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Chapter 1: A New Deployment
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The desert was a ghost—dry wind curling through coils of barbed wire, whispering over sandbags, and howling through half-broken watchtowers like the moans of forgotten men. The sun was brutal, unrelenting, casting sharp shadows across the dusty compound that seemed more prison than post. I stepped off the transport truck with my duffel slung low and my name stitched across a patch I no longer felt worthy to wear.

There was no welcome party. Just silence, a heatwave, and the acrid stench of oil, blood, and sweat that clung to everything like a second skin.

I wasn’t new to war. I was new to this place. The outpost wasn’t listed on any map they showed civilians. A goddamn ghost town with rifles. I’d been sent here for reasons that were never spelled out—just hinted at in clipped tones and sideways glances. "A place for people like you," the commander had muttered. Like me. Broken, maybe. A problem. Something to file away far from headlines and hopeful recruits.

The gravel crunched under my boots as I walked toward the squat, sun-bleached building marked HQ. My skin prickled, not from the heat, but from the weight of unseen eyes tracking me. This wasn’t a base full of fresh faces and fake salutes. This place had scars. So did the people.

Inside HQ, the air was cooler but no less hostile. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead. A fan whirred lazily in the corner, failing to push the heavy air around. Behind the desk, a woman looked up—her expression unimpressed, her uniform faded and carelessly worn.

“You the new one?” she asked.

“Lieutenant Wren Carter,” I said. “Transfer papers.”

She didn’t reach for them. Just raised a brow and jerked her chin toward the door at the end of the hall. “CO’s waiting. Don’t keep him.”

The door creaked when I pushed it open. The room beyond was dim. A map covered one wall, peppered with pins and scratched-out locations. A man stood at the window, arms crossed behind his back, his uniform crisp, back ramrod straight.

“Lieutenant,” he said without turning.

“Sir.”

“You’re here because someone higher up still believes you’re worth something. Don’t make them look like fools.”

His words were sharp, but there was weariness under them. He turned finally, his face carved from stone, eyes the same dusty gray as the storm clouds that never rained.

“This outpost runs on survival. Not medals. Not protocol. If you’re looking to rebuild your reputation, Carter, start by staying alive.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You’re bunking in Bravo. They’ll eat you alive if you let them. Show them teeth.”

“Yes, sir.”

Dismissed, I walked back out into the sunlight, jaw clenched, mind spinning. Show them teeth. I had plenty. What I didn’t have was the will to bare them. Not anymore. But that wasn’t something I could afford to admit.

Bravo was a long, low barrack set apart from the others like it had been quarantined. The door was propped open, a dusty boot jammed beneath it. I stepped inside and was immediately hit with the scent of smoke and sweat and something metallic—gun oil or blood. Or both.

Three men sat scattered across the room like they owned the damn place. They didn’t look up.

One sat at the end of a bunk, shirtless, tattoos crawling up his arms like vines. He was sharpening a knife with methodical precision, the sound of steel on stone scraping against my nerves. His gaze lifted slowly, locking with mine. Anger radiated off him like heat from asphalt.

Another lounged in a corner, legs kicked up on a footlocker, a book in hand. He glanced over the pages at me, one brow lifted in dry amusement before he went back to reading, like I didn’t matter.

The third stood at the far end of the room, facing away. He was cleaning his weapon, every movement clean, purposeful. He didn’t turn. Didn’t need to. His presence filled the space like thunder just before the strike.

“This Bravo?” I asked.

The man with the knife grinned without humor. “You lost, Lieutenant?”

“I’m not.”

“Then yeah, welcome to hell.”

I didn’t flinch. Didn’t step back. That would’ve been blood in the water.

The man with the book finally spoke. “New blood always thinks they’re tougher than they are. Then the first firefight comes, and the screaming starts.”

I dropped my bag on an empty bunk. “I don’t scream.”

“Everyone screams,” the third man said quietly. His voice was rough velvet, and when he turned, I saw the scar that ran from his cheek to the corner of his mouth, like a smile carved too deep.

He looked at me like he already knew me. Like he’d read the file and the rumors and didn’t give a damn. Or maybe he did, and he was just biding his time to make me prove myself.

I met their gazes, one by one.

The angry one. The cold one. The quiet one.

Three predators in a cage they’d turned into home. And now I was stuck inside with them.

No salutes. No introductions. No fake smiles. Just tension thick enough to cut with a combat knife.

I didn’t unpack. Just sat down on the edge of my bunk and waited.

I wasn’t here to make friends. I wasn’t here to fall apart again.

But I had a feeling—just a whisper at the back of my mind—that this place was going to break me in ways the battlefield never could. And that these men?

They’d be the ones holding the pieces when it happened. Or lighting the match to watch me burn.
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Chapter 2: Ghosts in the Unit
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The nights hit harder here.

It wasn’t just the cold, though that sank deep into your bones no matter how tightly you wrapped your blanket. It was the silence. The kind of silence that pressed against your ears like a scream trapped just beneath the surface. You’d think after the roar of gunfire, the screech of metal, the thunder of airstrikes and blood and adrenaline, a quiet night would be a gift.

But it wasn’t. It was punishment.

Sleep didn’t come easy. Not on my first night. I lay on the bunk—thin mattress, rough sheet, springs that creaked with every movement—and stared at the ceiling, tracing every crack like it was a roadmap to somewhere else. Somewhere that didn’t reek of testosterone, dust, and suppressed trauma.

The others didn’t sleep either.

Knife Guy—still didn’t know his name—paced the narrow strip of floor between bunks with restless energy, knife still in hand. He didn’t say a word. Just paced like a wolf in a too-small cage, eyes shadowed, muscles tight.

The one with the book—he kept reading by the dim bulb hanging above his bunk. Pages turned, soft and rhythmic. But he wasn’t reading. His eyes didn’t move the way they should. It was a ritual. Something to keep the ghosts from crawling out of the corners.

And the last one—the scarred one—he was cleaning his gun again. Same motions. Disassemble, wipe, reassemble, repeat. Over and over. Like he was purging something from his hands that wouldn’t come off.

I didn’t speak. I didn’t ask names or offer mine. You could smell how fragile the air was, like one wrong word would splinter everything. You learned not to touch the landmines until you were damn sure where they were buried.

It was sometime after midnight when a noise cracked through the dark.

Gunfire.

Not real. Not here. But it echoed through the bunkhouse like thunder, like memory. I jolted up, hand going for the sidearm on the crate beside my bed. Reflex.

“Easy,” came a voice.

Scar stood in the dark, not moving. Just watching me, gun still in pieces on his lap.

“Did you hear that?” I asked.

He didn’t blink. “It’s not out there.”

The silence after that felt heavier. My breathing slowed. My hand dropped. Not real. Not now.

Knife Guy sat on the edge of his bunk, elbows on knees, head bowed like the sound had punched straight through him. I saw the tremble in his shoulders before he stiffened, masked it again. Pride was a dangerous thing here. Fragility got you chewed up.

Book Boy turned a page he wasn’t reading. “First night’s always loud.”

“How many nights until it stops?”

He laughed. Low, bitter. “When it does, let me know. I’d like to sleep again someday.”

No one else spoke. I lay back, chest tight. I didn’t want to think about the night that made my silence so loud. I didn’t want to remember the blood, the screams, the betrayal.

But this place didn’t let you forget.

I woke before the sun. Maybe I never really slept. The sandstorm outside had started again, coating everything in a fine layer of grit and choking heat. I pulled my hair back, threw on my boots, and stepped out into the compound.

The base looked even more fucked in daylight.

Hastily repaired fences. Watchtowers missing slats. Barrels of discarded rounds and crates of supplies half-buried in sand. It was all held together with duct tape, spit, and the kind of rage that never really dies.

I headed toward the training yard. I needed something physical. Something real to anchor me before the ghosts won again.

The pull-up bars were rusted but solid. I gripped them, felt the sting as my palms caught on rough metal, and pulled. Over and over. I didn’t count. I just climbed into the burn.

“Trying to impress someone?”

I dropped, boots hitting the dirt, sweat dripping down my spine. Knife Guy leaned against the wall near the sandbags, arms crossed, watching me with that same fire in his eyes.

“Trying not to think.”

He nodded. “That’s why I run.”

“You don’t look like you stop long enough to sleep.”

“I don’t.” He pushed off the wall, walked toward me with a predator’s grace. “What’s your story, Lieutenant?”

“You got a name before you ask for mine?”

His lips quirked. Not a smile. Something sharper. “Dax.”

“Wren.”

He nodded like he already knew. “I’ve read about you.”

My body tensed. “Most of it’s bullshit.”

“Some of it isn’t.” His eyes locked on mine. “You lost people.”

“We all did.”

“But you took the blame.”

My stomach clenched. “What’s your point?”

Dax stepped closer. Too close. His voice dropped low. “Point is, you're not the only ghost here, Carter. This unit’s full of them.”

He walked away without another word, disappearing into the swirling sand. I stood there, heartbeat ragged, fingers clenched at my sides.

Not the only ghost.

The day blurred after that. I met with the medic for the standard check-in. Got a ration pack that tasted like cardboard and grief. Spent an hour cleaning gear that didn’t belong to me just to stay busy. No one asked where I’d been. No one offered anything. I was an outsider. For now.

Back in the barracks, the tension never left. We moved around each other like dangerous animals. Watchful. Coiled. Waiting.

It wasn’t until night again that the silence changed.

Scar spoke.

“My name’s Kael.”

I looked over. He sat on his bunk, same posture, same stillness, but his eyes weren’t distant now. They were fixed on me.

I gave him a nod. “Thanks.”

“For what?”

“For not treating me like a ticking bomb.”

He huffed. “You are. We all are.”

Book Boy chimed in from the corner. “Name’s Rhys. In case you were wondering. I’m the charming one.”

“You read romance novels in a war zone, Rhys,” Dax growled.

“Which is why I’m the most well-adjusted one here.”

Kael let out something that might’ve been a laugh. Just a puff of air, but it was human. And that felt rare enough to hold onto.

So now I had names.

Dax. Rhys. Kael.

And none of them were what they seemed.

I’d been dropped into the middle of a unit no one wanted, in a place meant to disappear. Ghosts, they’d called us. Problems the brass didn’t want to solve.

But I wasn’t going to vanish. Not this time.

I didn’t know if they’d ever trust me. Didn’t know if I’d ever trust them. But for now, we shared a roof, a silence, and a whole lot of damage.

And maybe—just maybe—that was enough to survive another night.
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Chapter 3: The Man Who Didn't Look Away
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The heat hit harder today.

It clung to my skin like desperation, thick and sticky, seeping into every layer of clothing and thought until nothing felt clean anymore. Sweat trickled down my spine as I crossed the yard, the weight of my gear digging into my shoulders like punishment I wasn’t sure I deserved—but carried anyway. The sun turned the dirt to fire beneath my boots, and everything shimmered in waves like the world was trying to disappear.

I was heading to the north perimeter—routine patrol, just me and the echoes of whatever memories refused to stay buried. The base was quiet this morning. Too quiet. Like everyone was waiting for something to go wrong.

They always were.

I saw him leaning against the watchtower.

Kael.

He wasn’t supposed to be there. His schedule didn’t match mine. But there he was, silent and still, scanning the horizon with eyes that looked like they’d seen every horror twice and didn’t bother pretending they hadn’t. His presence was so grounded it made everything else blur around him. He didn’t move when I walked up beside him. Just handed me a water canteen without a word.

“Thanks,” I muttered, unscrewing the cap and taking a long swallow. The water was warm, but it was real. And real things were currency around here.

Kael nodded, eyes never leaving the distance. “Check the east ridge. Movement reported.”

“Command?”

“No. Dax.”

I rolled my eyes. “Of course.”

Dax had a tendency to pick fights with ghosts. Shadows, too. Sometimes I wondered if he saw the war before it came—or if he just liked to stir it up.

We walked together along the perimeter fence, the wind brushing hot against our faces. Kael didn’t speak unless it mattered. I liked that about him. It made every word he chose feel like it was carved from something ancient.

“You ever think it’s better out there?” I asked, breaking the silence.

His brow shifted just slightly. “Where?”

“Anywhere but here. Somewhere with real beds and real food. Where the worst thing you have to deal with is traffic and overpriced coffee.”

Kael stopped walking. Turned to me.

“People die in traffic, too,” he said.

It wasn’t sarcasm. It was memory.

And for a second, I saw something flicker behind his eyes. A flash of pain so fast, it almost didn’t register. But I caught it. And he knew I caught it. His jaw tightened.

“I didn’t mean—”

“You did. It’s okay.”

He walked ahead again, and I followed. Silence hung between us like smoke.

We reached the ridge. Nothing there. Just rocks and dust and a landscape that looked like God forgot it after day six.

Kael crouched, fingers brushing the dirt like he could read it. “Someone was here.”

“How do you know?”

He glanced up at me. “Because the rocks don’t move themselves.”

My lips twitched. “You always this poetic?”

“No.” He stood. “But I used to be a teacher. Before all this.”

I blinked. “Seriously?”

He shrugged. “History. High school. Long time ago.”

It didn’t fit. The scar across his face, the haunted silence, the hands that handled rifles like they were extensions of his bones. I tried to picture him in a classroom, pointing at chalkboards, dodging gum under desks. I couldn’t.

“What happened?” I asked.

He looked at me again. “I stopped believing that teaching kids about the past would stop them from repeating it.”

I didn’t ask more. Didn’t need to. We all had that one moment that broke us, that snapped something clean inside and left the edges jagged.

We turned back toward base, the ridge empty, our report pointless. But the air between us wasn’t.

He asked, “Why are you here, really?”

“Paperwork says reassignment.”

“I didn’t ask what it says. I asked what it means.”

I hated him a little for that. For looking right into me like he had a right to see. But I didn’t lie.

“There was a mission. It went bad. People died. I made a call and—no one backed me up. No one owned it. I got hung out to dry.”

His face didn’t change. Not even a flicker of surprise.

“Command’s good at that,” he said. “They pretend leadership is about power, but it’s really about scapegoats.”

“You sound like you’ve been one.”

“I still am.”

The words sat between us like a live grenade. And maybe, just maybe, that was the first time I didn’t feel alone since I’d stepped into this godforsaken desert.

Back inside the gates, Dax was waiting near the barracks, a scowl on his face and sweat soaking through his shirt. He looked like he was about to yell at someone just for existing. Rhys lounged nearby with his usual air of amused disinterest, flipping a playing card through his fingers.

Kael passed them both without a word. I followed him inside.

Later, after chow and silence and another hour of staring at my cracked ceiling, I went outside again. The night was thick, the moon slicing through clouds like a blade. I found Kael leaning against the same post he’d occupied that morning.

“You sleep at all?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Not really.”

“Why stay out here?”

“Because I know what waits when I close my eyes.”

I leaned beside him. We didn’t talk more. We didn’t need to. I think he understood that I wasn’t asking to fix him—I wasn’t looking to be saved either. We were just two broken things that hadn’t fallen apart yet.

After a long stretch of quiet, he said, “You didn’t flinch.”

“When?”

“This morning. When you saw what I am.”

I turned my head, met his gaze.

“You didn’t look away either.”

He nodded. Once. Slow. And in that moment, something shifted between us. Just slightly. But I felt it in my chest, like a lock turning.

I didn’t know what it meant yet.

But I knew this much—Kael didn’t look away.

And maybe that was a start.
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Chapter 4: His Voice, My Warning
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The next morning broke like a bruise—slow, aching, and stained with the shadows of what hadn’t healed. The sky burned orange on the horizon, not from beauty, but from dust caught in the light. Everything here looked like it was on the verge of combustion. Even the people.

I rolled out of my bunk before reveille, boots already laced, gear already set. I didn’t sleep much. Not because I couldn’t. Because I didn’t want to. Sleep was when my head replayed the worst moments on loop. And in this place, sleep was a luxury no one trusted.

The barracks were quiet. Dax was gone, probably running himself to death along the fence line. Rhys lay sprawled on his cot like a fallen god, one arm over his eyes, shirt rucked up just enough to expose the jagged line of a scar that stretched across his ribs. Kael was sitting at the foot of his bed, shirtless, back to me, muscles taut as he wrapped his wrist in a length of tape. His spine was a roadmap of history, every scar a story no one wanted to tell.

He didn’t turn when he spoke. “We’ve got a mission.”

I stilled. “When?”

“Briefing in thirty. You’re coming with us.”

It wasn’t a question. He said it like it had already been decided. Like my place here was no longer up for debate.

“Why?” I asked.

“Because you’re not just here to collect
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