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CHAPTER 1 - ASH BETWEEN THE TREES

AMAZON JUNGLE — SUMACRO FRONTIER, ECUADORIAN BORDER (NIGHT, RAIN)

Rain hammered the canopy so hard the leaves hissed. What passed for a road was a black vein of mud, water pooling in deep ruts that flashed white in the trucks’ high beams and then vanished back to ink. Two canvas-topped haulers bullied through, engines choking on wet air, wipers fighting and losing. Steam lifted from the hoods; exhaust hung low and oily.

Inside the lead cab, five men rode with the stiff silence of men who owed death money. Water crawled down the inside of the windshield where the seal had rotted out; a rosary knocked a nervous metronome against the cracked glass. Franco sat behind the driver, shirt plastered to his skin, mic tape tugging at damp chest hair. The rain made his breathing sound louder in his own head. The jungle, usually a choir, had gone mute under the deluge, which somehow felt worse.


“Casi llegamos,” the driver muttered, squinting through the sheeted dark. Almost there.


“Dios quiera,” someone answered, not joking.


In the back, a skinny kid lifted the flap and peered into the treeline. The beams made the rain look like fast rope. “¿Viste eso?” he whispered. You see that?



“Nada,” the lieutenant said, bored, but his hand checked the safety on his pistol. The kid kept looking. There was something—something that paced them, only visible when lightning threw a silver map across the leaves. A shadow running level, tire for tire, not fighting the mud at all.


They punched out into a clearing hacked from old slash-and-burn. Rain turned the red dirt into slick blood. The buyer’s crew waited under a sagging blue tarp. A battery fluorescent buzzed, and its pale light trembled in the downpour. Money bricks were stacked in plastic tubs to keep them dry; a generator coughed water and kept coughing.

The buyer, jaw like a shovel, held his arms out. “¿Qué pasó, hermano? Storm scare you?”

The cartel lieutenant dropped from the cab, boots sucking at the muck. “You picked the worst place to meet. Our trucks almost drowned getting here.”

The buyer shrugged toward the black trees. “You want to hide from satellites and drones, you learn to love the rain.”

The lieutenant jerked his chin at the table. “Let’s finish.”

Plastic tore; steel flashed. The buyer’s number two cut, dabbed, tasted; rain beaded on his eyelashes as the burn hit behind his nose. He gave a curt nod. “Está bien.”

Franco kept moving money, bricks heavy and slick, his fingers pruning inside wet gloves. The tape over the mic had softened and wanted to float off his skin. Every time he bent, the hair on his neck lifted as if the rain itself were staring.

The buyer noticed. “Why your man shakes?” He tipped his chin at Franco. “Rabbit.”

The lieutenant turned. “¿Qué pasa contigo?”

“Long ride,” Franco said, swallowing rain. “I gotta pee.”

A bearded gunman laughed and shouldered past. “I go first, primo.”

“Count the cash,” the buyer snapped, rain pinging off the tarp like gravel. Impatience sharpened his voice. Lightning stitched the sky and for a heartbeat showed every face too clearly.


Off left, the bearded man stepped into the dark to unzip and sigh and text a girlfriend with his free hand. A low sound rolled in from his nine-o’clock—not thunder, not wind. A decision.


He looked up. The jungle put something enormous where a gap had been.


He stood as tall as a nightmare and broader across the shoulders than the truck he’d stepped around. Skin the color of cooled ash, slicked black by rain; amber tattoos along the arms and ribs pulsed like banked fire whenever lightning cracked. A belt of human skulls rode his hips and clicked softly with each breath. The face was human enough to be understood, inhuman enough to be remembered. No horns. No ornaments. Only the claws—long, thick, always present—glowing toward white-hot at their tips so that the rain turned to steam when it touched them.


Taraku. The Manimal.

The man’s mouth opened. The sound didn’t arrive.


A white arc. A wet thump. The head rolled into a puddle, mouth still trying to finish the word Madre, and stared up through rain that erased its last thought. The body took a step and discovered it didn’t have one.



Back beneath the tarp, Franco lifted a tub and froze. The shadows at the edge of the clearing weren’t behaving like shadows; they were breathing. “¡Oye!” someone yelled, glancing toward the trees. “¡Gordo!” Hurry up!


“Go get him,” the lieutenant snapped at Franco.

Something huge shouldered past Franco with the force of a hard wind. The tarp flipped, rain slashed in, the light swung wild—and the Manimal strode out of the dark like the dark belonged to him.

For a second, no one shot because no one had a word for this.

“¡Fuego!” the buyer’s number two finally screamed, and the clearing detonated into muzzle flash and thunder.


Rounds hammered into the Manimal and lost their nerve. Under his hide, dermal plating thickened where the light strobed; muscles knotted to meet the vectors. He moved anyway—two steps, pivot, cut. A rifle turned to three wet pieces. The man holding it spun and went down like a puppet with the wrong strings cut.



A gunman tried to flank, adrenaline sour in his sweat. The beast smelled it: deception, fear, old cowardice. He met the man with a backhand that drove him into a truck door, folding steel into a man-shaped valley.



Another charged, machete up, rain screaming on the blade. The Manimal opened his jaws and let out a short blast of flame—a dragon’s cough that turned raindrops to steam midair and skinned the paint off the hood. The machete man went backward, armor smoking, scream strangled to a hiss.



Men ran. The Manimal was there first. Speed made distance a lie; strength made men into problems that ended quickly. He took one by the collar and spine and ripped him away from himself in two pieces that did not agree about gravity. Another he met with the heel of one glowing claw across the throat—clean, brutal. A third tried to hide under the truck; a white-hot swipe wrote a perfect arc through sheet metal, and the truck sagged open like a can while the man inside learned what rain looked like from the wrong angle.



Bullets found mud and fear. The Manimal blurred, camouflage shifting with the strobe of lightning and muzzle fire so that he was a bad idea wherever you looked. He bit one man at the trapezius and shook once—teeth and plasma heat cauterizing as they tore. He used another as a baton to break a third. Blood ran bright and then went pink in the rain, washing faces clean that wouldn’t need cleaning again.


Franco collapsed behind a rear tire. The deluge turned the dirt to soap; he slid and caught himself and realized, dimly, that everything inside him had let go—hot shame mixed with cold storm. He tasted metal and panic. The mic was probably drowned. It felt absurd to care.

Silence landed in quivering pieces. Rain took the clearing back, hissing on metal, beating bills out of neat stacks and into the mud. The Manimal stooped with unbothered patience, lifted a head by its hair, then another, and looped them on a strap with the others—tools for later. Lightning blinked; the skulls gleamed like wet porcelain.

He turned.


Franco’s heart stumbled and fell. The Manimal walked toward the truck, each step rippling puddles in tight rings. Heat bent the rain into fog where it crossed his claws; the tire next to Franco exhaled a soft psssss as rubber warmed. Franco’s back welded to the axle. His bowels gave up the last of their dignity, and the stink rose warm in the cold downpour.


He shut his eyes because that was the only door he could close.


The Manimal lowered until their foreheads were level. The growl started low enough to shake the bolts in the rim and climbed until it was a sound Franco felt in his teeth. Breath rolled over him—smoke and furnace. The beast bared his teeth, and scalding saliva fell in bright drops. It hit Franco’s thigh through soaked denim with little evil kisses; the pain went thin and electrical, a surgeon’s line burned into meat.


Warned.


The Manimal inhaled and read the man in front of him like rain reads a roofline: loyalty not to these, fear yes, resolve beneath it, the stale glue smell of office tape, motel soap, an old promise kept in secret. Not prey. Not yet.


The growl closed. Heat folded in.

Franco waited for the short, sharp correction of the world. It didn’t come.

He opened one eye. Then the other.

The clearing was only rain and aftermath. Steam drifted where flame had been. Money lay like drowned moths. In the hole where terror had stood was only jungle again, already knitting itself closed, the leaves trembling at the size of what had passed through.

Franco sagged, slid down the tire, and hugged his knees, shivering so hard his teeth chattered a bad rhythm. He cried once—short, ugly—and then pressed his palm to the neat round burns on his thigh. The message was simple enough to survive the storm.

STAY AWAY.

Far off, the chop of late helicopters bruised the rain. He fought his legs under him because they were the only legs he had. There was no path out, so he made one, one step and then another, into a night that somehow felt safer than the light he was leaving behind.


CHAPTER 2 - SILENT EMBER

AMAZON JUNGLE — EASTERN NAPO, ECUADORIAN BORDER (PRE-DAWN, RAIN)

Three days after the clearing became a rain-scrubbed graveyard, the jungle finally spit out its witness.

Franco stumbled out of the green like a man falling from a dream. Barefoot, blood caked at the calves where cloth had fused and burned, he moved by twitch and reflex more than choice. The rain had never stopped; it fell in sheets that turned his hair into a black pelt and his breath into steam. He wasn’t talking as much as leaking words.

“He walks in fire… not man… not beast… but something…”

Two Kichwa villagers—husband and wife returning with sacks of yuca and salt—found him curled beside a rutted track no wider than their mule. The husband crouched, hand hovering before he dared touch the raw, blistered skin.

“Amaru,” the wife whispered, crossing herself and not meaning the serpent but something older. “What did the mountain spit to us?”

Franco flinched at their shadows and then sagged, a child too tired to run from kindness. The villagers loaded him into their creaking cart, piled wool blankets over his shaking body, and clicked to the mule. The cart’s wheels sang wet metal against stone.

They barely made the first bend before a black caravan slid out of the rain and blocked the path: American SUVs, wipers sawing, antennae trawling static.

A tall man stepped down from the lead truck, rain beading on a battered field jacket. He looked at home in weather that treated everyone else like a trespasser. “Buenos días,” he called in clean Spanish, badge wallet already open. “DEA. Agent Mateo Calderón. We’re looking for someone.”

The villagers stared, then stared harder at the vehicles, then back at the man. They didn’t move. The mule snorted like it was trying to remember a different road.

Calderón tipped his head. “Tomas.” A stocky specialist in a drenched ballcap hustled up with a notepad and a patience you only earn one hard conversation at a time.

“Ask them if they’ve seen anyone hurt,” Calderón said. “Young, short beard, nervous eyes. Answers to Franco.”

Tomas translated in Quechua. The woman’s mouth flattened. She lifted one corner of the blanket.

Franco blinked at Calderón with the glassy terror of a deer that has learned the shape of trucks. He whispered something so soft the rain nearly stole it, and yet the words cut through clean:

“Todos muertos… todos… fuego… garras.”

All dead… all… fire… claws.

The nearest agent, a kid with a square jaw and a new wedding ring, peered into the cart. “Yep,” he said grimly. “That’s our boy.” He looked around at the dripping forest. “But what the hell happened to him? Where are the others?”


Calderón’s gaze tracked the tree line. Slim trunks, lianas like ropes, leaves heavy with water. He couldn’t shake the sensation he’d had since the convoy turned off the paved road: the feeling of being watched by something that knew what being watched meant.


“Tell them we’re taking him,” he said. “And ask where their village is. We’ll get him treated there until we can move him.”


Tomas relayed. The husband answered quickly; the wife never took her eyes off the jungle, as if expecting it to answer back. Calderón listened to the translation—nearby, safer than the road, shaman close by—and nodded.


“Load the cart,” he told his team. “Guide us.”

The convoy crawled fifteen minutes up a trail that stopped pretending to be a road and became a wet thread. The SUVs could go no farther. They walked the rest of the way, boots slurping mud, steam lifting from warm engines into cool rain. Radios crackled aimless comfort.

The village announced itself by sound before sight: a baby’s thin complaint, a machete knocking rhythm off a stump, the chuckle of a chicken outrunning a dog. When the trees opened, that life receded to the edges—faces in doorways, children peering from behind skirts, men with arms folded to hold their nerves in place. Vehicles did not come here often; men with badges even less.


Calderón lifted both hands, palms out. “Somos amigos,” he said. We’re friends. He meant it, even if the jury was still out.



Agents carried Franco from the last SUV. He shook violently, blankets sliding. The air smelled of smoke that hadn’t come from cooking fires—electrical, Calderón realized. Burned paint. Rubber. Money.


A white-haired elder stepped forward from the cluster, his poncho patterned in old geometries, bracelets carved from seed and bone. He looked not at the Americans but past them, to the wall of trees. When his gaze returned, it landed on Franco with something like recognition and something like pity.


He lifted a hand and the village moved in silent, practiced lines. “Llévenlo,” he told the husband and wife. “A la curandera.” Take him to the healer.


Calderón blocked them a heartbeat too long and then stepped aside; harm wasn’t the point. He fell into stride next to the elder, nodded at Tomas. “Tell him we need to know what happened.”

The elder looked at Tomas when he spoke, then at Calderón when he answered—as if testing whether the man and the translator held the same weight. “He says the wounded one will live,” Tomas translated. “He says the one who burned him is the forest’s defender. A name not to be said twice.”

“The hell does that mean?” one of the agents muttered. Calderón didn’t correct him. He’d asked the same question in his head.


The elder gestured toward a larger hut set back from the central green. “Coman,” he said. Eat. It wasn’t hospitality so much as ritual—an old protocol for strangers stepping into a story.


Calderón left two nervous men to watch the trucks and followed the elder inside. The hut smelled of rain-damp thatch and smoke that had lived in the wood for years. A small fire popped in a clay bowl. Children were shooed away. The room settled around the men like a held breath.

“Record,” Calderón said, and an agent thumbed a field mic to life. Tomas sat cross-legged, pen poised.

Calderón leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “What do you know about what happened out there?”

Tomas translated. The elder listened, then stoked the coals with a twig. He had the eyes of a man who had seen many endings and a few beginnings. When he spoke, his voice came from somewhere that remembered both.

“You made it this far because you did not come dirty,” Tomas interpreted softly. “If you had, the forest would have ended your road before the bridge.”

“I don’t follow,” Calderón said, and meant it. “Help me.”

The elder looked at the door, at the rain beading in its frame, at the knife marks in the jamb where children had measured their height. He nodded once, as if to the room itself, and began.

What followed did not feel like a story. It felt like a warning dressed as memory.

DOCUMENT: SILENT EMBER — AUDIO TRANSCRIPTION (INTERVIEW LOG 12B)


STATUS: Eyes Only — Level 7 Suppression



RECORDED BY: Agent M. Calderón, Operation Echo Jungle (DEA)



DATE: May 3, 2003



SUBJECT: Testimony of Kantu Yupa, Tribal Elder (Kichwa lineage)



LOCATION: Eastern Napo, Ecuador — Mobile Site Bravo



LANGUAGE TRANSLATION PROVIDED BY: Specialist Tomas Uribe (Quechua/Spanish)


(Audio begins. Rain on thatch. Pop of coals. Chair scrape. The elder does not respond to the first two questions. A long silence, then a gesture. Translator begins interpreting after each short phrase.)

KANTU YUPA (in Kichwa):

“He was not made for stories. He was made for the end of them.”

URIBE (translating):

“He says the thing you seek is not a tale. It is an ending.”

KANTU YUPA:

“You come asking where your people have gone. But the forest… she eats what offends her.”


URIBE:

“Your missing men crossed something sacred. The jungle took them. Or something inside it did.”

KANTU YUPA:


“Long ago there was a man. He wore skin like ours. His name was Yañuka. He hunted only what his family could carry. He spoke little. He arrived when he said.”


URIBE:

“There was a man called Yañuka. Good man. Kept his word.”

KANTU YUPA (after a beat):


“The mountain took his house. Fire came in a season when there should have been rain. The ash walked down from Mama Pacha-urcu—the Mother Mountain—and slept on his wife’s lungs. His child coughed and then did not.”


URIBE (voice thins):

“A bad season. The volcano breathed. His family died.”

KANTU YUPA:

“He climbed to speak to her. No blade. No food. No song. Only his grief. He said: ‘Mother, if you are a mouth, eat me. If you are an ear, hear me. If you are a heart, feel me.’”

URIBE:

“He went to the crater with nothing, to ask for… an answer.”

KANTU YUPA:


“The mountain answered. Not with words. With fire that remembers. It took his bones and filled them with stone. It took his blood and taught it to burn without smoke. It wrote marks on his skin so he would not forget.”


URIBE (glancing at Calderón):

“The volcano changed him. Gave him… markings. Gave him fire.”

KANTU YUPA:

“When he came down, the birds flew crooked. Dogs would not look at him. Trees leaned away. He did not eat. He did not sleep. He listened to the forest the way a jaguar listens to water.”

URIBE:

“He was not the same. Everything knew it.”

KANTU YUPA:


“We do not call him Yañuka anymore. That is the name of a man. The thing that walks now we call Taraku.”


URIBE (very low):

“He says that name is not to be said twice. The trees remember it.”

KANTU YUPA:

“He burns but is not burned. His hands grow hot until the rain makes steam. He does not hunt the poor. He hunts the loud. Those whose blood shouts greed and fear. He is the ember that waits.”

URIBE:

“He is… not a demon. Not a saint. He is a warning with teeth.”

KANTU YUPA (turning his eyes on Calderón):


“You brought guns. Papers. Flags. Those are for men. What did you bring that is clean?”


URIBE (uneasy):

“He says it is not what you carry. It is what follows you.”

(Long silence. A sudden gust. The fire flares. The elder stops speaking. Interference bleeds into the last three seconds—metallic, like a radio submerged and still trying to transmit. Recording ends.)


Calderón clicked the recorder off and sat very still. He had worked enough blood scenes to know when men had butchered other men, and the clearing three days back had not been that. Sharp arcs carved into truck doors where heat had kissed steel. Bones split with a cleanness no machete could achieve. Rain turned to fog midair. Silent ember, he’d written in the field notebook as a joke to himself, and now the words hung in the hut like a label you put on something you don’t want to touch.


“How much of this do you believe?” one of his agents murmured.

Calderón looked at Franco’s muddy footprints drying dark on the threshold. He looked at the elder staring into the coals as if they might answer back. He thought of the feeling on the road—the hair at the base of his neck trying to warn him of a shadow with intent.

“Enough to act like it could be true,” he said.

Hours later, with Franco sedated and wrapped for transport, Calderón walked back to the trucks. The rain had softened to a steady hiss. The village watched them go without waving. The elder raised one hand, palm open, a benediction or a warning. Maybe both.

Calderón climbed into the passenger seat and closed the door against the weather and whatever else was breathing out there. He hesitated, then pulled a satphone from its cradle and thumbed a number he didn’t use unless paperwork had already lost the argument.

“Langley, Special Activities Center—Ops Desk,” a calm voice answered after two rings.


“This is Agent Mateo Calderón, DEA—Operation Echo Jungle.” He stared out at the tree line. The forest stared back. “I’m requesting a handoff and augmentation under Title 50. We’ve got a mass-casualty site, non-state actor unknown. Indicators suggest nonconventional threat profile. You’ll want to tag it SILENT EMBER.”


There was a beat of quiet. Keys clicked softly on the other end. “Copy. SAC/SOG will assume lead. JIATF-South will be looped for deconfliction. Send your package.”


“I’ll send everything,” Calderón said. He almost added Don’t come dirty, but he didn’t know how to write that in a cable.


He killed the call. The rain pushed a wave of scent through the cracked window—wet earth, burned paint, the clean green cut of crushed leaves.


Mateo Calderón did not scare easily. He’d buried friends and buried cases and learned to make peace with both. But as his convoy bumped back toward the road, he could not shake the sensation of being weighed and not found wanting—just noticed.



Out in the trees beyond the reach of the headlights, something very large moved without sound. It watched the red taillights dwindle, then turned its face up to drink the rain. The amber marks along its ribs glowed once and then cooled to the color of ash.


The ember waited.


CHAPTER 3 - THE MAKING OF TRE’ HAWKINS

EXT. WEST GARRISON AVENUE, PARK HEIGHTS – LATE AFTERNOON

Nearly 10 years later

Baltimore’s Northwest sun has that amber‑gold cast, washing over rowhouses and chain‑link fences, turning the sidewalks into molten streaks of light. You can smell summer: cut grass, distant charcoal grills, the faint sweetness of honeysuckle that grows stubbornly through cracked concrete.

On West Garrison Avenue, a scrappy gang of boys race down the street with scuffed sneakers slapping pavement. Tre’ Hawkins is out front—tall for eleven, lean, all elbows and knees but with eyes that burn with a kind of determined joy. Harrison Montez is right beside him, laughing so hard he can barely run straight, his curly hair bouncing as he clutches his stomach. Behind them, James Jeffries and Kevin Johnson are locked in a heated argument about whose turn it is to be quarterback in their next street game, while Warren Washington tries to climb a tree and shouts down instructions that nobody listens to.


Montez: (grinning) “Tre’, you see the way Miss Jenkins looked at me when I caught that ball? She want me, man! I’m telling you, I got the juice!”



Tre’: (laughing) “Boy, you can’t even catch a bus, let alone Miss Jenkins.”


The boys explode into laughter. They collapse onto a rowhouse stoop, sweat streaking down faces, that giddy exhaustion that only childhood summers know.

EXT. NEAR THE CORNER STORE – EARLY EVENING

The golden light is fading when Tre’ and Warren cut through an alley to grab sodas from the corner store. That’s when it happens.

A knot of older kids, rougher, meaner, corners Warren against a graffiti‑splashed wall. Their laughter is ugly, predatory. Warren is small for his age, hands trembling as they push him back.


Bully: (mocking) “What you doing on our block, little man? You don’t belong here.”


Tre’ freezes for a half‑second. There are four of them. His heart thuds against his ribs. His first instinct is to pull Warren out, but something steadier rises inside him—a calm, a prayer whispered under his breath.


Tre’ (thinking): Lord, give me the courage. Don’t let them see me shake.


He steps forward.


Tre’: (steady) “He’s with me. Back off.”


The bullies turn, sneers widening. One steps forward, cracking his knuckles.


Bully: “Or what? You gonna preach at us, church boy?”



Tre’: (jaw tight, voice low) “Or you gonna regret it.”



The first punch comes—a clumsy haymaker—and Tre’s instincts fire like lightning. He ducks, pivots off his back foot, and lands a sharp jab to the bully’s eye. There’s a sickening crack of knuckle on bone, and the kid yelps, stumbling back with his hand over his face.


Chaos erupts. Warren bolts, Tre’ right behind him. They sprint through the alley, hurdling trash cans and dodging fences. Adrenaline surges, legs pumping like pistons. Behind them, shouts echo.

They dive into an overgrown lot, drop behind a rusted car, and clamp hands over their mouths, trying to stifle laughter as their lungs heave.


Warren: (whispering, wide‑eyed) “You’re crazy, Tre’. Crazy.”



Tre’: (grinning despite himself) “Yeah. But you’re safe.”


For the first time, Warren sees it—the unshakable courage in Tre’s eyes, that unspoken promise to protect those he loves.

INT. TRE’S ROOM – NIGHT

Tre’ lies awake staring at the ceiling. His knuckles ache, but his mind races faster than his heartbeat. He replays the moment over and over, the danger, the surge of confidence, the rush of standing up for something. The thought roots deep.

I have to be better. Faster. Stronger. Smarter. Next time, there might be no one to run to.

He turns, looks at the photo on his nightstand—his parents on their wedding day, his father’s steady smile, his mother’s radiant joy. That anchor settles him.

EXT. HIGH SCHOOL FOOTBALL FIELD – YEARS LATER

Whistle shrieks. Pads clash. Tre’, now taller, broader, streaks down the field like a bullet. He snatches the football from midair, dodges one tackler, spins off another. The crowd roars as he dives into the end zone. Montez barrels in behind him, laughing so hard he rips off his helmet.


Montez: “Hawkins! You trying to make us all look bad, huh?”



Tre’: (smirking) “You do that fine on your own.”


Coach whistles them in. The air smells of sweat and churned earth. Later, they sit on the hood of a beat‑up Chevy, sipping Gatorades, legs dangling.


Montez: (grinning) “You ever think we’d get this far? Us? From Park Heights?”



Tre’: (quietly) “Yeah. I did.”


Tre’ starts martial arts soon after, folding early‑morning dojo sessions into his grueling football schedule. The discipline carves steel into his frame, but also calm into his spirit.

INT. HAWKINS FAMILY HOME – SUNDAY NIGHT

The kitchen smells like rosemary chicken and cornbread. The table is crowded—Avon at the head, his face weathered but kind, Christine in her apron, laughing so hard she wipes tears from her eyes. Tre’s brothers—Brian, Chris, and Andrew—swap stories that get taller with each telling.


Chris: “And then Tre’ here, thought he could jump off the garage roof with a cape—”



Tre’: (groaning) “Don’t you start—”



Christine: (laughing) “Boy hit that bush so hard, we thought we’d lost him!”


Everyone erupts. Avon raises a hand, smiling through his stern eyes.


Avon: “Alright, alright. Let the boy eat before we kill his appetite.”


Later, when it’s just Tre’ and Christine in the yard, rakes in hand, oak leaves crunch underfoot. Christine hums an old hymn as they work.


Christine: “You’re quiet today, baby. Thinking about something big?”



Tre’: (nodding) “Thinking about…what comes next. How to do more.”



Christine: (smiling softly) “You already do plenty. But if you’re feeling called, you pray on it first. And you talk to your daddy.”


Later that night, Avon sits with Tre’ on the porch, stars scattered across the Baltimore sky.


Avon: (voice low, steady) “Whatever you choose, son, make sure it’s righteous. Strength ain’t worth much if you ain’t got the faith to guide it.”


Tre’ listens, feeling those words carve deep into his soul.


CHAPTER 4 - SOMETHING PRECIOUS

EXT. NORTHWEST BALTIMORE – HIGH SCHOOL FOOTBALL FIELD – LATE SEPTEMBER AFTERNOON

The late‑afternoon sun cast long shadows across the cracked bleachers. The smell of freshly cut grass mingled with the tang of sweat and the faint smokiness drifting from backyard grills in the neighborhood beyond the chain‑link fence.

Tre’ Hawkins tightened his chinstrap, glancing downfield as the team reset for another drill. His legs were burning from sprints, but fatigue was a distant thing—blurred out by adrenaline and sheer will.

Coach barked orders, voice hoarse from a day of shouting, but Tre’ only half-heard him. His eyes kept slipping toward the sideline where a group of students lingered, passing water bottles and laughing among themselves. And that’s when he saw her.


Sheila Bennet stood a little apart from the others. Her hair caught the sun like burnished copper, her smile quick and genuine as she handed out cups of water. She wasn’t trying to get attention, wasn’t playing the giggling fangirl like some of the others—she was just there, calm, graceful, completely present.


Tre’ caught the ball on the next play, juked past two defenders, and barreled into the end zone. Cheers erupted. But his gaze still slid to Sheila. She was watching him now, eyes bright, lips curved into a grin that hit him harder than any tackle.

After practice, Tre’ yanked off his helmet, sweat dripping down his neck. He jogged over, trying to sound casual despite the thunder in his chest.


Tre’: (grinning) “You handing out water or numbers?”


Sheila laughed, a sound warm enough to cut through the crisp air.


Sheila: “You catch passes like that every day, maybe I’ll hand out both.”


Tre’s smile widened, something sparking in his chest that no touchdown could match.

EXT. COLUMBIA, MARYLAND – LITTLE ITALIAN BISTRO – EVENING

Months later, they sit across from each other in a corner booth, candlelight flickering against walls painted with Tuscan murals. The air smells of garlic, basil, and baked bread. Outside, Columbia’s quiet streets hum with distant traffic, but here the world feels suspended.

Tre’ fumbles with his fork, trying to twirl spaghetti and failing miserably. A strand slaps against his cheek, leaving a red smear of marinara.


Sheila: (laughing, covering her mouth) “Oh no, you did not just slap yourself with spaghetti!”



Tre’: (grinning, wiping his cheek) “You saw nothing. I’m a professional.”



Sheila: “Professional what? Making a mess?”



Tre’: (mock serious) “Exactly. Wait till dessert—you haven’t seen anything yet.”


Her laughter was like a balm, easing away the pressures of football, grades, and the constant pull to be more. They linger over tiramisu, trading stories—about his brothers, about her dreams of teaching, about Baltimore itself. He notices how her eyes shine when she talks about her little sister, how she doodles flowers in the margins of her notebook even when she’s nervous.

EXT. BALTIMORE INNER HARBOR – NIGHT

The Harbor was alive with lights reflecting off black water. Neon signs from the crab shacks and bars painted rippling patterns across the waves. A street musician played saxophone near the promenade, the low, sultry notes weaving through the salt-scented air.

Tre’ and Sheila strolled hand in hand, paper trays of crab cakes and fries balanced precariously between them. Steam rose in the cool evening air.


Sheila: (breaking off a piece of crab cake) “Careful. Old Bay bites back.”



Tre’: (taking a bite, eyes watering) “You weren’t kidding!”



Sheila: (laughing) “That’s the taste of home, Hawkins. If you can’t handle it, you might have to move to Delaware or something.”



Tre’: “Never. I’ll build up immunity. Just give me… three more bites.”



They leaned against the railing, the harbor breeze carrying laughter and faint strains of music. For the first time, Tre’ thought, this is what peace feels like. This is home.


INT. HAWKINS FAMILY LIVING ROOM – A YEAR LATER

Avon sat in his recliner, Bible on his lap, while Christine folded laundry on the couch. Tre’ paced nervously, hands in his pockets. Sheila sat beside Christine, a shy smile on her face.


Avon: (looking over his glasses) “You’re wearing a hole in my carpet, boy. Spit it out.”


Tre’ stopped pacing, heart hammering.


Tre’: “Pop… Ma… I love her. I want to marry her.”


Christine’s hands froze mid-fold, then she broke into a smile so bright it could outshine the lamps.


Christine: “Oh, baby… I knew it! I knew it the way you looked at her, like you already found what you’ve been praying for.”


Avon closed his Bible slowly, his eyes steady and warm but serious.


Avon: “Marriage ain’t just love, Tre’. It’s work. It’s faith. It’s showing up even when it’s hard. You ready for that?”



Tre’: (meeting his father’s gaze) “Yes, sir. More than anything.”


Avon nodded once, a quiet pride filling the room.


Avon: “Then you have my blessing. Just remember, you call on us when the storms come. And they will come.”


Tre’ felt Sheila squeeze his hand, and in that moment he felt the foundation of his life settle into place.

INT. SMALL BALTIMORE CHURCH – AFTERNOON

The church was filled with sunlight and flowers, the air warm with the scent of lilies. Tre’ stood at the altar, heart racing, hands trembling despite the years of football games and martial arts tournaments that had taught him poise under pressure.

Then the doors opened, and Sheila stepped through, veiled and radiant. Christine gasped softly, dabbing tears with her handkerchief. Avon stood tall, eyes shining but resolute.


Montez: (whispering to James in the pews) “Man, Hawkins better not screw this up. She’s way outta his league.”



James: (grinning) “Shut up and pass me a tissue.”


When Tre’ and Sheila spoke their vows, his voice cracked with emotion, hers steady but thick with tears. They sealed it with a kiss, and the room erupted in applause.

INT. HOSPITAL ROOM – TWO YEARS LATER

The room was hushed except for the steady beep of monitors. Tre’ sat at Sheila’s bedside, holding her hand as she cradled their newborn daughter, Taylor. Tiny, perfect, wrapped in a pink blanket.


Sheila: (softly) “She’s got your eyes.”



Tre’: (tears streaking his cheeks) “And your smile.”


Christine arrived first, bustling in with hugs and laughter. Avon followed, placing a hand on Tre’s shoulder.


Avon: “You done good, son. You done real good.”


Tre’ looked at the fragile life in his arms, feeling the weight of responsibility settle on him with a fierce, protective love. He kissed Sheila’s forehead, then whispered to his daughter.


Tre’: “Taylor… you are my heart. And I will never let you go.”



CHAPTER 5 - THE ARCHITECT OF MIRACLES


The soft amber glow of the desk lamp burned deep into the night, its circle of light illuminating equations scrawled across overlapping sheets of graph paper. A younger Maximillian Thorne, hair tousled, sleeves rolled to his elbows, bent over the pages with the kind of focus that could turn minutes into hours. Outside the MIT dormitory window, snow fell silently across Cambridge, the city muffled in white. Inside, the only sound was the rhythmic scratch of pencil and the occasional low hum he made when a concept clicked into place.


Maximillian had been born into rigor. His father, Dr. Samuel Thorne, lectured quantum mechanics at Caltech. His mother, Dr. Elaine Thorne, chaired a department in particle physics. Dinner conversations in the Thorne household rarely lingered on the mundane. At eight years old, Max had debated the principles of symmetry breaking; at twelve, he was tutoring high‑school seniors in calculus for fun. It was expected that he would be brilliant. What no one expected was how much he would care.

FOUNDATIONAL LOVE


He met Margaret in a dusty library corner during his sophomore year of high school at a science summer program—he, all logic and intensity, she, a bright flame of laughter and quick insight. Where Max’s mind was a razor, hers was a net, catching nuances he would have dismissed. They would argue theories in hushed tones, her hand brushing his as they shared a single textbook. That touch lingered long after they parted each night.


By their senior year, they were inseparable. Margaret taught him to stop and taste the world outside his calculations: late‑night drives to the Pacific coast, heated debates over bad diner coffee, and the simple joy of watching lightning storms from the hood of his father’s old Buick.

“You can solve the universe, Max,” she’d whisper, leaning her head on his shoulder, “but don’t forget to live in it.”

Those words became his tether.

ACADEMIC ASCENT


At sixteen, he walked through the wrought‑iron gates of MIT, a prodigy with eyes too old for his age. He dove into Biomedical Engineering and Molecular Robotics like a man possessed, his brain bridging disciplines that others swore were oceans apart.


Late‑night lab sessions became legend. He would build intricate nano‑lattices under a microscope, murmuring equations as Margaret—now at Harvard studying applied chemistry—brought him sandwiches and teased him for working through dinner again.

His doctoral thesis shook the establishment:

“The Architecture of Accelerated Bio‑Regenerative Nanotechnology: A Pathway to In Situ Cellular Restoration.”


Most thought it was impossible—machines small enough to repair cells from the inside? But Thorne saw what others couldn’t: a future where Targeted Regenerative Manipulation (TRM) nanites could rebuild the human body from within, layer by layer, without scalpel or sutures.



Margaret was at his defense, standing in the back, beaming with pride. When the committee reluctantly applauded, she mouthed, Told you so, and he—usually stoic—actually laughed.


GRIFFIN BIOLABS: THE BIRTH OF TRM


By his mid‑twenties, offers poured in: corporate labs with deep pockets, universities dangling tenure. Max declined them all. He and Margaret converted a derelict brick building on the outskirts of Boston into a lab. The nameplate read Griffin BioLabs, a symbol of resilience and vision.



Days blurred into nights. There were failures—microscopic swarms collapsing, nanite matrices that unraveled after hours of stability—but each setback only hardened his resolve. Margaret, ever pragmatic, handled funding pitches and investor calls, shielding him from distractions. When their daughter Madison arrived—small, perfect, with Margaret’s eyes—Max cried for the first time since childhood.


He would rock her to sleep in the lab’s break room, whispering about the miracles he was building. “You won’t ever know what pain feels like, not the way the world does,” he promised softly. “Not if I can help it.”

THE TRM BREAKTHROUGH


After years of relentless work, the day came. A lab rat—previously paralyzed—twitched its tail. Then, impossibly, it stood. The room fell silent. Max stared through the microscope feed at the nanites’ work: Targeted Regenerative Manipulation was no longer theory. The swarm of autonomous machines had repaired a severed spinal cord, re‑establishing pathways thought lost forever.


Margaret’s hands were over her mouth, tears streaming. “Max… you did it.”

He shook his head, voice trembling. “We did it.”


Word spread. Griffin BioLabs became a pilgrimage site for wounded veterans, parents with injured children, and scientists hungry for the next frontier. He remained fiercely protective of his tech—refusing to weaponize it, refusing to compromise its purpose. He would lecture investors with blunt precision, his tone sharp, his arguments airtight. “If you want profit, go build drones,” he’d growl. “This is about healing.”


FATHER, HUSBAND, SCIENTIST

Despite his obsessive focus, Max was present where it mattered. Every Sunday evening, no matter how many deadlines loomed, he would return home. Margaret would cook, Madison would chatter about school, and Max would tell her fantastical bedtime stories—half fairy tale, half molecular science.

“Daddy,” she’d ask, wide‑eyed, “can your little robots fix everything?”

“Almost everything, Mads,” he’d say, tucking her in, “almost.”

Margaret admired his brilliance but loved him for his stubborn heart. They were partners in every sense—laughing in the lab over failed prototypes, sneaking out for late‑night seafood at Baltimore’s Inner Harbor during conferences, holding hands as they strolled along Columbia’s lakefront after long weeks of breakthroughs.

THE LEGEND TAKES SHAPE


By the late 2000s, Thorne was no longer just a researcher—he was a visionary. Articles hailed him as The Architect of Miracles. Military medics whispered about his methods with reverence. Conference halls packed to the rafters when he spoke, his presence commanding even as he dismissed pomp and politics.


And yet, to those who truly knew him, he was still just Max: the man who stayed up late repairing broken toys for his daughter, the husband who could quote Yeats to make his wife smile, the scientist who believed technology should serve humanity—not control it.

In the quiet hours of his lab, Maximillian Thorne would stand before a wall of equations and photos—Margaret smiling, Madison laughing in his arms—and feel the weight of his mission. Every calculation, every sleepless night, was for them. For love. For healing. For a future no one else dared to imagine.


CHAPTER 6 - TRE' JOINS THE RANGERS

INT. PIKESVILLE APARTMENT – NIGHT

A narrow kitchen hummed with the soft drone of the refrigerator. Tre’ Hawkins sat at the small table, calloused hands rubbing his temples, the weight of bills spread out before him. Sheila moved about in the adjacent living room, folding baby clothes with the quiet efficiency of a woman carrying more than she let on. The apartment was modest but filled with life: the faint scent of lavender detergent, Taylor’s baby blanket draped over the sofa, framed photos of a wedding day glowing with smiles.

Tre looked up as Sheila approached, cradling their infant daughter.


Sheila: (whispering)


“She’s finally down. You still crunching numbers?”

Tre smiled weakly. He had the kind of smile that showed more worry than he meant to.

Tre:

“Trying to. Feels like we’re running uphill in boots, you know?”

Sheila knelt beside him, hand on his shoulder.

Sheila:

“Tre, we’ll figure it out. We always do.”

He kissed her knuckles, eyes softening. But inside, something stirred—an itch for more, for purpose beyond these four walls.

EXT. GROCERY STORE PARKING LOT – DAY

A week later. The sun gleamed off windshields as Tre loaded groceries into their beat‑up sedan. A pamphlet, caught by a breeze, tumbled against his boot. He bent, curious, and picked it up.

U.S. ARMY RANGERS – LEAD THE WAY.


He turned it over, eyes scanning images of men in combat gear, helicopters slicing through clouds, a motto printed bold: Rangers lead the way.


A thud pulsed in his chest. He folded the pamphlet and slid it into his jacket.

INT. AVON AND CHRISTINE’S HOUSE – EVENING

Tre stood in his parents’ familiar dining room, the scent of collard greens and cornbread lingering from dinner. Avon sat in his worn recliner, Bible open on his lap, glasses perched low on his nose. The television murmured a distant ball game. Christine hummed softly in the kitchen, her laughter floating in as she teased Avon about something trivial.

Tre handed his father the pamphlet without a word.

Avon read silently, his face a mixture of contemplation and pride. Then he looked up, eyes steady and filled with that rare, grounding wisdom.

Avon:

“Son, you ain’t here just to ask if you can. You’re here because something in you already said yes.”

Tre shifted uncomfortably, scratching the back of his neck.


Tre:

“It’s not just about me. Sheila. Taylor. This isn’t… some regular job.”

Avon closed the Bible, setting it gently on the armrest.

Avon:

“A man’s purpose don’t always live inside four walls, Tre. You were raised to stand up when others sit down. If you join, it won’t be easy. You’ll see things that’ll test your faith, your patience, even your love. But if you keep God first… if you remember who you are and whose you are… you’ll come back stronger. Provide for your family in ways more than money.”

Tre swallowed hard, emotion swelling.

Tre:

“You think I can do it?”

Avon smiled, lines of age deepening, voice steady as stone.

Avon:

“I don’t think, son. I know.”

Christine popped her head in, a towel over her shoulder, warmth in her eyes.

Christine:

“Boy, you already leading the way in this family. Just don’t forget to call your mama if you go running off saving the world.”

They all laughed. But Tre’s eyes brimmed, heart heavy and light at once.


INT. PIKESVILLE APARTMENT – NIGHT

Tre broke the news to Sheila after dinner. Taylor cooed softly from her crib. The lamplight painted them in gold.

Tre:

“I talked to Pop… about the Rangers. I think I’m gonna do it.”

Sheila froze, then set her fork down gently.

Sheila:

“You’d leave?”

Tre:

“For a while. To build something better for us.”

Her eyes watered, but she took his hands.

Sheila:

“I married a man who never ran from a fight. I won’t ask you to start now.”

He pulled her into his chest, their embrace long, quiet, sacred.

EXT. WEST GARRISON AVENUE – NIGHT

Tre met his friends under a streetlight buzzing against the Baltimore night. Harrison Montez leaned against his car, always with a grin, chewing on sunflower seeds.

Montez:

“Rangers? Man, you serious? We ain’t built for all that G.I. Joe stuff.”



Tre: (smirking)


“You’re not built for much, Montez.”

They laughed, but one by one—James Jeffries, Warren Washington, Kevin Johnson—they listened, drawn by Tre’s conviction.

James:

“We grew up dodging worse in Park Heights, Tre. Might as well get paid and make a difference.”

Warren:

“Damn straight. I’m in.”

Kevin:

“Y’all crazy. But I ain’t lettin’ you go without me.”

Montez:

“Guess I’m gonna have to learn how to salute without smacking somebody.”

Their laughter echoed through the street, binding them tighter than blood.

EXT. BALTIMORE BUS STATION – DAWN

The morning of departure. Mist hung low over the lot. Families clustered around the buses. Christine hugged Tre so tightly he thought she’d never let go, tears streaking her cheeks.

Christine:

“You call me, hear? I don’t care if you in some jungle or on the moon.”

Brian clapped Tre on the shoulder, voice low and steady.

Brian:

“Make us proud. And remember, don’t bring no shame to our name.”

Avon was last, gripping Tre’s hand, pulling him into an embrace that said everything words couldn’t.

Avon:

“Stay true to your faith. And when the world gets loud, remember the quiet voice inside you.”

Tre nodded, jaw tight, eyes burning.

MONTAGE – TRAINING AND ASCENT

EXT. FORT BENNING – GEORGIA HEAT – DAY

Tre endured grueling runs, blistered hands on obstacle courses, lungs burning under the southern sun. Montez cracked jokes even mid-pushup:

Montez:

“If I die out here, Tre, tell my mama I went out lookin’ sexy!”

The drill sergeant snarled, but even he smirked.

INT. BARRACKS – NIGHT

They collapsed into bunks, drenched in sweat, laughing over terrible chow hall food. Bonds forged in exhaustion, steel under fire.

EXT. COMBAT EXERCISE – DAY

Tre’s leadership emerged. He moved with precision, signaling silently, eyes scanning for threats. The nickname came from a sergeant after Tre spotted a mock enemy flank before anyone else:

Sergeant:

“Hawkins, you got eyes like a damn hawk.”

The name stuck.

INT. FORT BENNING – TRAINING FIELD – NIGHT


Enter Command Sergeant Major Henry “Hank” Joelson – The Old Lion of Fort Benning


A silhouette under floodlights, his voice carried authority born of decades.

In the history of the 75th Ranger Regiment, there are names spoken with reverence, almost as if they belong to myth rather than flesh and blood.

Henry “Hank” Joelson is one of those names.


He is sixty‑five now, his face etched with the hard lines of sun‑baked deployments and too many nights without sleep, his eyes the color of cold iron but alive with a cunning light. Hank isn’t just a man—he’s a chapter in Ranger folklore. Among the younger soldiers at Fort Benning, they call him The Old Lion, a moniker whispered half in awe and half in gratitude.


The Early Ranger Path (Steel & Grit)

Hank’s legend began decades ago, long before the word “mentor” was ever attached to him. He didn’t come up through academies or connections; he clawed his way up from the bottom. Born in a rust‑belt town where the air always smelled faintly of oil and iron, Hank was the son of a mill worker and a schoolteacher. Duty wasn’t abstract where he came from—it was expected.

At eighteen, hungry for challenge, he signed his life over to the Army. By nineteen he was trudging through swamps in the dead of night, learning the brutal poetry of direct action. He earned his scroll in the 75th Ranger Regiment the hard way: blistered feet, bloodied knuckles, and sheer refusal to quit.

They said he was built for combat—quick‑thinking under fire, unnervingly calm in chaos. He became the guy who led from the front, first through the door on raids, first to wade through the mud and razor wire when others hesitated. His men trusted him because he demanded everything of himself before he demanded anything from them.


On one infamous mission in the mountains of Afghanistan, when a pinned‑down platoon was out of options, Hank improvised a flanking maneuver that turned a certain bloodbath into a legendary victory. They still talk about it in the barracks, how Joelson walked back with half a dozen captured insurgents and a grin that said, Don’t ever tell me the odds. For that, he received the Silver Star, though he rarely spoke of it.


A Leader Who Never Broke

Hank rose through the ranks until his chevrons carried more weight than most officers’ bars. He earned his place not by charm but by a kind of raw, undeniable gravity—his men knew if things went bad, he’d get them home or he’d die trying.

His leadership style was simple and unforgiving. In training, he was merciless. In the field, he was a shield. Young Rangers recall his voice bellowing across obstacle courses in Georgia heat:

“Pain is temporary, Ranger! Quitting lasts forever! Now drop and give me fifty!”


They also remember the way his tone softened when someone faltered, how he’d pull them aside after a brutal exercise and remind them, “You didn’t come here to be like the rest. You came here to be better.”


He racked up a chestful of commendations—Bronze Stars with valor devices, Combat Infantryman Badges from theaters few spoke of openly, and unit citations that filled pages. But Hank wore them lightly. What mattered to him wasn’t the ribbon but the Ranger to his left and right.

A Love Forged in Fire

Off the battlefield, Hank had a secret weapon: Katie. His high‑school sweetheart turned lifelong partner, Katie was a storm of color and laughter in a world of mud and smoke. She wasn’t military, but she was forged of the same steel—someone who could argue Hank to a standstill, then kiss him on the cheek and tell him to stop being so damn stubborn.


Their home was modest, cluttered with Katie’s paintings and half‑finished sculptures, a place where Hank could lay down his burdens and simply be. Fellow Rangers who visited were struck by how much lighter he seemed around her, how a man so feared on the field could melt at the sound of her laughter.


The Legend’s Return

After decades of service, Hank retired as a Command Sergeant Major. But men like Hank Joelson never truly retire. His reputation alone drew invitations back to Fort Benning, where he accepted a role as a strategic advisor. To the young Rangers there, he became part ghost story, part guiding star—a living link to the old ways, the unforgiving ethos that made them who they were.


He is, and always will be, The Old Lion: scarred, cunning, unbreakable. A man who stands as proof that the Ranger Creed isn’t just words on a wall—it’s a way of life, etched into every calloused hand and every battle-worn soul who had the privilege to serve under him.



Hank:

“Strength is useless if you ain’t thinkin’ two steps ahead of the enemy—and three ahead of yourself. Hawkins! Front and center.”

Tre stepped forward, nerves electric.

Hank threw him an axe. Tre caught it.

Hank:

“Ever throw one of these?”

Tre:

“No, sergeant.”


Hank: (grinning)


“Learn. Ain’t always about bullets. Sometimes it’s about the oldest tool in the shed.”

He demonstrated, the axe spinning through the humid night, thudding into a target with deadly grace. Tre’s respect was instant.

MONTAGE – MISSIONS UNDER HANK

EXT. AFGHAN VILLAGE – NIGHT RAID

Tre led his team through narrow alleys, Montez whispering jokes into comms to keep tension at bay. The target building erupted in gunfire—Tre dove, rolled, fired precise bursts. Hank’s voice cut through the chaos:

Hank:

“Hawk, flank left! Don’t let ‘em box you!”

Tre moved with instinct, his men following, clearing rooms with precision. Adrenaline thundered in his ears as they extracted hostages.

EXT. AFRICAN COAST – DAWN

Under fire, they raced across sand, enemy trucks closing in. Tre ordered suppressive fire, Montez lugging wounded men onto evac boats while Kevin and James covered flanks.

INT. HELICOPTER – NIGHT

Bloodied, exhausted, they laughed through pain, the whump of blades overhead. Hank clasped Tre’s shoulder.

Hank:

“You’ve got it, son. Don’t ever doubt it.”

INT. FORT BENNING – AWARDS CEREMONY – DAY

Rows of Rangers stood at attention. Tre received commendations, his team behind him, grinning with pride. Sheila held Taylor in the crowd, tears streaking her face as she whispered to their daughter:

Sheila:

“See, baby? That’s your daddy. That’s our Hawk.”

Tre met her eyes across the room, feeling the weight of every choice, every sacrifice, every thread woven into this life he now led.

The chapter closes on Tre standing under a sunset at Fort Benning, axe in hand, Hank at his side. The air smelled of pine and sweat and promise.



Hank: (quietly)


“War’s gonna ask a lot from you, son. Just make sure it never takes your soul.”

Tre nodded, gripping the axe, eyes forward. The Hawk was ready to soar.


CHAPTER 7 - BREAKING POINT

EXT. FORT BENNING – TRAINING RANGE – DUSK

The sky bled orange and deep violet as Tre’ Hawkins wiped grime from his face. The air smelled of scorched brass and churned Georgia soil. The distant thud of artillery echoed as he stood beside Montez, sweat dripping into his eyes. They had just finished a brutal two‑day exercise that left every man hollow‑eyed and exhausted.


Montez: (panting, grinning)


“Hawk, if they don’t give us medals for this, I’m stealing somethin’ shiny from the Colonel’s desk.”

Tre managed a chuckle, his mind already on the satphone call he owed Sheila and Taylor that night. He pictured Sheila’s voice, soft and grounding. Taylor’s little laugh that came like a spark in the dark. He tugged his gloves tighter, thinking of home.

An aide approached, expression tense, hand gripping a folded note. Even before the man reached him, Tre felt a chill crawl up his spine.
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