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The
  night sky above the mountains of eastern Afghanistan was silent,
  but
  the silence carried tension.




  
Commander
  Ethan Cross sat inside the vibrating body of the Black Hawk
  helicopter, his gloved hands resting calmly on his rifle.
  Outside,
  the world was darkness—jagged mountains and deep valleys that
  swallowed the moonlight.




  
Across
  from him, the rest of his SEAL team waited.




  
No
  one spoke.




  
They
  had done this dozens of times before. Silence was part of the
  ritual
  before a mission. Words were unnecessary when every man
  understood
  the stakes.




  
The
  red light above the cabin door glowed faintly.




  
Five
  minutes.




  
Ethan
  checked his watch, then looked around at the team.




  
Petty
  Officer Ramirez sat beside the door, tightening the straps on his
  tactical vest.




  
Lieutenant
  Parker studied the digital map on his wrist display.




  
And
  then there was Mason Reed.




  
Mason
  caught Ethan looking and gave him a crooked grin.




  
"Another
  quiet night in paradise," Mason whispered through the
  headset.




  
Ethan
  allowed a small smile.




  
"Let's
  keep it that way."




  
Their
  objective was simple on paper.




  
A
  high-value hostage had been taken by a rogue militant group and
  moved
  to a compound hidden deep in the mountains. Intelligence
  suggested
  the hostage was an American engineer working on infrastructure
  projects.




  
Their
  orders came directly from Washington.




  
Get
  in.




  
Extract
  the hostage.




  
Get
  out.




  
No
  firefight.




  
No
  mistakes.




  
But
  missions rarely followed the plan.




  
The
  helicopter suddenly dipped lower.




  
The
  pilot's voice came through their headsets.




  
"Two
  minutes. Prepare for fast rope."




  
The
  red light flickered.




  
Ethan
  felt the familiar calm settle in his chest—the calm that only
  came
  in dangerous moments.




  
Fear
  didn't disappear.




  
It
  just sharpened into focus.




  
He
  tapped his headset.




  
"Team,
  final check."




  
One
  by one, the confirmations came.




  
"Ramirez
  ready."




  
"Parker
  ready."




  
"Mason
  ready."




  
Ethan
  nodded.




  
"Let's
  bring him home."




  
The
  helicopter slowed as it approached the dark valley.




  
Through
  the open door, Ethan could see the faint outline of buildings
  below.




  
The
  compound.




  
Three
  stone structures surrounded by a crude wall.




  
Thermal
  scans showed at least six armed guards.




  
Nothing
  unusual.




  
The
  red light switched to green.




  
Ramirez
  grabbed the rope first and disappeared into the night.




  
One
  by one the team followed.




  
Ethan
  dropped last, sliding down the rope until his boots hit the rocky
  ground.




  
Cold
  air filled his lungs.




  
The
  mountains were silent again.




  
Ethan
  signaled the team forward.




  
They
  moved like shadows across the rocky terrain.




  
Night
  vision turned the world green and ghostlike.




  
The
  compound wall stood about two meters high.




  
Ramirez
  climbed first, pulling himself silently over the top before
  lowering
  a rope.




  
Within
  seconds, the team was inside.




  
A
  guard stood near the entrance gate.




  
He
  never saw Parker approach.




  
The
  guard collapsed silently.




  
Ethan
  motioned toward the largest building.




  
Intel
  suggested the hostage was inside.




  
They
  approached the door.




  
Ramirez
  planted a small charge.




  
Ethan
  counted silently.




  
Three.




  
Two.




  
One.




  
A
  muffled pop.




  
The
  door burst inward.




  
The
  team flooded the room.




  
Clear.




  
Empty.




  
Ethan
  frowned.




  
Something
  felt wrong.




  
The
  room was too clean.




  
Too
  quiet.




  
Parker
  whispered.




  
"Negative
  hostage."




  
Ethan
  scanned the room quickly.




  
Sleeping
  mats.




  
A
  radio.




  
But
  no prisoner.




  
Then
  Mason spoke from the hallway.




  
"Ethan…
  you need to see this."




  
Ethan
  stepped into the next room.




  
A
  metal chair sat in the center.




  
Chains
  hung loosely from its arms.




  
But
  the chair was empty.




  
On
  the floor lay a small pool of dried blood.




  
Ethan
  felt a knot form in his stomach.




  
They
  were too late.




  
Suddenly—




  
Gunfire
  exploded outside.




  
Bullets
  tore through the window.




  
Ramirez
  shouted.




  
"Ambush!"




  
Ethan
  dropped behind a wall as rounds smashed into the room.




  
Through
  his headset, chaos erupted.




  
"Multiple
  hostiles!"




  
"Left
  side!"




  
"Taking
  fire!"




  
The
  enemy had been waiting.




  
This
  wasn't a rescue mission.




  
It
  was a trap.




  
Ethan
  grabbed his rifle and leaned out, firing controlled bursts
  through
  the doorway.




  
Two
  militants dropped outside the compound wall.




  
But
  more were coming.




  
Too
  many.




  
"Fall
  back!" Ethan ordered.




  
The
  team moved quickly toward the rear exit.




  
Another
  explosion rocked the compound.




  
Dust
  filled the air.




  
Mason
  covered their retreat, firing short bursts.




  
Then
  Ethan heard the sound he feared most.




  
A
  sharp cry over the radio.




  
"Man
  down!"




  
Ethan
  turned.




  
Parker
  lay on the ground near the wall.




  
Blood
  spread across his chest armor.




  
Mason
  rushed to him.




  
"Stay
  with me!"




  
More
  gunfire cracked through the darkness.




  
They
  were surrounded.




  
Ethan's
  mind raced.




  
They
  couldn't carry Parker and escape under this fire.




  
But
  leaving him behind wasn't an option.




  
It
  never was.




  
"Smoke!"
  Ethan shouted.




  
Ramirez
  threw two smoke grenades.




  
Gray
  clouds exploded across the compound.




  
"Move!"
  Ethan ordered.




  
Mason
  lifted Parker with Ethan's help.




  
They
  ran through the smoke toward the extraction point.




  
Bullets
  whistled past them.




  
Somewhere
  above the valley, the helicopter circled back.




  
The
  pilot's voice came through the headset.




  
"LZ
  hot! Thirty seconds!"




  
Ethan
  could hear the strain in Mason's breathing as they dragged Parker
  across the rocks.




  
Then
  Parker grabbed Ethan's arm weakly.




  
His
  voice was barely a whisper.




  
"Ethan…
  don't stop…"




  
"We're
  getting you out," Ethan said.




  
But
  Parker shook his head.




  
His
  eyes were fading.




  
"Not…
  this time."




  
The
  helicopter appeared over the ridge.




  
Wind
  and dust exploded across the valley.




  
Ramirez
  fired at approaching militants.




  
Mason
  and Ethan pulled Parker toward the rope.




  
But
  Parker's grip slipped.




  
His
  hand fell away.




  
Ethan
  froze.




  
He
  knew.




  
Mason
  knew.




  
Parker
  was gone.




  
The
  helicopter hovered overhead.




  
"Ethan!"
  the pilot shouted.




  
"No
  time!"




  
More
  gunfire echoed through the valley.




  
Ethan
  forced himself to move.




  
Ramirez
  climbed first.




  
Then
  Mason.




  
Ethan
  took one last look at the compound.




  
The
  mission had failed.




  
The
  hostage was gone.




  
And
  Parker was dead.




  
Ethan
  grabbed the rope and climbed into the helicopter.




  
As
  the aircraft lifted into the dark sky, Ethan stared down at the
  mountains below.




  
Somewhere
  down there, someone had known they were coming.




  
Someone
  had set the trap.




  
And
  someone had just started a war.




  
Ethan
  clenched his jaw.




  
Because
  he had a feeling this mission wasn't over.




  
It
  had only just begun.



 






 






 






 






 






 






                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    






