins remained where he’d fallen, limbs at impossible angles, eyes mercifully closed now. She crouched beside him, tracing the boy’s name on his helmet with one trembling finger.
She could feel the stares, her people, battered and silent, watching for any crack in her armor. She let her face harden, her eyes cold. She stood, dusted her palms clean out of habit, then ducked inside the one standing hut that still had a roof.
Inside, the air was close and stinking, rank with sweat and cordite. Mara sank onto a broken bench, elbows on knees, head in her hands. The memories chased her: the order to advance, that split-second where she thought she should have called it off, the detonation that ripped Collins apart. If she’d waited ten seconds, called for a different route, if, if, if.
The door creaked. Jake appeared in the gloom, but didn’t approach. He lingered in the doorway, torn between regulation and something older, deeper. “You shouldn’t blame yourself. Collins, he knew the risks. We all did.”
Mara raised her head, wiping blood from her fingers as if she could scrape the memory away. Her eyes were flat, voice deadened. “I gave the order.”
“Yeah. You did. And Anders is alive because you pushed us forward. Hell, most of us are alive because you’re not afraid to call the hard shots.” Jake kept his voice low, as if talking to a wounded animal.
A silence stretched, sharp as broken glass.
He stepped inside, closing the door against the carnage outside. “You don’t have to be a machine, Mara. It’s okay to feel it.”
She shut her eyes. For a moment, the veneer cracked, guilt, anger, and something softer flickered across her face, but then she slammed the door shut on all that. “You’re out of line, Captain. And we both know the regs.” No emotion. No weakness.
Jake took a breath, frustration, longing, worry all warring behind his eyes. He settled for a thin, humorless smile. “Yes, ma’am. I know the regs.”
Their words hung there, heavy with what neither could voice. She let him stand there, neither dismissing him nor inviting him in, the silence between them thick with old wounds and unspoken promise.
A sharp knock rattled the window frame. Sergeant Patel poked her head in, her face lined with sweat and grime. “Colonel, dispatch came through. Orders just landed. Regiment’s moving out.” She hesitated, eyes flicking between Mara and Jake. “We’re redeploying. Deeper in.”
Mara felt the world tilt. Deeper meant less sleep, more danger, more decisions that cost lives. She nodded, jaw set. “Make sure the men are ready. We roll out at nineteen hundred.”
Patel vanished. Mara glanced down at her hands again, blood still crusted in the creases, dried beneath her nails. She clenched her fists, teeth grinding. Every life lost, every mistake, pressed onto her skin, a tally that would never wash away.
“I won’t let it happen again,” she whispered. Not to Jake, not to anyone. Never again.
Jake lingered, for once at a loss for words. Then, quietly, “We’ll get through. We always do.”
She looked at him, saw in his face the same stubborn hope she used to feel. But she shook her head, steeling herself. “Personal feelings don’t win battles, Captain. Do your job. I’ll do mine.”
He hesitated, then saluted, and slipped out without another word.
Mara stood alone, staring at her hands, remembering every life she’d ordered into harm’s way. She drew herself up, spine straightening, heart hardening. Whatever the next battle brought, she’d meet it with ice in her veins, and nothing, no matter how much it hurt, would shake her resolve again.
The night air cracked with rifle fire, short, panicked bursts that split the blackness above the village. Colonel Mara Lawson pressed herself against a crumbling mud-brick wall slick with night sweat, helmet askew, one gloved hand clutching her radio. “Alpha One, push left, smoke that alley. Bravo, hold the line, do *not* let them get around us!” Her voice was low, clipped, threading steady control through the static. Somewhere to her right, a window flashed with muzzle flare.
She jerked, scanning, eyes wide behind their grit of exhaustion. It was always a blur, the first seconds: friend or foe, a child or a fighter, who had the RPG. She knew her voice was the one thing her soldiers latched onto in this chaos, if she wavered, even a little, everything would fracture.
A figure stumbled out of the darkness, rifle dragging. “Ma’am! They’re moving in on Red Three’s flank, Hernandez went down!” It was Lomas, breathless, cheeks streaked with dirt and blood. Not all his.
She seized his shoulder, steadied him. “Find Reynolds, get him to Red Three. Now, Lomas. Move.” He vanished, boots slipping in the churned dust. Mara clicked back to the TAC net. “Captain Reynolds, report!”
“Copy,” Jake’s voice came, ragged but grounded, the sound of a man whose world was narrowed to three things: fire, movement, and orders. “On it. Hold tight, Red Three, I see you, ”
Gunfire exploded from a rooftop. Mara ducked, pressed flat, heart hammering so loud she felt it in her teeth. The chaos of the village was absolute, flares burning cold white against the sky, shadowy figures darting down alleys, screams blending with the stutter of machine guns. Every time she blinked she saw the faces of her soldiers, the way they looked to her for the impossible: a clear path, a safe escape, a reason.
Jake Reynolds slid behind the shattered remains of a cart, eyes on the sprawled body in the dirt, Private Jenkins. Blood pooled dark and thick from the kid’s thigh. Jake barely heard the shouts, just the desperate animal sound of Jenkins fighting for every breath.
“Hey. Stay with me, alright?” Jake’s voice was a rough whisper. “Don’t you check out. Not on my watch.” He pressed a field dressing hard against the wound, feeling warm life soak into his gloves. “Delta! I need a stretcher, now!”
Jenkins’ lips moved, teeth bloody. “Sir, my mom, ”
“You’re gonna tell her yourself. You hear me? I promise.” Jake locked eyes with the boy as bullets snapped overhead. He threw a smoke canister, watched gray fog billow out, and half-dragged, half-carried Jenkins towards the extraction point. Hot metal whined past, biting into wood and stone. Jake didn’t flinch. Mara’s orders chanted in his mind: No one gets left behind. He wondered what they would cost her tonight.
Somewhere, a building burst open, flames licking up, shadows dancing wild. Mara ran, low and fast, to the forward position. She counted her people, three, five, eight, every number a prayer, every missing one a curse. Her radio crackled again, the garble of confusion, but she stamped it down.
“Regroup on me. Regroup. Light ’em up when I say, ” Her commands cut through the panic, paint-stripping in their certainty, and her soldiers snapped back, returning fire with brutal, mechanical precision. She had no time to think of what had gone wrong, only what *must not* go wrong now.
Then came the scream and thunder of the IED. She felt it before she saw it, an odd, sick silence as the earth caved in, then the blast shoving her sideways, filling her mouth with grit and the scorched stink of plastic explosives. She rolled, ears ringing, forced herself up on trembling elbows.
Where Bravo Team had been, nothing now but a ragged crater, fine black smoke curling into the night. For a heartbeat, Mara couldn’t breathe.
“Who was there?” she gasped into her headset, voice ragged. “Who *was* there?”
Static, then Jake’s voice, harsh and broken. “It was Fisher, ma’am. Fisher and Malik. I, he was right behind me, ”
She clenched her jaw so hard it ached. “We move, now! Get everyone out! I don’t want any more goddamn ghosts tonight!”
As her battered line fell back, Mara ran point, weapon leveled, every muscle shaking from adrenaline. The retreat was chaos, no formation, just small groups hustling through alleys, dragging wounded, firing blind. Jake fell in beside her, Jenkins slung between them, his face gray, eyes blank.
They broke free of the village’s edge just as the first mortar round dropped short. Mara shoved her team behind a berm, flung herself atop a shattered wall, calling in air support, her hands slick, radio trembling.
She watched Jake working, hauling the last of their wounded, barking orders with a calm that made her both proud and furious. For a second their eyes met through the smoke, something raw and unspoken flickering in his face before he turned away, back to the bloody work.
Minutes or hours later, she couldn’t have said, reinforcements arrived, all blinding headlights and the stink of diesel and panic. Mara counted her people again, face set like stone. Jenkins was alive, barely. Fisher wasn’t.
She gave orders, sharp and brief, and then let herself disappear behind the battered tactical vehicle. No one followed, no one dared. Alone, Mara gripped the bumper, tasted tears but refused to let them fall. The night burned behind her eyes: the crumpling of a body, the flash of the blast, the way every second’s hesitation had cost more than she could ever repay.
Did I send them too wide? Why didn’t I pull back sooner? Her own voice echoed inside her, cruel and analytical. She replayed the map, the movements, tiny errors compounding. Fisher shouldn’t have been in that kill zone. She should have seen it, should have known.
She couldn’t stop shaking, hands red with other people’s blood, the weight of command pressing on her like an avalanche. She wanted nothing more than to punch something, scream until her voice gave out. But she just stood, watching shadows flicker over the twisted armored hull, and forced herself to stay silent. Somewhere out in the dark, more enemies waited. There could be no weakness.
Boots scuffed the gravel behind her. Jake’s voice, low and careful: “Mara.” Not Colonel. Not ma’am. Just her name, as if they were alone, as if the world was any simpler than this.
She didn’t turn. “Status?”
“Jenkins is on the chopper. He might make it.” He hesitated, a long silence falling between them, heavy as a shroud. “You did everything right.”
She closed her eyes, the praise burning more than any accusation. “Don’t.” Her voice was ice.
He stepped closer, his presence a spark of heat in the cold night. “You can talk to me, you know. I, ”
“Captain Reynolds.” She snapped the words, spine ramrod straight, still not facing him. “There’s a chain of command for a reason. Friends don’t belong here.” The wall she built between them was old and desperate, regulations etched over something deeper, something she didn’t dare name.
He let out a slow breath, gravel crunching as he shifted his weight. “I know the rules. Doesn’t mean I can’t care.”
She forced herself to look at him then. His eyes were a storm, swallowing anger, worry, something else. For a heartbeat her own walls faltered, aching for the comfort he offered. But she’d seen it before: officers who let themselves need, who let lines blur. It always ended in disaster.
“Don’t make this harder than it has to be, Jake.” Her voice was softer now, but there was nothing kind about it. “People died tonight because I made choices. I can’t afford to, ” She broke off, choking on bile.
He studied her, face unreadable in the flickering light. “You’re human. That’s not a weakness.”
She shook her head once, sharp. “Out here it is.” The words landed between them like a shot.
He nodded finally, stepped back. “Yes, ma’am.” The old mask slipping into place.
The moment stretched, two soldiers lost in the aftermath, each choosing silence over comfort, distance over need. He walked away into the swirling dust, shoulders squared, and she turned back to the vehicle, the metal cold beneath her hands.
A runner pounded up moments later, young face wild with adrenaline. “Colonel! New orders just came down, HQ wants us to move. Sector thirteen. We’re going in deeper.”
Mara’s hands tightened, the words settling heavy in her gut. She took the dispatch, eyes flicking over the encoded text: No rest, no reprieve. The map burned itself into her memory, an even worse hell waiting beyond the horizon.
“Pass the word. Tell them to get ready to move. Nobody unpacks. I want every piece of gear checked and checked again.” Her voice was iron, steady. Only her hands betrayed her, blood staining every crease of her palm.
As the runner hurried off to spread the new orders, Mara stood alone in the brittle dawn. She could hear the others gathering, the hushed, exhausted voices, the click of magazines and zippers, the shuffling of feet. Each sound was a reminder, every life now hers to protect or lose.
She turned her hands over in the dim light, red, bright and sticky, the mark of her command. She could still see Fisher’s face, Jenkins’ blood, the fracture in Jake’s eyes. She pressed her fists against her thighs, willing herself into steel.
No more mistakes. No more letting feelings bleed into duty. If she was going to lead them through hell, she would become what the job demanded, hard, unflinching, alone. She straightened, voice carrying across the battered ranks.
“Load up. We move in ten. There won’t be another warning.”
Somewhere deep, behind the armor and the orders, something in Mara flickered and burned, forging itself into resolve. The cost would be her own soul, she knew that now. But she would not let them see her break. Not tonight. Not ever.
The darkness roared with gunfire. Muzzle flashes split the night, harsh and staccato, carving brief, violent shadows across low stone and corrugated rooftops. Mara’s boots crushed loose gravel as she sprinted, keeping her body low, rifle tight to her chest. Her breath rasped in her ears, but her mind was clear, a crystalline focus slicing through the chaos.
“Bravo, cover east alley! Hennessey, on me!” Her voice, amplified through the comms, cut clean and cold across the confusion. All around her, the village seemed to convulse: shouting in unfamiliar tongues, the scream of ricocheting bullets, the guttural thump of mortars striking somewhere too close. A dog barked, shrill and terrified, a discordant note against the symphony of war.
She ducked behind a ruined wall, stone digging into her shoulder as a round shuddered past overhead. In the flickering flare of a burning cart, she glimpsed Jake, Captain Reynolds, dragging a private whose leg streamed crimson. The private’s helmet was gone, his eyes round and glassy with shock.
“Get him out!” Mara barked, waving Jake toward the narrow alley where Second Squad waited. Jake barely nodded, already hauling the young man upright, arm across his shoulders.
“We’re pinned, Colonel!” someone screamed over the radio, Hart, she thought, out on the northwest perimeter. “They’ve got us boxed, ”
“Hold your position, Hart. Air support’s inbound.” She lied. She had no idea if air support was even on the way.
The private stumbled, Jake’s teeth gritted. “You stay with me, Connor. Stay awake. That’s an order, you hear me?” His voice was low and urgent, pitched for Connor alone. His eyes flicked to Mara’s, a quick, hard look of shared battle resolve.
A deafening explosion shrieked from the far side of the square. Dust and flame billowed skyward, throwing bodies backward, two men cartwheeled, silhouettes black against sudden orange. She recognized one even before he landed badly, his helmet bouncing down the stones.
IED. She tasted bile. No one from Third Platoon should’ve been there. Was it a missed code? A wrong turn? Or just this war’s indifferent, miserable math?
There was no time for mourning. Over the comms, Hennessey cursed. “Lawson! We need to pull back! We’re outnumbered!”
“Negative!” Mara snapped. “Hold the line. No one breaks until I say so.” Her heart thundered, could they even hold? She played the map in her head again, terrain and possible escape routes flickering behind her eyes.
She heard the whimper again, Connor. Jake knelt over him, heedless of the blood soaking his own sleeves.
“Easy, kid. You’re all right. Medics!” Jake’s voice, hoarse, cracked over the gunfire.
Mara made a choice. “Reynolds, get Connor back to the CCP. You’re his cover. Go. That’s an order.”
For a split second, their eyes met, Jake’s burning with reluctance, Mara’s brooking no argument. She registered the minute shake of his head, regret, or protest, or both, but he obeyed. Connor slumped against him, and then they were gone, vanishing around the corner into darkness.
Another explosion blasted the far end of the street, an RPG, probably, painting everything in hell’s palette. She heard Shapiro scream, short, choked off. Mara’s hands clenched on her weapon.
Distant, she heard herself issuing more orders: “Delta, fallback on my mark! Prepare for smoke!” The radio crackled. “Hart! Hart, status report!” Only static replied.
And then, like a dam breaking, the resistance slackened, just for a moment. Bullets fizzled, then faded. Shadows moved between burning walls. Opportunity, fleeting and dangerous.
“Delta, move!” she yelled, rising to a run. The squad darted across open ground, boots pounding, every one of them knowing that death lurked in the broken windows above.
By the time they reached the extraction point, little more than a shattered goat-pen, its roof half-collapsed, the firefight had dwindled to sporadic, angry shots. Mara ducked behind a broken wooden gate and took her first real breath in what felt like hours.
She checked her men. Four missing. Her stomach churned. Shapiro, confirmed KIA. Hart, still not responding. Connor, bleeding out somewhere behind the lines with Jake trying to hold him together.
She pressed her palm to her temples. Her radio earpiece buzzed. “Falcon-One, status?” It was HQ, finally.
“Falcon-One, consolidated at Extraction Alpha. Three WIA, one KIA, Hart MIA. Enemy force dispersed.” Her voice was flat. Cold.
The medics were already working on Connor, blood sticky and black in the moonlight. Jake hovered over them, face gray with exhaustion, hands stained to the wrist. He met her eyes, an unspoken question on his lips. Mara’s answer was a slight shake of her head: not now.
Night deepened, cloaking the world in sticky, acrid silence. The fire still burned, crackling over the ruined market, painting grotesque shadows on the faces of the living and the dead.
They regrouped in a battered building at the edge of the village. The walls stank of old smoke; bullet holes riddled the plaster. Mara’s fingers shook as she ran them across the map spread on the floor. Her men clustered near the door, some sitting, others slumped against the walls. She felt every set of eyes on her, their hopes and their anger and their dread.
Jake approached, boots crunching glass. “Connor’s going to make it.” His voice was rough, quieter than Mara had ever heard it.
She tried to answer, but her throat closed up. Instead, she kept her gaze on the map, as if a solution might appear if she traced the routes hard enough.
Jake crouched beside her, low enough that only she could hear. “You did what you had to do, Mara.”
She pressed her lips together, feeling the pressure of old regrets rise from the place she kept them buried. “We lost Shapiro. Hart’s missing.” Her voice wavered. She hated that he was seeing her like this, raw, exposed, uncertain.
Jake’s presence was steady, a silent challenge not to collapse. “We saved more than we lost. You held the line.”
Something sharp stuck in her chest. She looked at him, searching for blame, or anger, or, God help her, pity, but found only quiet loyalty.
“You don’t have to do this,” he said gently. “You don’t have to carry it alone.”
She didn’t move, but the words slid between her ribs all the same. Mara felt every failure, the missed signal, Shapiro’s fall, Hart’s disappearance, pressing down on her. Her command. Her responsibility.
The room pulsed with tension. There was nothing left to say. She stood abruptly, rolling the map in shaking hands. “We’re moving out within the hour. Get everyone ready.”
Jake caught her arm, just for a second. “You’re human, Mara. Don’t make that a weakness.”
She jerked her arm free, eyes burning. “Regulations, Captain. In the field, we keep it professional.”
He straightened, jaw tight. The spell between them snapped, replaced by the cold, unbreachable wall she built around herself out of necessity.
“I’ll get the squad ready,” he said, voice stiff, and stepped away.
After he left, Mara let herself sink to the floor. The hush pressed in, only the distant crackle of flames and the soft moans of the wounded filling the void. She stared at her hands, black with blood and grime, and saw every life that had flickered and ended under her orders.
Shapiro. Hart. The dozens before them, in other towns, other skirmishes. Each one a weight, a tally she recited behind her eyes at night, sleepless and haunted.
Her mind replayed every moment, hunting for the tiny missteps, the errors in timing or deployment. If only she’d ordered the squad differently. If only she’d waited ten more seconds before giving the go. If only,  If only, 
A sharp rap at the door shattered her spiral. The radio operator ducked in, face drawn and pale. “Colonel, urgent from command. Orders just in. We’re being redeployed. Deeper in. Secondary sector, grid Hotel-Seven. They say it’s... worse.”
Her hands curled into fists, the dried blood cracking on her knuckles. She breathed in the stink of ash and sweat and loss.
“Understood,” she said, her voice empty.
The operator hesitated, then left. Mara slumped forward, elbows on knees. She could feel the sadness and anger and guilt all swirling in her gut, threatening to drown her if she let them. But somewhere beneath it, colder and cleaner, a resolve settled in.
No more mistakes. No more lapses. No more letting herself care for the ones she led, at least, not enough to cloud her decisions. That luxury had been burned out of her. She tore a scrap of cloth from her sleeve, roughly swiping the blood from her hands. The stains wouldn’t come out.
The squad milled quietly, preparing to move. Jake glanced her way, his face closed, unreadable. She met his gaze for a heartbeat, a silent message passing between them: whatever bond existed before, it was locked away now, for everyone’s sake.
She stood, tall and squared, pulling the battered flak jacket back over her bruised shoulders.
“Mount up,” she called, the command ringing out, steely and sure.
As her soldiers filed out behind her, Mara forced herself to remember every loss as a lesson, every mistake as a scar she’d never let heal. She walked into the night, into the fresh hell that awaited, every part of her armored against the world, and against herself.
The world had shrunk to frantic shouts, muzzle flashes, and the jagged silhouette of crumbling walls. Mara crouched behind the twisted frame of a mud-brick doorway, voice coarse from barking orders into the storm. “Bravo, move left! Cover the alley!” Her radio crackled, distorting the panicked breaths and staccato affirmatives from her squad leaders. Somewhere behind her, the air vibrated with the whump of incoming mortars. Dust rained from the eaves, thickening the sweat on her brow.
She peered down the blackened alley, boots scraping grit. The village, if you could still call it that, reeked of burnt plastic and cordite. Shadows darted between battered window frames, their shapes warped by dancing flames. Mara’s jaw clenched. For the third time in minutes, she ran the terrain through her mind, the lines of advance and cover points. Did she miss something? Was there a blind spot she hadn’t accounted for? The night was alive with possibilities for disaster.
A scream cut through the gunfire. “MEDIC!” Private Reyes lay sprawled in the center of the street, clutching at his torn thigh. Blood pooled, slick and dark, beneath his shaking hand. Bullets chewed at the walls inches above him. 
Jake Reynolds moved before he thought, leaping from his position at the convoy’s rear. “Cover me!” he bellowed, not bothering to wait for confirmation. He skidded across the open ground, rounds snapping at his heels. He dropped to his knees beside Reyes, hand pressing down hard on the wound. “Stay with me, kid!” Jake shouted, voice ragged. Reyes’ eyes were wide, glassy with shock. Jake slung the kid’s arm over his shoulder, dragging him back under the protection of a half-collapsed grain shed.
“Where’s Doc?” Jake barked into his radio. The reply, a garble of static and a curse, barely registered, but he spotted Doc Lin weaving through the chaos, kit in hand. Jake kept his head low, body curled protectively around Reyes as the medic worked.
Someone, probably Carter, was firing controlled bursts down the alley, buying them precious seconds. Mara’s voice cut through again: “Charlie team, set up a flank. Now!” She checked her watch, lips drawn tight. They had three minutes before extraction, tops. Every second cost them.
A flash, far too bright, bloomed at the intersection where her forward team had stacked up moments earlier. The ground heaved. An IED, buried deep enough to fool the metal detectors. The shockwave rippled through her teeth. Private Ford was closest. Mara saw him rise, weightless, a ragged silhouette against the fireball, then fall, crumpled and still.
She swore, chest spiking with something raw and ugly. It was always a kid. Always the one with pictures of a little sister back home, tucked into a vest pocket.
“Lawson, we need to move!” Sergeant Khaled’s voice was urgent, his hand gripping her shoulder, pulling her back to the now. Mara forced herself up, forced her pulse steady. “Regroup at the vehicles!” she called. No tremor in her voice, it would not be allowed, not now.
One by one, battered and dust-caked, her soldiers coalesced behind the battered Humvees. Jake all but carried Reyes, face smeared with dirt and someone else’s blood. Doc Lin kept pressure on the wound, cursing softly. The stench of gasoline and singed flesh was everywhere.
“Roll call,” Mara demanded, eye scanning the faces. Ford’s absence was a pit in her gut. “Ford is down,” Khaled said quietly. “We got four wounded, one critical.” Mara nodded, not trusting herself to speak. She looked at Jake, met his eyes just long enough to see the haunted relief there, the unspoken thanks. She looked away.
When the last of the bird’s wheels touched down and the battered survivors were loaded, Mara finally allowed herself to breathe. She watched the fields recede below, watched the burning village shrink to an ember against the endless dark. The inside of the medevac was quiet but for the soft hiss of oxygen, and Reyes’ ragged gasps.
She told herself she’d done everything she could. She didn’t quite believe it.
They landed at the forward operating base as dawn threatened the edge of the sky, a dirty pink that made the blood on Mara’s hands appear black. She peeled off her gloves and stared at her palms. Scrapes and callouses, Ford’s blood ground into every crease. She flexed her fingers, opening and closing, as if she could shake the memory of his wide, hopeful face.
She found a sink in the corner of the makeshift command shack and scrubbed until the skin burned. Still the stains lingered, embedded deep.
The compound, for once, was silent. The wounded were with the doctors. The rest of the troop, tight-lipped and exhausted, trailed away to clean gear and write letters home. Mara stayed. She moved to her desk, opened her map, and traced their route through the village again and again, marking the location of the IED, replaying her decisions in brutal detail. She should have known. She should have anticipated. Every lesson from the academy, every after-action report, drilled into her nerves. She’d failed Ford. She’d failed them all.
A knock at the door cut through her misery. Jake entered, boots dragging. He still wore his flak vest, helmet under one arm. His eyes were bloodshot, voice softer than she’d ever heard. “You okay, Colonel?”
Mara didn’t look up. “I’m fine. You should check on Reyes.” She forced her hands to still, laying them flat on the desk, as if pinning her grief there.
Jake ignored the hint. He closed the door behind him, shoulders tense with something she couldn’t name. “You saved us back there,” he said quietly. “If you hadn’t called for the retreat when you did, ”
“Ford would still be alive,” Mara cut in. The words came out sharper than she intended. “You know the rules, Captain. Don’t second-guess in front of the troops. Not now.”
He flinched, just barely. “That’s not what I’m doing.” His voice was measured, the way it always was when he was angry and didn’t want it to show. “You take all the blame, Mara, every time. That’s not how this works.”
She turned then, eyes flat and cold. “Don’t, ” she started, but the radio squawked, the shrill note of urgency slicing through the charged air.
Jake crossed and answered, voice clipped: “Reynolds.” He listened, his expression tightening with every word. He glanced at Mara, something grim settling in his features. “Yes, sir. Understood.”
He clicked the unit off. “That was command. We’re being redeployed. Deep sector, Grid Twelve. Headquarters wants us on the ground by zero four hundred.”
A silence stretched between them, thick with what neither would say. Mara turned away, bracing her hands on the edge of the desk. “Get everyone ready,” she said. “I want the team briefed in twenty minutes. Move.”
Jake hesitated, then set his helmet down and closed the distance between them. Mara felt the space between their bodies, the heat of things left unsaid. “You’re not alone in this,” he murmured.
She shook her head, voice clipped. “Regulations, Captain. Remember them.”
He opened his mouth, frustration warring with concern, but she cut him off. “That’s an order.”
Jake’s jaw worked, but he saluted, sharp and precise, and left.
Alone again, Mara stared at her reflection in the dark window, bloodstained, exhausted, every line around her eyes cut deeper by loss. She looked down at her hands, at the raw skin and the tremor she couldn’t quite hide. Every face drifted through her mind, Ford, Reyes, the ones who’d made it home and the ones who never would.
She pressed her palms together, feeling the sting. She would not let herself break. She could not. Not now. She squared her shoulders and forced her back straight, reciting the names of the dead like a litany. She would remember every one, every loss carved into her bones.
But whatever she felt for Jake, whatever warmth flickered in those rare, quiet moments, would be buried, along with her regrets. She would fight, she would lead, and she would never, ever let her heart cloud her orders again.
Above the humming generators and the distant thunder of artillery, Mara steeled herself for what would come at zero four hundred. Her unit needed a commander, not a penitent. She would carry the weight, alone, because that was the price of the uniform. Even as she felt the ghosts of her failures gather in the corners of the room, she locked them away, resolved to lead, no matter the cost.






  
  Chapter one
Orders from Above


The Cost of Obedience
The orders arrived at 0400, coded and uninviting, dropped onto the metal table in the operations room like a dead weight. The smell of burnt coffee clung to the air, mingling with the restless energy of soldiers who hadn’t slept in twenty hours. Mara’s boots sounded sharp in the silence as she entered, Easton’s back rigid in his chair. The rest of the facility was hushed, weighed down by expectations and the ever-present possibility that not everyone would return. 
General Easton didn’t look up immediately. He ran a hand over his grey hair, the gesture deliberate. Mara thought that even now, after everything, he still looked more like a senator than a war-dog. The wall screen behind him flickered with a blurry satellite feed, terrain broken by rivers and thin red lines marking danger zones. Mara fought the urge to clench her fists.
“You’ve read the specifics?” Easton’s voice was low, measured.
“Three times,” Mara replied. She didn’t sit. The orders felt like a poison in her chest. “With respect, sir, it’s not enough. Intel is patchy, and, ”
Easton’s hand found the orders, sliding them across the table toward her. “It’s not up for debate.”
Her jaw tightened. “With the squad’s numbers what they are, it’s reckless, ”
He cut her off with a look. “If Command says jump, we jump. You know that.”
She wanted to spit back, to remind him that their last ‘jump’ had cost two good soldiers and nearly the whole operation. Instead, she drew a slow breath, harnessing the authority in her own voice. “My team deserves better than this. We don’t even know if the hostages are alive.”
Easton’s frustration seeped through. “Mara, you have your orders. There’s a ten-hour window. In and out. The extraction team will be on standby.”
She stared at the table, the words swirling, ten-hour window, in and out, like a curse. “We’re flying blind. You know that.”
“Nothing about this operation feels right,” he admitted quietly, searching her face for something she wasn’t sure she had left. “But we have one shot. Take it.” He softened, just a fraction. “Bring them back.”
She nodded stiffly. Their eyes held, neither quite willing to let go.
When she exited the ops room, dawn was still a rumor on the horizon. The corridor felt colder than usual, lights flickering in a way that made soldiers’ shadows seem twice as long. Mara let out the breath she’d been holding.
In the briefing room, Jake was already waiting, rolling a stress ball between his fingers. He looked up as she entered, blue eyes sharpening. Mara watched him, weighing the risks, the doubts thrumming under her skin.
“They giving us more toys, or are we improvising again?” he asked, voice pitched low, a smile flickering and fading.
“Same expendable gear, same expendable lives,” she replied, deadpan. “Let’s get the team up.”
Jake stood. The sly remarks faded; he defaulted to professional. “You want me to lay it out straight or sugarcoat it?”
“Straight,” she said. “They deserve that much.”
He nodded, pulling open the door. The squad filtered in, Private Lee bringing up the rear, jaw clenched around nerves he tried to hide. Sergeant Brandt looked like he hadn’t slept in a week; Rojas cracked his knuckles, a tic when tension ran high. The others gathered, faces grim and silent, staring at Jake with an expectant wariness.
Jake cleared his throat. “Operation is a covert insertion, six clicks southeast of sector Echo. Hostage situation, tight timetable, bad map. Odds are what they always are.” He looked around the room, reading the tension. “Command wants us to move fast and quiet. No backup until extraction.”
Rojas muttered, “So, a suicide run.”
Mara shot him a warning look. “We don’t get to choose the mission. We choose how to execute it.”
Brandt’s voice broke through. “Tell us what we know, Jake. Not the propaganda, what’s really waiting?”
Jake hesitated, then shook his head. “We know as much as Command’s telling. One confirmed hostile squad, possibly more. Building layouts are estimates, not gospel. Anything could go sideways out there.”
Private Lee shifted in his seat, hands tight on his knees. “Ma’am, what about evac? If things, if we can’t get back to LZ Charlie, ”
“We’ll improvise,” Mara answered, the words colder than she meant. She glanced at Lee, at the sheen of sweat along his hairline. He reminded her too much of herself years ago, green and stubborn, desperate to live up to the patch on his sleeve.
Jake continued, “We roll at 0500. Gear check in thirty. Quiet until boots hit the ground. Any questions, now’s the time.”
The room remained silent, unspoken doubts piling up in the corners. Jake nodded once and dismissed them. As the squad dispersed to don their armor and check rifles, whispers started at the door.
“Reckon Mara’s letting us get chewed up again,” someone muttered. The words weren’t for her ears, but they carried.
“She doesn’t care if we make it. Just wants the medal,” another voice replied, softer but just as sharp.
Mara moved past them, jaw set. She’d learned to let rumors slide off like rain, but tonight their venom bit deeper. She wondered what they’d say if they saw the maps in her office, the care she took tracing every possible escape route, if they knew how sleep eluded her, too.
Jake caught up to her in the armory, voice low. “They’re wound pretty tight. Brandt’s already talking like he’s got a death wish.”
She looked up, catching the worry behind his sarcasm. “That’s on me. I’ll handle it.”
Jake’s mouth twisted, like he wanted to say something more, but he kept it at, “Just keep them focused. I’ll take point on comms.”
She pressed a hand to his shoulder, businesslike. “I need you sharp out there, Jake. No freelancing.”
He nodded, eyes unreadable. “Wouldn’t dream of it, boss.”
She almost smiled, almost.
Private Lee lingered behind, fumbling with a magazine and trying hard not to look like he was watching the others. Jake spotted him and crossed the room, his stance easy, voice softer than he usually allowed.
“You holding up, Lee?”
Lee looked up, startled. “Yeah. I mean, yes, sir. Just never jumped into a hot zone with this little intel.”
Jake leaned against the bench, knuckles white. “None of us like flying blind, kid. But you watch your six, trust your team, and you’ll walk out. That’s the game.”
Lee nodded, lips pressed thin. “I, I won’t let the squad down.”
Jake gave him a sidelong smile. “Just don’t let yourself down, Lee. The rest sorts itself out.”
Around them, the team checked rifles, loaded magazines, snapped armor into place. The rhythmic click of gear was a heartbeat, steady, necessary, drowning out doubts for a few precious minutes. A tech slid past, handing out encrypted earpieces, and the room buzzed with last-minute checks. Rojas grumbled about the cold; Brandt muttered prayers under his breath.
Mara slipped away from the noise, slipping into her cramped office. The door closed behind her with a dull thud. She pulled the tactical map up on her screen: grainy recon photos, not enough data, too many unknowns. She stared at the marked entrance, at the blocky shadows that might hide an ambush or just another locked door. The plan was all risk and hope, no guarantees, no second tries.
She pressed her palms to the steel desk, fighting the urge to sweep the map away. Command’s confidence felt like an insult, a gamble played with her people’s lives. She traced the escape route with one finger, imagining every way it could go wrong.
A soft knock, Jake again, leaning in the doorway. He said nothing, just watched as she leaned on the desk, the map between them. Their eyes met, unspoken understanding passing between them: the weight of command, the cost of obedience. She nodded, and he nodded back, silent agreement forged in the crucible of too many bad missions.
Outside, the chopper’s engines spun up, rotors slicing through the night. The squad gathered on the tarmac, faces painted with grease and dread, each clinging to ritual, patting helmet, checking laces, loading one last mag. Lee lingered by the open side door, reflexively double-checking his harness, knuckles white.
Mara strode out, the chill biting through her jacket. She paused for a heartbeat, surveying her people in the sodium glare of the floodlights. Doubt twisted in her gut, sharper than ever, but she gave nothing away. She pressed a hand to Lee’s shoulder as she passed, just for a second, enough for him to meet her gaze and stand a little taller.
Jake climbed in first, his silhouette framed against the crimson cabin lights. He turned, scanning faces, offering a crooked grin not even fear could erase. Rojas followed, then Brandt, then Lee, each taking their place.
Mara locked eyes with Jake as she climbed aboard. For an instant, the world was quiet, no blades, no orders, just the silent question hanging between them: are you ready for what comes next?
Jake tipped his head in a silent promise. Mara returned it, no words required.
The doors slammed shut. The chopper lurched off the ground, climbing into blackness, a thousand feet above regrets and rumors, past the point of no return. Below them, the base receded into anonymity, swallowed by the uncertain night.
The overhead fluorescents flickered in the command tent, casting spectral shadows on the banks of computers and the map-strewn table at its center. Damp, unsettled air pressed in from outside, on the other side of the canvas, the dusk of the borderlands thickened into a cold, coming night. Mara stood ramrod straight, eyes fixed on the encrypted screen where her new orders glared in harsh green text. Across from her, General Easton drummed blunt fingers on the table, the sound persistent as a ticking clock.
She forced her jaw to unclench. “We’re not equipped for this,” she said, voice pitched low to keep the tremor out. “The intelligence has holes. The zone’s hotter than it reads.”
Easton’s gray brows pinched. “Colonel Carter, these directives come from Command itself. You know as well as I, ”
“That doesn’t make them gospel,” she snapped before she could stop herself.
A pause. The general’s gaze hardened. He leaned forward, voice soft and dangerous. “Mara. Our orders are clear. Infiltrate, secure, extract the asset. Timing is…essential. I need to know your unit can deliver.”
Mara inhaled, steadying herself. “My team will deliver. But you’re putting twenty lives on the hope that our source isn’t compromised. I want more eyes on that perimeter. I want confirmation.”
His lips thinned. “There’s no time.”
Her knuckles whitened on the edge of the table. For a long moment, neither of them looked away.
“Sir,” she said finally, “I’ll make the call.” She glanced at the red-ringed map, sector seven, deep behind hostile checkpoints, a warren of concrete and distrust. She saw the ghosts of previous ops waver across it: the things no one talked about after the dust settled. Mara drew in a breath and released it. “My team moves at zero two hundred.”
Easton nodded, folding his hands. “Your record says you thrive in the impossible. I’m counting on that.”
He didn’t wait for her reply. He was already turning away, barking into his comm. Mara stood for a moment longer, staring at the map until the black lines seemed to shift under her eyes.
Outside the command tent, the camp bristled with focused energy. Soldiers in camouflage hustled between stacks of crates and rows of armored vehicles, the diesel tang of generators carried on the wind. Mara strode the mud-packed pathway to the briefing hut, boots almost silent except for the measured, unyielding cadence.
Inside, the team gathered around Jake, who bent over the table with the steady calm that made him indispensable. Jake looked up, catching her entrance in his periphery, and smoothed the tactical diagram before him.
“All right, listen up,” he said, voice quick and clear. “We’re moving in two hours. This is a black op, intel is tight, and so is the window. I want final gear checks in thirty, then we review the infil points. Any questions, now’s the time.”
Private Lee shifted his weight in the back, eyes wide and raw. Beside him, Sergeant Tran leaned in, brow furrowed. “You got confirmation from air support?” Tran asked.
Jake nodded. “Spectre is on standby. We’ll have eyes over sector seven, but exfil’s our own problem. Once we move in, we’re dark.”
Someone murmured uneasily. Mara stepped forward, palms flat on the table. She felt their attention snap to her, a tension in the air sharp as drawn wire.
“This is the most dangerous op we’ve run all quarter,” she said, not bothering to sugarcoat. “We do this by the numbers. No improvisation. If you see anything off, you call it out. I want zero mistakes.”
Corporal Singh frowned, glancing sidelong at Jake. “What about evac contingencies, Colonel? In case we lose comms?”
Mara met his gaze, her face set. “We don’t lose comms. And we don’t lose each other.”
She saw the flicker of doubt, the quick dart of glances among the squad. Rumors had a velocity of their own in places like this, she’d heard the whispers, felt the way conversation stilled when she entered the mess. Ice Queen. Uncompromising. Only cares about the mission. She let the words glance off her, armor forged in the thousand quiet betrayals of command.
Jake cleared his throat, shifting the subject back. “Gear up. Final checks, fifteen. Lee, you’re with me.” He clapped Lee on the shoulder. “You and I are on point. No heroes tonight, got it?”
Lee managed a shaky grin. “No heroes. Just don’t make me walk through the door first.”
“You’ll do fine,” Jake said quietly, steering him out toward the gear station. Mara watched them go, her face unreadable.
As the team dispersed, Mara beckoned Jake over. He paused, reading the no-nonsense tilt of her head, and approached, boots crunching on gravel.
“I need you on exfil coordination,” she said, keeping her tone brisk, professional. “Tran can handle point, but you’re my backup if things go sideways. Clear?”
Jake’s eyes searched hers for a beat too long. “Understood, Colonel.”
She nodded once, sharp. “I want no improvisation out there, Jake. This isn’t another checkpoint sweep. You follow my lead.”
No softness in her gaze, nothing left for rumor. Jake nodded, all soldier. “Copy, Colonel.” He turned away before the moment could stretch into something awkward, and Mara felt the strain settle somewhere beneath her collarbone.
She slipped out into the cooling night. The sky was bruised purple, clouds low and restless on the horizon. At the gear station, Lee was struggling with the straps of his vest, hands trembling enough to make the buckles stubborn. Jake knelt beside him, voice pitched low in the semi-dark.
“It’s just the first time that’s hard,” Jake said, threading the strap with practiced fingers. “After that, it’s muscle memory. You did fine in training. This isn’t different.”
Lee’s lips pressed thin. “Feels different. Feels like we’re going in blind.”
Jake adjusted the strap, giving a small, reassuring squeeze to Lee’s shoulder. “We’re always blind, kid. That’s what trust is for. Look, Mara Carter, she doesn’t gamble with lives. If you’re on her team, you’re here for a reason.”
Lee looked up, hope flickering in his eyes. “She’s…intense.”
Jake smiled, brief but heartfelt. “She’s the best I’ve ever served with. Stay close to me. Watch Tran’s back. We’ll get through.”
Lee nodded, the knot in his expression loosening just a little. He ran a final check of his kit, hands steadier now. Around them, the rest of the squad moved with careful, hushed efficiency, bolting on silencers, double-checking comms, counting out charges and ammo. Mara drifted through the ranks like a shadow, her presence more felt than heard. She stopped to inspect Corporal Singh’s rifle, nodding her approval, then moved on.
The minutes slipped by, tension winding tighter with every tick of the clock. The whine of rotors stuttered somewhere distant, the unmistakable promise and threat of extraction. Jake moved from soldier to soldier, checking webbing, offering nods and encouragement, while Mara retreated to the far edge of the prep area, map folder clutched in her hand.
She ducked inside the dim confines of her own tent, knees sinking into the battered camp chair. The tactical map unfolded before her, its creased surface illuminated by the sickly blue of her personal lamp. She traced the approach route again and again, lips moving silently as she rehearsed contingencies. On paper, the data looked clean. Too clean. The informant’s route intersected with a block that, last week, had been crawling with hostiles. Now it was marked “Secure, low activity.” She didn’t buy it.
Her thumb hovered over the comm. She wanted to call Command, demand a new pass, a live feed, something. But the protocol was carved in stone; this was the only route, the only hour. She pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead, searching for the crack in the logic, for the edge that would let her bring everyone back alive.
A sharp rap at the tent pole made her look up. Jake stood there, his silhouette sharp in the lamplight, the rest of the squad massing behind him near the chopper pads. He didn’t speak, he simply met her eyes, understanding there in the silence, a flicker of something unspoken bridging the gulf regulation put between them.
She closed the map with finality, tucking it into her vest. When she stepped out into the night, the squad snapped to attention, faces tense and alert in the floodlights’ hard glare.
“Mount up,” she ordered, voice ringing through the cold. The whump-whump of rotors spun up, swirling dust and debris across the tarmac. The squad moved as one, loading into the belly of the bird, faces stony, eyes resolute. Lee hesitated for half a breath, then Jake nudged him forward, a silent promise in his steady presence.
Mara boarded last, scanning the perimeter one final time. As she climbed in, Jake caught her eye, a flash of solidarity, of faith. She nodded, and he nodded back, the weight of everything unsaid hanging between them.
The bay doors slammed shut. Strapped in, the squad braced as the chopper lurched off the ground, engines straining against gravity. Down below, the lights of the base receded, swallowed by the rolling black of the borderland. Inside, adrenaline and fear hummed in the air, every set of knuckles white on rifle grips, every eye fixed ahead. Mara rested her head against the bulkhead, eyes closed for just a moment, and steadied her breath.
They flew into the heart of the unknown, orders burning in their veins, each of them willing to pay the cost, whatever it turned out to be.
The rain slammed the tarmac in uneven sheets, muting the urgency of boots striking concrete. Floodlights threw long shadows across the staging area, illuminating the figures clustered beneath the belly of the CH-47, all camouflage, tight lips, and knotted shoulders. The bird squatted in a halo of vapor, its engines still dark, waiting for orders like the rest of them.
Captain Mara Alden stalked past crates of stainless hardware, every stride taut, jaw pinned as if she were biting a secret. She reached the edge of the mobile command trailer, where General Easton was hunched over a live feed, lines etched deep into his forehead. Satellite images scrolled across the monitor, infrared, grainy, their next few hours laid out in stark, colorless landscapes.
He turned when Mara entered, his eyes already narrowed, searching for an argument before she opened her mouth.
“They’re moving up the timeline,” he said by way of greeting. “Target truck leaves the compound at oh-three-hundred. We need eyes on it before the border crossing.”
Mara scanned the maps, a hard, silent study. “That’s a civilian corridor,” she replied finally, voice low. “Plenty of hostiles, no official friendlies. Extraction looks like hell.”
Easton’s jaw flexed. “You have concerns, say them now.”
She leaned in, fingertip tracing the escape route. “Your intel on enemy numbers, where’s it coming from? Because if you’re wrong, we’re flying into an ambush with five minutes’ warning and zero fallback.”
He bristled, but kept his tone ice. “High-side intercepts. It’s solid.”
“We’ve been burned on ‘solid’ before,” she pressed, her words clipped but measured. “I can run it, but I’m not risking my crew on a guess. Not after…”
She let the words trail. The failures weren’t ancient history; they hung in the stale air between them.
Easton softened, just for a beat. “I’m not sending you blind, Mara. You’re the best I’ve got. But HQ wants that truck intercepted before it hits the border. Non-negotiable.”
A muscle ticked at the corner of her mouth. “And casualties?”
“Minimize them. But the cargo’s priority, whatever it takes.” He straightened, setting the mask back in place. “Do you accept the order, Captain?”
She paused, the weight of her answer heavy and familiar. “Yes, sir,” she said, voice like flint sparking the word.
Back outside, the wind had picked up, whipping stray leaves across the tarmac. Mara found her squad gathered in the lee of the chopper’s flank, helmets on, rifles cradled. She watched Jake as he wrapped the comm cable around his wrist in absent loops, posture deceptively relaxed, an old habit when his mind ran hot. The squad quieted as she approached, a hush settling like fog.
Jake caught her eye, then turned to address the unit, his voice just loud enough to cut through the steady drum of rain. “Listen up. New op just dropped, timelines changed. We’re moving in hot, zero margin for error. Target vehicle leaves compound at oh-three-hundred. We shadow, confirm cargo, and intercept if necessary. In and out, no heroics.”
A ripple of unease passed through the ranks. Sergeant Hooper, mouth set in a line, shifted his weight. Private Lee glanced at his boots, fingers flexing anxiously on the receiver strapped to his chest.
Jake kept his tone even, but Mara heard the undertow, he felt the tension, too. “Comms blackout after two klicks,” he continued. “Extraction is point Echo. If the situation goes sideways, you fall back, no exceptions.”
Mara nodded her approval, her face unreadable. “Any questions?”
Hooper hesitated. “Ma’am, what kind of resistance are we expecting?”
She didn’t sugarcoat it. “Unknown numbers. Best guess, armed mercenaries, tight perimeter. They want that payload across the border as bad as we don’t.”
Private Lee cleared his throat, voice thin but steady. “And if we’re compromised?”
Jake stepped in. “Then you trust your training. You stick to your lane and follow orders.” His gaze lingered on Lee a fraction too long, a silent promise tucked behind the words.
As she dismissed the squad to prep, Mara’s mind buzzed with the rumors she’d overheard, whispers about her run-ins with command, the uncompromising calls she’d made in the past. She didn’t need to hear them to know; the squad’s posture said enough. They respected her, maybe even feared her, but trust was a different currency, a debt she wasn’t sure she could ever pay off.
She caught Jake as the others peeled away to check their kit. “You’re point on ingress,” she said, the words sharp with intent. “If there’s contact, you break, draw fire, rest of us flank left.”
Jake’s eyes flickered, surprised, but hiding it well. “Copy that, ma’am.”
She kept their exchange dry, professional. There were lines she couldn’t cross, not tonight. “Your call if you have to abort. I want eyes, not bodies.”
He held her gaze. “Understood.”
Gear checks began in earnest, magazines slammed into place, optics zeroed, radios double-checked and triple-checked. The air thickened with adrenaline and the iron tang of nerves barely restrained. Inside the hangar’s harsh glow, every movement was ritual, a muscle memory against the unknown.
Private Lee’s hands shook as he fastened his vest. Jake drifted over, voice pitched low. “You good, Lee?”
Lee nodded, too quickly. “Yeah, just, first time in the field like this. My dad used to joke about ‘baptism by fire’ but I didn’t think he meant, ”
Jake clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Relax. You’re here because you earned your spot. Trust your training, trust the team. You just keep your head, nothing fancy.”
Lee swallowed hard, nodding. “Copy, Sarge.”
Hooper caught Jake’s eye as Lee ducked away. “He’ll be all right?”
Jake exhaled through his nose. “He will be.” He hoped it was true.
Thunder rumbled closer. The squad moved in a tight orbit around the gear pile, all business now as they strapped on armor, checked palm-sized medkits, and loaded the last of the comm batteries. Every so often, someone glanced at Mara, her silhouette lit by the blue glow of the tactical screen at the edge of the staging area.
Alone, she leaned over the digital map projected across a fold-out table. The roadways glowed in neon, red lines slashing uncertain paths through enemy territory. She traced the route again and again, memorizing every pinch point, every possible fallback, every place a man could disappear and never be found.
Doubt gnawed at her, something she’d learned to master but never silence. She scanned the intelligence report, again and again, photographs of half-loaded trucks, intercepted radio chatter, napkin math about the payload. It didn’t add up. Too clean, too timely. She imagined Easton hunched over in his own bunker, convinced he was right, just as she was convinced he wasn’t telling her everything.
Across the hangar, Jake studied her in the half-shadow. He knew that look, calculating, remote, but brittle at the edges. For all her ironclad composure, Mara bore the cost of command in private. He’d seen it before, on the long rides home from blood-spattered hills, the regret she never uttered aloud.
She felt his gaze, just briefly, and glanced up. Their eyes met, no words, but a silent recognition: we’re not ready, not truly, but we’ll go anyway. That was the job.
The squad clustered at the ramp, the thudding of their hearts almost audible beneath the building roar of the engines spooling up. Mara walked over, closing the distance. For a moment, she let the mask slip, just enough for Jake to notice.
“Final comms check,” she ordered. “This is a one-way ticket until I say otherwise. Stay sharp.”
Jake nodded, then guided Lee and Hooper inside, the three of them vanishing into the metallic maw of the chopper. The others followed, no one speaking, each man and woman alone with thoughts too dangerous to name.
As Mara stepped up the ramp, rain sheeted across her shoulders, cold enough to sting. She looked back once, at the empty patch of tarmac made spectral in the floodlights, then forced herself to turn away.
Inside, the world shrank to red-lit steel, vibration, and the heavy breath of men gearing up for hell. On her headset, the comms came alive, Jake’s calm baritone, Hooper’s clipped confirmation, Lee’s boyish nerves betraying him only in the tremor of his voice.
Over the internal net, Jake’s voice settled them. “We go in as one, we come out as one. Mara gives the word, no second-guessing.”
Hooper grunted assent. Lee muttered, “Roger that.”
Mara’s gaze remained on the tactical display, retinas burning with the uncertain future. She let herself doubt, just for a heartbeat. Had Easton sent them into something unwinnable? Would this be the op that broke her unit, or worse, broke her?
Outside, the chopper blades blurred to life, washing the tarmac in dizzying wind. The ramp clattered shut, sealing them into darkness. They rose, slowly at first, then faster, the world dropping away, the storm-swallowed base shrinking to a patch of ghostly light.
Jake sat opposite her, eyes shuttered but watchful. In the cacophony, Mara let herself meet his gaze. No words, just understanding, that old, dangerous trust rising to fill the spaces doubt had left.
They flew into the wet, black sky, the border between order and chaos vanishing behind them. The cost of obedience was counted in silence, in the invisible ledger of men and women who followed orders even when the odds were thin and the reasons unclear.
Mara gripped the harness strap at her shoulder, heart racing in time with the rotors. There was no turning back now. The op had begun.
Lee’s hands shook as he tried to clamp his helmet strap shut, but the buckle just clicked against metal and slipped free again. The hangar lights, harsh and white, glinted off rows of armored carriers lining the far wall, their hulking shapes half-swallowed by shadow. Everyone around him moved with the grim purpose of people who’d done this too many times before. To Lee, it all felt unreal, like the world before him was just a photograph, and he alone could move inside it.
Jake came up behind him, wordlessly stilling Lee’s trembling hands with his own. He clipped the buckle, then patted Lee’s shoulder. The gesture was quick, pragmatic, but the warmth stayed. Jake’s gaze fixed on Lee’s face for a second longer than necessary.
“You good?” Jake asked, low enough so the others wouldn’t hear.
Lee, cheeks burning, gave a shaky nod. “Yeah. Just, you know… first live one.” He tried for a laugh but it came out as a squeak.
Jake offered that familiar crooked smile. “Listen, you wouldn’t be here if you weren’t ready. Trust your training, trust the team. You watch my six, I’ll watch yours.”
That promise, so simple, steadied something inside Lee. He nodded again, this time with more conviction.
Across the hangar, Mara stalked between crates piled high with matte-black rifles, body armor, and cases marked with fresh hazard stamps. She moved like a blade, deliberate, direct, her uniform immaculate even as she scanned the prep area with a predator’s attention. The soldiers parted for her without a word.
She reached the center, where Jake waited, prepping the briefing tablet. He handed it over, and she flicked through the intelligence overlays with a practiced swipe, her mouth tightening as she took in the topographical lines and pinned enemy symbols. Their route veered too close to civilian sectors for comfort, the extraction window a slim two-hour gap before satellite sweeps would light up the grid.
General Easton’s footsteps echoed behind her, heavy and unhurried. “Lieutenant Commandant,” he rumbled, not bothering to lower his voice. Conversation dipped across the hangar, people knew when a storm gathered overhead.
She didn’t turn, still studying the screen. “Sir.”
Easton stopped at her shoulder. His gaze flicked to Jake, a silent warning, then fixed on Mara. “I expect your full compliance, Mara. We’ve lost enough ground already.”
Mara’s jaw flexed, but she kept her posture loose. “With respect, sir, the intel on enemy movement is thin. There’s, ” she hesitated, shooting a glance at the mission brief, “, there’s at least a two-platoon discrepancy in their numbers. If they’ve reinforced, ”
“The order stands.” Easton’s tone brooked no argument. “You have your extraction point, your window, and a squad built for this. The cost of hesitation is higher than the cost of error.” His eyes hardened. “You know that better than most.”
The dig landed, sharp as a slap. Jake watched Mara’s fingers curl around the edge of the tablet, knuckles blanching. For a second, he thought she’d push back, risk her career, maybe more, but she only nodded. “Understood, General.”
Easton gave a curt nod, then turned on his heel, his presence receding but not forgotten.
Jake exhaled, feeling the tremor of adrenaline that always came before a big op. He sidled closer to Mara, keeping his voice low. “You want to scrub it?”
She shook her head, jaw tight. “There’s no scrub. We go.” She flicked a cold look at him. “Don’t get sentimental. Not tonight.”
He bristled, but kept his own doubts hidden. Out here







