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Chapter 1: Arrival at Echo Base
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The sun blazed overhead like a vengeful god, bearing down on the clearing with a ferocity that made the air shimmer. The helicopter blades chopped through the sky, drowning out thought as the transport hovered, then landed with a jarring thud. Aria Blackwell squinted against the sun as she stepped down, her boots crunching into dirt and gravel. The wind from the rotors whipped at her cropped black hair, forcing it across her face. She didn’t flinch. The smell of fuel, sweat, and burning heat filled her lungs. She was back in the field.

Echo Base. Her new home for the foreseeable future. It wasn't a base in the conventional sense—more like a network of strategically placed tents, supply crates, and repurposed containers tucked into the humid jungle. Green canvas fluttered like flags of endurance, camouflaged barely enough to fool a satellite but not the locals. Razor wire topped makeshift fences, and armed sentries moved like shadows.

She adjusted the strap of her duffel bag, fingers brushing against the familiar weight of her sidearm. The jungle surrounding the base buzzed with life—cicadas screamed from hidden branches, birds shrieked warnings, and something much larger rustled beyond the tree line. She knew better than to look.

She walked forward. Alone.

A figure stepped into her path, tall and broad. He was dressed in regulation fatigues that couldn’t disguise the heavy muscle beneath. A pair of dark aviators obscured his eyes, but his jaw was tight, squared with both discipline and disapproval.

“Sergeant Major Aria Blackwell?” the man asked.

“Reporting as ordered.” She squared her stance, her voice flat, professional.

“Major Damon Knox,” he replied, reaching out. His grip was strong, calloused, the handshake of a man who fought with his hands more often than with words. “Welcome to Echo.”

She gave him a nod. “Didn’t expect a red carpet.”

Knox didn’t smile, but the edge of something flickered behind the lenses. “We don’t waste protocol on dead zones.”

He gestured, and she fell into step beside him. They moved through the camp like soldiers did—quiet, alert, watching everything without letting it show. Tents flapped in the wind, men and women moved through drills, and a group of soldiers worked over a weapons crate with such intensity it looked more like a ritual than a task.

“You’ll be embedded with Echo Taskforce,” Knox said. “You’ve read the file?”

“Top secret, redacted, half of it wiped out. I read between the lines.”

“You’ll fit in fine,” he said. “Echo’s not conventional. We do black work. Unsanctioned operations. You’ll have three direct contacts: myself, Logan Creed—sniper—and Micah Vale—medic. This team isn’t command-and-control. We lead together. You’re part of that.”

“Understood.”

“Everyone in Echo’s broken in one way or another,” Knox continued. “We don’t play nice. We play for keeps.”

Aria tilted her head, brushing sweat from her brow. “I’m not here to babysit anyone’s trauma.”

Knox gave a sharp sound that might’ve been a laugh, or just a grunt. “Good. Because no one here wants saving.”

They stopped at a tent near the center of the camp. A battered sign hung near the entrance, half-charred and full of bullet holes. “Command.” He lifted the flap and gestured her inside.

The interior was dim, maps and intelligence files pinned to canvas walls, a low hum from a single generator running a fan that pushed hot air in lazy circles. A long table stood at the center, cluttered with satellite images, surveillance photos, and coffee cups that hadn’t seen soap in weeks.

Knox moved to the far side of the table and pointed to a chair. “Sit.”

She did.

He spread out a map, jabbing a callused finger at a grid square. “This is our zone. You’ve got cartel-funded militia in the north, rogue ex-paramilitary forces in the south, and God-knows-what in the river network. Our job is to disrupt, extract, assassinate, and vanish. We don’t report to local command. We don’t ask permission. That a problem?”

“Not unless you ask me to hold hands.”

Knox’s lips twitched—half-smirk, half-snarl. “Good. Then we’ll get along.”

He began outlining mission profiles, terrain risks, the unreliable comms grid, the humidity that fried tech faster than bullets, and the fact that Echo’s last team leader had been airlifted out in pieces. Aria listened, took notes, and asked zero unnecessary questions.

Finally, he rolled up the map and nodded toward the exit. “I’ll show you the barracks.”

They walked in silence again. Soldiers nodded as they passed, some curious, some wary. New blood in a unit like this meant someone had died. Aria met no one’s gaze. She didn’t need to measure dicks today.

He stopped at a tent with four cots inside. Her gear dropped beside one. The space was functional—no fluff, no personalization. Just gear, grit, and the distant taste of gunpowder.

“This one’s yours,” Knox said.

She crouched to check under the cot, then stood, satisfied. “I’ll unpack.”

He lingered in the doorway. “Vale and Creed will debrief with you tomorrow. Don’t expect a warm welcome. This unit eats its weak.”

Aria smiled, slow and sharp. “Then it’s going to choke on me.”

Knox paused, and for a moment, something unreadable passed across his face. He turned without another word.

She waited until the flap fell closed behind him, then let out a slow breath. Her spine stayed straight. Always did. She pulled out a photograph from her gear—dog tags nestled between fingers—and stared at it for a moment before sliding it back into her bag. No one needed to know.

She sat on the cot, listening to the jungle creep in. The noise here wasn’t silence. It was filled with tension. Vines curled around the perimeter fence like they were trying to get in. Or maybe trying to drag everything inside out.

She leaned back. The cot groaned.

Knox. Vale. Creed.

She hadn’t met them all yet, but the names already burned into her mind like carved initials. Three men. One mission. No rules.

She wasn’t here to make friends.

She was here for blood, for vengeance, and maybe, just maybe, for the one thing she swore she’d never need.

Attachment.

But the jungle had its own rules.

And breaking hers would be just the beginning.
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Chapter 2: Jungle Rules
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The jungle had rules. Ancient, silent, and utterly indifferent to human existence. It didn’t care if you were decorated with medals or marked with scars. It swallowed the weak, tested the strong, and mocked anyone foolish enough to underestimate it. Sergeant Major Aria Blackwell woke to the shrill echo of a bird call that sounded more like a scream. Her body was soaked in sweat, her shirt clinging to her skin like another layer of armor. Even in the dead of night, the heat didn’t let up. Welcome to the jungle.

She rolled off the cot and pulled her hair into a quick, tight bun. Her fingers worked fast, mechanical. Every movement was ingrained. She dressed in fatigues, strapped her combat knife to her thigh, and holstered her sidearm. There was no time for vanity or comfort. She didn’t need a mirror to know she looked like hell. It was the same face that had stared back at her for years: eyes too sharp, jaw set too tight, lips always on the verge of silence or defiance.

At 0600, the mess tent was a quiet hum of activity. Soldiers ate with their heads down, spoons clinking against tin. No one lingered. There were no jokes, no relaxed postures. This wasn’t a regular base. This was a forward operating nightmare filled with men and women who had seen too much and didn’t know how to forget any of it.

Knox was already there, leaning against a support beam, arms crossed over his chest, sipping jet-black coffee like it was holy. He looked like he hadn’t slept—and she doubted he had.

“You’re early,” he said without looking at her.

“I’m always early.”

His head tilted slightly. “You’ll fit in fine.”

She grabbed coffee, sat two seats down, and didn’t speak. Knox didn’t seem the type to fill silence for comfort. She appreciated that.

Five minutes later, two more men entered the tent.

Logan Creed walked like he owned the world—long strides, easy sway, a deadly rhythm in his movement that screamed sniper. He wore his cap backwards, a smirk tugging at his mouth like he was permanently amused. He had a southern drawl in his posture alone, lazy and lethal.

Micah Vale followed, quieter, thinner, wiry muscle under medical blues rolled to the elbow. He looked at the floor more than the people, carried a tablet against his chest like a shield. His eyes flicked up once, locking with Aria’s. Something flickered there—recognition, maybe. Or wariness.

Knox gestured to them. “This is Creed and Vale. You’ll be running field with all of us. We rotate leads depending on the op. Creed’s eyes in the trees. Vale’s our stitcher.”

Logan dropped into the chair beside her, his voice like honey laced with gunpowder. “Well, look at that. A woman who outranks me. I might need to start behaving.”

“Try,” Aria said without looking up.

He chuckled. “Spicy. I like that.”

Micah nodded once in greeting, then tapped a few things on his tablet. “Vitals readouts, terrain hazard alerts. You’ll want to memorize the hot zones. Two confirmed IED corridors, one suspected minefield.”

She nodded, already scanning the tablet as he angled it toward her. Efficient. Direct. No wasted breath. She liked that about him.

“Today’s run is recon,” Knox said, shifting the conversation back to business. “Northwest ridge. Satellite picked up unusual heat signatures—could be a convoy. Could be a camp.”

Aria sipped her coffee. “Extraction plan?”

“No extraction unless the mission turns red,” Knox replied. “In and out. Radio silence unless compromised.”

Logan leaned back, arms stretched, one boot resting on the opposite knee. “Just the four of us. Jungle date. Sounds like fun.”

Knox ignored him. “We move in thirty.”

They prepped in silence, each in their own rhythm. Aria checked her ammo twice, strapped two blades to her vest, and rolled a cigarette she wouldn’t smoke—just the habit of it calmed her nerves. The jungle didn’t play fair. It was wet, alive, full of insects that burrowed into places you didn’t know you had. Every step could mean a snake, a trap, a man with a gun, or worse—a memory.

Thirty minutes later, they were on foot. The trees swallowed them whole. The further they walked, the quieter the world became. Even Logan dropped the smirk. Micah’s eyes stayed sharp, scanning the edges. Knox moved like a ghost, silent and deadly, always first through the brush.

It wasn’t long before the heat signatures became real. Smoke curled through the trees—faint, thin, but unmistakable.

Knox signaled a halt. They dropped to a crouch, scanning through scopes and binoculars. Below them, in a shallow clearing, was a temporary camp. Tents. Trucks. No flags. No uniforms. Smugglers? Mercs? Cartel?

“I count eight,” Aria whispered. “Three with long guns.”

“Looks like a refuel station,” Micah murmured. “That generator’s powering a satlink.”

Knox nodded slowly. “We ghost it. Get eyes, get confirmation, pull back.”

“Or we could drop a surprise,” Logan offered, adjusting the suppressor on his rifle. “One bullet each. Lights out.”

Knox looked at Aria. “Call it.”

She hesitated. Her gut said observe. Her blood said strike. But the jungle whispered: don’t get cocky.

“We mark, we memorize, we disappear,” she said. “Save our bullets for what matters.”

A beat passed. Knox gave a tight nod. “Move.”

They ghosted back the way they came. It should’ve been clean. It wasn’t.

Halfway to the fallback point, Logan signaled. He heard something. So did Aria. The rustle wasn’t birds or wind. It was feet. Boots.

A patrol. Five hostiles. Moving fast. Too close.

Micah took cover, ducking behind roots. Logan dropped low in the grass, rifle aimed. Aria and Knox flattened against a tree.

The enemy wasn’t looking for them. Not yet. But all it would take was one glance.

Aria didn’t wait. She drew her knife and crept around the tree. Fast. Precise. She grabbed the rear man by the mouth and drove steel into his throat. Blood spilled in silence. She lowered the body, heart pounding.

Knox took two more. Logan silenced one. The last man turned—and Micah tackled him. No hesitation. Just motion.

It was over in seconds. Five bodies. No sound.

They left the corpses. No time to bury. No time to think.

Back at base, debrief was quiet. Knox stared at the map. Logan leaned in the doorway, wiping blood from his cheek. Micah disinfected a scratch on his arm.

Aria stood in the center of it all. Steady. Alive.

“You didn’t freeze,” Knox said, not looking at her.

“I don’t.”

He finally turned. “Good. You’re Echo now.”

No ceremony. No applause. Just blood, sweat, and acceptance.

That night, she sat outside her tent, stripped down to her tank top, staring into the dark. Logan walked past, paused.

“Hell of a first date.”

She didn’t answer.

“Don’t worry,” he added with a wink. “I bite gentle.”

She shook her head, but there was the faintest curve to her lips.

Inside the tent, Micah sat cross-legged on his cot, writing notes on the day. His fingers trembled only once.

Knox stood on the command tent’s edge, smoking, watching the jungle as if it might rise up and attack. Maybe it would.

Aria lay down, the sounds of the jungle pressing in, familiar now. Not home, but something close.

The jungle had rules.

And she was learning how to break them.
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Chapter 3: Knox’s Detonator
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The jungle smelled like copper and rain. It had rained hard the night before, turning the ground to thick, sucking mud and drenching everything with the weight of a hundred gallons of humid air. Sergeant Major Aria Blackwell didn’t mind the rain. It soaked her gear, plastered her shirt to her body, and made every step in combat boots a slow crawl, but it also washed away footprints and silenced the underbrush. And today, they needed silence.

They moved before dawn. Knox led the team, his silhouette cutting through the trees like a blade, followed by Logan with his sniper rifle slung low, then Micah with his quiet intensity and overloaded medpack, and Aria last, guarding their six. This mission wasn’t recon. It was the other kind—the kind where you carry explosives, mark locations with blood or chalk, and count success in craters.

The target was a bridge—half jungle, half man-made engineering miracle—spanning a narrow canyon deep in enemy territory. It was a supply route, one used to funnel weapons and men down into the southern warfront, and it had to go. Echo’s orders were clear: detonate it, vanish, leave no trace.

Knox said little during the trek. He never did unless necessary. But Aria had started to learn his moods, his silences. The way his jaw clenched when they were near enemy lines, how he scanned the treetops without seeming to look. He wasn’t just watching for movement. He was listening—for clicks, for shifting weight, for birds gone silent. She respected that. More than respect—she understood it on a level that required no words. Knox wasn’t just good. He was instinct in boots. And he was her commander now.

The bridge came into view just as the sky shifted from black to gray-blue. It stretched across a drop that went at least a hundred feet down into tangled trees and rocks. Two guards paced along the far end. Armed, bored, not alert. Perfect.

Knox knelt, pulling out the satchel with C-4, wires, and a set of triggers. “Aria. With me.”

She dropped beside him. Their hands moved in sync, checking charges, measuring cable, prepping adhesive. No words. She knew what he needed. He passed her the detonator and their eyes met—brief but electric.

Micah and Logan flanked left and right, setting perimeter and making sure no one else crept up their rear. The bridge itself was steel and concrete, badly maintained. A single charge could take out the midsection, but Knox didn’t believe in single charges.

“Two on either side, one midspan,” he murmured.

“Too close together,” Aria replied, tracing the support beams in her mind. “Midspan goes, the rest might stay standing. But if we spread outer charges by five meters, we’ll force the collapse.”
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