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PROLOGUE – Meta Province, Colombia

The Fire Before the Storm

The jungle sweated with silence.

It was 0237 hours when Asha Hawkins emerged from the black, a shadow among shadows. Her breathing was steady, but every nerve was lit. The cartel compound sat ahead—an ugly scar carved into the green hills of Meta Province. Corrugated metal roofs. Spotlights that swept in uneven arcs. Music still blared from a corner shack, where guards drank and laughed too loud. They didn’t know what was coming.

From her perch beneath the tree line, Asha adjusted the suppressor on her M4 and whispered into her mic, “Eagle Two, confirm grid.”

A crackle. “Confirmed. Main structure, two levels. Girls are held ground floor. Five tangos on perimeter, three inside.”

Asha’s eyes narrowed. “Copy. Going in quiet.”

She didn’t wait.

Moving like liquid shadow, she scaled the outer wall and dropped silently behind a drunken guard. One strike to the neck—he was down. No gunfire. No alarm.

Two more guards. Knife work. Precision. No sound.

She reached the main building. The door was reinforced, but the rear windows were boarded with rotting wood. She pried one open and slid inside.

Darkness. Whimpers.

The scent hit her first—urine, blood, and cheap perfume. Then the soft cries from behind a makeshift metal gate. Four girls. The number she was given. Most couldn’t be older than fifteen. One of them looked up, eyes wide with terror and confusion.

Asha raised a finger to her lips. “I’m here to help.”

Footsteps. A guard entered from the left, fumbling with a flashlight. Asha dropped him with two silenced rounds to the chest. The body hit the floor like a sack of sand.

One girl screamed. Asha was at the gate in a flash. “Shh, it’s okay,” she whispered. “I’m getting you out.”

She cut the chain with bolt cutters from her pack. The metal snapped. The girls hesitated, fear frozen in their bones.

“Let’s go. Now.”

Suddenly—shouts. Spanish. Angry. Doors slamming open. The compound was waking up.

Asha shoved open the back door and led the girls through the brush. Gunfire erupted from the far side—her extraction team engaging. A spotlight swept past. Bullets cracked through the trees.

She turned, raised her rifle, and laid down suppressive fire.

“Move!” she yelled. “Keep going—don’t stop!”

A girl stumbled. Asha lifted her, one arm under the knees, the other on the trigger. She ran like hell.

Ten minutes later, a U.S. chopper hovered over the rendezvous ridge. Wind and rotor wash blasted the jungle as Asha loaded the last of the girls.

She climbed in, heart pounding, shirt soaked in sweat and blood.

The pilot turned. “Did you get them all?”

Asha looked back at the huddled figures. Dirt-covered, terrified. One of them clung to her hand with everything she had.

“Yes,” Asha said. “All but one...who was not there.”

The chopper lifted into the storm-heavy sky. Rain began to fall—gentle at first, then harder, like the heavens trying to wash the world clean.

Asha stared out into the black, her reflection faint in the glass. The mission was a success. But something inside her had changed. The rage wasn’t tactical anymore. It was personal.

She closed her eyes.

No girl deserves to be stolen. Broken. Sold.

Not while she still had breath.
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One Year earlier

McLean, Virginia — Friday Afternoon

Fourteen-year-old Nicole Anderson sprinted down the stairs, her sleek blonde hair flying behind her like trailing ribbons. She paused briefly at the bottom.

Her two younger brothers, Ethan and Levi, were planted in front of the 65-inch Smart TV, locked in digital battle on NBA 2K25. Perfect. They wouldn’t notice a thing.

“I’ll be home for dinner!” Nicole called.

“Okay!” one of them shouted, eyes never leaving the screen.

She closed the door gently behind her and stepped out into the cool fall air, her patterned autumn dress catching the breeze. The walk to the meeting spot—just a quarter mile away at the corner of Old Falls and Swinks Mill—felt like any other. Innocent. Normal.

Ten minutes later, a black Saab sedan pulled to the curb. The window rolled down. A man in mirrored sunglasses leaned over with a grin.

“Hey gorgeous, there you are. Get in, hurry.”

Nicole smiled. “Chad! Is this your car?”

“Brand new,” he said, opening the passenger door.

Nicole slid in, eyes wide at the interior. “This is so cool.”

“Here,” Chad said smoothly, handing her a cup. “Try this. Something I made.”

Nicole hesitated. “What is it?”

“Just a sweet drink. You’ll like it.”

She took a sip, then frowned. “Hmm. Kinda sugary. Not bad.”

Within seconds, the world tilted.

Nicole blinked. Her words slurred. “Whash... in thish... dree...” The cup dropped to her lap. Her body slumped against the passenger door.

Chad cursed, catching the cup before it spilled. A horn blared as he swerved, just missing an oncoming car.

He tightened his grip on the wheel.

“Stupid kid,” he muttered. “You should’ve stayed home.”

The White House — The next day

In a room just steps from the Oval Office, a dozen veterans sipped coffee and shared ideas for the upcoming Memorial Day Observance. The President had just wrapped up the meeting and moved into the Oval Office to review briefings. His most trusted Secret Service agent, Robert Anderson, stood nearby.

“Bob?” the President asked, frowning.

Robert Anderson didn’t answer right away. His shoulders twitched. His jaw clenched.

“Bob, what’s wrong?”

The former Navy SEAL’s composure cracked. His voice was raw.

“It’s... Nicole, sir. She didn’t come home last night.”

Silence swept the room like a cold wind.

The President stood. “Everyone out. Now.”

Staffers filed out wordlessly. Anderson remained frozen until the President came around his desk and placed a hand on his shoulder.

“Sit down.”

“I can’t think straight,” Bob said, his voice breaking. “We’ve called everyone—friends, teachers, her friends’ parents—no one’s seen her. My wife is falling apart.”

The President had never seen Anderson like this. The man who once pulled wounded soldiers from burning vehicles in Fallujah now looked completely helpless.

“Go home,” the President said firmly. “Be with your wife. I’ll take it from here.”

“But sir—”

“That’s an order.”

Bob rose slowly, eyes wet. “Thank you, sir.”

As he left, the President’s jaw hardened. His hands clenched at his sides.

“We will get Nicole back,” he whispered to himself. “No matter the cost.”

Later That Night — The White House Residence

The President tossed and turned in his bed. The First Lady stirred beside him.

“You’re thinking about Bob,” she said softly.

He nodded in the dark. “That could’ve been one of our girls.”

“No, it couldn’t. They’re protected. But I understand.”

He sat up. “This is too close to home.”

His wife clicked on the lamp. “Then do something.”

“I’ve been thinking about it all day. I don’t want to jeopardize Nicole’s life. Whoever took her doesn’t know who they’ve got. She’s the daughter of my head agent.”

“Then bring in someone who can find her—quietly. Discreetly.”

He stared at her.

“Do you remember Fort Bragg? That medal ceremony?”

“You mean... Captain Hawkins?”

“The first woman to earn the Green Beret.”

He stood up, reaching for the red phone on the nightstand. “She’s already proven her skills—Colombia.”

Fort Belvoir, Virginia — 0310 Hours

Lieutenant General Sheffield poured his third cup of coffee, still unsure why the President had summoned him to the West Wing at nine sharp. His wife had gone back to bed. He remained in the kitchen, pacing, watching silent cable news feeds with no breaking stories.

This must be serious, he thought. 

West Wing – White House

0900 Hours

Lieutenant General Sheffield stepped through the heavy double doors of the West Wing, crisp in his dress uniform, cap tucked beneath his arm. He was greeted by a junior aide and swiftly escorted through the marble halls to the President’s private study, just off the Oval.

Inside, the President stood with a mug of coffee, gazing out the window toward the Rose Garden. He turned as Sheffield entered.

“General,” the President said firmly, offering his hand. “Thanks for coming so quickly.”

“Always, sir.” Sheffield shook it with strength. “You sounded urgent.”

“I need someone off the books,” the President said. “And I need them now.”

Sheffield’s brow tightened. “Is this a national security matter, Mr. President?”

The President motioned to the pair of chairs beside the fireplace. “It’s personal and national security.”

Sheffield followed and sat, posture upright and alert. The President remained standing.

“Do you know Bob Anderson?” the President asked.

“Of course. One of your detail leaders. Former Navy SEAL. Decorated. I served with him in Ramadi during the surge. Solid man.”

The President nodded grimly. “His fourteen-year-old daughter disappeared yesterday. We believe she was lured and abducted—likely drugged—by someone tied to one of the trafficking syndicates Homeland has been tracking.”

Sheffield’s jaw flexed. “God.”

“Still no ransom demand,” the President said. “Which means this is bigger than just money. It could be cartel-connected. Or worse... a test. A message.”

The General nodded slowly. “And you want a quiet op—no press, no diplomatic fallout.”

“I want results,” the President replied. “Before Anderson’s family is torn apart—and before the American public finds out the President’s top bodyguard couldn’t protect his own child.”

A heavy silence filled the room.

“Sir,” Sheffield said carefully, “I need to ask. Are we talking recovery or retaliation?”

The President’s eyes narrowed. “Both. But first, we bring that girl home.”

Sheffield exhaled through his nose and leaned forward. “I have a few elite operators I can tap. Rangers. Delta.”

The President raised a hand. “No. I’ve already chosen who I want to lead the mission.”

Sheffield cocked his head. “Sir?”

“Captain Asha Hawkins.”

Sheffield blinked. “The Green Beret? The one with all the baggage?”

“The very same.”

“With all due respect,” Sheffield began, “she’s just received her Captain bars.” She’s only had one team deployment, and she’s still under scrutiny by parts of the command—some aren’t thrilled about her historical status.”

“I’m not asking what the brass think,” the President said flatly. “I’m telling you—she’s the one I want. She has a psychological profile that stands out. Adaptive, resilient, linguistically gifted. She survived a near-fatal training betrayal and walked away stronger. She’s not just good, Sheffield—she’s different. And this mission needs something different.” 

Sheffield nodded slowly. “I’ve read her file. She’s got instincts... and steel.”

“She also has the latest technological bio-enhancements merged in her system.”

“Sir, are you suggesting that she is an experimental test?”

The president eyed him for a few seconds before answering. “She’s more than just a test, General. She’s the first woman Green Beret, the First Lady loves her resolve, and I like her. I believe she is a winner.”

General Sheffield began to speak but was cut off.

“Besides, her father’s a legend. And I think she’s already one herself.”

“But she hasn’t been tested in a mission like this—not with civilians, not with this emotional pressure.”

“Which is why I want her. She feels this. She won’t quit.”

“And her team?” Sheffield asked.

“She’ll choose a small team of four, but no more than that. I cannot risk any leaks. She already has clearance for a Tier-2 classified op. The CIA’s Latin American cell will supply local logistical support, but this will be a DOD-sanctioned, POTUS-requested operation.”

Sheffield sat back in his chair and studied the President for a moment. “She’s going to ruffle feathers.”

“I don’t care if she ignites a damn sandstorm in SOUTHCOM,” the President replied. “She gets results. Quietly.”

The General stood and nodded. “Then I’ll activate the orders today. I’ll contact Hawkins’ CO within the hour.”

“Good.” The President extended his hand again. “We move fast, General. Time is not our friend.”

“She’ll be ready, sir,” Sheffield said, eyes steady. “But I have to warn you—once she’s in, she doesn’t play politics.”

“Neither do I,” the President said. “Not when it comes to kids.”

Fort Campbell, Kentucky — Later That Morning

Captain Asha Hawkins stood alone in the training cage, sweat glistening on her brow. Earlier, she had finished off the last set of rope climbs. Her breath came in steady bursts. She didn’t hear the XO calling her name—only the sound of music from her EarPods. 

Then she felt the tap on her shoulder. 

“Captain Hawkins. Secure your gear. You’re wanted in the CO’s office immediately.”

Asha grabbed a towel and wiped her face. The echo of her boots hitting the buffed floor was the only sound outside of her thoughts.

Something was up. And it wasn’t just another training day.
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​CHAPTER TWO: ORDERS FROM ABOVE
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Fort Campbell, Kentucky

April 2025 – 0500 Hours

Asha Hawkins stood inside the ops center, the morning’s post-PT dew still clinging to her temple beneath her black watch cap. The rising sun painted the eastern sky in warm oranges, but the cold metallic tension in her gut didn’t share the glow. Something was off. She felt it in the air, in the way people looked at her when she passed them in the hallway—like they knew something she didn’t.

“ Captain Hawkins,” barked Lieutenant Colonel Devon Marks from behind his desk as she entered. “Close the door.”

Asha stepped in, her boots clicking crisply, and shut the door behind her.

“At ease,” he said before she could fully lock into parade rest. “This isn’t standard protocol. I’m breaking about seventeen regulations even having this conversation with you before 0600.”

Asha raised an eyebrow. “Should I be worried, sir?”

Marks folded his arms and leaned back in his chair. “Maybe. Depends on how you feel about having the President of the United States know your name.”

A beat passed.

“Come again?”

He handed her a plain manila envelope across the desk. “This came down from the Pentagon not even two hours ago. Classified. No intermediaries. You’ve been handpicked, Hawkins—by name—for a presidential operation.”

Her fingers hesitated before accepting the envelope. “What’s the nature of the op?”

“Kidnapping. Three American girls. One of them is reportedly the daughter of a high-level government official—possibly Secret Service. The President wants you in D.C. ASAP. You’re being fast-tracked through every layer of command I’ve ever known.”

Asha’s mouth tightened. “How much time do I have?”

“One hour. Black Hawk’s inbound to lift you to Nashville for a direct hop to Andrews. You’ve been cleared to bring four team members. Choose wisely.”

She nodded once. “Roger that.”

Marks paused, his voice softening. “Ash, this is the kind of mission that can change a career—or end one. You good?”

She met his eyes evenly. “I’m ready, sir.”

As she turned to leave, he called after her. “Make us proud. And bring them all back.”

The White House – Roosevelt Room Seven Hours Later

The grandeur of the West Wing barely registered as Asha moved through the corridors, escorted by Secret Service. She had changed into her service uniform en route—her decorations gleaming faintly under the fluorescent lights.

The Roosevelt Room’s oak door opened, revealing General Sheffield standing at the long table with a full intel packet laid out. Seated across from him, coffee in hand, was President Martin Bell.

“Captain Asha Hawkins,” Sheffield announced.

The President stood immediately, walking forward to shake her hand.

“You’re even more impressive in person,” he said. “Welcome, Captain.”

“Thank you, Mr. President. I serve at your command.”

They sat at the table as the door clicked shut behind them. A silence settled before the storm of classified information rolled in.

“Four girls,” the President began, gesturing toward the file. “Aged fourteen to seventeen. One of them is Nicole Anderson, daughter of Robert Anderson, my lead Secret Service bodyguard. She was abducted yesterday afternoon in McLean, Virginia. We have reason to believe she’s already been trafficked overseas—Colombia, South America.” 

Asha opened the file and absorbed the contents quickly—photos, maps, behavioral profiles, vehicle sightings, and cell tower data. “Any ransom demand?”

“None yet,” Sheffield replied. “That’s what makes this more chilling. We suspect she’s being funneled through a known trafficking network with transnational ties. The group you’ll be dealing with isn’t ideological. They’re businessmen—brutal ones.”

The President leaned in. “We’ve tapped every agency. Military, CIA, FBI. But this... this calls for surgical precision. Zero PR. No screw-ups. You came to mind immediately. You’re the kind of asset who doesn’t ask for permission—just results.”

“I’ll do what’s required,” she said.

“I’m giving you full latitude,” he continued. “Pull four people. You leave tonight.”

“Understood.”

“Who are you taking?”

Asha didn’t need time to think. “Staff Sergeant Manny Cortez—demolitions and close combat. Lieutenant Jericha Kass—intel and aerial recon. Sergeant First Class Greg ‘Diesel’ Munroe—firepower and suppression. And Corporal Elijah Bray—perimeter and stealth.”

She hesitated. “I’m not taking Sergeant Chris Short. He’s a friend. A brother, practically. This mission requires separation of duty and emotion.”

Sheffield glanced at the President and gave a subtle nod. “Good instincts.”

The President gave a slow, satisfied smile. “You remind me of your father. I met him once at a ceremony in Bagram. One of the most composed men I’ve ever shaken hands with.”

Asha smiled faintly. “He always said the quiet ones were the most dangerous.”

“That makes you terrifying,” the President chuckled.

Silence fell again, but this time it was weighted with resolve.

“We have a Tier-1 pilot awaiting you at Homestead. Name’s Amanda Fielding—she’ll be your extraction lifeline once you locate the hostages. Your team will rendezvous with her en route to Bogota.”

The President stood. “You’ll operate under my direct orders. I’ll be briefed daily. If you succeed, this mission will never make the papers. If you fail... it’ll be a global scandal. But I trust you won’t fail.”

Asha rose, her spine straight. “No, sir. I won’t.”

He extended his hand one final time. “Godspeed, Captain.”

Asha shook it firmly, then turned to Sheffield.

“You’ll have your gear ready at Andrews,” the General said. “I’ll send your team ahead. Wheels up by 0600 hours.”

“Copy that.”

As she turned to leave, the President called after her. “Captain?”

She looked back.

“You don’t owe me anything. But you owe Nicole a chance.”

Her eyes burned for half a second before she nodded.

“I intend to give her that, sir. And then some.”
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​CHAPTER THREE: 


INTO THE QUIET
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Aboard C-146A Wolfhound Transport somewhere over the Caribbean Sea 

0030 Hours

The low hum of the prop engines was the only consistent sound in the cabin, muffled beneath the rhythmic pulse of Asha’s heartbeat in her ears. She sat upright, strapped in, boots firmly on the floor, her hands resting on a government-issue journal in her lap—its brown leather cover worn and creased at the edges.

The other four members of her team slept in staggered poses—heads tilted, arms folded, combat fatigue stitched into their muscles. Only Jericha stirred occasionally, eyes half-lidded as she reviewed drone specs on a portable device before eventually nodding off.

The moment was hers.

Asha clicked on the overhead light. She stared at the journal for a full minute before cracking it open to the next empty page. She’d written in it for years, sporadically, whenever something refused to stay buried in her thoughts. Sometimes after combat. Sometimes, after dreams she couldn’t shake. And sometimes—like now—on the edge of something she knew would change her.

She clicked her pen.

April 18, 2023, Somewhere over the Caribbean Sea Mission Code: Silent Thunder

The cabin smells like cardboard coffee. No one’s speaking, but I can feel their thoughts in the air. I wonder what they’d say if they read this journal. Probably nothing. Soldiers learn to shut down what they feel. But I’ve never been good at that. Not like Dad was. Or maybe... maybe he just hid it better.

I keep thinking about Nicole Anderson. Fourteen. Just a kid. I remember being fourteen. Riding my bike through the foothills of Tennessee. Mom had this garden with Afghan mint and peppers that she'd water with a copper can Dad bought her after his third tour. She used to say that the strongest plants came from scorched earth. I didn’t know what she meant back then, but I think I do now.

Asha paused and looked around the cabin.

Diesel, slumped in the back, snored quietly like a bear hibernating. Bray’s head leaned against the fuselage, steady as a sniper scope. Cortez had his chin tucked into his chest, still gripping his gloves like he was mid-brief. And Jericha—dreaming, maybe, or replaying coordinates in her head.

They trust me. Every one of them. I can’t afford to let them down. But there’s something heavier about this mission. Not just because the President asked for me by name, or because one of our own daughters was taken. It’s because this feels personal. Too personal. I’ve studied trafficking rings up close. My dad told me about them, In Kabul. In Juarez. In Aleppo. Girls in cages. Boys turned into ghosts. I’ve seen monsters in human form, with Rolex watches and government stamps on their briefcases. But I’ve also seen people rise—ordinary people—when the law failed them. When the world looked away.

Asha adjusted in her seat and stared out the small oval window. Endless blackness.

My father used to say, “Asha, real warriors don’t fight because they hate what’s in front of them—they fight because they love what’s behind them.” I think about those words before every mission. But tonight, I’m thinking about Nicole. And all the other girls, no one puts on posters. No hashtags. No news ticker.

She’s not just a name in a file. She’s someone’s daughter. Someone’s whole world.

And I’ll burn the sky if that’s what it takes to bring her home.

Asha paused, her pen hovering.

I know I was chosen for this because I’m quiet. Efficient. Effective. I don’t leave trails. I don’t hesitate. But I wonder... did they choose me because they think I’m disconnected enough to do this without flinching? Or because they see something I don’t?

She exhaled slowly.

Sometimes I wonder if the enemy changed me. If surviving the worst of it made me forget what normal feels like. I don’t laugh the same. Don’t cry the same. Sometimes I sleep so deeply that I wake up confused about where I am, as if my body just shuts off. Other nights, I can’t close my eyes without seeing faces I couldn’t save. And yet... here I am. On another mission. Another flight. Another young girl whose face I have memorized before ever meeting her.

She closed her eyes, letting the moment breathe.

If I ever have a daughter, I want her to read this one day, not to scare her. But to help her understand why I did what I did. That even in a world this cruel, there are people who fight for the light. Quietly. Relentlessly.

And if we don’t make it back... let this be my voice. My promise.

Nicole—hold on. We’re coming.

She closed the journal and ran her thumb along the binding.

In the dim light of the fuselage, the only sound was the steady hum of the engines and her breath as it steadied again.

Commando Conjunto de Oper-aciónes Especiales (Bogota, Colombia) was one hour out.

The fight was only beginning.

Asha sat still, the rhythmic thrum of the jet engines a stark contrast to the war inside her. Around her, the team remained asleep or feigning rest, while she kept guard over more than the flight path. Her thumb rested on the crease of her leather-bound journal.

She had already penned her thoughts about Nicole Anderson. About justice. About duty.

But she hadn’t yet faced the part of herself that whispered in the dark.

She turned the page, took a slow breath, and began to read—not from the present, but from a page long buried.

I remember it all too well. A horrifying, vivid nightmare that was real... a moment I wish would simply vanish forever.

But it won't.

I have to get through this.

Asha whispered the words aloud. “I have to get through this.”

Her pen hovered, but her memory flowed freely now, relentless.

I was just two days from completing Special Forces training—the fifth and final phase. I could taste the moment. Two days from history. From my father’s footsteps. From the Green Beret.

And then... betrayal. From my own team.

Her jaw clenched as her hand trembled slightly. She remembered every blow. Every face. Every insult.

They lured me to a shack—abandoned, dark, wrong. Then the lantern flicked on. Against protocol. That should have been the first sign.

There were five of them. All male. All smirking.

One grabbed me. Another looped a rope around me. I fought back—I always fought back. I clocked one below the eye. He didn’t flinch. He tightened his grip.

Her pulse quickened. Even now. Even years later.

They told me they were “making it real”—that I needed to be ready for capture by real enemies. But what I saw in their eyes wasn’t training. It was hate. Fear. Insecurity masked as power.

They beat me. Bruised me. Tied me to a post like a trophy. Called me "darlin,’" like I didn’t deserve the rank. They cut off my belt. Yanked down my pants. Laughed.

And I... I still had the nerve to spit blood in their leader’s face.

Because I wasn’t going to give them my soul.

Asha’s hand gripped the pen so hard it threatened to snap. She set it down. Stared at the page.

I remember crying out, “Help me, Jesus.”

And I remember the sound of rotor blades.

They came. My brothers in arms. The real ones. Soldiers who upheld honor, not ego. They saved me before it got worse—before the line was crossed forever.

She closed her eyes. A single tear traced down her cheek. She didn’t wipe it away.

One of them cradled me. Strong arms, warm against the chill of my shame. I don’t know if I called him Dad or if it was just my soul crying for someone to hold me without hurting me.

*That night, I learned what it meant to endure. Not just to survive violence... but to rise with the burden of knowing some of your own will try to break you. And still... to serve. To fight. To lead.

And I did become the first.

The first woman to earn the Green Beret.

But not without scars.

Asha closed the journal softly.

She stood from her seat and moved to the small porthole, pressing her forehead lightly to the cool glass. Stars shimmered across the night like ancient fireflies, echoing the words from a Psalm her mother used to whisper when the pain was too much:

“The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands. Day after day they pour forth speech... night after night they reveal knowledge...”

She recited it now, eyes lifted. Her voice was barely above the hum of the aircraft.

“They have no speech, they use no words; no sound is heard from them. Yet their voice goes out into all the earth...”

She pressed her palm flat against the window. Somewhere down there—beneath cloud, current, and cruelty—was Nicole Anderson.

And Asha Hawkins was coming for her.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​CHAPTER FOUR: False Light
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Vista Hermosa, Colombia  – 0200 Hours

The jungle sweated with silence.

It was 0237 hours when Asha Hawkins emerged from the black, a shadow among shadows. Her breathing was steady, but every nerve was lit. The cartel compound sat ahead—an ugly scar carved into the green hills of Meta Province. Corrugated metal roofs. Spotlights that swept in uneven arcs. Music still blared from a corner shack, where guards drank and laughed too loud. They didn’t know what was coming.

Asha leaned into her demolition specialist, Staff Sergeant Manny Cortez. “Set charges. Five minutes. Then rally here.”

He nodded once and slipped into the foliage, ghostlike.

To her left, Jericha clung to a tree perch, scanning through a thermal scope. “They’re not moving. Still huddled together. Looks like two girls are sitting, one pacing, one curled up.”

“Emotionally compromised,” Asha muttered. “We’ll go soft but fast.”

Behind her, Sergeant First Class Greg ‘Diesel’ Munroe checked his watch, whispering to Cyrix over encrypted comms. The AI’s voice crackled faintly in their earpieces, “Local comms are jammed. No radio warnings will get out. You have seven minutes before patrol patterns converge.”

From her perch beneath the tree line, Asha adjusted the suppressor on her M4 and whispered, “Eagle Two, confirm grid.”

A second’s pause. “Confirmed,” came the reply—Corporal Elijah Bray’s cool voice from overwatch. “Main structure, two levels. Girls are held ground floor. All four girls are inside.”

Asha’s eyes narrowed. “Copy. Going in quiet.”

She didn’t wait.

Moving like liquid shadow, she scaled the outer wall, palms sliding silently across rusted stone and tangled vines. A drunken guard stood against the base of the tower, fumbling with his belt. One strike to the neck—he collapsed with a wheeze.

No gunfire. No alarm.

Two more guards approached, laughing at some crude joke. Asha pulled her KA-BAR. One sweep behind the knee, one swift jab at the throat. The second turned, too slow. She buried the blade under his chin before he could call out.

Blood steamed on the cold jungle air. Asha wiped the knife clean on his shirt.

Cortez's voice buzzed. “Charges set. Five on timers. Rallying now.”

She reached the back of the main building. Reinforced steel blocked the doors, but the rear windows were poorly boarded, patched with warped plywood. She pried one open with her knife and slipped through the narrow frame.

Darkness swallowed her.

The stench hit first—urine, blood, and chemical-sweet perfume. Then came the soft sobs. Asha crouched low, rifle sweeping. Moonlight caught the iron gate, barely held by a rusted chain and a padlock the size of her fist.

Four girls. The number she was given.

One of them turned toward her. Wide brown eyes, a busted lip. She couldn’t have been older than thirteen.

Asha pressed a finger to her lips. “I’m here to help.”

Jericha updated from comms. “You’ve got one on your left, heading toward the room. Flashlight.”

Asha turned as the door creaked open. A guard stepped in, bored and half-asleep. She fired—two silenced shots to the chest. He collapsed instantly, flashlight clattering to the floor.

The scream from one of the girls was sharp, terrified. Asha darted to the gate, bolt cutter already in hand.

“Shh. It’s okay,” she said, cutting the chain. The metal snapped with a dull clack.

The girls stared, frozen. Too scared to run. Too used to cages.

“Nicole? Who is Nicole?” Asha asked frantically when none of the girls matched the photos she had meticulously studied.

“No Nicloe. Only us,” one of the girls volunteered.

“What happened to her?” Asha asked, again in a panic.

“She never came here. Only us.”

“Okay, come on! I’m taking you home. Let’s go. Now.”

Sudden noise. Spanish. Shouts.

Doors slamming. Boots hitting concrete.

The compound was waking up.

Asha shoved open the back exit just as a spotlight cut across the trees outside. Gunfire flared on the far side—Diesel and Cortez opening up to draw attention.

“Move!” she barked, pushing the girls into the jungle. “Go! Stay low!”

The girls scattered, stumbling through the brush. One tripped. Asha scooped her up without slowing, rifle raised.

Behind them, bullets cracked through the trees. Dust and leaves exploded around them. She dropped to one knee, returned fire—short, surgical bursts.

“Extraction in two!” Jericha called out from above.

The girls screamed again as more guards poured from the compound. Cortez lit up one wall with a small det charge—metal shrieked and folded inward, collapsing a guard tower.

“Keep moving!” Asha shouted. “We’re almost there!”

They cleared the jungle just as the ridge came into view. Rotor wash blasted the trees—an Army UH-60 hovered low, searchlight blinding.

“Get them aboard!” Diesel yelled, cutting down another cartel gunman on their tail.

Asha sprinted up the incline, girl still in her arms. One after another, the girls were pulled inside by waiting hands. Cortez lifted the last two in. Then Asha.

She climbed in, heart pounding, shirt soaked with blood and sweat.

The door slammed shut. The chopper pulled up, engines roaring.

Amanda turned. “Did you get them all?”

Asha looked back. Four girls. Dirt-smeared. Eyes hollow. One still held tight to her hand, as if afraid the world would vanish if she let go.

“Yes,” Asha said quietly. “All four.”

Rain began to fall as the jungle disappeared beneath them. At first, it was gentle—mist on metal. Then it poured like fury.

Asha stared out the window, her own reflection blurry in the dark glass. The mission was done. The girls were safe. But something inside her had changed. Again.

The rage wasn’t tactical anymore. It was personal.

She closed her eyes. Asha would later learn the bitter truth — Nicole was not in Colombia. The real mission... was just beginning.

She looked at the four girls, still looking scared, and smiled. Gently placing her hand on the cheek of one of the girls, she said softly, It’s okay now sweetie. I’m taking you home. 

No girl deserves to be stolen. Broken. Sold.

Not while I still have breath. 

The girls had been stabilized, checked by the medics, and were being debriefed. Asha stood over a mission table, arms crossed, surrounded by Jericha, Diesel, and the ops commander. She was silent, but the silence screamed.

“Mission parameters achieved,” said the commander. “Three hostages rescued, no fatalities.”

“No fatalities?” Asha barked. “We failed. Nicole is not here.”

During the debriefing of the girls, led by Asha and Jericha, documents found on site, and new Human Intelligence (HUMINT), they made a startling discovery.  There was a code that kept surfacing. When Jericha was able to crack it, Asha stared at the code. “Smith Institute... Dubai.” She looked up. “They took Nicole straight to the Core.”

Asha stood, fire rising in her chest. The Core—the center of the operation, a name whispered among black-market whispers and trafficker tongues like a ghost. Few believed it existed. Now they knew.

Jericha laid out a sealed tactical pouch. Inside was a black datachip and a blood-spattered document.

CLASSIFIED – SMITH INSTITUTE
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​Redacted Intel Document 
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[Eyes Only – Omega-Level Clearance]

Project: AURORA – Phase IV Trials

Location: Core Facility, Sector 9 – Dubai (UAE)

Asset Status: Nicole Anderson


	Subject deemed high-value due to genetic purity, visual symmetry, and neuroplasticity.

	Selected for AI-replication trial: Aurora-X Host.

	Transfer confirmed to Dubai, 72 hours prior.

	Pre-conditioning is complete. Final stage pending mind extraction and imprint.



Notes:


	Team Alpha to neutralize rescue vectors.

	Reinforcement en route via diplomatic shell corp.

	
Do not allow Subject Hawkins to interfere.




Asha’s breath hitched.

“They knew I was coming.”
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​Team Fallout
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“We go to Dubai,” Asha said, voice like ice.

The commander shook his head. “That’s sovereign ground. It’s not a warzone—it’s corporate territory, layered in legal shields. We’ll need more than rifles. We need the President’s approval.”

Jericha leaned in. “We’ll need our internal asset.”

Asha raised an eyebrow. “I thought she was in shutdown mode.”

“No. I reconnected her neural stream last month—just in case. She’s embedded in Dubai now. Watching the grid.”

Asha nodded slowly. “Then we start planning. This time, we burn the Core to the ground.”

The bloodied document lay open on the table. Asha stared at the line again:

Do not allow Subject Hawkins to interfere.

Her fingers curled into fists.

“They used my name,” she said softly, barely above a whisper.

The commander looked up. “We’ve had ops leak before, but this—”

“No,” Asha snapped. “This wasn’t just an intel leak. This wasn’t just about knowing our route or timing. This was personal. They didn’t say ‘intercept the team.’ They said Stop Hawkins.”

She stepped away from the table and paced, her boots heavy against the concrete floor.

“They knew who I was. What I’m capable of. They didn’t plan to just evade us—they planned to bait us. They left those girls behind like breadcrumbs. We were meant to find them.”

Jericha tilted her head. “You think they wanted us to get this document?”

“No,” Asha said. “They wanted to test us. Me.”

She paused, eyes dark.

“Someone’s been watching me for a long time. Long before this op. Long before Nicole.”

She turned to face the team. “The trap wasn’t just in the building. It was inside me. My weakness. My history. My connection to Nicole. They anticipated that I’d go off-book. They knew I wouldn’t walk away.”

Jericha looked uneasy. “So, what now? You think someone on our side fed them your file?”

Asha didn’t answer at first. Then, she turned back to the document and tapped the line again.

Subject Hawkins.

“That’s not just a name. That’s a designation. I’m not just a target... I’m a variable they’ve been tracking.”
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