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PROLOGUE – The Shadow on the Trail
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June 4, 1966 – Eastern Laos

Ho Chi Minh Trail, Northern Sector

The jungle was alive in ways no city man ever understood. It breathed, it pulsed, it watched. At night it became something older, more primal—an organism with its own will. A man could vanish out here not because someone killed him, but because the jungle itself decided to take him.

Sergei Volkov preferred it that way.

He crouched on a high limestone outcrop, the damp heat clinging to his skin as if the air itself resented his presence. Two meters below, a narrow dirt artery wound through the jungle. The Ho Chi Minh Trail was the lifeline of an army, but tonight it was simply a hunting ground.

Three Soviet ZIL trucks lumbered along the road, weighed down by cargo tarps sagging with munitions. Their engines chugged and groaned. North Vietnamese escorts jogged beside them, rifles clasped tight, sweat running in rivulets down their cheeks. Superstition dogged even the hardened men of the PAVN: the northern Laotian highlands were haunted, they said. By spirits. By demons. By the dead.

They weren’t entirely wrong.

Volkov lifted a compact field scope. His gloved thumb rotated the focus ring until the lead truck snapped into clarity. He noted the angle of approach, the distance between vehicles, the lack of rear security. Amateur protection. Sloppy discipline. Everything he expected.

Not the way he would’ve done it.

But then again, he wasn’t here to mentor incompetence.

He was here to shape the battlefield.

A vein of moonlight carved a path through the canopy, briefly illuminating Volkov’s face. It was a hard face—pale, angular, ridged by the cold winters of Sverdlovsk. His eyes were glacial blue, sharp as broken glass, and utterly without hesitation. They had seen men die in Berlin. They had made decisions in Prague. They had done far worse in the forests of Karelia.

He lowered the scope, eyes narrowing.

“You’re late, Major Rourke,” he whispered.

He touched the small steel knife sheathed at his belt—the same blade that had grazed Jack Rourke’s throat in Berlin. A reminder of unfinished business.

Boots scraped behind him.

Volkov didn’t turn. The two figures emerging from the treeline were expected—his Hunter Cadre, the elite NVA soldiers he personally trained. They moved like shadows, uniforms stripped of insignia, faces streaked with charcoal.

“Charges are set,” one reported. “We await your signal, Comrade Instructor.”

Volkov said nothing at first. He rose slowly, letting his eyes sweep the trail once more. Timing mattered more than firepower; his traps were lessons in psychology as much as demolition. Fear was a more potent explosive than TNT.

The convoy reached a narrow curve, the trucks squeezed between a stone wall on one side and a steep drop on the other.

Perfect.

He raised a hand.

“Now.”

The jungle burst open.

Four shaped charges detonated in sequence, throwing the lead truck sideways in a blossom of fire and dirt. The vehicle slammed against the limestone wall, its front axle snapping like a twig. Flames chewed through the engine block.

The second truck crashed into the wreck, metal twisting like an animal in agony. The third locked its brakes, fishtailing before slamming into a fallen tree Volkov’s men had placed hours earlier.

North Vietnamese escorts shouted in several dialects at once, firing blindly into the dark.

Volkov’s cadres descended silently, phantoms with bayonets. One swept low and slit an escort’s throat with a swift, efficient draw. Another fired a three-shot burst that cut down two panicked men who dared to run.

The screaming lasted forty seconds.

The killing twelve.

Silence returned in under a minute.

Volkov stepped down from the ledge, boots sinking into warm mud slicked with blood. He approached one of the surviving officers—a young man pinned beneath a collapsed truck wheel, chest heaving in ragged desperation.

“Wh... why...?” the officer gasped in broken Russian. “We... we are allies—”

Volkov knelt beside him. His expression was calm, almost serene.

“There are no allies here,” he said in a soft voice. “Only objectives.”

He withdrew the steel knife and drew the blade across the officer’s throat in one smooth motion.

The bubbling gurgle faded quickly.

Satisfied, Volkov wiped the blade on the officer’s uniform. Then he reached into his pocket and pulled out a folded photograph. He placed it on the dead man’s chest.

Jack Rourke.

Captured in Berlin, standing in the snow—eyes focused, jaw tight, unaware that a Soviet camera had marked him that night. A perfect snapshot of an enemy who didn’t yet know he’d been chosen.

One cadre approached, uneasy.

“Comrade Instructor, this will draw attention.”

“That is the point,” Volkov replied.

He stood, surveying the burning convoy. Flames crawled up the trucks, black smoke boiling toward the canopy. The smell of burning rubber mixed with gunpowder and flesh.

“Rourke is in Southeast Asia now,” Volkov said. “Langley will send him to investigate. They always send their best. And he will come.”

Lightning cracked beyond the ridge, silhouetting Volkov against the inferno.

A storm gathered, its winds pushing through the leaves with a low, rising moan.

Volkov welcomed it.

He cast one final look at the photograph before slipping back into the jungle’s embrace.

“Soon, Major,” he murmured. “We will finish what Berlin began.”

[image: End of Section Stars]

OKINAWA, U.S. ARMY Communications Station

June 5, 1966 – 17 Hours Later

Major Jack Rourke stepped into the operations room of the 327th Signal Battalion, boots still dusted with Pacific sand. Banks of radios hummed under fluorescent lights. Punched tapes clicked through machines like mechanical crickets.

The duty officer looked pale.

“Sir... priority intercept from MACV-SOG. They requested Task Force Sentinel specifically.”

Rourke frowned.

“Volkov?”

“We don’t know, sir. But the intel’s flagged as Soviet paramilitary activity deep in Laos. It matches his operational patterns.”

Rourke’s jaw tightened.

He didn’t need the paper to know who it was.

He felt it.

“Patch it through.”

A photo printed from the signal teletype. Poor resolution. Smoke. Wreckage.

And there, on the body of a dead NVA officer—

A photograph of himself.

Undamaged. Clean.

Placed deliberately.

Rourke felt the room grow smaller.

His hand curled into a fist around the paper.

Wearson walked in behind him, voice smooth as sanded steel.

“Looks like he’s calling you out, Jack.”

Rourke didn’t turn. His eyes stayed on the photograph, the edges crumpling in his tightening grip.

“Then it’s time,” he said quietly, “to answer him.”

He exhaled once, slow, and steady.

He knew the trail.

He knew the stakes.

He knew Volkov wasn’t playing games.

This wasn’t just a hunt.

It was a reckoning.

[image: End of Section Stars]

[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1 – Debriefed and Deceived
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June 6, 1966 – 08:12 Local Time

Okinawa – U.S. Army Communications Station, Operations Wing

Major Jack Rourke had been in enough briefing rooms to know when something was wrong. He could feel it in the stale air, the hum of overworked fluorescent lights, the anxious way the young duty officer had handed him the intercept file as if it were contaminated.

But nothing in the room disturbed him more than the single photograph lying on the table.

His own face stared back at him. Black and white. Crisp.

Berlin.

Five years ago.

Left on the chest of a dead North Vietnamese officer in Laos.

A calling card.

A promise.

Rourke leaned back in the metal chair, the old steel groaning under his weight. His temples throbbed with the beginnings of a headache. He’d seen Volkov pull psychological games before, but never like this. Never so deliberate.

The door cracked open.

Lt. Maria Vega entered with her usual brisk stride, a file folder pressed to her chest. Her uniform was immaculate despite the oppressive humidity outside; her mind worked the same way—clean lines, sharp focus.

She took one look at the photograph on the table and froze.

“Oh God...” she whispered. “He really left this behind?”

Rourke nodded. “With an audience, too.”

Sgt. Hawk Henderson stepped in behind her. Broad-shouldered, silent, eyes always scanning. He said nothing, but his gaze lingered on the photograph for a long beat. The man didn’t speak often, but when he did, it mattered.

Alan Pierce arrived last, his ever-present grin fading the moment he spotted the picture.

“Okay,” Pierce said, dropping into a chair. “When an enemy starts mailing selfies of your boss, that’s officially creepy.”

Vega shot him a look. “It’s not a joke.”

Pierce lifted his hands defensively. “Didn’t say it was.”

Rourke pushed the photo toward Vega.

“Volkov didn’t just leave this. He staged it.”

Before anyone else could comment, the door swung open hard enough to rattle the map board.

Isaac Wearson entered, sunlight glinting off his polished shoes and his freshly pressed suit—a man who looked more like a banker than CIA. But Rourke knew better. Wearson was a different kind of enemy. The kind you couldn’t shoot.

“Morning, gentlemen. Lieutenant.” Wearson’s pleasant smile never reached his eyes. “Looks like you’ve all seen the news.”

Rourke didn’t bother standing.

“You knew he was in Laos.”

Wearson clasped his hands behind his back and casually circled the table.

“Knew? Jack, that’s such a heavy word. Let’s just say I suspected.”

“And didn’t share,” Vega fired.

Wearson shrugged. “Compartmentalization is what keeps the world from ending.”

“That’s convenient,” Rourke growled.

“For all of us,” Wearson replied, that disarming smile widening. “Including you.”

Vega opened the folder she’d been carrying and slid a teletype across the table.

“Intercepted by MACV-SOG at 0200. Soviet-coded transmissions. Mentions a ‘foreign adviser overseeing purification operations.’ That’s Volkov’s terminology.”

Wearson nodded.

“So you see, we’re all on the same page.”

Rourke folded his arms. “Then what the hell is he doing blowing up his own side’s convoy?”

Wearson tapped the map of Laos on the wall.

“Covering something up. A shipment. A message. Or merely tightening control by eliminating unreliable intermediaries. The KGB is nothing if not thorough.”

He sat at the edge of the table and leaned forward.

“But here’s what matters, Jack—Volkov is baiting you. Personally.”

Henderson finally spoke, voice low and gravelly.

“Smart predators hit what they want to eat.”

Pierce smirked. “Translation: he wants you dead, boss.”

Rourke ignored them both. “You’re saying he expects us to follow.”

Wearson raised both eyebrows. “I’m saying he’s counting on it.”

The room fell silent for a moment.

Then Vega spoke softly, but clearly.

“Volkov doesn’t pull theatrics unless there’s a strategic layer beneath it. He’s preparing something. Something big.”

Wearson snapped his fingers.

“Precisely why you’re all here. Task Force Sentinel is being reassigned to Da Nang. Effective immediately.”

Pierce groaned. “Two hours’ notice?”

“One hour,” Wearson corrected. “You’re wheels-up at 0930.”

Rourke stood, jaw tightening.

“Then let’s get this done.”

But Wearson wasn’t finished.

“Just so we’re all clear, gentlemen—and Lieutenant Vega—you’re attached to MACV-SOG for this operation. But command authority...” He placed a hand over his chest. “Still runs through me.”

Rourke stared him down.

“For now.”

Wearson didn’t flinch.

“I’ll take that as motivation.”

He collected his briefcase and walked toward the door.

“Oh—and Jack?”

Rourke didn’t answer.

Wearson gestured toward the photograph on the table.

“Try not to take it personally. Volkov just enjoys the game.”

Rourke leaned in, voice calm but lethal.

“It’s not a game to me.”

Wearson smiled thinly. “Then you’re already at a disadvantage.”

He left without another word.

[image: End of Section Stars]

0900 HOURS – SENTINEL Barracks

The barracks buzzed with nervous focus. Gear bags clattered as they were hauled onto rolling carts. The air smelled of oil, canvas, and anticipation.

Rourke ran his hand down a stack of weapons: suppressed CAR-15s, M14s, spare barrels, cleaned and ready. The Armory clerk handed Vega her encrypted radio kit and Henderson a fresh box of match-grade ammunition.

Pierce was happily inventorying his explosives, humming under his breath like a kid counting Halloween candy.

“C4, det cord, claymores... Jesus, they’re giving me everything except a nuclear option.”

“Don’t tempt them,” Rourke said.

Vega approached him, a file tucked under her arm.

“Sir...” She hesitated for the first time he’d seen in months. “Volkov is escalating. He’s not just running from you. He’s drawing lines.”

“Then we erase them.”

“Jack—” She softened her tone. “He’s done playing Cold War chess. Now he’s playing you.”

Rourke stared past her, out the window at the runway shimmering in the heat. He thought of Berlin, the snow, the smoke, the way Volkov had looked at him through the haze of gunfire.

Cold. Calculated.

Almost curious.

“I don’t care if he’s playing me,” Rourke said finally. “I’m done letting him win.”

Henderson approached, duffel sling heavy over one shoulder.

“We’re ready, Major.”

Pierce gave a thumb-up.

“Bird’s fuelled and waiting.”

Vega secured the strap of her encrypted satchel.

“We’re as prepared as we can be.”

Rourke nodded.

“Then let’s move.”

[image: End of Section Stars]
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0918 Hours – Okinawa Airfield
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The UH-1 slick sat with its rotors idling, tail number half-hidden under dust and sun fade. MACV-SOG liaisons stood near the ramp, their uniforms sun-bleached, their faces marked by months in the bush.

One of them—a captain with a scar down his cheek—extended a hand.

“You’re Sentinel? Heard you folks made a mess in Berlin.”

Rourke shook his hand. “We try.”

The captain nodded toward the helicopter.

“Intel says your Soviet friend is running hunter teams up and down the Trail. Smart bastards. Know how to vanish. You’ll be lucky to catch his shadow.”

Rourke tightened the straps on his gear.

“We’re not hunting shadows.”

“Good. Because the jungle out there chews up anyone who goes in half-cocked.”

Henderson stepped onto the ramp first.

“Who said anything about half-cocked?”

Pierce slapped his shoulder. “Just tell us where the explosions go and we’ll figure the rest out.”

Vega climbed aboard, securing her radio bag and sitting near the open door.

Rourke paused by the ramp and looked back toward the operations building. Wearson stood outside, hands in his pockets, face unreadable. Watching. Measuring.

Rourke gave him nothing in return.

He ducked into the helicopter and took his seat.

The rotors spun harder, drowning out the world.

The pilot leaned back.

“Da Nang in ninety minutes. Brace for turbulence over the gulf. And boys—”

He smiled.

“Welcome to the war.”

The Huey lifted, banking toward the horizon.

Green mountains rose in the distance, veiled in fog and danger.

Below them, the sea glittered like broken glass.

And somewhere ahead, deep within the choking jungle valleys of Laos and Vietnam—

Sergei Volkov waited.

Watching.

Planning.

Smiling.

Rourke reached into his pocket and pulled out the photograph.

He stared at it once more, then folded it tightly until it became a creased knot of paper and memory.

“This end’s,” he murmured, “on my terms.”

The Huey roared forward. The hunt had begun.
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CHAPTER 2 – New Orders, New War
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June 6, 1966 – 10:47 Local Time

Da Nang Air Base, South Vietnam

MACV-SOG Forward Operating Base

The heat hit like a wall.

Rourke stepped off the Huey's ramp and into a furnace world of diesel fumes, red clay dust, and humidity so thick it felt like drowning on dry land. The air tasted metallic—jet fuel mixed with burning trash from the dump fires on the perimeter. Overhead, F-4 Phantoms roared down the runway, their afterburners shaking the earth.

This wasn't Okinawa's controlled chaos. This was war at full volume.

Henderson dropped his duffel beside Rourke, eyes already scanning the base layout: guard towers, sandbag bunkers, razor wire spiralling in endless coils. His sniper's instinct catalogued angles, cover, kill zones.

"Home sweet hell," Pierce muttered, wiping sweat from his forehead before it even had time to settle.

Vega adjusted her cap against the glare, squinting toward the command tent cluster two hundred meters east. "Where's our liaison?"

"Probably drinking," Pierce said. "That's what I'd be doing."

A jeep skidded to a halt in front of them, tires spitting gravel. The driver—a sunburned sergeant with a thousand-yard stare—jerked his thumb toward the back.

"You Sentinel?"

Rourke nodded. "That's us."

"Colonel Hendricks wants you fifteen minutes ago. Climb in."

They piled into the vehicle without ceremony. The jeep lurched forward, weaving between parked helicopters, stacked ammo crates, and exhausted soldiers who barely looked up as they passed.

Rourke watched it all with a practiced eye. The base was enormous—easily five thousand personnel—but it had the frayed edges of a place stretched too thin. Too many missions. Not enough bodies.

Henderson leaned close. "Smell that?"

Rourke frowned. "What?"

"Desperation."

Pierce snorted. "That's just Pierce forgetting deodorant again."

"Shut up, Alan."

The jeep jolted to a stop outside a sandbagged command bunker half-buried in the red earth. A faded sign above the entrance read: MACV-SOG Operations – Restricted Access.

The sergeant pointed. "Through there. Don't wander. People get shot for less."

Rourke stepped out. "Friendly place."

"It's paradise," the sergeant deadpanned, then drove off.

[image: End of Section Stars]

INSIDE THE COMMAND Bunker

The temperature dropped ten degrees the moment they entered. Overhead fans rattled against their bolts, circulating stale air that smelled of mildew and stale coffee. Maps covered every wall—Laos, Cambodia, North Vietnam—marked with grease pencil notations, unit positions, suspected enemy strongholds.

A large man stood at the centre table, hands braced against the edge. His uniform was sweat-stained, sleeves rolled up past thick forearms. Colonel Richard Hendricks—forty-eight, career special operations, face like carved leather.

He didn't look up when they entered.

"Sentinel, I presume."

Rourke stepped forward. "Major Jack Rourke, sir. This is Lieutenant Vega, Sergeant Henderson, and Captain Pierce."

Hendricks glanced up briefly, eyes hard as rivets.

"I know who you are. I also know you're a political grenade Langley just rolled into my area of operations." He straightened, arms crossed. "So, let's get something clear right now—I don't care what you did in Berlin. Out here, you follow my rules, you stay inside my operational boundaries, and you don't blow up anything without asking me first."

Pierce opened his mouth.

Rourke cut him off with a look.

"Understood, Colonel," Rourke said calmly. "We're here to support, not complicate."

Hendricks snorted. "That's what they all say." He gestured toward the map. "Your target—Sergei Volkov—has been making a mess across three countries for the last four months. He's training NVA hunter-killer teams, running shadow ops along the Trail, and apparently murdering his own people for reasons we don't fully understand."

Vega stepped closer to the map. "What's the pattern?"

"Chaos," Hendricks said flatly. "He hits supply routes, but never the same sector twice. He eliminates officers who ask too many questions. He leaves bodies arranged like art installations." He tapped a red circle in eastern Laos. "This convoy ambush two days ago? Textbook Volkov. Efficient. Brutal. Personal."

"And the photograph?" Rourke asked.

Hendricks pulled a folder from the table and tossed it to him. "Recovered by a MACV recon team six hours after the attack. They found it pinned to the body with a bayonet." He paused. "Your boy's sending a message, Major. Question is—what's he really saying?"

Rourke flipped through the file. Crime scene photos. Burned trucks. Bodies arranged in precise intervals. And there, unmistakable—his own face staring back from the chest of a dead man.

"He's issuing a challenge," Rourke said quietly.

"Or he's baiting a trap," Vega countered.

Hendricks nodded. "Either way, Langley wants him neutralized. Permanently." He pulled a thin envelope from his desk and handed it to Rourke. "Your operational orders. Signed by Wearson himself."

Rourke's jaw tightened at the name.

"What's Wearson's angle?"

Hendricks shrugged. "Above my pay grade. But if I had to guess? He wants Volkov dead before the Soviets can leverage whatever the hell, he's building out there."

"Building?" Pierce leaned in. "Like what—a summer camp?"

"We don't know," Hendricks admitted. "Signals intelligence suggests Volkov's coordinating something larger than hit-and-run tactics. Training facility. Possible staging ground for cross-border operations into Thailand or South Vietnam." He looked directly at Rourke. "That's where you come in."

Rourke opened the envelope. The orders were succinct:

Locate and neutralize KGB Operative Sergei Volkov. Authority granted for cross-border operations into Laos and Cambodia as required. Command discretion: full. Oversight: CIA liaison Isaac Wearson.

Rourke folded the paper slowly.

"We'll need transport, comms, and local guides."

Hendricks gestured to a young captain standing near the radio desk. "Captain Leary handles logistics. He'll get you sorted." Then his voice dropped, quieter but harder. "One more thing, Major. Volkov's not just dangerous because he's skilled. He's dangerous because he thinks. He's three moves ahead of everyone else in this jungle. You go charging in like John Wayne, you'll end up fertilizer."

Henderson spoke for the first time since entering. "We don't charge."

Hendricks studied him for a long moment, then nodded.

"Good. Then maybe you'll survive the week."

[image: End of Section Stars]

LATER – EQUIPMENT DEPOT

The depot was a sprawling maze of canvas-topped warehouses and rusted Conex containers. Rourke and his team sorted through gear under the supervision of a grizzled supply sergeant who looked like he'd been born holding a clipboard.

"Standard jungle loadout," the sergeant said, handing over rucksacks. "Poncho, insect repellent—which won't work—water purification tablets, MREs, first aid. You want anything fancy, you brought it yourselves."

Pierce held up a brick of C4. "Define fancy."

"That's fancy."

Henderson checked the serial number on an M14 rifle, nodding approval. "This'll do."

Vega secured her encrypted radio into a waterproof case. "What about aerial support?"

The sergeant laughed. "In Laos? Officially, we're not there. So officially, you get nothing."

"Unofficially?" Rourke asked.

"Unofficially, if you're dying and can reach a radio, we'll think about it."

Pierce grinned. "I love this place already."

Rourke strapped a Colt .45 to his hip and slung a CAR-15 across his back. The weight felt familiar. Comforting.

Vega caught his eye. "You really think Volkov's waiting for us?"

"I know he is."

"Then why walk into it?"

Rourke adjusted his pack straps. "Because if I don't, he'll just keep killing until I do. At least this way, I choose the ground."

Henderson chambered a round into his rifle. "Hooah."

Pierce slapped Rourke's shoulder. "Well, boss, if we're gonna die horribly in the jungle, at least we'll do it with style."

Rourke allowed himself a faint smile. "That's the spirit."

[image: End of Section Stars]

1430 HOURS – FLIGHT LINE

The Huey that would take them west sat on the tarmac like a tired warhorse—olive drab paint chipped, tail number faded, but rotors spinning strong.

The pilot, a wiry warrant officer named Kowalski, waved them over.

"You're heading into Indian country, huh?"

"Something like that," Rourke said.

Kowalski shook his head. "I'll get you to the border. After that, you're hiking. No LZs worth a damn out there, and I'm not getting shot down for sightseeing."

"Fair enough."

They loaded in. The helicopter lifted, banking west toward the mountains.

Below, Da Nang shrank into a patchwork of runways and smoke. Ahead, the jungle rose like a green wall, endless and unforgiving.

Rourke stared out the open door, wind whipping at his face.

Somewhere in that tangled mass of green—among the rivers, ridges, and ghosts—Sergei Volkov was waiting.

Rourke touched the folded photograph in his pocket.

"I'm coming," he whispered.

The Huey roared into the mountains.

The hunt continued.
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CHAPTER 3 – Arrival in Hell
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June 6, 1966 – 15:20 Local Time

Approaching the Laotian Border

Altitude: 2,500 feet.

The Huey banked hard left, following the contour of a ridgeline that rose like a dinosaur's spine from the jungle floor. Rourke gripped the nylon webbing as the helicopter dipped into a valley, skimming treetops so close he could see individual leaves shuddering in the rotor wash.

Kowalski's voice crackled through the headset.

"Five minutes to drop zone. Hope you boys brought your hiking boots."

Pierce leaned out the door, staring down at the unbroken canopy. "That's not a landing zone. That's a salad."

"Correct," Kowalski replied cheerfully. "Which is why you're rappelling."

Vega checked her harness clips. "Wonderful."

Henderson was already rigging the fast rope, movements efficient and practiced. He didn't need to speak; his hands knew the work. Rourke watched him loop the thick braided line through the D-ring and secure it to the cabin anchor point.

Below, the jungle looked like something out of prehistory—dense, tangled, alive with secrets. Rivers snaked through the valleys like silver veins. Limestone karst formations jutted from the green like broken teeth.

Beautiful.

Deadly.

Kowalski dropped altitude, the helicopter shuddering as it fought updrafts rising from the heated canopy. Rourke felt his stomach lurch, the familiar pre-insertion adrenaline spike kicking in.

"Thirty seconds!" Kowalski shouted.

Rourke stood, checking his gear one last time. CAR-15 secured across his chest. Pistol snug in its holster. Knife strapped to his calf. Radio clipped to his harness.

Henderson tossed the rope out the door. It uncoiled into the green below, disappearing into shadow.

"Go!" Rourke ordered.

Henderson went first, sliding down the rope with controlled speed, boots hitting the jungle floor in seconds. Pierce followed, his descent more theatrical—he whooped once before vanishing into the leaves.

Vega glanced at Rourke. "See you on the ground, sir."

She dropped, smooth and fast.

Rourke grabbed the rope, wrapped his gloved hands tight, and stepped into empty air.

The world blurred—green, brown, heat, noise—and then his boots slammed into soft earth. He released the rope and rolled left, weapon up, scanning the immediate area.

The jungle closed around him like a fist.

The temperature jumped twenty degrees under the canopy. No wind. No breeze. Just suffocating stillness and the drone of insects so loud it sounded like machinery.

Henderson was already in position behind a fallen log, rifle aimed at the northern approach. Pierce crouched near a bamboo thicket, hand on his sidearm. Vega unpacked the radio, extending the antenna.

Above them, the Huey climbed fast, rope swinging wildly as Kowalski banked east and disappeared over the ridge.

Silence rushed in to fill the void.

Rourke knelt, letting his senses adjust. The jungle smelled like rot and growth in equal measure—decaying leaves, wet earth, living wood. Everything was damp. Everything was watching.

"Henderson," Rourke whispered. "Perimeter."

The sergeant moved without a sound, circling their position in a slow arc, eyes reading the ground for tracks, disturbed foliage, tripwires.

Pierce wiped sweat from his face. "Jesus, it's like breathing soup."

"Stay hydrated," Vega said, checking her compass. "We're three klicks from the border. Two more to the ambush site."

Rourke pulled out a laminated map, orienting himself. The terrain matched the briefing photos—dense primary jungle, broken by limestone ridges and seasonal streams. The Ho Chi Minh Trail ran northeast through this sector, a maze of interconnected paths used to funnel supplies south.

Volkov's hunting ground.

Henderson returned, shaking his head. "No tracks. No wires. But something's been through here recently. Branches broken at shoulder height. Boot prints near the stream—maybe two days old."

Rourke nodded. "NVA?"

"Or worse."

Pierce frowned. "Define worse."

"Volkov's cadre," Vega said quietly. "Trained by him. Think like him."

"Fantastic," Pierce muttered. "We're hunting mini-Volkov’s."

Rourke folded the map. "We move in tactical column. Henderson on point. Vega, middle. Pierce, rear security. I'll float. No talking unless necessary. Hand signals only. If we hit contact, break toward high ground and rally at the stream junction marked on your maps."

"Rules of engagement?" Pierce asked.

"Shoot anything that shoots at you. Otherwise, observe and report."

Henderson chambered a round. "Simple. I like it."

They moved out.
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1547 HOURS – DEEP JUNGLE

The jungle swallowed them whole.

Every step was a negotiation—roots twisted like snares, thorns caught on fabric, vines hung low enough to choke. The ground was uneven, slick with moss and hidden beneath layers of rotting leaves.

Henderson led with the patience of a man who understood that speed got you killed. He moved in a crouch, rifle low, eyes scanning left and right in a constant rhythm. Occasionally he'd pause, hand raised, listening.

Rourke watched him work. Henderson was the best tracker he'd ever seen—part instinct, part training, part something older. The man could read a forest the way Vega read encrypted signals.

Behind Rourke, Vega moved with quiet efficiency, her focus split between navigation and the encrypted radio strapped to her pack. Every fifteen minutes, she checked for signal traffic, listening for updates from Da Nang.

Pierce brought up the rear, moving backward half the time, covering their six. His usual bravado had quieted. Out here, jokes didn't stop bullets.

They crossed a shallow stream, boots sinking into mud that smelled like sulphur and death. Rourke scanned the far bank—nothing. Just more trees. More shadows.

Henderson stopped.

Rourke crouched instantly, weapon up.

The sergeant pointed at the ground.

Boot prints. Fresh.

Rourke moved closer, studying the impressions. Military-style treads. Narrow heel. NVA issue, Chinese-made. But the stride was wrong—too deliberate, too measured.

Someone trained.

Henderson traced the prints with his finger, then pointed northeast.

Four men. Moving slow. Hunting.

Rourke's pulse quickened. He signalled Pierce and Vega to tighten the interval.

They followed the trail.

[image: End of Section Stars]

1612 HOURS – RIDGE APPROACH

The ground began to rise. The trees thinned slightly as they climbed toward a limestone ridge that jutted from the jungle like a fractured bone. Rourke's thighs burned from the incline, sweat soaking through his uniform.

Henderson stopped again.

This time, he didn't crouch. He went prone.

Rourke crawled forward, stopping beside him.

Below, in a small clearing carved from the jungle by erosion and time, lay the convoy ambush site.

Three burned-out trucks, twisted metal skeletons half-covered in vines and ash. Craters from shaped charges scarred the earth. Scorched vegetation curled black against green.

And bodies.

Still there.

Rourke's jaw tightened.

The North Vietnamese soldiers had been left where they fell—some burned beyond recognition, others sprawled in the dirt with dried blood pooling beneath them. No one had come to collect the dead.

Either they were too afraid, or Volkov wanted them left as a message.

Vega crawled up beside Rourke, binoculars pressed to her eyes.

"Jesus," she whispered. "He executed them."

Rourke scanned the site. She was right. Several bodies showed execution-style wounds—single shots to the back of the head, throats cut with surgical precision.

This wasn't just an ambush.

It was a demonstration.

Pierce kept watch on their rear, rifle sweeping the jungle. "We going down there?"

Rourke hesitated. Every instinct screamed trap.

But they needed intel. Photos. Evidence.

"Henderson, Pierce—set security on the flanks. Vega, you're with me. We're going in fast. Five minutes, no more."

Henderson slid into position behind a fallen tree, rifle scope trained on the clearing.

Pierce moved left, disappearing into the undergrowth.

Rourke and Vega descended carefully, stepping over roots and loose stone. The smell hit them halfway down—death in the tropics, accelerated by heat and humidity.

Rourke covered his nose with his sleeve and approached the nearest truck.

The cab was gutted. Shattered glass, bullet holes stitched across the dashboard. Blood spray dried black on the steering wheel.

Vega moved to the centre truck, camera in hand, documenting everything. "Charges were placed precisely. He knew exactly where to hit to disable but not destroy. He wanted them alive when it started."

Rourke stepped over a body, forcing himself to look. Young. Twenty. Eyes still open, staring at nothing.

And there, on the soldier's chest—

A photograph.

Not the one of Rourke. Something else.

Rourke knelt, pulling it free.

It showed a compound. Buildings. Guard towers. Somewhere deep in the jungle. And written on the back in neat Cyrillic script:

“Приходите найти меня.” Or “Come find me.”

Rourke pocketed the photo.

"Vega, we're done. Let's move."

She snapped one last picture and turned—

A crack echoed through the jungle.

Bark exploded from the tree beside Rourke's head.

Sniper.

"Down!" Rourke shouted, diving behind the truck.

Another shot punched through the metal with a metallic clang.

Henderson's rifle barked twice from the ridge—suppressing fire.

Pierce opened from the flank, controlled bursts into the treeline.

Vega scrambled behind cover, radio clutched tight. "Where's the shooter?"

"North!" Henderson's voice, calm despite the chaos. "Two hundred meters. Elevated position."

Rourke keyed his radio. "Pierce, smoke the egress route. We're moving now!"

Pierce popped a smoke grenade. Gray fog billowed across the clearing, obscuring their retreat.

Another shot snapped past, this one close enough Rourke felt the displacement of air.

Professional shooter. Trained. Patient.

Volkov's cadre.

"Go!" Rourke ordered.

They ran.

Vega sprinted uphill first, boots churning dirt. Rourke followed, weaving between trees, keeping low. Pierce laid down suppressive fire, then turned and bolted.

Henderson was the last to move, rifle still trained on the sniper's position, squeezing off careful shots to keep the enemy's head down.

They crested the ridge and plunged into the jungle on the far side, branches whipping their faces, lungs burning.

No more shots followed.

Rourke slowed after two hundred meters, hand raised. The team collapsed into a defensive perimeter, weapons out, chests heaving.

Pierce checked his magazine. "That was too close."

"They were waiting for us," Vega said between breaths.

Henderson scanned their backtrail. "One shooter. Could've had a team. Didn't."

Rourke frowned. "Why?"

"Because Volkov didn't want us dead," Vega said. "He wanted us scared."

Rourke pulled out the photograph—the compound, the message.

Come find me.

He stared at it for a long moment, then looked at his team.

"He's playing us. Step by step."

Pierce spat into the dirt. "Then let's stop dancing and go kick his door in."

"Not yet," Rourke said. "We need to know what we're walking into."

Henderson pointed west. "Stream junction's half a klick that way. We can set up, regroup, call it in."

Rourke nodded. "Move."

They disappeared into the green, shadows among shadows.

Behind them, silence settled once more over the ambush site.

High in the trees, a figure in NVA fatigues watched them go.

He lowered his rifle slowly, a faint smile on his lips.

Then he melted into the jungle, as if he'd never been there at all.
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1704 HOURS – STREAM JUNCTION

The stream was narrow but clear, flowing over smooth stones with a sound like whispered secrets. Rourke knelt at the bank, splashing water on his face, washing away sweat and dirt.

Vega set up the radio, extending the long-range antenna and adjusting frequencies. After a moment, static gave way to a faint voice.

"Sentinel, this is Da Nang Actual. We read you broken but clear. Send traffic."

Vega keyed the handset. "Da Nang, Sentinel. We've reached the ambush site. Encountered enemy sniper. No casualties. We have photographic evidence and intelligence on Volkov's location. Request extraction window and further tasking."

A pause. Then:

"Sentinel, stand by for relay from higher."

Rourke frowned. "Higher?"

The radio crackled again. A different voice. Smooth. Familiar.

Isaac Wearson.

"Major Rourke, good to hear you're still breathing."

Rourke's jaw tightened. He took the handset from Vega.

"Wearson. Why are you on this frequency?"

"Because I'm coordinating your operation, Jack. Did you find anything useful?"

Rourke glanced at the photograph in his hand.

"Volkov left us a trail. I think he wants us to follow it."

"Then follow it. That's what you're there for."

"It's a trap."

"Of course it's a trap. But it's also an opportunity. Volkov's getting bold. That means he's confident. Confident people make mistakes."

Rourke exhaled slowly. "What are you not telling me?"

Wearson's tone shifted, cooler now. "Only what you don't need to know yet. Keep moving, Major. Find that compound. Confirm Volkov's there. Then we'll discuss next steps."

"And if I decide we need air support?"

"You won't get it."

"Wearson—"

"You're operating in denied territory, Jack. Officially, you're not there. Officially, this conversation never happened. So do what you do best—improvise."

The line went dead.

Rourke handed the radio back to Vega, his expression dark.

"He's using us as bait," Vega said quietly.

"Yeah." Rourke looked at Henderson and Pierce. "Which means Volkov isn't the only one we need to worry about."

Henderson checked his rifle. "So, what's the play?"

Rourke studied the photograph again—the compound, the message.

Then he folded it and tucked it away.

"We keep hunting. But we do it smart. No more walking into kill zones. From now on, we move like ghosts."

Pierce grinned. "Jungle ghosts. I like it."

Rourke allowed himself a thin smile.

"Then let's disappear."

They gathered their gear, checked their weapons, and moved deeper into the jungle.

The sun dropped lower, casting long shadows through the canopy.

Somewhere ahead, Sergei Volkov waited.

And behind them, in the halls of power and shadow, Isaac Wearson watched the board and planned his next move.

The game had only just begun.
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CHAPTER 4 – First Intel on Volkov
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June 7, 1966 – 05:30 Local Time

Three Kilometres Southwest of Tchepone, Laos

Temporary Patrol Base

Dawn came slowly to the jungle, filtering through layers of canopy in shafts of gray-green light. Mist hung low over the ground, thick as gauze, turning trees into ghosts and men into shadows.

Rourke hadn't slept.

He sat with his back against a moss-covered boulder, CAR-15 across his lap, watching the jungle emerge from darkness. His eyes burned from exhaustion, but his mind wouldn't quiet. The photograph, the sniper, Wearson's voice on the radio—it all churned together into questions without answers.

Come find me.

Volkov wasn't running anymore. He was positioning. Drawing Rourke forward step by calculated step, deeper into terrain where air support couldn't reach, where communications were spotty at best, where the only law was survival.

Smart.

Patient.

Deadly.

Henderson emerged from the mist like a spectre, moving soundlessly despite his size. He crouched beside Rourke, canteen in hand.

"Perimeter's clear. No movement since 0400."

Rourke nodded. "They're watching, though. Somewhere out there."

"Always are." Henderson took a slow drink, then screwed the cap back on. "Question is—are they reporting back, or are they just keeping tabs?"

"Both, probably."

Pierce stirred from his bedroll nearby, groaning quietly. "Tell me it's not morning already."

"It's not morning," Vega said from her position near the radio. "It's just early hell."

Pierce sat up, rubbing his face. "Close enough."

Rourke stood, joints protesting after a night on hard ground. He stretched, feeling vertebrae pop, then walked to where Vega had set up the communications station beneath a poncho rigged as a rain fly.

"Anything from Da Nang?"

Vega shook her head. "Signal's weak this far west. I can receive intermittently, but transmitting will light us up like a beacon. Every NVA unit in twenty klicks will triangulate our position."

"Then we stay dark unless it's critical."

"Agreed."

Rourke pulled out the photograph again, studying it in the growing light. The compound was built into a hillside, partially concealed by vegetation. Guard towers. Barracks. What looked like a training ground. And in the background, barely visible—a limestone cliff face with dark openings. Caves.

"He's operating out of a cave complex," Rourke said quietly.

Henderson moved closer, squinting at the image. "Makes sense. Air strikes can't touch him underground. Easy to defend. Multiple exits if he needs to rabbit."

"And impossible to assault without heavy casualties," Pierce added, now fully awake. "We talking VC tunnel networks or something bigger?"

"Bigger," Vega said. She'd been studying topographical maps all night. She spread one across her lap now, tracing contour lines with her finger. "This whole region is karst—limestone riddled with cave systems. Some of them run for kilometres. The Pathet Lao have been using them for years."

Rourke frowned. "So Volkov just moved into an existing network?"

"Or he's improving it." Vega tapped the map. "If I had to guess based on terrain and known NVA activity, I'd say he's somewhere here—" She circled an area northeast of their position. "—in the mountains between Tchepone and the DMZ. Maybe twenty, twenty-five klicks from where we are now."

Pierce whistled low. "That's deep country. No friendly forces within fifty klicks. If something goes wrong, we're on our own."

"We've been on our own since we landed," Rourke said. He folded the photograph and tucked it away. "All right. New plan. We need hard intelligence before we go kicking doors. That means finding locals who've seen something. Montagnard villages, Pathet Lao sympathizers, anyone who knows what's happening in these hills."

Henderson nodded slowly. "There's a village six klicks northeast. Showed up on the recon photos during briefing. Small. Off the main trails."

"Think they'll talk to us?"

"Depends on if they're more afraid of us or Volkov."

Rourke considered that. The highland tribes—Hmong, Bru, Katu—walked a knife's edge in this war. Both sides pressured them. Both sides punished cooperation with the enemy. Trust was earned in blood, and sometimes not even then.

But it was the only lead they had.

"We move at first light. Full tactical load. Henderson, you're on point again. Vega, bring the portable radio—short-range only. Pierce, I want you ready to blow our backtrail if we need to break contact hard."

Pierce grinned. "Finally, someone appreciates my skills."

"Just don't blow us up in the process."

"No promises."
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0647 HOURS – EN ROUTE to Village

The jungle was waking. Birds called from the canopy—harsh, alien cries that echoed through the trees. Insects buzzed in clouds around their faces, drawn by sweat and carbon dioxide. The air was already hot, moisture hanging heavy like an invisible curtain.

They moved in staggered column, spacing tight but not clustered. Henderson led, reading the terrain with the instincts of a man born to it. Behind him, Rourke kept his eyes on the middle distance, watching for movement, shadows, anything out of place.

Vega followed, radio strapped to her pack, one hand on her sidearm. Pierce brought up the rear, moving backward half the time, scanning their six.

No one spoke.

The jungle did enough talking for all of them—rustling leaves, snapping branches, the distant rush of water over stone.

After an hour, Henderson stopped.

Rourke moved forward, crouching beside him.

The sergeant pointed at the ground.

Fresh tracks. Sandals. Light footfall. Multiple individuals moving northeast—same direction they were heading.

"Villagers?" Rourke whispered.

Henderson shook his head. "Military discipline. Even stride. These guys are trained."

"NVA patrol?"

"Or Volkov's cadre."

Rourke felt his pulse quicken. If Volkov's people were this close, it meant they were either incredibly lucky or walking straight into another trap.

He signalled the team to hold position while he assessed.

The tracks were less than two hours old. A four-man element, judging by the spacing. Moving with purpose but not rushing. A reconnaissance patrol sweeping the area for threats.

Or watching the village.

Rourke decided.

"We parallel their route. Stay fifty meters off their line of march. If they're heading to the village, we let them pass and observe."

Henderson nodded. Pierce gave a thumb-up. Vega adjusted her pack straps and waited.

They moved again, angling through dense undergrowth, thorns catching on uniforms, vines dragging at their boots. The heat was oppressive now, sweat pouring down Rourke's back, soaking through his shirt.

Ahead, the trees thinned slightly.

Henderson raised a fist.

Stop.

Rourke froze, weapon up.

Through the foliage, he could see movement—figures in dark green fatigues, rifles slung, moving with quiet confidence. Four men. NVA by the look of their gear. But something about them was different. Sharper. More disciplined.

One of them stopped, scanning the jungle with binoculars.

Rourke held his breath.

The man's gaze swept past their position, paused, then moved on.

After a long moment, the patrol continued northeast, disappearing into the trees.

Rourke exhaled slowly.

Henderson's voice was barely audible. "They're good."

"Too good," Rourke replied.

"Volkov's people?"

"Has to be."

They waited five full minutes after the patrol passed, listening, watching. When Rourke was satisfied, he signalled the team forward.
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0821 HOURS – EDGE OF VILLAGE

The village sat in a small clearing carved from the jungle, a cluster of wooden huts on stilts surrounded by vegetable gardens and a few scrawny chickens scratching in the dirt. Smoke rose from cooking fires. Children's voices drifted through the air, laughter mixing with the sound of someone pounding rice.

It looked peaceful.

Rourke didn't trust it.

They observed from the treeline, concealed in thick brush a hundred meters out. Henderson glassed the village through his rifle scope, cataloguing details.

"Twenty structures. Fifty, sixty people total. Armed men at the north side—two with rifles. Another walking the perimeter."

"Local militia or NVA?" Rourke asked.

"Hard to say. Weapons look old. Chinese Type 56s. Could be either."

Vega adjusted her position, camera in hand, snapping photos of the layout. "No radio antenna. No military vehicles. If the NVA are using this place, they're keeping it low-profile."

Pierce scanned their flanks. "We going in?"

Rourke watched the village for another long minute. The patrol they'd shadowed hadn't entered—they'd skirted the perimeter and continued northeast. That meant either the village was neutral ground, or the NVA didn't want to spook the locals.

Either way, Rourke needed information.

"Henderson, Pierce—establish overwatch positions with clear lanes of fire into the village centre. If this goes sideways, I want suppressive fire to cover our withdrawal."

"Copy."

"Vega, you're with me. We go in light. Side arms only. Rifles stay here."

Vega raised an eyebrow. "You sure that's wise?"

"No. But showing up armed to the teeth won't get us answers."

She considered, then nodded. "All right."

They stripped down to pistols and basic gear, leaving their rifles and heavy packs with Henderson and Pierce. Rourke felt lighter but exposed walking into an unknown village unarmed was gambling with their lives.

But sometimes the gamble was necessary.

Henderson clasped Rourke's shoulder briefly. "We'll be watching."

Rourke nodded, then turned to Vega. "Ready?"

"As I'll ever be."

They stepped out of the jungle and into the open.
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0835 HOURS – VILLAGE CENTRE

The effect was immediate.

A woman carrying water stopped mid-stride, eyes wide. A man repairing a fishing net looked up sharply, reaching for something behind him. Children playing near a hut scattered like birds, running to their mothers.

The armed men at the north side raised their rifles.

Rourke kept his hands visible, palms open, moving slowly. Beside him, Vega did the same.

One of the armed men shouted something in a language Rourke didn't recognize—Bru or Katu. The tone was clear: Stop. Don't move.

Rourke stopped.

The man approached cautiously, rifle levelled at Rourke's chest. He was older than Rourke expected—fifty, weathered face lined with scars, eyes hard with suspicion. Behind him, the second armed man circled around, covering Vega.

The older man spoke again, this time in broken Vietnamese.

"Who you? Why you come?"

Rourke kept his voice calm, non-threatening. "We're looking for someone. A Soviet man. Pale skin, blue eyes. Travels with soldiers."

The man's expression didn't change, but Rourke saw the flicker—recognition, fear, quickly suppressed.

"No Soviet here. Only village."

"I'm not asking if he's here. I'm asking if you've seen him."

The man's grip tightened on his rifle. "You American?"

"Yes."

"American bring trouble. Always."

"We're not here to bring trouble. We just want information."

The older man glanced at his companion, some unspoken communication passing between them. Then he spat into the dirt.

"Soviet come three weeks ago. Soldiers with him. They take food. They take men for work. We say no—" He gestured toward the north side of the village. "They shoot elder. They say we cooperate, or everyone die."

Vega stepped forward carefully. "Where did they go?"

The man's eyes shifted to her, lingering on the insignia on her uniform—U.S. Army. For a moment, something like hope flickered across his face.

"Northeast. Into mountains. There is place—old place. Pathet Lao use before war. Now Soviet use."

"A compound?" Rourke asked.

The man nodded slowly. "Caves. Buildings. Many soldiers train there. They learn to kill quietly. They learn to move like ghosts." He met Rourke's eyes. "They learn from him."

"Volkov."

The name hung in the air like a curse.

The older man shuddered. "We do not say name. Names bring bad luck. Bring death."

Rourke pulled out the photograph—the compound, the message. "Is this the place?"

The man looked, and his face went pale.

"Yes. That place." He pushed the photograph away as if it might burn him. "You go there, you die. Everyone who go there die."

"How far?"

The man hesitated, clearly torn between fear and the faint hope that Americans might solve his problem.

Finally, he spoke.

"Two days' walk. Less if you know trails. But trails are watched. Patrols everywhere. Soviet's men particularly good. Very dangerous."

Rourke tucked the photograph away. "Thank you."

The man grabbed Rourke's arm suddenly, his grip surprisingly strong.

"You kill him? The Soviet?"

Rourke met his eyes, saw the desperation there—the weight of a village living in terror, hoping someone, anyone, might end it.

"I'm going to try."

The older man studied him for a long moment, then released his arm.

"Then go. Before patrol returns. They come every two days. Today is second day."

Vega's head snapped up. "How long until they're back?"

"Soon. One hour. Maybe less."

Rourke's mind raced. If the patrol returned and found Americans in the village, it would spark a firefight that would get villagers killed and blow their mission.

"We're leaving now."

The older man nodded. "Good. Go fast. Do not stop." Then, quieter: "If you kill Soviet... maybe we are free. Maybe not. But at least we try."

Rourke clasped the man's shoulder briefly, a gesture of understanding, then turned and moved quickly back toward the treeline, Vega close behind.

Behind them, the villagers watched in silence, hoping, praying, fearing.
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0853 HOURS – RALLY POINT

Rourke and Vega reached Henderson and Pierce at a dead run. Both men had weapons up, covering their approach.

"What's the rush?" Pierce asked.

"Patrols inbound. We've got maybe an hour before this area's crawling with NVA."

Henderson was already packing gear. "Did we get anything useful?"

"Compound location. Two days northeast. Volkov's there, training a hunter-killer cadre." Rourke slung his rifle across his chest. "The villagers are terrified of him. He's been bleeding them for supplies and labour."

Vega clipped her radio harness on. "Which means he's dug in deep. This isn't a temporary camp—it's a base of operations."

Pierce grabbed his pack. "So, what's the play? We calling in an air strike?"

"Can't," Rourke said. "Wearson made it clear—we're on our own. No support. No extraction unless we get to a designated LZ."

"Then we're walking into a nightmare with no backup."

"Correct."

Pierce grinned despite himself. "I knew I liked this job."

They moved out fast, Henderson on point, pushing the pace. Behind them, the village disappeared into the green.

An hour later, as they crossed a ridge two kilometres northeast, they heard it—distant gunfire. Short bursts. Controlled. Professional.

Rourke stopped, listening.

Vega's face went pale. "The village."

The shooting continued for thirty seconds, then stopped.

Silence rolled back over the jungle like a shroud.

Pierce's jaw clenched. "They killed them. The patrol found out we were there and they killed them."

Rourke felt something cold settle in his chest. The older man. The children. The women carrying water.

All dead because he'd asked questions.

Henderson's voice was quiet. "Not your fault, sir."

"Feels like it."

"It's Volkov's fault. And we're going to make him pay for it."

Rourke looked at his team—Henderson, steady and unshakable; Pierce, anger simmering beneath the surface; Vega, eyes hard with determination.

He nodded once.

"Yeah. We are."

They turned northeast, toward the mountains, toward the caves, toward the reckoning.

Behind them, smoke rose thin and black against the sky.

Another village. Another casualty of a war fought in shadows.

But this time, Rourke swore, it wouldn't be in vain.

This time, Volkov would answer for every drop of blood.

The hunt continued.

But now, it was personal.

[image: End of Section Stars]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 5 – Henderson's Fieldcraft
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June 7, 1966 – 14:20 Local Time

Eight Kilometres Northeast of Tchepone

Primary Jungle, Elevated Terrain

The jungle changed as they climbed higher into the mountains. The vegetation grew denser, older—trees so thick three men couldn't wrap their arms around them, roots twisting across the ground like arthritic fingers. The canopy blocked all sunlight, turning midday into perpetual twilight.

Henderson moved through it like water through stone—inevitable, silent, leaving no trace.

Rourke watched him work with something close to reverence. The sergeant had grown up in the Ozark hills, hunting deer and wild boar before he was ten years old. The Army had refined those skills, turned instinct into science, but the core remained: Henderson understood wilderness the way other men understood machines or languages. It spoke to him. And he listened.

Every fifty meters, Henderson would stop. Not pause—stop completely. He'd stand motionless, head tilted slightly, eyes half-closed. Reading the jungle. Feeling it.

Then he'd move again, adjusting their route based on something Rourke couldn't see—a bent blade of grass, a pattern in the leaf litter, the way birds called from one section of canopy but not another.

Pierce whispered from behind. "Think he's part bloodhound?"

"Shut up," Vega hissed.

But Rourke had wondered the same thing.

Henderson raised a fist.

Everyone froze.

The sergeant knelt slowly, studying the ground. After a moment, he motioned Rourke forward with two fingers.

Rourke moved up carefully, crouching beside him.

Henderson pointed at what looked like undisturbed forest floor—layers of decomposing leaves, fallen branches, moss-covered stones.

"See it?" Henderson whispered.

Rourke stared. Saw nothing.

"No."

Henderson traced a line in the air six inches above the ground. "Tripwire. Fishing line. Painted green. Runs from that tree—" He indicated a thick hardwood to their left. "—to that root cluster. Ten meters across."

Rourke squinted. Now that Henderson pointed it out, he could barely make out the faintest glint—sunlight catching monofilament at just the right angle.

"What's it connected to?"

Henderson followed the line with his eyes, scanning the trees above. Then he pointed.

Twenty feet up, partially concealed by leaves, a grenade hung from a branch. Soviet RGD-5, pin removed, spoon held in place by tension from the tripwire.

"Anyone hits that line, the grenade drops. Four-second fuse. Kill radius five meters, wounding radius twenty-five."

Pierce exhaled slowly. "Jesus. How'd you even see that?"

Henderson shrugged. "Birds weren't landing on that branch. Everything else has birds. That one doesn't."

"Because there's a grenade hanging from it."

"Correct."

Vega moved up, camera out, documenting the trap. "This is sophisticated work. Not standard VC. Not even regular NVA."

"Volkov's signature," Rourke said quietly. "He's teaching them his craft."

Henderson studied the area around them with new intensity. "If there's one, there's more."

He was right.

Over the next hour, Henderson identified and marked four additional traps—punji stakes concealed in a false trail, a deadfall triggered by pressure plate, a rigged Claymore aimed at a natural choke point, and a snare designed to yank a man ten feet into the air by his ankle, leaving him dangling and helpless.

Each trap was perfectly camouflaged. Each one would have killed or maimed without Henderson's eye.

"He's funnelling us," Henderson said as they cleared the fifth trap. "All these traps force movement patterns. Push us toward specific routes."

Rourke frowned. "Toward what?"

"Kill zones. Or observation posts. He wants to know who's coming before they arrive."

"Can you get us through without triggering anything?"

Henderson considered the terrain ahead—steep ridgeline, thick undergrowth, natural corridors between limestone outcrops.

"Maybe. But we go slow. Real slow."

"How slow?"

"Hundred meters an hour if we're lucky."

Pierce groaned. "At that rate, we'll reach the compound sometime next Christmas."

"Better slow than dead," Vega said.

Henderson was already moving, his focus absolute. Every step was deliberate, weight distributed carefully, eyes scanning in overlapping patterns—ground, waist-level, canopy, then back again.

Rourke followed exactly in his footsteps, trusting the sergeant's judgment completely.

They moved like ghosts—or tried to. Despite Henderson's skill, the jungle made stealth impossible. Branches cracked underfoot. Gear scraped against bark. Their breathing sounded loud as thunder in the oppressive silence.

But they didn't die.

Trap after trap, Henderson found them. Marked them. Guided the team around or over them with hand signals and whispered instructions.

By 1600 hours, they'd travelled barely three hundred meters.

But they were still alive.
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1647 HOURS – OBSERVATION Point

Henderson found a good spot to rest—a limestone shelf overlooking a narrow valley, concealed by overhanging rock and thick vegetation. Defensible. Good visibility. Multiple escape routes.

They collapsed into the shade, bodies screaming from tension and exertion.

Pierce pulled out his canteen and drained half of it in one pull. "This is insane. We're literally walking through a minefield."

"Jungle warfare," Rourke said, rationing his own water carefully. "Volkov knows we can't bring armour or air support this deep. So, he turns the terrain itself into a weapon."

Vega set up the radio, checking frequencies. "I'm getting faint signals from what might be the compound. Encrypted bursts. Soviet coding patterns."

"Can you decrypt?"

"Not without more time and better equipment. But it confirms they're close. Maybe ten klicks northeast."

Henderson pulled out a small map, marking their position with a grease pencil. "At this pace, we're looking at three, maybe four more days to reach the compound. Assuming the terrain doesn't get worse."

"It will," Rourke said flatly.

"Probably."

Pierce leaned back against the rock, closing his eyes. "You know what I don't get? Why go through all this trouble? Volkov's already deep in denied territory. The jungle's doing half his security work. Why spend time and resources planting hundreds of traps?"

Henderson spoke without opening his eyes. "Because he's not just defending a position. He's creating a buffer zone. Anyone who gets through is tired, paranoid, and depleted. Easy targets."

"Psychological warfare," Vega added. "Every trap we find makes us slower, more cautious. He's wearing us down before we ever reach him."

Rourke stared out over the valley. The jungle stretched endlessly in all directions, green, ancient, and hostile. Somewhere out there, Volkov sat in his cave fortress, watching, waiting, planning.

Come find me.

"He's turning the jungle into an extension of himself," Rourke said quietly. "Every trap, every patrol, every dead villager—they're all messages. He's showing us he owns this place. That we're guests in his territory."

"Then we need to prove him wrong," Pierce said.

"How?"

Henderson opened his eyes. "By being better than him. Quieter. Smarter. More patient."

Rourke looked at his sergeant—this man who could read forests like other men read newspapers, who moved through hostile terrain like smoke through air.

"Can you teach me?" Rourke asked.

Henderson raised an eyebrow. "Sir?"

"Your fieldcraft. The way you see things. Can you teach it?"

Henderson considered that for a long moment. "Some of it. The rest..." He tapped his temple. "The rest is instinct. You either have it or you don't."

"Then teach me what you can."
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1730 HOURS – FIELDCRAFT Lesson

Henderson led Rourke away from the others, moving down the slope to where the forest floor was thick with vegetation. Pierce and Vega stayed at the observation point, keeping watch.

"All right," Henderson said, voice low. "First rule: the jungle always tells you what's happening. You just have to know how to listen."

He pointed at a section of ground that looked identical to everything around it—leaves, moss, scattered twigs.

"What do you see?"

Rourke studied it carefully. "Nothing."

"Look at the leaves. Notice how they're arranged?"

Rourke looked closer. The leaves seemed random, natural.

"They look normal."

"Too normal. See how they overlap in perfect layers? No gaps. No irregularity. Nature's chaotic—when something looks too organized, someone organized it."

Henderson brushed aside the leaves carefully. Beneath them, a pressure plate made from bamboo and rope.

"Trap. Probably rigged to a deadfall or spikes."

Rourke felt a chill. He'd been staring right at it and seen nothing.

Henderson covered it again. "Second rule: animals are your sentries. Birds, monkeys, insects—they react to danger before you see it. Birds go quiet when predators are nearby. Monkeys scream and throw branches. Even insects change their patterns."

He gestured at the canopy. "Listen."

Rourke closed his eyes, focusing on the soundscape. Bird calls—complex, varied. Insect drone constant. Monkey chatter somewhere distant.

"Everything sounds normal," Rourke said.

"Exactly. Which means we're alone right now. But if those sounds change suddenly—if birds stop singing or monkeys go quiet—someone's moving nearby."

Henderson moved to a tree, running his hand over the bark. "Third rule: people leave traces. Always. Even professionals."

He pointed at barely visible scratches in the bark. "Someone leaned against this tree. See the pattern? Shoulder height left side. Probably waiting here for something. Maybe ten, twelve hours ago based on sap seepage."

Rourke felt like he was learning a new language—one he'd been blind to his entire life.

"How do you process all this while moving?"

"Practice. Repetition. Eventually, it becomes automatic—like driving a car. You don't think about each action, you just do it." Henderson met his eyes. "But you have to slow down first. Speed gets you killed. Patience keeps you alive."

They spent another hour like that, Henderson pointing out signs Rourke would've missed—disturbed earth, broken spider webs, the way certain plants bent in foot traffic patterns.

By the time they returned to the observation point, Rourke's head was spinning with information.

But he understood something fundamental now: the jungle wasn't just terrain to cross. It was an environment to read, interpret, and use. Volkov understood this. Henderson understood this.

And now, slowly, Rourke was beginning to understand it too.
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1915 HOURS – NIGHT APPROACH

Darkness came quickly in the jungle, swallowing the last light in minutes. The temperature dropped slightly—still hot, but bearable. The insect drone intensified, joined by night birds and distant animal calls.

Henderson led them forward again, moving by feel as much as sight. They used red-filtered torches sparingly, just enough to avoid obstacles.

The traps grew more sophisticated as they penetrated deeper.

Henderson found a trip-flare rigged to illuminate a kill zone. Found a pit trap disguised under a false trail. Found a mechanical ambush—a spring-loaded spear aimed at chest height, triggered by breaking a thin wire.

Each discovery took time. Careful examination. Steady nerves.

By 2100 hours, they'd moved another two hundred meters.

Henderson called a halt near a small stream. "We camp here. Defensive perimeter. No fires. Two-hour watch rotations."

No one argued.

They set up in silence—minimal gear, weapons at hand, each person facing outward from their small circle.
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