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Chapter 1: Black Delta Orders
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The desert heat was a living thing, crawling across her skin like a warning. Tessa Voss stepped off the roaring C-130 transport with a duffel slung over one shoulder and a glare fixed behind her dark lenses. Her combat boots hit the tarmac of the undisclosed military base with the kind of certainty that didn’t require introductions. She didn’t slow down. She didn’t hesitate. The sun bore down mercilessly, but she moved like it wasn’t even there, already scanning the terrain, the perimeter, the soldiers moving in practiced formations.

This was not her first hostile deployment, but it was the first where the enemy might not be outside the wire. It might be standing beside her in a briefing room with rank and scars and opinions about who should be giving orders. And more importantly, about who shouldn’t.

She’d read the file three times on the flight. Black Delta: a covert special ops team so deeply embedded in the shadows it practically didn’t exist on paper. They were the ones who went in before the lights turned green. The ones you called when failure wasn’t an option. And now, somehow, Tessa was assigned to them. A medical officer, sure, but she’d led trauma teams under fire. She’d delivered battlefield babies and pronounced good men dead with mortar fire still ringing in her ears. She wasn’t here to be anyone’s nurse.

Her orders had been clear. Integrate into Black Delta. Provide operational support and medical command. Do not interfere with mission planning. Do not disrupt the chain of command.

The command tent loomed at the center of the compound, flanked by armored vehicles and a pair of guards with their eyes tracking her every step. She walked past them without breaking stride.

Inside, the tent was dim, lit by a series of low-hanging bulbs that buzzed like insects. A long table stretched the center, draped in topographic maps, laptops, and weapon components. Three men stood around it, the air around them charged with something volatile.

The first one turned at the sound of her boots. Captain Cole Mercer. Even standing still, he looked like he was braced for impact. Tall, broad-shouldered, with pale eyes like blue steel and a jaw that looked carved from granite. His uniform was crisp. No smile. No greeting.

“Lieutenant Voss,” he said. His voice was low, even, emotionless. “You’re early.”

“I prefer it that way, Captain,” she replied, removing her sunglasses. Her eyes were sharp, direct. “It gives me time to learn the terrain.”

Blitz—Wes Hunter, according to the file—leaned against the table with the relaxed confidence of a man who never had to prove himself. His sleeves were rolled up, revealing forearms marked with ink and faded scars. He didn’t look away from her, but there was a smirk in his voice when he spoke.

“Didn’t realize we were getting a medic with a bite.”

Tessa didn’t blink. “Then you didn’t read my file.”

He let out a low whistle. “Guess I’ll have to now.”

The third man didn’t speak. Luca Devereux. He stood off to the side, eyes downcast as he clicked through intel feeds on his laptop. He looked softer than the others—leaner, less visibly dangerous. But there was something coiled in his stillness. Something quiet and sharp, like a blade hidden under the table.

Mercer gestured to the table. “We’re wheels up in four hours. You’ll be embedded. Stay behind the line unless called. We’re not your average unit, Lieutenant.”

“I gathered,” she said. “And I’m not your average medic.”

Blitz snorted. Devereux looked up, finally meeting her gaze. His eyes were pale, unreadable. There was an edge there, something unspoken.

Mercer didn’t flinch. “Good. Let’s hope that holds.”

She didn’t take her eyes off him. “It will.”

He nodded once. “You’re dismissed. Gear check’s in thirty. Find the armory. Someone will show you to your bunk.”

Outside, the sun was bleeding into the horizon. The base took on the surreal stillness of pre-mission quiet. Tessa walked toward the barracks, not waiting for an escort. She passed rows of Humvees, stacks of supply crates, and soldiers who barely acknowledged her. She wasn’t part of them yet. But she would be.

Her assigned bunk was isolated at the edge of the compound—typical. Isolation was a test. She’d seen it before. She set her gear down and immediately pulled out her med kit, checking each piece with clinical efficiency. IV lines, trauma shears, clotting agents, burn gel, syringes, combat drugs. She could stabilize a man with his chest open if she had thirty seconds and a clear perimeter.

As darkness settled, she stripped off her fatigues and changed into a black tank and briefs. The air was still hot, but the night would cool fast. She stretched out on the narrow cot, listening to the muted sounds of the base—shuffled boots, the hiss of comms, the far-off roar of engines. Her mind played through the men again.

Mercer: the immovable wall. He wouldn’t break, but he might bend—if he respected you.

Blitz: the kind of man who ran headfirst into fire and laughed if he got burned.

And Devereux...he was a cipher. Dangerous in a different way. The kind of danger that watched you while you slept and learned everything without saying a word.

Tessa closed her eyes.

Four hours.

Tomorrow, they’d be in the field. And she’d either prove she belonged—or die trying.

She didn't fear the bullets. She feared boredom, irrelevance, inaction. But in Black Delta, there would be none of that.

Only war.

And the men waging it.
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Chapter 2: Landing Zone Bravo
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The thrum of the Black Hawk’s blades beat like war drums above the unforgiving Afghan landscape, the chopper slicing through heatwaves and thick wind as it approached Landing Zone Bravo. Tessa Voss sat braced between two crates of medical supplies, her M4 slung across her chest and her boots anchored to the vibrating metal floor. The sun had barely crested over the eastern cliffs, but already the air was blistering. Sand howled against the reinforced glass windows, and every bump in the air reminded her that this wasn’t a casual deployment—it was a war drop.

Opposite her sat Blitz, one leg bouncing, chewing on a stick of gum like they were on a casual joyride. His aviator shades didn’t hide the gleam in his eye, and when he caught her looking, he offered a crooked grin.

"Morning, Lieutenant. Ready to get dirty?" he asked over the headset, voice crackling.

She didn’t bother answering. The vibration under her boots was familiar, almost soothing. The tension in her stomach wasn’t fear. It was readiness. This was where she functioned best. In the grit. In the adrenaline spike before chaos. She leaned forward slightly and stared at the digital map flickering on the mounted screen beside them. LZ Bravo was marked in red—a makeshift insertion zone nestled in a half-destroyed village perched along a narrow canyon. A staging point, a trap, or both. Intel had been murky, which was standard for Black Delta.

"Five out," the pilot barked in their ears.

Captain Cole Mercer stood near the open bay door, scanning the horizon through dark lenses, silent and still. He didn’t move until the village crested the ridge, its crumbled structures emerging like bones from the sand. Then he turned and gestured sharply.

"Ready up," he ordered, voice flat, final.

Devereux tightened the straps on his vest and shut his tablet. He didn’t look at Tessa, but his presence beside her felt like a pressure drop. Quiet, focused, unreadable.

The chopper dropped low, the whine of the engines nearly drowning out the commands. Soldiers grabbed their gear. Blitz stood first, rolling his shoulders like he was warming up for a fight.

“Think we’ll find anything still alive down there?” he asked no one in particular.

“We’ll find what we’re supposed to,” Mercer snapped. “And kill what we’re not.”

Tessa followed them to the bay door. As they dropped altitude, the wind hit harder. Below, the LZ looked worse than the satellite images had promised—dust-choked alleys, fractured rooftops, no visible civilians. A single tattered flag whipped from a broken pole. It could’ve been anything. A trap. A stronghold. A message.

“Go!” the crew chief shouted, and one by one, they leapt.

Tessa hit the ground in a crouch, her rifle raised, heart steady. The others fanned out around her—Mercer moving like a predator on instinct, Blitz with that swaggering speed that always seemed half-cocked and fully lethal, Devereux a shadow in motion behind them.

They advanced quickly, stacking at corners, clearing rooms. Tessa kept to the rear but stayed sharp, eyes catching every detail: the burn marks on the walls, the broken comm dish, the shell casings near the dry well.

Inside one of the remaining structures, Mercer signaled for a halt. The team fanned out as he motioned Devereux forward. The hacker knelt beside a communications relay and pulled out a small device, his fingers moving swiftly over the interface.

“Encrypted,” Devereux murmured. “But not military-grade. Somebody’s hiding something.”

Blitz swept the room with his rifle, pausing beside Tessa. “You good, Doc?”

“Always.”

“Careful. I might start believing you.”

She turned to scan the doorway behind them, pulse steady. “You’d do better believing I’ll keep you alive.”

Blitz chuckled. “Fair.”

Devereux straightened. “Transmission hub was active within the last twelve hours. Signal bounced off a mobile unit—likely recon-level, drone supported.”

“Eyes on us?” Mercer asked.

“Possibly. Nothing's clean out here.”

Mercer’s jaw tightened. He tapped his comm. “Command, this is Delta-One. LZ Bravo compromised. No civvies. Traces of hostile comm activity. Request next directive.”

Crackling static answered, followed by a half-garbled voice. “Delta-One... relocate... quadrant six... extract window delayed...”

“Say again?” Mercer barked.

More static. Then silence.

Mercer muttered something under his breath, then looked to Tessa. “You still good at pulling bullets from meat?”

“I can do it with my eyes closed,” she said.

He nodded. “Then stay close. If they’re watching us, it’s not for fun.”

As if summoned, the distant pop of gunfire echoed from the canyon wall. Everyone dropped to cover, weapons raised.

“Contact,” Blitz said, tone sharpened like a switchblade. “Rooftop, left flank.”

“Eyes on!” Mercer confirmed. “Engage.”

Tessa pressed against the wall, scanning her angle. A shadow moved across the second-story roof to her right. She raised her M4, sighted, and fired.

The figure dropped, and the alley fell quiet again.

Devereux knelt to retrieve something from the body. A patch. No insignia. No flag.

“This wasn’t local militia,” he said. “This was trained.”

Blitz swore. “So now we’re getting ghosted by pros.”

Mercer tapped his comm again. Nothing. “We’re blind. We move now. No trail, no evidence. Voss, you good to keep pace?”

“I don’t fall behind.”

“Then welcome to Black Delta,” Mercer said.

And for the first time, Tessa saw the barest flicker of something in his eyes. Not approval. Not yet. But acknowledgment.

They moved fast, silent, into the narrow canyon pass that led out of the crumbling village. Every footstep echoed. Every breath seemed too loud. They were being watched. Hunted, maybe. But Tessa stayed locked in, rifle raised, boots silent.

They didn’t speak again until the sun dipped low, painting the rocks in blood-orange shadows. The team disappeared into the terrain like ghosts, and the village behind them burned.

Landing Zone Bravo had never been a checkpoint.

It was bait.

And the war, she knew now, wasn’t just a mission.

It was personal.
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Chapter 3: The Captain Doesn’t Flinch
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The base was different when they returned—quieter, more suspicious. Night had fallen hard and fast, cloaking the compound in cold darkness, the kind of chill that slipped into bones still warm from combat. Tessa stepped off the transport truck coated in desert grime and the sharp coppery scent of blood, not all of it theirs. Her body ached from the tension of the day, but her eyes were sharper than ever. She knew they’d been baited. And she knew it wouldn’t be the last time.

As she moved through the compound, no one said a word. A few soldiers looked up from their cards or conversations to mark her with their eyes, but none approached. She wasn’t one of them yet. Black Delta didn’t welcome outsiders with open arms. Respect here was earned in fire—and sometimes blood.

She stripped off her dusty vest and headed toward the mobile infirmary tent, wanting to do inventory before briefing debrief. Her boots left a faint trail of dry red across the floor as she stepped in. Lights buzzed above her, casting sterile illumination over stacked trauma packs and med trays. The silence here was different. It was hers. And it was the first breath she’d had to herself since her boots hit this goddamn base.

She was halfway through restocking adrenaline injectors when the flap opened.

Mercer entered without warning, his presence like a shadow thrown by a flame—steady, dark, and utterly consuming. His uniform still bore dust at the knees and across the chest plate. His rifle hung low on his shoulder, but his expression was as composed as it had been under fire. Always the same. Always unreadable.

“You didn’t flinch,” he said.

Tessa raised a brow. “Was I supposed to?”

His gaze moved over her face, like he was trying to figure out which part didn’t match what he’d expected. “First engagement with Black Delta usually breaks people.”

“I’ve been shot at before,” she replied, turning back to her kit. “This isn’t new. Just more classified.”

“You kept calm. Clear. First kill?”

“No.”

There was a pause behind her. She felt it, thick with unsaid things. Mercer stepped farther inside.

“You ever lose someone under your command?”

She nodded, slow. “Yes.”

“Recently?”

Tessa looked over her shoulder at him. “Always.”

He didn’t nod, didn’t show a flicker of reaction. Instead, he took another step, closer this time. Close enough she could see the shadows under his eyes, the way his fingers flexed once, unconsciously, like muscle memory left over from a battlefield still echoing inside him.

“They won’t make it easy for you,” he said. “Blitz, Devereux. They don’t trust easy. Neither do I.”

“I’m not here for their trust. Or yours.”

“Bullshit,” he said. Not angry. Just blunt. “You’re here to be part of this unit. That doesn’t happen without trust.”

“Then tell me how it works, Captain,” she
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