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CHAPTER 1: INTO THE RED ZONE
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The roar of the helicopter was deafening, its rotors slicing through the humid South American air as Combat Medic Savannah Raye sat braced against the vibrating steel wall of the transport. The seats were nothing more than hard benches, the smell of fuel thick in the air, mixing with the scent of sweat and anticipation. She tightened her grip on the strap hanging above her head, her gloved fingers flexing. Her gear was strapped down tight: sidearm holstered, medkit secure, and her backpack cinched snug against her frame. She was ready—at least physically.

Emotionally? That was another story.

The dense jungle below spread like an emerald ocean, layered and lush and dangerous. The chopper had been flying over nothing but green for nearly an hour. No roads. No signs of life. Just pure, untouched wilderness—exactly the kind of place you didn’t get rescued from if things went sideways. Her boots tapped an anxious rhythm against the floor, counting seconds that dragged and surged like the pulse in her throat.

A voice cracked over the internal comms. “Five minutes out.”

Savannah didn’t flinch. She glanced sideways toward the cockpit, not that she could see much through the open doorway. The pilot had a face like sun-scorched leather and the demeanor of someone who’d seen too many people leave and not enough return.

She exhaled slowly and touched the tiny silver cross around her neck, letting it ground her for a moment. Her mother’s last gift. She had worn it through every deployment, every life-or-death moment, every bloody triage under mortar fire. It hadn’t saved her mother, but maybe it would save her now.

This was supposed to be a standard medical support op. Field deployment to a remote recon site. But nothing about the details she’d been given added up. No proper briefing. Last-minute orders. And then, the location: an unmarked zone deep in a South American jungle with no official designation on any map. Fort Solace, they called it. Though rumor had it the place was anything but solace. Hidden installations like this weren’t common, and they weren’t built for comfort.

When the compound came into view through the open side doors, Savannah felt a twist in her stomach. It rose out of the jungle like a relic from some forgotten war—concrete walls stained with rain and time, barbed wire coiled along its fences like steel serpents. Guard towers loomed at every corner, manned by faceless soldiers with rifles slung across their chests. At least three helicopters were already grounded, and several armored vehicles lined the inner perimeter, their wheels caked with mud.

The second the skids touched down, Savannah was on her feet, shouldering her pack and leaping into the thick, moist heat. The air hit her like a wet slap. Oppressive and steamy. The kind of air that made your clothes cling to your body within minutes.

She spotted a tall, broad man approaching through the dust and rotor wash, his silhouette cutting clean through the chaos. Square jaw, close-cropped hair, mirrored sunglasses that reflected everything and nothing at once. His uniform clung to his powerful frame like a second skin, and the weight of command rolled off him in waves.

“Combat Medic Savannah Raye reporting for assignment,” she said, snapping off a crisp salute.

The man stopped, his gaze hard beneath those mirrored lenses. “Commander Maddox Kane,” he said. His voice was low and rough, like gravel and smoke. “You’re late.”

“We hit turbulence over the Andes,” she replied, leveling her tone.

He didn’t smile. Didn’t even blink. Just stared her down like he was peeling her apart layer by layer. She held her ground. She’d dealt with worse men in far worse places.

“You briefed?”

“Only partial. Jungle recon, medical support, possible extractions.”

“They gave you the candy-coated version.” He turned on his heel. “Follow me. You’ll want to hear the truth before you're balls-deep in the real thing.”

She followed, the thump of her boots echoing his down the gravel-covered path. Soldiers passed them on all sides, none of them stopping to greet her, though more than a few heads turned. She wasn’t exactly standard issue in a place like this. Female medics weren’t uncommon, but they weren’t often deployed to black ops installations in the middle of nowhere.

The compound was a strange mix of advanced military tech and gritty survivalist infrastructure. Portable satellite dishes stood next to rusted-out cargo containers converted into offices. Tarps flapped in the wind, covering stacks of weapons and crates labeled in codes she didn’t recognize.

Maddox led her to a squat concrete building with no markings. Inside, the air was cooler, recycled through some wheezing HVAC unit. The walls were lined with maps and screens. A long steel table stood at the center, surrounded by three men.

Savannah immediately noted the tension between them. Not hostile—at least not overtly—but something close to it. Competitive. Dangerous. The kind of dynamic that bred chaos or brilliance, depending on the mission.

“Raye,” Maddox said, nodding to the group. “Meet your protection detail.”

The first man stood, grinning. He was all lean muscle and swagger, with sandy-blond hair and piercing blue eyes that looked her over like a prize. “Lieutenant Aiden Cross,” he said, offering a hand. “Damn, they didn’t tell us they were sending someone who looked like you.”

Savannah ignored the flirtation and shook his hand firmly.

The second man didn’t rise. He leaned against the far wall, arms crossed. Dressed in black from head to toe, he looked like he belonged to the shadows. Close-cropped hair, a scar through his eyebrow, and a gaze that stripped her to the bone. He said nothing.

“That’s Navarro,” Maddox said. “Goes by Ghost.”

Savannah met his eyes. He didn’t flinch. Didn’t blink. Just stared. The heat she’d felt outside returned, curling down her spine.

The third man—the one she was supposed to already know—walked around the table and stood beside her. Maddox.

“You’ll be embedded with these three. Recon deep into contested territory. High-value intel at play. You’re here to keep them alive.”

Savannah raised an eyebrow. “That all?”

Maddox leaned in slightly. “And maybe make it back yourself.”

Cross smirked. “Don’t worry, Doc. I’m great with my hands.”

“Cut it,” Maddox snapped. “We leave at dawn. Gear up. You’ve got twelve hours to get settled.”

Savannah took one more look at the three men around her. One cocky. One silent. One commanding. All dangerous in their own right.

She didn’t know yet what she’d stepped into, but the warning bells in her body weren’t just about danger. They were about temptation. And desire.

She’d been through war. She’d seen death. But she hadn’t felt alive like this in a long, long time.

And Fort Solace was about to change everything.
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CHAPTER 2: FIRST CONTACT, FIRST TEMPTATION
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The jungle was alive, and not in the picturesque way postcards made it seem. It pulsed. It breathed. It pressed in on Savannah Raye with its heat, its weight, its ever-present hum of insects and the low cries of unseen creatures moving in the dense underbrush. The sun hadn't yet risen when the team deployed. The darkness wasn’t total, but it was heavy—a predawn blue haze that cloaked the forest and made every shadow feel like a threat.

Savannah adjusted the strap on her rucksack and kept pace with the three men moving ahead of her. They were nearly silent as they moved, slipping through the terrain with precision that made her feel clumsy by comparison. Maddox led the way, his broad back shifting with each calculated step. Cross moved beside him, occasionally vanishing into the foliage only to reappear seconds later like he was born from it. Ghost brought up the rear, completely silent, his presence more like a vibration in her spine than a physical entity behind her.

The air was wet, thick with dew, and every breath she took felt like swallowing soup. Mosquitoes buzzed relentlessly. She blinked sweat from her eyes as she trudged through the undergrowth, ducking branches and stepping over gnarled roots.

They didn’t talk much. Maddox issued quiet commands when necessary, his voice like steel in the humid air. Aiden cracked the occasional joke under his breath, but even he seemed more serious now that they were deep in hostile territory. Ghost hadn’t spoken at all since they left the compound. He didn’t need to. His silence was its own language, and Savannah found herself strangely aware of every time he looked her way.

They stopped mid-morning to rest near a cluster of moss-covered rocks beside a creek. Savannah dropped her pack and crouched near the water, dipping her canteen in and watching the tiny fish scatter. She wiped her forehead with her sleeve, then leaned back against a tree, trying to stretch her legs without relaxing too much. It wasn’t safe to relax out here.

“Jungle sucks, huh?” Cross sat beside her, biting into a protein bar. He offered her one. She took it, more out of politeness than hunger.

“I’ve seen worse,” she said. “But this is definitely in the top five.”

He laughed softly, his grin spreading. “Didn’t expect you to be tough.”

“You didn’t expect me to be anything but legs and tits in a flak vest, I imagine.”

His eyes narrowed, not in anger, but curiosity. “Okay, you’ve got claws. I like that.”

Savannah didn’t reply. She focused on the sounds around them instead—birds calling in the distance, the soft rustle of something moving in the leaves.

“You ever kill someone?” he asked suddenly.

She turned her head slowly. “Not unless I had to.”

He looked at her, searching. “That’s a yes.”

“Everyone out here has a past, Cross. What’s yours?”

He didn’t answer right away. Instead, he looked toward Maddox, who stood across the creek, scanning the horizon through binoculars.

“My past is the reason Maddox doesn’t trust me with explosives anymore.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“Long story,” he added with a wink, then leaned back against the tree beside her. “But I’m good at blowing things up. And getting people out. Sometimes those overlap. You’ll see.”

Savannah wasn’t sure if he was flirting or deflecting. Maybe both. His charm was disarming, but behind it she sensed something deeper. Something darker.

Before she could press him further, Maddox turned and motioned for them to move.

They hiked for another hour before reaching the overlook. The terrain had shifted—steeper, more vertical, the trees thinning just enough to allow a sliver of view through the foliage. Maddox dropped to one knee and pointed. Through a pair of binoculars, Savannah saw what he did.

A clearing. Metal structures. A makeshift base, far too large and developed to be local. Trucks. Communications towers. Armed guards.

“That’s not a jungle cartel,” she said.

“No,” Maddox replied. “It’s bigger than that. Military trained. American equipment.”

“Contractors?” she guessed.

“Maybe. Or something worse.”

Aiden crouched beside them, chewing on a blade of grass. “So what’s the plan? We take a souvenir? Or just crash their party?”

Maddox didn’t answer immediately. He studied the site, then looked at Ghost, who hadn’t moved.

“Ghost and I will circle to the east,” he said. “Cross, you and Raye go west. Get closer. Eyes on the ground. Don’t engage unless you have to.”

Savannah’s stomach twisted. This wasn’t recon anymore. This was infiltration. With no backup. She looked at Cross, who was already grinning.

“You ready to get close and sweaty with me, Doc?”

“Lead the way,” she said flatly.

They broke into pairs. Savannah moved beside Cross, both of them staying low as they slipped through the undergrowth. The sun had started to rise fully now, casting beams of light through the trees. It made everything glitter—but it also made them easier to spot.

They moved carefully, ducking low beneath vines, inching toward the perimeter of the base. Savannah’s heart beat faster with every step. The adrenaline was familiar, but this time it was laced with something else. A thrill she hadn’t expected. Not just from the danger—but from the man beside her.

Cross stopped behind a fallen log and pulled her down beside him. His breath was hot against her ear as he whispered, “You smell like sugar and gun oil.”

She shot him a look. “Is that supposed to be a compliment?”

He grinned. “It’s supposed to be a warning.”

“About what?”

“That I might do something stupid.”

“Don’t.”

He held her gaze, the heat between them sudden and sharp, and then—just as quick—he looked away.

They peered through a gap in the underbrush. They were close now. Less than thirty meters from the enemy camp. Savannah saw crates, guards, and something that looked like a portable lab.

“What the hell are they building out here?” she whispered.

Cross’s mouth was tight. “Something expensive.”

A sharp crack split the air. A branch, behind them. Not one of theirs.

They dropped flat as three armed men emerged from the brush on the opposite side of the camp—moving in their direction.

Cross raised a hand, fingers splayed. Stay down.

Savannah’s heart slammed in her chest. Her fingers found the grip of her sidearm, but she didn’t move. One wrong twitch and they were dead.

The guards paused, talking in low Spanish. Then they turned, walking back toward the camp.

When it was safe, Cross exhaled and leaned into her. Too close. Too fast.

“You good?” he asked.

Savannah nodded. But her body was buzzing. And it wasn’t from fear.

They slipped back the way they came, careful and silent. When they met up with Maddox and Ghost, the commander’s expression was stone.

“You were seen?”

“No,” Cross said. “But almost.”

Savannah added, “They have a lab. Full setup. This isn’t just drugs.”

Maddox nodded once. “We move tonight.”

Savannah looked at the three men standing with her, their faces hard and determined. There was something forming here—a current pulling her in. Not just mission-deep. But soul-deep. It terrified her. It excited her.

She didn’t know if she’d survive Fort Solace. But if she went down, it wouldn’t be because of the enemy.

It would be because of them.
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CHAPTER 3: BARRACKS AFTER DARK
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Night fell like a heavy shroud over Fort Solace, cloaking the compound in shadows and tension. The jungle outside the perimeter hummed with unseen life, the rhythmic sounds of frogs and insects forming a strange symphony of the wild. Inside the fortified walls, it was quieter, but no less dangerous. The kind of quiet that came before something broke loose.

Savannah Raye stood beneath the dim fluorescent lights in the barracks' communal showers, steam curling around her like breath from a beast. Her muscles ached from the day’s trek, her body slick with sweat, mud, and the faint metallic scent of jungle rot. Every inch of her was alive, overstimulated. Her heart still hadn’t slowed from their near miss earlier. She could feel it thrumming through her ribs like a war drum.

The water scalded her skin, but she didn’t flinch. She needed the pain. Needed the grounding. She closed her eyes, let the spray hit her face, and exhaled. She could still feel Aiden’s breath on her neck from earlier, his whispered tease like a spark dragging down her spine. And she could still see Maddox’s dark gaze when they’d debriefed—sharp, assessing, unreadable. Ghost hadn’t spoken a word since they returned, but the way he’d looked at her, like he could see everything beneath the surface, had left her trembling.

She braced herself against the tile wall, letting the water stream over her bare skin. The barracks were nearly empty
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