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Chapter 1: Left for Dead
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Rain hammered the jungle with relentless fury, thick droplets slapping against leaves and mixing with the blood-soaked earth beneath my knees. Everything around me smelled like metal and rot—gunpowder, sweat, coppery blood—pungent reminders that war had just ripped through this place like a ravenous beast. Smoke curled into the treetops from the wreckage of our extraction chopper, now a flaming skeleton devoured by fire. Shrapnel glinted like sharp teeth in the underbrush. This was supposed to be the end of the mission, the moment of relief. Instead, it was the beginning of something else—something raw and primal and terrifying.

I choked on smoke and adrenaline as I dragged myself through the mud, one arm useless and ribs screaming in protest. My leg burned with every movement, a sliver of metal embedded deep beneath the skin. Somewhere in the distance, I could hear the jungle groaning, howling, alive with creatures both human and not. My hands scrambled for my medical pack—mostly gone—and my eyes searched for movement. Not the enemy. My team. The men I was sent to patch together. The men I was now praying weren’t already dead.

A grunt sounded nearby, low and ragged. I turned toward it, muscles seizing, and spotted him—Stone. His massive frame staggered through the foliage, blood running down his temple in crimson rivers, his weapon dangling from his shoulder like dead weight. His uniform was scorched, but his eyes were sharp, black pits of violence and command. When he saw me, he didn’t hesitate. He crossed the clearing in two strides and dropped beside me like a collapsing wall.

“You alive?” he rasped, breath heavy with pain and urgency.

“Barely,” I coughed, pushing myself up on one elbow. “Where are the others?”

He didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he looked over his shoulder. Seconds later, two more figures emerged from the smoke and foliage. Rage and Bishop.

Rage looked like a thundercloud walking. His entire left arm was smeared with blood, and his eyes—wild, gray, and stormy—scanned the perimeter like he expected another explosion at any moment. Bishop, always precise, moved like a shadow. His uniform was cleaner, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t hurt. He rarely showed it.

“We lost Maddox,” Rage said, voice flat and biting.

“No, you didn’t,” came a voice from the inferno behind us.

We turned in time to see a figure crawling through the burning wreckage. Maddox. Covered in ash, soot, and blood, the demolitions expert emerged like a creature too stubborn to die. He dragged a busted knife in one hand and clutched his side with the other. His face was half-burned, his grin fully intact.

“Miss me?” he wheezed.

We didn’t wait for more trouble. With no orders, no intel, and no backup, we disappeared into the jungle. There was no plan, no strategy—just instincts. We found shelter beneath a collapsed tree, dug into a hollow that stank of damp moss and decay. It was shelter. That’s all it needed to be.

My fingers moved automatically, pulling from what remained of my gear. I cleaned wounds, tied off bleeding, reset two fingers, and stitched a gash on Stone’s thigh with my own trembling hands. Rage flinched whenever I touched him. Maddox cursed and flirted in equal measure. Bishop watched me with unnerving stillness, always calculating.

“You got a name, doc?” Stone finally asked as I forced a syringe into his arm.

“Avery,” I said without looking up. “Just Avery.”

None of them responded. They just looked at me—like they were trying to figure out if I was a liability or something else. I didn’t tell them I was more than just their medic. That I knew things. That I’d seen the mission logs and knew our coordinates had been off by just enough to ensure failure. That I’d overheard the final transmission before it went dark, filled with static and lies.

We’d been set up.

Declaring us MIA gave Command a clean exit. The men I’d served beside had become disposable. Collateral. The thought lodged like a bullet in my spine.

We were ghosts now.

As night fell, the heat didn’t fade. It wrapped around us like a fever. Mosquitoes bit without mercy. The jungle screamed. Somewhere distant, something howled—man or beast, I couldn’t tell. We took turns keeping watch, though no one really slept. Every sound was a threat. Every silence, a warning.

Maddox curled into himself and muttered half-lucid jokes. “If I die, bury me with my whiskey and porn,” he murmured. “Or at least don’t let Rage read my letters. He’ll cry.”

“You’re a goddamn idiot,” Rage growled, not for the first time.

“I love you too, babe.”

I cleaned my own wounds last, after stabilizing the others. My leg throbbed, blood seeping slowly through the bandages. But pain kept me awake. Awake meant alive. Alive meant I could keep them breathing.

Sometime in the night, I felt Stone’s gaze on me. Heavy. Unyielding.

“You’re different,” he said. Not a question.

“I adapt,” I replied.

Bishop’s voice followed, smooth as a knife slipping into flesh. “You were in intel before you became a medic.”

I froze. “That classified?”

“No one patches wounds like that unless they’ve stitched together ops with their bare hands.”

I didn’t answer. I didn’t have to.

We all had our secrets.

The night dragged on, time stretching like a wound refusing to close. My eyes burned from smoke and exhaustion. But even as my body begged for rest, my mind stayed sharp, counting every breath, every movement. The weight of four broken men surrounded me—each carved by war, haunted by pasts they never spoke about, bonded now by the same betrayal.

The jungle became our grave and our womb.

We weren’t supposed to survive. We weren’t supposed to regroup. But somehow, we had. And as I looked around that makeshift camp, lit only by the dull orange flicker of embers and the restless dance of shadows, I knew something had shifted. We weren’t soldiers anymore.

We were something else.

I wasn’t just their medic.

And they—those scarred, feral, broken warriors—were no longer just my patients.

Something darker bound us now. A hunger. A fury. A twisted kind of intimacy forged in fire and blood.

Tomorrow, we’d find water. Weapons. Maybe even revenge.

But tonight, we were just five breathing ghosts.

And for the first time since the mission turned into a massacre, I felt something other than fear.

I felt claimed.
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Chapter 2: The Wreckage and the Warriors
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The morning didn’t come gently. It clawed its way through the dense canopy, sending dappled shafts of light to cut through the heavy mist. The jungle steamed in the aftermath of the storm, and every drop of sunlight felt like a burn against the rawness of our skin. The stench of smoke lingered in the air like a ghost we couldn’t shake, crawling into our lungs and reminding us of what we’d lost. Or maybe what we’d barely clung onto.

I woke with a jolt, heart pounding against my ribs like it was trying to escape. For a moment I didn’t remember where I was. Then I smelled the blood, felt the sticky ache in my thigh, and saw the twisted bodies of men I once only knew by file numbers—now the only constants in this new, lawless world. Stone crouched by the edge of our hollow shelter, sharpening a blade with methodical precision. Rage sat perched above us on a thick branch, rifle slung across his back, his eyes scanning the jungle for threats. Bishop was cleaning a sidearm in calculated silence. Maddox... well, Maddox was still snoring, flat on his back with his jacket draped over his eyes like it could shield him from reality.

We hadn’t moved far from the wreckage. Not yet. Not until we knew we could survive the next day, the next hour. Last night had been triage. This morning was strategy.

“Morning, sunshine,” Stone muttered when he noticed me sit up.

“Don’t call me that,” I groaned, rubbing grit from my eyes.

“You’re breathing. That’s a good start.”

I tested my weight on my leg. The bandage I’d wrapped was soaked through but held. Barely. Everything hurt. Muscles I didn’t know I had screamed at me. But pain meant I was alive. That would have to be enough.

“Status?” I asked, voice rough with exhaustion.

“Two mags each, one knife apiece, no rations, no comms,” Bishop reported without looking up. “Maddox has three grenades. Don’t ask how.”

I didn’t.

“We’ve scouted west, about a quarter click,” Rage added. “No patrols. No tracks. Nothing.”

“Which could mean they pulled back... or they’re waiting,” Stone said.

“They’ll want confirmation. We were declared KIA. But if they find even one of us alive...”

“They’ll finish the job,” I finished.

Maddox stirred then, groaning as he peeled the jacket from his face. “Can’t we just go AWOL in paradise? I saw a stream yesterday. We could build a hut, go feral. Rage can catch fish with his teeth.”

“You’ll die of dysentery in three days,” Bishop said flatly.

“Three days with you guys and I’m already in love. Worth it.”

Rage threw a twig at his head. Maddox ducked, grinning.

This was how they survived—sarcasm, violence, and a refusal to let the darkness swallow them whole. It was infectious, in a strange way. Last night I’d seen how they fell apart. Now I saw how they held each other together.

I stood, trying not to show how much effort it took. “We need water. Real shelter. Antibiotics. Food. Preferably not in that order.”

Stone nodded. “We move in ten.”

Ten minutes to gather ourselves. To check weapons. To stare silently at the smoke still curling from the site where our bird went down. It felt wrong, leaving it behind. Like we were leaving pieces of ourselves in the wreckage. But staying meant death.

We moved in a staggered formation, silent as ghosts. Rage took point, Maddox flanked me with his usual reckless charm, Bishop swept the rear. Stone hovered near me like a silent sentinel. The jungle closed around us, vines like veins, the floor thick with leaves and secrets. Every sound made my pulse jump. Every crunch underfoot felt like a scream.

It wasn’t long before we found the bodies.

Two men. Scorched. Uniforms melted into their skin. One was missing half a face. The other clutched a weapon still fused to his hand. I recognized them—part of our extraction team. I’d eaten beside them. Trained beside them. Now they were just meat rotting under the morning sun.

Rage said nothing, just crouched beside them and closed what was left of their eyes. It was a small mercy. Too small.

“We’re not the only ghosts,” he said softly.

We pressed on.

Hours blurred into an ache. I lost track of time. My leg screamed with each step, but I bit down on it, pushed through. We drank from muddy puddles, chewed on bitter leaves. At some point, we stumbled upon a crumbled bunker half-swallowed by vines and decay. Inside, the air was cooler, damp with mildew, but it was shelter. We could work with that.

Maddox lit a fire with a flare and some dry moss, smiling like a child discovering mischief.

“Home sweet apocalypse,” he quipped.

I dropped beside the wall, exhaling so hard it hurt. My hands shook as I reached for the med kit and started unwrapping dressings. Stone sat across from me, watching me with those deep, unreadable eyes.

“You didn’t hesitate,” he said.

“What?”

“Back at the crash. You moved. Patched us. Dragged Maddox from the wreckage.”

“I’m a medic. It’s what I do.”

He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “No. It’s more than that. You didn’t freeze. You didn’t panic.”

“I didn’t have time to.”

“Exactly.”

That was the first time I realized they were studying me as much as I was watching them. I was no longer just the support, the patch job. I was part of the wreckage now. I was one of them.

Bishop handed me a canteen he’d managed to fill from a stream. It tasted like rust and dirt, but I drank anyway.

“You ever kill a man, Avery?” Rage asked suddenly, his voice low and flat.

The question sliced through the moment like a knife.

I met his eyes. “Yes.”

None of them reacted. Maybe they already knew. Maybe it didn’t matter. Out here, you either killed or you died. There was no middle ground.

Night fell again. The fire crackled low. The walls of the bunker creaked and shifted. Maddox talked in his sleep. Rage muttered to himself. Bishop and Stone took turns watching the entrance. And I sat there, staring into the flickering orange, wondering how the hell I ended up here—with four broken men, in a broken world, becoming something I didn’t recognize.

I wasn’t just trying to keep them alive anymore.

I was beginning to need them. Crave them.

The way Rage’s anger masked a deeper, wounded loyalty. The way Stone’s silence carried weight. The way Bishop’s intellect hid a savage need for control. And Maddox—mad, brilliant, wild Maddox—who laughed like he knew death personally and mocked him to his face.

We were all wreckage.

And somehow, in that wreckage, I found a strange, terrifying clarity.

I wasn’t going to just survive.

I was going to fight. And I was going to make damn sure none of them died on my watch.

No matter what rules I had to break.

No matter who I had to become.
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Chapter 3: Blood on His Hands
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The dreams were always the same—flashes of fire and screams, the thunderous snap of bones breaking, and the suffocating press of earth collapsing under my knees as I tried to save a life already lost. My hands were red. They always were. Red and trembling, no matter how many times I scrubbed them in the cold, gritty water of the jungle streams. The blood never really left.

I woke to the sound of breathing—not the panicked, labored kind, but deliberate and slow, like someone trying not to be noticed. My instincts snapped to attention. My body stilled. I didn’t move, not even a twitch, as I listened.

The bunker was quiet except for the rhythmic drip of water leaking through the cracked ceiling. The fire had long since died down into embers. Stone was leaning against the far wall, eyes open, blade in hand, the light catching on its edge like moonlight on bone. Bishop was a shadow on the opposite side, unmoving. Rage had claimed the farthest corner, where his back was protected and his eyes could scan everyone. Only Maddox had let himself collapse into something resembling sleep, sprawled out in an indecent sprawl, boots off, muttering some nonsense about a goat and explosives.

It was Bishop’s breath I’d heard. Controlled, measured. I shifted slightly, just enough to meet his gaze across the room. He was watching me, unblinking.

“You don’t sleep,” I said quietly.

“Neither do you.”

I sat up, ignoring the protest in my ribs. The bunker smelled worse after a day—like mildew, smoke, sweat, and blood. Our blood. I pulled my jacket tighter around me and reached for my kit, pretending I wasn’t rattled by the intensity in Bishop’s eyes.

He rose without a sound and walked over, crouching in front of me. The proximity was unexpected. I could see the faint bruising along his jaw, the cut above his left eye stitched in a jagged line. I had done that, under torchlight and adrenaline. I remembered his flinch, not from pain but from the act of being touched.

“I need to see your leg,” he said.

I blinked. “It’s fine.”

“It’s not. You were limping worse tonight. The bandage is soaked.”

“I’ve got it.”

His gaze didn’t waver. “You saved our lives. Let me return the favor.”

I didn’t argue. There was no room for pride out here, not anymore. I slowly extended my leg, and he unwrapped the bandage with a surgeon’s precision. His fingers were cold, calloused, but gentle. The kind of gentle that came from restraint, not softness. I knew the difference.

The gash was ugly—angry, red, inflamed. Probably infected.

“Needs to be cleaned again,” he muttered, reaching for a bottle of water and iodine.

“I’m aware.”

“I’m not criticizing. Just saying.”

I didn’t tell him how used to criticism I was. How often I’d been second-guessed, overlooked, told I was just the medic, the girl with the soft hands and sharper tongue. But these men didn’t see softness. They saw survival. And they didn’t ask me to step back. They expected me to stand beside them, bleeding or not.

As Bishop poured the iodine over the wound, I hissed, biting down hard. He didn’t flinch. He just watched the way my hands trembled, how I clenched my jaw.

“Pain’s not weakness,” he said, voice low.

“No, but infection is.”

He smirked. Barely. But it was there.

Once he finished re-wrapping it, he stayed crouched in front of me, his hands resting on his knees. His posture relaxed, but there was tension in his shoulders, his neck—like he was holding himself back from something. Or holding something in.

“You killed a man once,” he said suddenly.

I met his eyes. “You say that like it’s a confession.”

“It’s not. It’s an observation.”

I didn’t reply. I didn’t have to.

He leaned closer. “First time’s the hardest. The silence afterward? That’s the part that’ll eat you alive.”

I remembered my first. It wasn’t on a battlefield. It was in an alley in a forgotten city while I was on a classified assignment, three years before I’d ever held a scalpel in a combat zone. A man with a knife, hands already bloodied. I reacted before I could think, and he died choking on his own tongue. No medals for that. No flags. Just silence. And the certainty that I had become something else that night.

“You’ve done things,” I said to Bishop. “Things the others don’t know about.”

He didn’t answer, but I saw it. A flicker in his gaze. The kind of flicker only the truly haunted have.

“Are we trading war stories?” Rage’s voice cut through the quiet.

He walked over, boots heavy against the concrete, dragging a bloodied cloth. He tossed it near the fire and sat with a grunt, glancing between us with that sharp, cynical look.

“Because I’ve got a few.”

I glanced at the cloth. It was soaked with dark red.

“You okay?”

“Yeah,” he muttered, flexing his left arm. “Had to open the wound. Pus started building. Figured it’d be faster to drain it myself than wait for the doc.”

“Jesus, Rage.”

He shrugged. “Used a clean blade.”

Bishop looked at me, then at Rage. “We need to get antibiotics. Within forty-eight hours, or we’re looking at fever, hallucinations, sepsis...”

“No shit,” Rage interrupted. “What’s your plan? There’s a cartel-run post six clicks northeast. Supplies. Maybe intel. Maybe a radio.”

“That’s suicide,” I said.

“Better than waiting to rot in here.”

Stone entered from outside, having heard the tail end of the conversation. His jaw clenched. He looked at me, then at Rage. “We’re not splitting up.”

“No one’s suggesting we do,” Rage replied, though his tone was
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