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Michele Carter

THE SOUND OF MY FEET crushing the underbrush was the only thing I could hear, besides the relentless pounding of my heart. The wind cutting across my face and the ache in my lungs drove me forward, forcing every muscle in my body to keep moving.

I knew I couldn’t stop.

Not now.

Not when I was this close.

My hands trembled as I gripped the backpack tight. The contents inside were worth more than my own life. The information I’d gotten... if it fell into the wrong hands, it would be the end. Of everything. So I kept running, even when the trees began to close in around me, swallowing the last traces of sunlight.

The sound of helicopters cut through the forest silence. My body froze for a second before instinct threw me behind a tree. I took a deep breath, trying to calm the adrenaline pumping through my blood.

It was now or never.

With a quick motion, I activated the device on my wrist. A barely audible beep confirmed the signal. The helicopter was coming for me. I knew time was short—they were hunting me—but I had one last chance to get out of here alive.

I heard the helicopter approaching. I stepped out from the cover of the trees, running toward the clearing where it was landing. The pilot spotted me and lowered the aircraft just enough for me to reach the rope ladder hanging from its side. My heart was beating so hard I thought it might burst out of my chest.

“Go, Michele, go!” I shouted to myself as I climbed.

The roar of the rotors filled my ears, almost deafening me.

My hands had barely grabbed the last rung when I felt the helicopter lurch upward. I was almost there. Salvation was just one step away. The adrenaline inside me had peaked—all I had to do was pull myself inside. Then we’d be out of range. We’d be safe.

But safety was never really an option for me.

The deafening sound of an explosion echoed through the air. I was thrown sideways as the helicopter was hit by something powerful. A missile? Panic consumed me as I fought to hold on to the violently swinging ladder. The pilot tried desperately to maintain control, but it was too late.

“Hang on!” I heard the pilot scream.

The helicopter spun wildly in the air, and my body was slammed violently against the fuselage. I felt the impact in my back before I even fully understood what was happening. The world around me turned upside down in a whirlwind of twisted metal and deafening sounds. All I could do was cling to anything, uselessly trying to protect myself as the helicopter plummeted toward the forest.

The sound of trees splitting apart and metal tearing apart filled the air, and then the helicopter hit the ground with devastating force. My body was thrown from the wreckage like a rag doll, hurled between the trees. The impact knocked the air out of my lungs, and before I could react, I began rolling down a hill, smashing against rocks and trunks, feeling the uneven ground batter every part of my body.

The pain was intense. Every movement made my body protest, but I was completely at the mercy of gravity. I kept rolling until, suddenly, everything went dark. A strange peace enveloped me as I lost consciousness...

I don’t know how long I lay there, motionless, lost among the forest shadows. Minutes? Hours? Everything felt distant, as if the real world had pulled away. When I finally regained consciousness, it was like emerging from a nightmare. I opened my eyes slowly, blinking against the light filtered through the trees, trying to understand where I was.

The first thing I felt was the pain. It was excruciating, radiating through my entire body. Every muscle and bone felt like it was on fire. I tried to move, but the slightest effort made me groan in agony. My head throbbed, and a metallic taste of blood filled my mouth.

“I’m alive,” I murmured, incredulous, my voice hoarse and barely audible.

The simple fact that I was still breathing seemed like a miracle, but I knew that didn’t mean I was out of danger. The strong smell of leaking fuel invaded the air, and I knew time was against me.

Forcing my battered body to move, I looked toward the helicopter wreckage. Thick black smoke spiraled up into the sky, and a thought cut through me like a knife: the pilot. He might still be inside, trapped...

I couldn’t just leave him to die.

Ignoring the searing pain that coursed through every part of my body, I started running toward the destroyed helicopter. The wreckage was tilted to one side, making it hard to see inside the cabin. The smoke burned my eyes, and the growing heat threatened to suffocate me.

“Hang in there!” I screamed, desperate, as I tried to reach the cabin door.

The heat was almost unbearable, but I reached out, forcing myself to ignore the instinct to pull back. The metal was hot to the touch, burning my palms, but I pulled with all my strength, trying to open the twisted door. Every second, the smell of fuel grew stronger, warning me that I was running out of time.

Just as I started to open the door, I heard a terrible sound. The sharp noise of something igniting, followed by a blast that made the ground tremble.

“No!” I screamed as I realized what was about to happen.

Before I could react, a deafening explosion rocked the helicopter, throwing flames and debris in every direction. I was hurled backward with brutal force, feeling the scorching heat lick my skin as the world around me became a blur of light and sound.

The impact against the ground was devastating, completely knocking the air out of my lungs. I lay there, dazed, my body throbbing with pain. Everything around me seemed to move in slow motion, as if time had stopped for a moment. The smell of burning, the suffocating smoke, the distant sound of the helicopter in flames—it all mixed together in a cacophony of sensations that my brain could barely process.

For a moment, I thought I wouldn’t be able to get up again. The pain was intense, every part of me screaming to stay still. Then, something stronger—a desperate will to survive—forced me to fight against the darkness threatening to consume me.

With a superhuman effort, I managed to move, crawling away from the suffocating heat and destruction.

Finally, I reached a safer area, where the air was cleaner and the heat less oppressive. I collapsed to the ground, completely drained, breathing hard, but still alive. And this time, even amidst the pain and despair, the only thought running through my mind was that the real hell was still yet to come.
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Ethan “Leader” Hayes

THE RHYTHMIC THUD OF the heavy bag was music to my ears. Every punch, every kick was calculated and precise. The feel of my muscles contracting and relaxing in perfect sync brought me a calm that few things in the world could match. In the gym, surrounded by weights and bags, I could shut everything out and focus only on technique. Out here, there was no room for error—just discipline.

“You tryin’ to knock the bag down, boss, or just blowin’ off some steam?” Ryan’s mocking voice echoed through the room. The Bulldog.

“If you had half my technique, Bulldog, you wouldn’t need to use so much force,” I answered, never breaking the rhythm of my strikes.

Ryan let out a laugh, a guttural sound only he could make. He was big, rough, but I trusted him with my life. I trusted all of them. They were the best, and together, we were practically unstoppable.

“Hey, Leader, if you wanna show us how it’s done, we can set up a sparring session,” Luca taunted from the corner. The Ghost. He was training in his usual silence. An infiltration specialist, Luca was the kind of guy you never noticed until it was too late. A real ghost.

“Leave the man alone, Luca. He’s in the zone—you don’t interrupt that.” Aiden, the Tech, spoke while adjusting his multi-function watch. He was our genius, the guy who worked magic with technology.

“Focus is something he’s got plenty of,” Nathan said, laughing. The Doc. He was the team’s anchor. Always smiling, even in the worst moments, he kept everyone sane—including me.

“All of you could focus a little more and talk a little less,” I finished, landing one last punch on the bag before stepping back.

The truth was, I loved this dynamic. This was how we worked—like a well-oiled machine, each with their role, each knowing what the other needed before a word was said.

As I wiped the sweat from my face with a towel, my phone buzzed in my pocket. There was only one reason my phone went off during a workout. I pulled it out, and the name on the screen confirmed my suspicions.

“Hayes speaking,” I answered, no pleasantries.

“Captain, we’ve got a situation. Your team has been activated. Meeting in fifteen minutes in the operations room.” The commander’s voice was firm and direct. No details, as usual. Details would come later. First, you just showed up.

“We’re on our way,” I said, and hung up.

I looked at the guys. They were already alert, ready for anything.

“That’s it,” I said, tossing the towel aside. “We’ve been activated. Fifteen minutes in the ops room.”

No questions. No hesitation. They knew what it meant. Within seconds, everyone was moving—grabbing their gear, swapping their training clothes for tactical gear. It was like flipping a switch. Training was over. The mission had begun.

I walked toward the locker room, where each of us had a personal locker. When I opened mine, I caught my reflection in the mirror. The face of a soldier who’d seen more missions than he could count. Scars—internal and external—that told the story of a life dedicated to something bigger than himself. My hand was steady as I grabbed my dog tags hanging from the hook. A constant reminder of who I was... who I needed to be.

Our job left no room for mistakes. Failure meant lost lives. That was unforgivable. And in our line of work, failure wasn’t an option. I was the Leader, and it was my responsibility to make sure we all came back alive. No matter the cost.

As we walked toward the operations room, the earlier camaraderie was replaced by a tense silence. The atmosphere shifted. Faces hardened. Conversations died. Now, we were just soldiers. Machines ready for action.

When we reached the ops room, the commander was already there, the briefing up on the screen.

“You’ve got a rescue mission. A CIA agent, Michele Carter, is missing in hostile territory. She was shot down in a forest in Asia. The government wants her and the intel she’s carrying recovered,” the commander began, scanning each of us with his hard gaze.

I felt the weight of his words. A rescue mission always came with complications, but the tone in the commander’s voice made it clear this one was particularly sensitive.

“I need you to understand something,” he continued, his expression turning even grimmer. “The top priority is recovering the intel she obtained. This information is vital. It’s connected to the Taliban, and what she has could change the course of several ongoing operations. We cannot let it fall into the wrong hands.”

I already knew this wouldn’t be easy, but when he mentioned the Taliban, the complexity level shot up even higher. I knew what that meant: no room for error, and the consequences of failure were unimaginable.

“And the agent?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer.

He took a deep breath before responding, which only confirmed my suspicion.

“She needs to be recovered. Alive or dead. If she’s alive, bring her back. If not, make sure there’s nothing left that can be used against us. But above all else, the intel is the priority. If you have to choose between saving Michele Carter and securing the data, you know what to do.”

Those words hit me like a stone in my gut. As Leader, my priority had always been bringing my team home intact. Now, this mission painted everything in shades of gray. It was clear Michele was expendable. The information she carried was not.

“Understood, sir,” I answered, my voice steady. I knew all my men were listening. We needed to be on the same wavelength.

The commander nodded, looking satisfied with our response.

“The extraction will be complicated. You’ll have limited air support due to the location, and enemy forces are already on alert. The Taliban won’t let you in or out easily. Expect heavy resistance.”

I looked at my men. Each of them was already absorbing the information, processing what we needed to do. It was the worst possible scenario: hostile territory, determined enemies, and a murky priority. But it wasn’t the first time we’d faced something like this, and I knew that together, we could handle anything.

“Thirty minutes to gear up and prep everything you need,” the commander concluded. “Good luck, Team Phoenix. Don’t fail.”

We left the operations room in silence. Each of us had our own thoughts, but all of us were focused on the mission. I knew this would be one of the hardest we’d ever faced. But as Leader, my job was to make sure everyone knew what was at stake and that we got out of this alive. Or, at the very least, with the intel.

As we walked toward the armory, I did what I always did before a critical mission: I visualized every step, every contingency, every possible failure. Because in the end, everything depended on our preparation, our discipline, and—above all—our unity.

“You heard the man,” I said, breaking the silence as we entered the armory. “Full gear. Prepare for the worst. The mission is clear: bring back the intel, and if possible, bring back Agent Carter. If she can’t be saved, you know what needs to be done.”

They nodded, all of them focused and serious. There was a silent understanding between us. We didn’t need words to know we were ready.

Each man started suiting up, checking weapons, ammunition, and tech. I did the same, making sure everything was in perfect order. We knew that any mistake, any equipment failure, could mean the end.
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Jason Wolfe

THE SKY WAS DARK, STARLESS. That kind of dense darkness you only see on nights when the world seems to conspire to hide its deepest secrets.

To me, that darkness was almost comforting. There was a brutal honesty to it, something the day’s false brightness could never offer. Maybe that’s why I preferred to operate at night. The shadows were my home, a place where I could move unseen, where the line between hunter and prey blurred.

As we walked toward the plane, I heard the heavy footsteps of my teammates echoing across the tarmac. Each of them was ready, focused, but dealing with the tension that comes before a mission in their own way. For me, it was the calm before the storm. A moment of stillness, letting my senses dial into what was coming.

The C-130’s fuselage gleamed under the runway lights, a sight that had become familiar over the years. This steel bird would carry us into the heart of the darkness, and I was more than ready. Missions like this demanded more than strength; they required patience, intelligence, a near-primitive connection to the environment. And that was something I’d always had in spades.

“Let’s move, people,” I muttered, brushing past the others and walking up the cargo ramp. I wasn’t one for talking much, but when I did, I cut straight to the point. They knew I preferred action to words.

Inside the plane, it was tight, all of us packed in like sardines. But we were used to it. In the end, this was what we did best. Ryan, “Bulldog,” was adjusting his gear with that expression he always wore before a mission—half focus, half shit-eating grin. He looked at me and the others with that crooked smile.

“Guess what,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Once again, the CIA fucks up and we gotta clean it up. Starting to feel like routine.”

I couldn’t help a half-smile. Bulldog always found a joke, even in the most serious situations. It was his way of handling the stress. For me, silence was always more effective, but I understood the value of keeping spirits up. In a way, he was right. The CIA seemed to love getting itself into the worst shitholes, and in the end, we were the ones who had to dig them out.

“You bet, Bulldog,” said Doc, strapping in and checking his medical kit one more time. “If it wasn’t for us, the world would’ve gone to hell a hundred times over.”

“Just hope we don’t have to stitch this mess up with a needle again,” Tech murmured, running his fingers over the keyboard of one of the devices he always carried. “Cleaning up is one thing. Rebuilding from scratch is another.”

I took my seat, resting my assault rifle beside me. My eyes closed for a moment, feeling the subtle shudder of the plane as it started taxiing down the runway. The vibration of the engine was a familiar sound, almost comforting. I knew that once we were airborne, nothing would matter except the mission. What came after? Didn’t matter. We dealt with the now, with the immediate danger, with life and death on a razor’s edge.

“Just do what you need to do,” I said, finally opening my eyes and locking them onto Ryan. “Leave the dirty work to me.”

There was a moment of silence, the kind that settles in after every necessary word has been said. They knew that when things got ugly, I was there to track, to make sure the path was clear. It was my role, and I took it with the seriousness it deserved.

Ethan, the Leader, sat in the corner, watching everything like he always did. He had that ability to see the whole picture, to keep everyone and everything in line. That’s why he was in charge, and why we trusted him to bring us back. Every time.

“Ready?” he asked, his voice steady and controlled as ever.

“Always,” I answered, followed by the others with nods and murmured agreements.

As the plane lifted off, I felt the weight of the mission on my shoulders, but also the reassuring weight of the weapon in my hand and the knife in my boot. There was something primal about being prepared, about knowing you were ready for whatever came. Deep down, I was sure this mission, like all the others, would demand that each of us be in tune with our most basic instincts.

And when things got hard, which they always did, I knew I’d be there, moving through the shadows, taking out threats before they even had a chance to realize they were already dead.

That was my job. And I was good at it.

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 4

[image: ]


Michele Carter

EVERY BREATH WAS A battle.

The air scraped into my lungs, harder each time, more and more painful. Something inside me was screaming—a raw, animal alert—and I knew exactly what it was. Broken ribs. It wasn’t the first time I’d felt this pain. But it never got easier.

The forest floor might have looked forgiving compared to the shape I was in, but I couldn’t afford to stay down. Time was running against me, and the adrenaline burning through my veins was the only thing keeping me conscious. Gritting my teeth against the agony, I pressed one hand into the carpet of dead leaves and dirt, forcing my body upright. The trees around me spun for a second, my vision blurring from the effort. I bit down on my lip to stop myself from screaming, using the pain as fuel, as focus.

With my other hand, I grabbed the strap of the backpack lying beside me and yanked it against my body like my life depended on it—because, in a way, it did. The hard drive inside held everything. Months of undercover work, of constant risk, of pretending to be someone I wasn’t. All the intel I’d pulled from the Taliban was in there, and if it fell into the wrong hands, it would all be over.

Everything.

I felt the weight of that bag—not just what was inside, but what it meant. Sacrifices. Hard choices. Sleepless nights. And here I was, alone in some godforsaken forest, trying to survive on whatever strength I had left. I’d been through moments like this before, but the feeling that I might not make it out this time was terrifying. I knew the risks of the job I’d chosen, but I’d never wanted to die like this.

With an immense effort, I got to my feet. My legs were shaking, my vision still spinning, but I couldn’t afford to stop. I sucked in a breath, ignoring the fire clawing at my chest, and started walking. I knew they were hunting me. One wrong step and it could be over. I had to be careful—protect my life, and above all, protect the information I’d bled for.

I forced myself to focus on every sound in the forest while trying to calculate my movements with precision. The fear of being found pulsed at the back of my mind, but I couldn’t let it take over. I had to think sharp, move careful, and above all, survive.

Then the sound cut through the air, tearing the silence of the forest open like a blade. Helicopters. My heart slammed into my ribs, sending a fresh wave of pain through my chest, but I didn’t let myself stop. If they found me now, I was finished. They weren’t coming to rescue me—they were here to capture or kill.

The roar of the rotors grew closer fast, and my mind snapped into high alert. Adrenaline flooded my system, drowning out the pain with a brutal urgency that pushed me forward—but more cautiously now. I needed to find somewhere to hide, and fast.

I scanned the terrain. The thick vegetation was my only ally, but I couldn’t rely on that alone. Every step had to be silent, every movement calculated. To my left, there was a small rock outcrop with a narrow crevice—just wide enough for me to squeeze into. It might work, at least until they passed.

The helicopter noise grew louder, nearly deafening, and I hurried, ignoring the pain that tore through my ribs with every breath. I dropped low, crawling toward the makeshift shelter, feeling the rough scrape of rock against my skin as I curled into the cramped space. I clutched the backpack tight against my chest, trying to steady my ragged breathing.

The seconds stretched into an eternity as I waited, motionless. The rotor wash was directly overhead now, and cold sweat slid down my forehead, mixing with dirt and dried blood. I couldn’t let myself be found. Everything depended on this.

From where I was hiding, I could hear the engines slow down—which meant they were either landing or sweeping the area. My eyes stayed fixed on the ground, my ears straining for any sound, any voice that might mean they were closer than I thought.

My heart kept hammering in my chest. The ache of each beat reminded me just how fragile my situation really was. But I had to keep calm. If I rushed, if I did something impulsive, I was done.

The sound of the helicopters began to fade slowly—but not enough for me to feel safe. I waited, forcing my muscles to stay tense, ready to react at the first sign of danger. They could still be nearby. They were definitely still looking for me.

After a long stretch of time, the aircraft noise became a distant hum. But I knew that didn’t mean the danger was gone. It was still out there, somewhere, circling, waiting for me to slip up.
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Luca “Ghost” Moretti

SILENCE HAS ALWAYS been my ally. In the chaos of the world, where every wrong move could mean the difference between life and death, it was silence that let me think, adapt, and—above all—survive. As the plane cut through the dark sky above the enemy forest, that silence was almost another entity watching us. I could feel every controlled breath from the men around me, every heartbeat that—even muffled—echoed in the air like a reminder that we were all still alive.

At least for now...

The monitor in front of me showed the heat signatures scattered across the forest below. Little red dots, representing enemies on the move, hunting like predators stalking prey. We weren’t the prey, but we knew one mistake could put us in that position.

“Heat signatures confirmed,” I murmured, my tone calculated enough to carry through the small circle we formed in the plane. “They’re down there. Spread out, but organized.”

Each of the guys nodded—no words, but their eyes gleamed with the certainty of what was coming. They trusted me to read the signals, to guide our invisible steps through the darkness waiting below. And I trusted myself not to fail.

The radio crackled softly, breaking into the pilot’s cold, direct voice: “Drop zone in five minutes.” Those words were our trigger. The moment everything became real, when preparation ended and action began.

“Time to go, people,” Ethan said.

It was a reminder.

We knew what to do.

We started gearing up with the precision that only came from experience. Every movement was meticulous, a ritual we all knew by heart. But for me, there was an extra detail. The camouflage. It was my signature—disappearing before I even hit the ground.

See without being seen.

A ghost in the dark.

As I adjusted my mask and visor, I felt the familiar weight of the gear on my shoulders, balanced by the lightness of knowing I would soon become part of the night. The others prepared in their own ways, but there was a synchronicity, almost a silent choreography we executed to perfection.

“Targets visible?” Bulldog asked, his face already serious and focused—a far cry from his usual joking tone.

“Three main groups,” I answered, analyzing the heat signatures. “They’re spread out, but converging on the drop point. They’re waiting for us.”

“Then let’s make sure they wait a little longer,” Ethan said, the corner of his mouth lifting in a faint smile. It was his way of dealing with what was coming. For me, the smile never came. Just the clarity of knowing every move had to be perfect.

Time moved fast.

Every second counted.

I checked my rifle, the knives, the camouflage devices. All in order. They had to be—because down there, there was no room for mistakes.

“One minute,” the pilot’s voice echoed through the earpiece, and the cargo ramp began to open, letting the freezing night air hit us like a punch to the chest.

The darkness outside was absolute, inviting. My eyes adjusted instantly, filtering what I needed to see, ignoring what wasn’t essential. I could already feel the forest below, the uneven terrain, the shadows that would be my allies.

“Ready?” Ethan asked, but he already knew the answer. Everyone nodded. He looked at me, and I gave a single nod, knowing I would be ahead of them—invisible, but present.

“Jump in ten seconds,” the pilot announced. We all got into position.

The wind grew stronger as the final countdown began. No more time for doubt or hesitation.

This was the moment we lived for.

“Three, two, one... Go!”

I jumped first, as always, letting gravity pull me toward the unknown. I felt the air wrap around me, the world dissolving into darkness. Absolute silence welcomed me once again. This was where I belonged—between sky and earth, between life and death, where I could be who I really was.

As I fell, I adjusted my body for the landing, my eyes locked on the ground rushing up to meet me. I could see the enemy lights—tiny sparks on my visor—and I would snuff them out, one by one, unseen.

The impact was soft, quiet, as always. The world around me turned into a field of shadows, and I moved without being noticed, preparing the ground for the others who would follow right behind.

We were Team Phoenix. It didn’t matter how far the extraction was. It didn’t matter how many enemies stood between us and the objective. In the end, we knew we would survive. Because in the silence of the night, I was there—invisible, hunting those who thought they were the predators.
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Aiden “Tech” Reynolds

NO MATTER HOW MANY times I did it, that cold spike in my spine always came with the moment my boots hit the ground on hostile soil. It was a mix of adrenaline and anxiety, a combination that, in my case, always got drowned out by the sound of data processing and the familiar hum of tech in my hands. That was my comfort, my anchor in the middle of the chaos. While the others relied on physical strength and combat strategy, my weapon was information—and I was always ready to use it.

The landing was smooth, no complications. My feet hit the earth with precision, like the impact had been absorbed by the thousands of calculations I’d run through my head on the way down. The parachute blades folded up fast, and I crouched, scanning the area, double-checking the thermal signatures Ghost had spotted before the jump. We were exactly where we needed to be, but that was just the beginning.

“This is Phoenix 3, landing successful,” I murmured into the mic built into my helmet, keeping my voice low so I wouldn’t draw any unwanted attention. “I’m deploying the drone.”

This was the part of the job that actually got me going. It wasn’t just being on the battlefield—it was being in a chess game where the pieces moved in the dark, and I had the advantage of seeing the whole board. I pulled the small drone out of my pack fast, my hands moving with automatic precision. The device was compact, nearly silent, and already programmed to sweep the area and give us a 360-degree view of the environment.

While the others checked the perimeter and communicated in short, precise signals, my focus was on the holographic screen projecting in front of me. With a light touch, the drone launched into the air, rising silently through the trees, sensors activating instantly. The world around me fell away, replaced by the data feed flowing across my screen.

“Starting the sweep,” I reported, my eyes racing over the thermal and topographical images beginning to populate. Every tree, every rock, every human heat signature being identified, classified, and analyzed. I knew they all depended on this information to make their next decisions. And that, more than anything else, was what drove me.

The drone’s sound was nearly imperceptible, even to my trained ears, but the efficiency of its movement was what really mattered. The area map began to form, a three-dimensional image emerging on the display, complete with enemy positions that were already way too close for comfort.

“Three hostiles two hundred meters north, two to the east on patrol,” I said, transmitting the intel to the others. “Extraction point is fifteen klicks northwest. Uneven terrain, but nothing we can’t handle.”

While I fed them the data, Ethan was already plotting the route in his head, and I knew Wolf and Ghost were absorbing the field intel, tweaking their own plans. But me? My mind was completely submerged in the data, predicting movements, calculating escape routes, weighing the variables that could pop up at any moment.

“Base Nest, this is Phoenix 3, drone is active and transmission is clean,” I murmured, confirming everything was good with HQ before turning my attention back to the team. “Alright, I’m keeping the drone on patrol mode. If anything moves, we’ll know before they even realize we’re here.”

That was the difference between me and the others. Where they saw a battlefield, I saw a puzzle. Every piece of data, every bit of information, was a piece that needed to click into the right place. And there was no greater satisfaction than watching that puzzle take shape, piece by piece, until we had the full picture and knew exactly where to strike, where to hide, how to survive.

The others were good at what they did—exceptional, even—but my role was always to see what they couldn’t, to predict what they didn’t see. And honestly, I liked that. I liked being the brain in a world where instinct and brute strength were often overvalued. At the end of the day, we were a well-oiled machine, and every one of us had a specific part to play to make sure that machine never failed.

“Everyone ready?” Ethan asked, his tone firm as always, but leaving room for any last notes.

“Hostiles are moving, but the path is clear for now,” I replied, adjusting my visor as I checked the drone feed one more time. “If we keep the pace, we’ll slip right past them.”

A brief silence followed as everyone processed the intel. Ethan took a final look at each of us, then gave a nod.

“Then let’s do what we do best,” he said, and I felt the tension in my chest ease a little.

I was ready.

We all were.

We started moving, the dark, dense forest closing in around us. As we pushed forward, I knew the drone was above us, our eyes in the sky, making sure every step we took was the right one. Because at the end of the day, it was all about precision—and I was the guy who made sure that precision was absolute.
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CHAPTER 7
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Jason Wolfe

THE DARKNESS WAS DEEP, but that was what I knew best. The forest around us was alive with sounds most people would never notice: the rustle of leaves, the faint snap of branches, the heavy breathing of someone trying to stay calm. I listened to all of it, every detail, because that was my part of the job. I tracked, I found, and above all, I made sure we got where we needed to be.

My hand rested lightly on the damp soil, feeling the texture of the earth, searching for signs. Hostile movement was clear, but we still had no direct lead on where the CIA agent might be. She was our mission. We needed her to complete what we came to do and, more importantly, to get out of here alive.

“Wolf, I’ve got you on comms now,” Ethan’s voice, the Leader’s, cut through the silence in my earpiece. “Time to track down the agent. We need your nose sharp, because we’ve got to get out of here fast.”

I nodded, even though I knew he couldn’t see me. There was a urgency in his voice I didn’t usually hear. We all felt it. Time was against us, and the hope was that this mission would end before sunrise. If we failed, we’d be in a different kind of hell when daylight came.

I took a deep breath, smelling the forest around me, mixed with the sweat and tension of the group. The wind was on our side, soft but steady, blowing away the possible traces we left behind. But it also carried away the scents and signs I needed to track our prey—or, in this case, our ally.

“Copy that, Leader. I’ll find her,” I murmured back, already focused on the work.

I started moving. My steps were precise and silent, almost as if I were part of the forest. Every leaf, every stone told me a story, and it was my job to read those stories correctly. I knew the agent was around here, hidden, probably wounded and exhausted. I just needed to find the right clue, the trail others might have overlooked.

As I moved forward, my focus was total. My senses were on high alert, my eyes scanning for any suspicious movement, while my ears filtered natural sounds from human ones. The team was close behind, but they gave me the space I needed to work. They knew that, at this moment, I needed silence.

A scrap of fabric caught on a branch. I stopped, analyzing it quickly with my fingers. It wasn’t local, wasn’t part of the vegetation. Clothing? Maybe hers? I pocketed a possible clue, but not enough to change our course. I kept moving, faster. The uneven terrain passed beneath me as if it were part of my own skin.

Then I heard a nearly imperceptible sound ahead, like a branch snapping. My entire body tensed, and my senses sharpened.

I stopped instantly, raising my hand in a signal to the rest of the team.

I slid between the trees, crouching until I was almost level with the ground, keeping my eyes fixed in the direction of the sound. But this time, there was nothing there. Just a small rise in the terrain, with thick vegetation growing around it. Nothing that indicated immediate danger, but still, I felt I was close. Closer than before.

“Leader, I’ve found some signs, but I haven’t located the agent yet. I’m staying on the trail,” I said, keeping my voice low.

“Understood, Wolf. Stay on course. We don’t have much time,” Ethan replied, controlled, but with a hint of contained frustration.

I knew what he meant, and I knew his frustration was justified. We needed to find her, and fast. But tracking isn’t always linear. Sometimes the trail goes cold, other times it splits, and my job was to decipher that before it was too late.

I kept moving, with a bit more urgency. I knew the team trusted me to guide our invisible steps through the darkness surrounding us. Every second counted, and every mistake could cost us more than time.

The forest around us seemed to close in, the path getting harder as we advanced. But still, I didn’t stop. I couldn’t stop. The agent was out there, somewhere, and I had to find her before anyone else did.

“Tech, keep your eyes on the
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