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Chapter 1: The Encounter

The dense humidity of the Vietnamese jungle clung to Private John Matthews’ skin, the weight of his gear pulling at his tired muscles. He had been in the country for six months now, and the heat and danger of the war felt relentless. His company had been sent to secure a remote village near the river, a small cluster of thatched huts tucked away in the thick greenery. They’d been told it was a strategic location, but to John, it was just another place to survive.

The village seemed peaceful enough when they arrived, the villagers wary but compliant as John and his fellow marines fanned out, securing the perimeter and scanning for signs of the Viet Cong. John’s focus was sharp, his training kicking in as he moved between the huts, but something caught his eye near the edge of the village—a flash of movement, someone running.

He followed instinctively, rounding a corner to see a young woman crouched beside one of the huts, her eyes wide with fear. She couldn’t have been much older than him, maybe in her early twenties. Her long, dark hair was tangled, her clothes torn. John raised his rifle slightly, unsure of her intentions.

“Wait,” he said, his voice softer than usual.

The woman froze, looking up at him with a mixture of fear and desperation. John lowered his rifle, his pulse racing. She was beautiful, despite the dirt and fear that covered her face. He crouched beside her, his hand outstretched in a gesture of peace.

“It’s okay,” he said, his voice quiet. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

The woman’s gaze flicked between him and the direction of the village, her lips trembling as if she wanted to speak but couldn’t find the words. John didn’t know if she understood him, but something in her eyes told him she was in distress. He glanced around quickly, checking that no one else had seen him slip away from his unit. His instincts told him to stay focused, but his heart was tugging him toward her.
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