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Chapter 1 — “The Crash”
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Heat found him before memory did. It pressed against Zac’s skin with such force that for one blind second he thought he had been laid beside an open furnace. The air itself seemed to burn. It filled his mouth, his nose, his lungs, until breathing became less an instinct than a fight. Then came the smell—scorched metal, melting plastic, chemical smoke so bitter it stripped the moisture from his throat. Beneath it all, something stranger cut through the ruin: a sharp, artificial citrus tang, absurdly clean, as though someone had scrubbed the aisle moments before the world split open.

He coughed and opened his eyes. Nothing was where it ought to have been. The cabin had turned sideways. Seats jutted up at impossible angles. Overhead bins had burst open or fallen inward, their doors hanging loose on twisted hinges. Oxygen masks drooped from torn cords like dead flowers. A curtain near the galley flapped weakly in a current of air slipping through a jagged tear in the fuselage. Smoke moved in layers, thickest above him, where it gathered under what must once have been the ceiling.

For a moment his mind refused the shape of it. Then pain brought understanding back. The seatbelt bit hard into his ribs. Something sharp dug into his shoulder. His left leg would not move. Zac sucked in a breath, regretted it immediately, and folded into another fit of coughing. A low vibration ran through the wreck beneath him—not sound exactly, but pressure, deep and angry, as if the whole broken aircraft were straining against its own weight.

“What—”

The word died in his throat. Memory came back in splinters. The turbulence first. The overhead lights stuttering. The sudden drop that had ripped half the cabin into screams. Luke’s voice from across the aisle—urgent, sharp, cutting through the panic.

Zac, get to the exit. Now.

That single command had burned itself into him. Reach the emergency exit. Get out alive. He tried to sit up.

Pain tore through his left leg so violently that a raw cry escaped him before he could swallow it. He twisted and saw the problem at once. The seat frame ahead had buckled inward during the crash, its warped metal bars pinning his shin in place.

For one terrible second he simply stared.

Trapped.

Heat at his back. Smoke thickening. His hand hit the armrest, slipped, and brushed a tiny unlit warning icon near the buckle. The memory struck so hard it almost winded him. Earlier, before the turbulence, he had smirked at it. Made some half-stupid remark about rules meant for other people. Now the little sign felt cold and accusing beneath his fingertips.

His breath came too fast.

He clenched both hands and forced himself to think.

“You’re not broken,” he whispered, though he did not fully know if it was true. “You’re stuck. That’s different.”

He tested the leg again. Pain flared—sharp, immediate—but not with the sick looseness of a break. Pressure. Compression. Bone grinding too close to metal.

Good enough.

He planted both hands against the twisted seat frame and shoved.

Nothing.

The aircraft let out a long metallic groan beneath him. Somewhere farther forward, wires crackled. A tongue of flame flared briefly through the smoke and vanished.

He shoved again, harder this time, putting his shoulder into it. Sweat—or blood—slid down his temple. His mouth filled with the taste of copper and burned plastic. The metal shifted a fraction, no more.

“Come on.”

He drove upward with everything he had left. The frame shrieked, slid another inch, and suddenly his leg tore free. Zac collapsed sideways onto buckled flooring, palms slamming into warped carpet, lungs convulsing as smoke clawed down his throat.

He lay there for one ragged second, then forced himself up onto his elbows.

The aisle was a ruin.

Rows had collapsed into each other like broken ribs. Loose wiring hung from the torn interior in black, twisting strands. A cracked window to his right threw a hard shaft of light through the smoke, turning ash and dust into glittering debris. Nothing was level. Nothing was stable. Every piece of the world seemed to be leaning toward collapse.

The higher he lifted himself, the worse the air became. Melting insulation. Burning fabric. Something oily and hot. Something chemical.

And underneath it—

silence.

Too much of it.

He swallowed, then shouted into the wreck.

“Is anyone here?”

For a heartbeat, nothing answered but the hiss of escaping air.

Then, faintly—

“...help...”

Zac froze.

The voice came again, hoarse and thinner this time, from farther down the aisle, beyond a half-collapsed row and a dangling oxygen tank swaying gently on its cord.

Then louder.

“Help! Somebody!”

Male. Young. Familiar.

Luke.

Relief hit Zac with such force it felt almost like pain. He lurched forward at once, grabbing seatbacks to steady himself, ducking beneath a bent support beam so low he felt the heat of it against his scalp.

“Luke!”

A shower of sparks spat from a torn panel overhead. He threw an arm over his face and kept moving.

“Luke, if you’re alive enough to shout, you’re alive enough to owe me a drink.”

The attempt at humour came out raw, half-choked, but it was enough. Enough to remind him he was not alone. Enough to put one real thing inside the wreck besides fire.

Behind him something collapsed with a metallic crash. He did not look back.

Ahead, through thinning smoke, he saw a hand emerge from beneath a fallen luggage compartment—fingers shaking, clawing against broken plastic.

Zac dropped beside it at once.

Luke lay pinned under the crumpled remains of the overhead bin, one side of his face streaked with blood and ash. His left arm was wedged badly. His legs were tangled in straps, metal, and warped casing. But his eyes were open, furious and lucid.

“You took your time,” he rasped.

Zac let out a breath that was dangerously close to laughter. “You’re welcome.”

The plane groaned again, deeper now, a structural warning that passed through the floor and up through Zac’s bones.

No time.

He leaned closer, assessing the damage. The compartment had folded inward like a metal fist. Luke’s breathing was quick and shallow, but steady enough. “His left shoulder looked wrong, though not ruined.”

“You can push?” Zac asked.

“With what’s left of me.”

“Good. On three.”

Zac wedged his hands beneath the blistering edge of the compartment and bit back a hiss as heat scorched his palms.

Luke saw it. “Burned?”

“Only my pride.”

Luke gave a dry sound that might have been a laugh if they were anywhere but here.

“Count.”

“One,” Zac said, bracing his feet against the tilted floor. “Two. Three.”

They shoved together.

The metal screamed but held.

Again.

Zac shifted, changed angle, and heaved. This time the compartment rose an inch, maybe two. Luke twisted, dragged one leg free, then the other.

“Move,” Zac snapped.

Luke rolled out from under it and hit the floor coughing. Zac let the compartment slam back down with a crash that echoed through the ruined cabin.

Luke hauled himself upright on one arm. His left shoulder shook badly when he tried to use it.

“You all right?” Zac asked.

Luke looked at him with the exhausted contempt of the injured. “Do I look all right?”

“Not particularly.”

“Then there’s your answer.”

For one brief second the wreck settled around them. The fire’s crackle deepened, becoming less random, more insistent. Zac’s mind snapped into order because panic would kill him faster than flame.

Air. Stay low.

Exits. Find one.

Count the living.

“Dru and Amber were farther back,” Luke said, already looking through the smoke. “If they’re still pinned—”

“We get them first.”

Luke nodded once.

Then they moved.

The aisle narrowed where part of the ceiling had caved in, forcing them into a crouch. Zac went first, testing each section of flooring before trusting it. Luke followed close, sweeping loose panels aside with his good arm, his left shoulder held tight against him. “Dru!” Zac shouted. “If you hear me, make a sound!”

Nothing.

They pushed farther.

Then came a faint metallic tap.

Zac stopped so abruptly Luke almost ran into him.

“You heard that?”

Luke lifted a hand. Listened.

Tap.

Tap-tap.

His face changed. “That’s him.”

They followed the sound through a slanted tunnel of bent metal and hanging insulation until Zac dropped low and angled his flashlight beneath a collapsed panel.

Dru was wedged sideways in his seat, his lower leg trapped awkwardly under a slant of flooring, the ankle pinned at a bad angle. His glasses were crooked. One lens was greyed with ash. In one hand he clutched a wrench and was banging it weakly against a support beam.

When he saw them, his whole face altered.

“Thank God,” he coughed. “I was beginning to think this brilliant signalling strategy had gone unnoticed.”

Luke squinted at the wrench. “Where did you even get that?”

“It fell out of someone’s bag while the plane was trying to kill us. I took it as a sign.”

Despite everything, Zac almost smiled.

Humour mattered. It was proof of mind. Proof of self.

“Can you move your toes?” he asked.

Dru did, grimacing hard enough to answer the rest.

“Good,” Zac said. “Then you’re coming with us.”

Luke braced himself under the bent beam while Zac got both hands beneath the floor panel pinning Dru’s leg.

“On three,” Zac said.

Dru nodded, jaw tight.

“One. Two. Three.”

They lifted. Dru yanked his leg free and scrambled toward them so fast he nearly knocked Zac flat.

Luke caught his shoulder and pushed him upright.

“You’re welcome,” Luke said.

Dru was breathing too hard to answer properly. “I would have thanked you more gracefully if I weren’t inhaling half the aircraft.”

“Save it,” Zac said. “Amber’s next.”

That stripped whatever was left of levity from all of them.

The smoke thickened as they moved deeper. Heat rolled toward them from somewhere forward and above, making the air itself feel hostile. Zac called for Amber once, then again, each time louder, until at last a small voice answered from somewhere in the grey.

“...Zac...”

He found her curled sideways in a twisted seat, belt jammed tight across her lap, both arms wrapped around herself as if she could shrink small enough to survive.

Her eyes found him immediately.

“It’s hot,” she whispered.

“I know.” Zac knelt in front of her and kept his voice steady. “Listen to me. We’re getting you out.”

Luke reached over the warped buckle, tugged once, twice, and swore softly. “It’s fused.”

Dru leaned in, squinting through the smoke. “It won’t release. The metal’s warped.”

Zac steadied Amber by the shoulders. “Cut it.”

Luke snatched up a jagged shard of broken tray and sawed through the belt in short, brutal strokes. The moment it snapped free, Amber pitched forward into Zac’s arms and clung to him with a force that stole his breath for an entirely different reason.

“I thought—” she began, then stopped.

“I know,” he said.

A crack split the cabin behind them, loud enough to make all four flinch. Heat surged through the smoke in a fresh wave. Somewhere ahead, something flared.

Luke looked toward the sound. “Now.”

No one disagreed.

Zac lifted Amber. Dru gripped the wrench so tightly his knuckles had gone white. Luke pushed ahead, clearing the way where he could. They moved toward the fractured opening in the fuselage, toward the strip of white light widening ahead.

The fire changed before it reached them.

Its crackle deepened into a roar—not random, not passive, but purposeful. A gust of heat struck along the tilted aisle, hard enough to raise the hairs on Zac’s arms.

“Don’t look back,” he told Amber.

She buried her face in his shoulder at once.

Luke glanced over his own shoulder anyway and muttered, “Too late.”

“What?” Dru demanded.

“She’s awake.”

“Do not call the fire ‘she,’” Dru snapped.

Luke’s mouth twisted. “Argue with it later.”

The plane let out a long metallic scream. The whole tilted floor shuddered beneath them. Ahead, a cracked emergency hatch hung uselessly beside a wider tear in the fuselage where the wreck had split open over the wing.

“Go for the opening,” Luke said.

“You want to trust that floor?” Zac shot back.

“You want to roast?”

For one breath they glared at each other through smoke and falling ash. Then Zac moved—not because Luke had convinced him, but because the island of light ahead was the only real thing left to move toward.

The air changed as they neared it.

Salt.

Fresh air.

Ocean.

The sound of surf arrived beneath the roaring fire as something almost gentle, almost impossible.

Then the aircraft lurched.

Hard.

The floor shifted sideways. Zac slammed against a twisted seat frame, twisting his body to protect Amber as debris rained down. Dru lost footing and slid, hands scraping metal.

“Zac—”

Luke lunged and caught the back of Dru’s shirt with one hand, hauling him upright just before he vanished into a mess of broken flooring.

“You are not dying before me,” Luke grunted.

Dust and insulation burst from overhead. The fire roared closer.

And then Zac saw it—the opening. Bright. Jagged. Real. Beyond it, white sand and a hard line of blue sea.

“We’re almost there,” he shouted.

He did not know if the others heard him. It no longer mattered.

He pushed forward.

One beam down, one sharp jut of metal to avoid, one last stretch of ruined floor.

Behind them something gave way—fuel, pressure, flame, he did not know which—and a wave of heat slammed down the aisle like a living force.

“Move!” Luke shouted.

Zac did.

He lowered his body, braced Amber against his chest, and lunged through the torn side of the fuselage into blinding light.

The explosion hit before he landed.

Sound vanished into white. Heat and force tore through the air behind him. He hit the sand hard, rolled once, twice, shielding Amber through the momentum until the ground at last stopped moving under him.

For a second he could hear nothing but the pounding inside his own skull.

Then the world came back.

Amber’s breath against his shirt.

The surf.

The crackle of dying fire.

The heavy impact of another body hitting sand to his right—Luke, cursing through clenched teeth as he rolled onto his back.

Dru tumbled out last, half-falling, half-sliding down the sand slope beneath the broken plane, coughing so hard he nearly folded in half.

Open sky stretched above them.

It was so bright it hurt.

Zac blinked against it. Palm fronds moved high overhead in the clean blue air. Behind them the shattered fuselage sagged further into itself, breathing smoke into the sunlight. Fire still ate through the interior, but outward now it seemed to curl back into the wreck rather than surge across the beach.

He sat up slowly and eased Amber upright in his lap.

“I’ve got you,” he said.

She nodded without opening her eyes. “My legs are shaking.”

“That’s all right,” he murmured. “Mine too.”

Luke rolled onto one elbow and looked back at the aircraft. “Well,” he said hoarsely, “that could have gone better.”

Dru coughed into his sleeve. “We nearly died.”

Luke glanced at him. “Thank you. I’d missed that.”

For a moment none of them moved beyond the bare necessities of breathing.

Then the beach began to take shape around them.

A long sweep of white sand. Driftwood. Clusters of smooth stone. Blue-green water curling gently against the shore as if it had no knowledge of fire or falling metal. And beyond the beach, rising immediately and thickly, jungle—dense, layered, impenetrable.

No buildings.

No road.

No movement on the horizon.

No rescue.

Luke saw it at the same moment Zac did. “No boats,” he said quietly.

Dru looked up and down the shore. “No footprints either.”

Amber finally opened her eyes. “Are we... alone?”

Zac did not answer immediately.

Because the truth was arriving in pieces, and none of them were kind.

The adrenaline that had kept him moving was draining now, leaving room for what came after: the wreck behind them, the jungle ahead, the ocean cutting them off on one side and something unknown waiting on the other.

Luke answered for him.

“Not trapped,” he said. “Stranded.”

Luke turned his face toward the horizon. “There better be.”

Amber’s fingers tightened suddenly against Zac’s shirt.

He looked down.

Her eyes were open now, but not fully present. They moved across the beach without settling, as though her mind kept expecting the world to correct itself if she could only look at it hard enough. Her breathing had gone shallow again.

“Amber,” he said quietly. “Look at me.”

She did, though it took effort.

“Can you hear me?”

A pause. Then a small nod.

“Good. Stay with that.”

Luke pushed himself up farther and immediately sucked air through his teeth as his left shoulder shifted. He buried the reaction fast, but not before Zac saw it.

Dru saw it too.

“That,” Dru said, still coughing between the words, “looked medically significant.”

“It looked irritating,” Luke said.

“It looked like your arm is trying to resign.”

Luke ignored him and turned his face toward the shoreline instead, scanning with the hard focus of someone who would rather examine the horizon than his own damage. Zac followed the movement and saw what Luke saw: the beach curving away in both directions, white and empty under the noon glare. Debris from the wreck lay scattered across the sand in a thin broken line—bits of casing, torn insulation, a split life vest, something that might once have been a suitcase half-buried already where the wind pushed dry sand over it.

Nothing else.

No movement inland but the lazy stir of palm fronds.

No smoke but theirs.

No answering shape anywhere on the water.

Dru turned in a slow circle, as if enough looking might produce civilization by force. “No people,” he said. “No buildings. No roads. No boats. No contrails. No radio tower. Not even a fisherman with mediocre timing.”

His voice had started to rise.

Zac heard it and moved before panic could.

“Dru.”

Dru looked at him too quickly.

“Breathe slower.”

“I am breathing.”

“You’re hyperventilating.”

“I am multitasking.”

“Dru.”

That reached him. Barely. He dragged a hand over his mouth and forced a slower breath in through his nose. It rattled badly in his chest before evening out.

Luke got one knee under himself and stood. Not well. Just stubbornly. The moment he put weight through his full frame his expression tightened almost imperceptibly, but he kept his injured arm close and his chin level, refusing the obvious.

Zac filed that away. Luke hurt more than he wanted seen. That would matter.

Amber tried to sit up without Zac’s support and failed halfway. The attempt sent a fresh tremor through her legs. She stared down at them in mute betrayal, as if they had become someone else’s.

“I can’t feel steady,” she whispered.

“That’s shock,” Zac said.

“Is it bad?”

“Yes,” Luke said before Zac could answer. “But not fatal yet.”

Amber looked at him, appalled.

Luke exhaled once through his nose. “What I mean is: you’re here. You’re breathing. That’s the first win. We work from there.”

It was not gentle. It helped anyway.

Zac eased Amber into a more stable sitting position with one arm still behind her shoulders, then looked from one of them to the next and felt, with a clarity that was almost offensive, that there was no one else coming to do this for them.

So he did what frightened people often hated most from the person in charge.

He made things boring.

“Listen carefully,” he said. “Nobody moves fast. Nobody wanders. We do this in order.”

Luke gave him a look. “You appointed yourself quickly.”

“You object?”

Luke glanced at Amber, then Dru’s knee, then back at the burning wreck. “Not enough to waste time.”

Dru lifted one finger weakly. “For the record, I object to the circumstances.”

Zac ignored that. “Amber stays sitting. Dru, sit down before your leg decides for you.”

To his credit, Dru obeyed immediately. He lowered himself onto the sand with all the dignity of a man being folded by invisible machinery and hissed as he straightened the injured knee.

“There,” he muttered. “Now I am suffering with structure.”

Zac crouched beside him first. The compression mark ran ugly across Dru’s lower shin into the ankle, darkening fast where the twisted pressure had taken him. Not broken, probably. Bruised badly, yes. His hands shook harder when Zac touched the joint.

“Move the ankle.”

Dru did.

“Toes.”

He did that too.

“All right,” Zac said. “Painful, not useless.”

He could still put weight through it if he kept the ankle straight, but every twist sent pain sharply up the leg.

“A magnificent category.”

Zac shifted to Luke. “Shoulder.”

Luke did not move.

“Luke.”

“It is attached.”

“Show me.”

“It is attached badly.”

“Show me anyway.”

For one second Zac thought he would refuse out of principle alone. Then Luke let out a tired breath and, with visible reluctance, angled the left arm just enough for Zac to see the problem. The shoulder had taken impact and strain, not a full dislocation but near enough to make everything around it taut and unstable. Bruising would come fast. Range of motion would not.

“Can you lift it?”

“A little.”

“Don’t.”

Luke’s mouth twitched. “That was already the plan.”

Amber spoke before Zac could move to her.

“Zac.”

He turned back at once.

She had gone paler, not greyer now from shock alone but thinly colourless in a way that made him pay attention. Her hand had risen to her throat again.

“My head feels strange.”

He put two fingers gently against the side of her temple, checked for blood again, found none, then looked into her pupils as best he could in the harsh light. She flinched from brightness but tracked him. That was something. Her skin felt cold despite the heat.

“Did you hit your head?”

“I don’t know.”

“Did you black out after we got out?”

“I don’t know.”

Luke looked toward the wreck. “Very useful day for memory.”

“Luke,” Zac said.

“What? I’m agreeing that it’s inconvenient.”

Amber swallowed. “I’m sorry.”

That landed harder than it should have.

Zac shook his head at once. “No. None of that. You do not apologize for surviving.”

Something in her face shifted—not relief exactly, but a little less fear directed inward.

The wreck behind them gave a deep metallic groan.

All four turned.

A section near the tail sagged lower into the sand. Smoke thickened briefly, then thinned again as wind dragged it sideways across the shore. The sound seemed to travel into the jungle and disappear there without echo.

Luke squinted into the light. “We should check for supplies before the whole thing collapses further.”

“We should stay visible,” Dru snapped, too quickly. “If anyone’s looking for us, disappearing into foliage is an insane opening move.”

“No one is looking at this exact second,” Luke said. “And the sun is high enough to roast us out here before anyone heroic arrives.”

“There could still be survivors,” Amber said softly.

That stilled them.

Zac had thought it. He had not wanted to say it first.

He rose and turned toward the broken fuselage. From here, with distance and daylight between them, it looked both larger and emptier than before. Torn open. Blackened. Breathing smoke. A grave that had not yet decided whether it was finished.

“Did anyone else get out?” Amber asked.

No one answered.

Because there was no answer that wasn’t cruel speculation.

Dru looked down the debris line again, slower this time. “We haven’t seen bodies on the beach.”

Luke said, “That doesn’t mean much.”

“It means enough for the next five seconds of my mental stability.”

Zac shaded his eyes and scanned farther along the sand, then back toward the tree line beyond the wreck. For a moment he thought he saw movement there—something dark between two trunks, no more than a shift in layered shadow. When he looked directly at it, it was gone.

Wind, he told himself at once.

Except the palms higher up were barely moving.

He kept that to himself.

“Amber,” he said, “did you see anyone else near us when we landed?”

She shook her head. “Just you. Then Luke. Then Dru.”

Luke turned once, slowly, toward the sea as if trying to calculate distance, drift, probability, none of it friendly. “Whether there are others or not, waiting here without water is a poor strategy.”

Dru barked out a tired, joyless laugh. “And entering that jungle is what? Premium strategy?”

“The better one.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“It is when the alternatives are exposure and dehydration.”

Zac let the argument spend itself. They were not arguing about tactics. They were arguing about fear. He looked down the beach once more. Empty. Then at the wreck. Dangerous, but still usable for a little while. Then at the tree line, dark and wet and unreadable, watching the shore with its own green stillness.

“We do both,” he said.

Luke glanced at him. “Explain.”

“We stay near the wreck long enough to grab what’s close, if it’s reachable. Water first if there is any. Then we decide whether the beach can sustain us. If it can’t, we go into the trees with a plan, not because we panicked out of the sun.”

Dru frowned. “That sounded almost competent.”

“It was accidental.”

Luke considered, then gave a short nod. “Fine.”

Amber looked from one of them to the next. “No one goes alone.”

“Agreed,” Zac said at once.

Luke opened his mouth, probably to argue on efficiency grounds, then shut it again when he looked at her face.
Luke nodded once. “Beach first. Wreck second.”
Dru lifted a hand weakly. “And jungle never, ideally.”

“No,” Luke said. “Jungle if necessary.”

Dru let his hand fall. “You have the bedside manner of a military tribunal.”

Zac crouched beside Amber again. “Can you stand if I help you?”

She hesitated, which told him more than an answer would have. Then she nodded, because there was pride in her as well as fear.

He took her carefully under the arm and brought her up in stages.  The moment she was fully upright her free hand caught hard at his wrist.

Her legs held, though not steadily, and she stayed close as if one wrong shift might send the beach tilting again.

“That’s all right,” he said. “Lean if you need to.”

“I’m trying not to.”

“I know.”

Luke had already started walking the nearest stretch of sand in a shallow arc, scanning debris with the hard, narrowed concentration of someone who had long ago decided that action was preferable to dread. He used his good arm only. The other he kept too close to his body to fool Zac for more than a second.

Dru noticed it too.

“You should not be wandering off like a damaged aristocrat in a war film,” he called after him.

Luke bent, picked up something half-buried in the sand, examined it, and dropped it again. “I’m ten paces away.”

“Yes, and if you fall over dramatically I’ll have to come get you.”

Luke glanced back. “Then don’t let me fall.”

Dru muttered something under his breath about unreasonable management cultures.

Zac almost smiled despite himself. Almost.

He guided Amber with him along the upper edge of the debris line. The wreck had scattered more than he first realized. A scorched blanket. A cracked plastic case. One child-sized shoe blackened at the toe. A half-open carry-on spilling damp clothes into the sand. Every object felt wrong out here. Too domestic. Too ordinary. The private contents of vanished lives laid open under tropical sun.

Amber saw the shoe too and went still.

Zac gently shifted her line of sight. “Not that.”

Her mouth tightened. “Someone else was on the plane.”

“I know.”

“Shouldn’t we look for them?”

The question opened a silence none of them liked.

Luke answered from farther down the beach without turning. “If they’re near enough to hear us, they already know we’re here.”

“That is not how reassurance works,” Dru said.

Zac kept walking. “We’ll search what’s near. We are not spreading out.”

That, at least, seemed final enough to hold.

He stopped beside the half-open carry-on and crouched. Clothes. A paperback swollen by seawater. A toiletry bag. He dug once more and found a sealed plastic bottle wedged under a sweater.

Water.

His pulse kicked at once.

“Luke.”

Luke turned immediately.

Zac held the bottle up.

For the first time since the crash, something like real hunger showed in Luke’s face—not for food, but for leverage. An advantage. One thing the island had not yet taken.

Dru limped over as fast as his knee would permit. “Tell me that is not shampoo.”

“It’s water,” Amber said.

The word alone changed the air between them.

Zac checked the seal. Intact.

“How much?” Luke asked.

“Not enough.”

“Still counts.”

Amber stared at the bottle with the fixed intensity of someone whose body had only just remembered thirst existed.

Zac saw that and immediately twisted the cap, but only enough to control it.

“Small sips,” he said.

Dru recoiled in theatrical offense. “You’re rationing a bottle we found thirty seconds ago?”

“Yes.”

“That is deeply irritating and probably correct.”

Amber drank first. Barely one swallow. Her throat worked with painful care. She handed it back without argument, which worried Zac more than if she had begged for more.

Dru took the next sip and closed his eyes briefly as if in prayer. Luke took even less than Amber had, then handed it back to Zac.

“You too,” Luke said.

Zac drank last. The water was warm from the sun and still hit his system like a revelation.

One bottle. Four people. A temporary mercy.

Not a plan.

Luke looked toward the treeline again. “This decides nothing.”

“No,” Zac said. “But it buys minutes.”

They kept searching.

The beach gave them scraps, not solutions. A torn airline blanket. A strip of seatbelt. A dented metal service tin too warped to close properly. Amber found a packet of tissues sealed in plastic and for one irrational second looked almost embarrassed to be useful. Dru unearthed a small emergency whistle from under a flap of casing and held it up as though presenting rare treasure.

“Well,” he said, “if we need to sound helpless at high volume, we are now equipped.”

“It could matter,” Zac said.

Dru nodded once and slipped it into his pocket without further comment.

Dru hesitated, then pulled the whistle back out and gave three hard blasts down the length of the beach. The sound cut cleanly through surf and smoke and seemed to travel farther than any of them wanted it to. They listened. Nothing answered except the sea and the wreck settling into itself again. Luke had moved closer to the tideline now, following the irregular scatter of debris farther along the shore. He stopped, bent, and then straightened with a grim little set to his mouth.

“What?”

He turned and tossed something lightly toward them.

Zac caught it.

A phone. Cracked. Salt-smeared. Dead.

Amber looked at it, then at the sea. “Do you think the signal will come back?”

“No,” Luke said.

Dru rubbed at his face. “I miss old problems. Delays. Traffic. The economy. Things with paperwork.”

Zac slipped the phone into the warped service tin anyway. Dead now did not mean useless forever. Batteries, metal, glass—everything had a second life in a place like this if the first had been taken away.

The wreck groaned again.

This time all four of them looked at it together.

A sheet of metal peeled inward somewhere near the rear, clanging once before settling. Smoke breathed out in a darker pulse. The sound rolled across the beach and vanished into the jungle.

Amber took one involuntary step closer to Zac.

Luke watched the wreck with narrowed eyes. “We search that next.”

Dru shook his head immediately. “Absolutely not next. Preferably never.”

“There could be more water.”

“There could also be fire, collapse, sharp metal, and death.”

Luke gave him a bland look. “Those are already on the island.”

“Yes, but I am trying to reduce my exposure portfolio.”

Zac let them speak. Amber did not. She kept staring at the wreck with a different kind of fear in her face now.

“What if someone’s still in there?”

That stopped Luke as effectively as if she had put a hand on his arm.

He looked toward the fuselage again, slower this time.

Dru’s mouth opened, then closed. The argument he had been ready to make no longer fit cleanly.

Zac turned the possibility over like something jagged in his mind. If there were other survivors, every minute mattered. If there were not, every minute spent in unstable wreckage cost them strength they could not afford to waste.

Neither choice was clean.

He looked down the beach once more, forcing himself to evaluate, not hope.

Still nothing.

No figures emerging from the tree line.
No movement along the shore.
No answering shout.

Only surf, smoke, heat, and the heavy brightness of afternoon.

Amber followed his gaze. “Can we make something? On the sand, I mean. For a plane. Or a boat.”

Luke answered first. “With what?”

“With debris,” she said. “Or rocks.”

Dru seized on the idea at once because it belonged to the old world—the world where signals meant rescuers and decisions meant procedure. “Yes. Good. Excellent. A very sane beach-based strategy.”

“It’s not enough by itself,” Luke said.

“No,” Zac said. “But we do it anyway.”

Luke looked at him. “Now?”

“Soon. Marker first if we can. But water and supplies take priority.”

Dru frowned. “I would like the record to show I am strongly in favour of any plan that involves us remaining visible to civilization.”

Luke turned to him. “And if civilization doesn’t know where to look?”

Dru spread his hands. “Then I would like a revised civilization.”

Amber’s grip tightened on Zac’s wrist again. “If we go to the wreck, I’m coming.”

“No,” Luke said immediately.

She turned on him with surprising force for someone still shaking. “I am not staying here alone.”

Zac cut in before the argument could turn sharp. “No one stays alone. No one goes alone. We keep sight of each other.”

Luke exhaled once through his nose, annoyed but not enough to fight it. “Fine.”

Dru pointed at his own chest. “For clarity, are we pretending my leg is decorative or functional?”

“Functional enough,” Zac said.

“That is an appalling standard.”

“It’s the one we have.”

He shifted the service tin under one arm, kept the water bottle in hand, and looked from one of them to the next: Amber pale but standing, Dru rattled but upright, Luke hurt and trying to convert pain into usefulness before anyone could stop him.
The beginning of survival was not courage, Zac thought. It was inventory. “All right,” he said. “We take one pass at the wreck. Fast. Anything close and useful. After that we reassess the beach properly before we make a call on the trees.”
Luke nodded once.

Dru said, “I hate every version of this day.”

Amber said nothing. She only looked at the jungle for one long second, then back at the wreck, as if already understanding that whichever direction they chose, the island would charge for it.

He got to his feet and looked along the beach.

At first all he saw was debris.

Then he saw the cart.

Battered. One wheel bent, the handle twisted sideways, but intact enough to matter. He looked at Luke. Luke looked at him. No words passed between them. They went to it at once.

Together they hauled it upright. Zac tore free a length of seatbelt from nearby wreckage and wound it around the fractured handle, reinforcing it against a branch. The result was ugly, unstable, and just good enough.

Dru tested the weight. The thing held.

“We can use it for supplies,” Zac said. Then, glancing at Amber, “Or if someone needs to ride instead of walk.”

That drew the smallest change in Amber’s face—something not yet like a smile, but near enough to hope to count.

It mattered.

On an island of nothing, a working cart was absurdly small. It was also proof that they could still solve problems before those problems solved them first.

Luke straightened. “Then we don’t waste daylight.”

Zac nodded.

He lifted Amber again, more carefully this time, and together the four of them faced the tree line.

For a moment none of them crossed the sand.

The tree line stood only a short distance away, but distance meant very little when the air itself seemed to change at the edge of it. From the open beach the jungle looked merely dense. Up close it became something else—layered, wet, and inward, as though every frond and hanging vine had conspired to hide depth from them until they were foolish enough to step inside.

Amber shifted in Zac’s arms. Not much. Just enough for him to feel that she had gone rigid again.

“Is it colder in there?” she asked.

“No,” Luke said. “Probably worse.”

Dru stared into the green dark. “I appreciate consistency in your outlook, Luke, but perhaps not right now.”

Zac kept his eyes on the trees. Shade waited inside them. So did water, maybe. Shelter, maybe. But the beach still clung to the old logic of rescue. Once they crossed into the jungle, that logic would begin to thin.

He knew it.
So did the others.
“Before we go in,” he said, “we mark where we came out.”

Luke glanced at him. “You think we won’t remember?”

“I think the island looks different once you’re standing in it.”

Dru nodded at once. “Finally, a statement I can support without emotional damage.”

Using the battered cart as a rough anchor point, they built the best marker they could in the minute they had. Luke dragged two lengths of wreckage into a crooked cross shape above the high-tide line. Dru wedged a snapped seat frame upright in the sand, muttering the whole time about maritime incompetence and primitive signalling standards. Amber, once Zac lowered her carefully, gathered pale stones with both hands and laid them in a short line leading from the marker toward the wreck, as if afraid the beach might reorder itself the moment they stopped looking at it.

Zac used the strip of torn seatbelt to lash one bright shard of emergency plastic to the upright frame. It snapped weakly in the wind, cheap and flimsy and still better than nothing.

Luke stepped back and studied it. “Ugly.”

“Visible,” Zac said.

Dru squinted. “That depends entirely on how charitable the rescuer is.”

Amber looked from the marker to the tree line. “Will it still be here when we come back?”

The question should have had an obvious answer. Instead no one gave one immediately.

Zac said, “It should be.”

Luke shot him a glance, hearing the compromise in the phrasing, but did not challenge it.

The jungle waited.

Dru rested a hand briefly on the cart handle and looked at Zac. “Last opportunity to choose the beach forever.”

“We can’t stay exposed without water,” Zac said.

“We have one bottle.”

“We have one bottle for four people.”

“We also have sunshine, visibility, and a deeply underappreciated relationship with the open sky.”

Luke turned toward him. “You want to sleep beside the wreck, drink rationed bottle caps, and hope rescue guesses correctly before dehydration does its work?”

Dru opened his mouth, closed it, then said, “When you put it that crudely, no.”

“That is because the situation is crude.”

Amber looked at Zac, not Luke. “How far are we going?”

“Not far,” Zac said. “Far enough to find water or a reason to come back.”

Luke adjusted the angle of his injured arm with his good hand and failed to hide the flash of pain that crossed his face. “We go in a straight line. We note landmarks. We do not chase anything, investigate anything, or split up for any reason.”

Dru blinked at him. “I was not planning to split up under any reason. I would like that entered into the group philosophy immediately.”

Zac nodded once. “Agreed. We stay within reach of each other.”

Amber hesitated, then said what all of them had been circling.

“What if someone’s already in there?”

No one pretended not to understand her.

Luke looked into the trees. “Then they’ve already heard the crash.”

Dru said, “And if they are the unfriendly kind?”

Luke’s expression did not change. “Then being thirsty on the beach will not improve their manners.”

Zac listened to the wind move through the upper fronds. On the beach it sounded ordinary. At the edge of the jungle it became harder to place, slowed and broken up by leaves until it no longer sounded like wind at all so much as whispered movement just beyond meaning.

He set the service tin into the cart
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