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AUTHOR’S NOTE TO THE

AUTHOR’S PREFERRED EDITION
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This edition of Ghost Nine: Seen by No One is the version I wanted the book to become after living with the story longer.

The core story remains the same. Kai Kealoha is still taken from a federal holding cell in Honolulu and pulled into a program that does not exist. Ghost Nine is still built from men the system already erased. Their mission remains the same: observe, confirm, move, survive, and expose what no one was supposed to see.

What has changed is the execution.

This Author’s Preferred Edition includes revised formatting, expanded scenes, corrected terminology, refined call signs, and continuity adjustments across the manuscript. Some chapters have been opened up to give the team more room to breathe. Some moments have been tightened so the story moves with more pressure and less noise. The military and operational language has also been cleaned up to better fit the eras, the unit structure, and the world Ghost Nine operates in.

I did not want to change the heart of the book. I wanted to make the book sharper.

At its core, this story is about men sent into places where recognition will never follow. It is about deniable work, invisible service, and the cost of being used by systems that can erase a person with paperwork as easily as with violence. It is also about the kind of loyalty that survives outside the record.

Ghost Nine was never meant to be seen.

This edition brings the mission closer to that truth.

— The Author
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DEDICATION
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To the Ronin.

To those who served without name,

without record,

without recognition.

To the men who were sent where no one would admit sending them,

who fought wars that were never written down,

and who came home to silence.

To the invisible who carried the mission to the end,

who gave everything for their country,

and were left with nothing but the memory of it.

You were there.
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“Denied, disavowed, and forgotten —

yet still called when the world needs ghosts.”


“In the shadows of history, there are battles that were fought,

victories that were never claimed,

and warriors who were never meant to exist.”
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PROLOGUE
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———————————-

FORMERLY RESTRICTED // EYES ONLY

FILE: G9-SNPX-0100

PROGRAM: ███████████

MISSION PHASE: ARCHIVE RECOVERY

LOCATION: LAOS BORDER REGION

TIME INDEX: ███████████

OBJECTIVE: DOCUMENT DENIED RECONNAISSANCE LOSS

TARGET: SPIKE TEAM GHOST

UNIT: MACV-SOG

AUTHORITY: ███████████

ACCESS: RESTRICTED

CONTROL: SPECIAL CONTROL

STATUS: PARTIAL DECLASSIFICATION

———————————-
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The jungle was thick and wet. Staff Sergeant Thomas Mercer moved slowly through the brush, placing each step the way reconnaissance training had taught him years earlier. Standard MACV-SOG reconnaissance formation.

Cross-border.

Deniable.

Already written off.

Six men.

Five-meter spacing.

No unnecessary movement.

No talking.

Spike Team Ghost had been inside Laos for three days.

No maps.

No support.

No record they were ever there.

Officially, the United States was not operating in Laos.

Unofficially, men like Mercer crossed borders every night.

Across the border, Prairie Fire missions existed only in whispered briefings, black folders, and files marked EYES ONLY.

If the patrol was compromised, Washington would deny the team had ever crossed the border.

If they died, they died as ghosts.

SSG Mercer raised a closed fist.

The patrol froze instantly.

Sergeant Dalton crawled forward, his face streaked with camouflage paint and sweat.

“You hear that?”

Dalton listened. Nothing.

The jungle had gone silent.

Even the insects had stopped.

Mercer raised his binoculars and scanned the valley below.

Movement.

Two men along the riverbank.

Both armed.

Not farmers. Not guerrillas.

Their spacing was wrong for farmers.

Too disciplined for locals.

Dalton whispered.

“Two scouts.”

Mercer kept watching.

“Counter-recon.”

Dalton understood immediately.

Someone else was hunting.

Mercer tapped Dalton’s shoulder and raised two fingers.

Dalton relayed the signal down the line.

The patrol shifted along the ridge, forming a shallow arc through the trees.

Below them the two enemy scouts continued moving along the riverbank.

Mercer studied them carefully.

Weapon discipline.

Scanning arcs.

One covering forward while the other checked the ridgeline.

Professional.

SSG Mercer adjusted the XM177 carbine slung across his chest, the serial number filed off before the mission.

The weapon had been issued without serial numbers, just like the men carrying it.

Ramirez slid ahead through the brush, his captured AK-47 held tight against his shoulder.

Dalton moved left with the RPD light machine gun, the captured Soviet weapon heavy but reliable.

Behind Mercer, Bao and Minh - Montagnard scouts - moved silently through the jungle like they belonged to it.

Sato covered the rear, watching their back trail through the green glow of the AN/PVS-2 Starlight scope mounted on his rifle.

The team had worked together long enough that words were unnecessary.

Mercer whispered.

“We take them quiet.”

Ramirez moved first.

Slow. Controlled.

The shots sounded like coughs in the wet jungle.

Both scouts dropped beside the riverbank.

Mercer signaled forward movement.

The PRC-25 radio crackled through the handset on his chest rig.

Mercer froze.

He lifted it slowly.

“Covey, this is Ghost Lead. Radio check.”

Static filled the line.

Then a voice, distant through interference.

“Ghost Lead, this is Prairie Fire control. Send your traffic.”

Something about the transmission felt wrong.

Mercer frowned.

“Prairie Fire control, Ghost Lead. Two enemy scouts neutralized. Possible counter-recon in the area. Request exfil window.”

A pause longer than normal.

Dalton watched his face.

The radio hissed again.

“Stand by... Ghost.”

Mercer didn’t like that.

Wrong cadence.

Wrong voice.

SOG command didn’t hesitate unless something was wrong. He scanned the jungle again.

Too quiet.

No wind.

Just the feeling of being watched.

The radio came back.

“Ghost Lead, negative air at this time.”

Mercer’s jaw tightened.

“Say again, over.”

“Negative air at this time. Exfiltrate at your discretion. Repeat, exfiltrate at your discretion.”

That meant no air support.

No pickup.

No guarantee anyone was coming.

But the extraction point was the only place with even a chance of getting out.

Mercer lowered the radio slowly.

They hadn’t said when air would be available.

Only that it wasn’t coming now.

The jungle stayed too quiet.

He listened.

Dalton watched him.

“You feel that?”

Mercer nodded once.

“Yeah.”

He raised two fingers and pointed downslope.

Ramirez shifted right.

Bao and Minh melted into the trees without a sound.

Dalton moved left, the RPD ready.

Sato turned to cover their back trail.

Standard break-contact spacing.

Mercer scanned the ridgeline again.

Something was wrong.

Not movement.

Not sound.

The feeling that someone else already knew exactly where they were.

A branch snapped somewhere below them.

Then another.

Not random.

Not animals.

Signals.

Mercer raised his fist—

Too late.

The jungle exploded.

The fire came from three directions at once.

Too clean.

Too coordinated.

They hadn’t been tracked.

They had been expected.

Dalton opened up with the RPD, the heavy gun hammering through the trees.

Mercer dropped behind a fallen log and returned fire in short, controlled bursts.

Ramirez moved downslope, firing as he went, then vanished into the brush.

Bao and Minh disappeared into the jungle like ghosts.

The enemy didn’t panic.

They maneuvered.

Disciplined.

Coordinated.

Waiting.

Mercer realized the truth in the middle of the gunfire.

They had not walked into an ambush.

The ambush had been waiting for them.

Someone had sent them into it on purpose.

Dalton staggered as a burst tore through his chest rig and drove him to the ground.

Mercer grabbed Dalton’s vest and dragged him toward cover.

Dalton grinned through blood-stained teeth.

“Same rule as always, brother.”

The words echoed something Mercer had said before every patrol.

Mercer kept firing.

Dalton laughed weakly.

“We hunt them... before they hunt us.”

A second burst struck Dalton, and the machine gun fell silent.

Mercer ran.

Not toward safety.

Toward the only place on the map that still meant survival.

The planned extraction zone.

If air ever came, that was where it would be.

If it didn’t—

He kept running anyway.

Through the bodies of his team.

Mercer ran until the gunfire faded behind him.

Through the trees.

Across the ridge.

Down into the valley where the extraction zone waited.

The jungle followed him anyway.

Wet leaves slapping his face.

Cordite in the rain.

Dalton’s blood on his hands.

The broken rhythm of the RPD after it went silent.

He kept listening for it even after he knew it was gone.

By the time he reached the extraction clearing, the sky was turning gray.

Mercer dropped beside the clearing, pulled the orange marker panel from his pack, then grabbed the radio. 

“Ghost Lead at LZ. Request pickup.”

Static.

Only static.

He waited.

Minutes passed.

Then more.

No rotor blades. No signal.

No voice.

Just the jungle waking up around him.

Mercer lowered the handset slowly.

They hadn’t promised extraction, only that none was available.

He looked up at the empty sky.

Spike Team Ghost hadn’t been lost.

They had been written off.

The helicopter never came.

The radio never answered.

The sky stayed empty.

By the time Mercer crossed back over the border, Spike Team Ghost already didn’t exist.

The official report later listed the mission as failed reconnaissance.

Spike Team Ghost was recorded as missing in action.

The operation remained classified.

The files were sealed.

The report rewritten.

The team was erased from the record.

Thomas Mercer was the only one who knew what really happened in the jungle that night.

He never told the story the same way twice.

Some parts he never told at all.

Not the smell of wet earth when Dalton fell.

Not the sound the jungle made after the firing stopped.

Not the question that stayed with him longer than the war.

Who gave the order to leave them there?

But his son heard enough to understand one thing.

Ghosts should never be abandoned.

Years later, the Mercer name would return to the same kind of war.

Another team would be built.

A team made of men no one would look for.

Men with no records.

No past.

No second chances.

When that team was finally formed, the world would never know it existed.

Only the men inside it would know the truth.

They called it Ghost Nine.
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———————————-

FORMERLY RESTRICTED // EYES ONLY

FILE: G9-SNDX-0101

PROGRAM: ███████████

MISSION PHASE: CANDIDATE RECRUITMENT

LOCATION: FEDERAL DETENTION CENTER – HONOLULU

TIME INDEX: ███████████

OBJECTIVE: SECURE CANDIDATE TRANSFER

TARGET: KEALOHA, KAI

UNIT: SPECIAL PROGRAM CANDIDATE

AUTHORITY: ███████████

ACCESS: COMPARTMENTAL

CONTROL: EXECUTIVE AUTHORITY

STATUS: CASE SEALED

———————————-
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Most people believed silence meant peace. Kai Kealoha knew better. Silence meant survival. Or it meant the worst had already happened. The kind that pressed against the walls and settled in your chest until breathing felt heavier.

The silence inside the federal holding cell in Honolulu had weight to it.

Kai sat on the lower bunk, elbows on his knees, listening to metal doors echo down the tier.

A fluorescent light flickered above him, humming like it was about to burn out.

The cellblock smelled like sweat, bleach, and rust, the permanent scent of men waiting for time to run out.

Underneath it, barely noticeable, was something else.

Salt.

Ocean air.

Even inside a federal building, Hawaiʻi never completely disappeared.

Somewhere beyond the concrete walls, waves rolled onto the shore of Oʻahu.

He had grown up surfing those breaks before sunrise.

Kai could picture it: the water past Ala Moana, the lights in Waikīkī, the endless line of cars crawling along the H-1 freeway.

Life continuing. Tourists laughing. Music spilling from beachside bars. People living their lives.

None of them knew Kai Kealoha existed.

He wasn’t supposed to be here this long.

The deal that went bad was supposed to make him money, not land him in federal custody.

Seven years.

The judge had delivered the sentence calmly, like he was reading a grocery list.

Seven years for conspiracy to move controlled substances through maritime cargo shipments.

Seven years for moving cargo through Honolulu Harbor for the wrong people.

Seven years for trusting men who vanished the moment prosecutors started offering deals.

Kai leaned back against the cold concrete wall.

Seven years sounded manageable when spoken out loud.

Prison stretched time until weeks felt like months, and months felt like lifetimes.

The system did not just punish people.

It erased them.

Kai closed his eyes briefly.

He had spent half his life around docks and shipping schedules.

Cargo containers stacked like metal cities.

Forklifts whining in the early morning fog.

Ships sliding silently into the harbor before sunrise.

Most people saw Honolulu Harbor as commerce.

Kai knew it was something else.

A crossroads.

Everything passed through eventually.

Food.

Cars.

Electronics.

Sometimes things that were never supposed to be there.

By the time he realized how deep the network went, he was already part of it.

But there were lines he had refused to cross before everything went bad.

And now here he was.

In federal holding.

Waiting to become a number.

Footsteps echoed in the hallway.

Kai barely reacted.

Guards walked the corridor every hour.

Same rhythm.

Same lazy drag of boots from men working a shift they hated.

Among them were footsteps that sounded different.

Measured.

Purposeful.

Two sets that stopped outside the cell.

Kai opened his eyes.

The lock turned.

That got his attention.

Night shift didn’t open holding cells unless something had gone wrong.

Or someone had made it go wrong.

A guard swung the door inward.

“Kealoha. Up! Now!”

Two men stepped inside.

Kai stood slowly, already running through every mistake he had made that could have brought him here.

Neither man moved like a bureaucrat.

Neither wore a correctional uniform.

The tall man in the suit carried himself with the calm stillness of someone who had spent years around violence and command.

The second wore a dark sport coat over an aloha shirt.

Local face. Sharp eyes.

The guard outside closed the door behind them.

Kai studied both men carefully.

“Didn’t know visiting hours were this late.”

The man in the aloha shirt placed a thin folder on the metal table.

“Kai Kealoha.”

Kai said nothing.

The man opened the folder and began reading.

“Born Kapiʻolani Medical Center, Honolulu.”

Page turn.

“Raised in Mililani, north of Honolulu.”

Another page.

“Army Reserve infantry. Completed six-year enlistment. Character of service, honorable.”

Kai shrugged slightly.

“Didn’t stick.”

The page turned again.

“Employment tied to maritime logistics through Honolulu Harbor.”

Kai almost smiled.

That was a polite way to describe smuggling.

The man closed the file.

“You have a history of making problems disappear quietly.”

Kai leaned back.

“Sounds like a job skill.”

The suited man stepped forward for the first time.

“Your sentence doesn’t have to stand, Kealoha. Not if you cooperate.”

Kai looked at him.

“The judge seemed pretty sure.”

The man in the aloha shirt slid two papers across the table.

Kai stood and walked over.

The first document was his sentencing order.

Federal seal.

Case number.

Seven years.

The second document looked identical.

Except for one detail.

A red stamp stretched across the page.

VACATED – FEDERAL ORDER

Kai stared at it.

His pulse thumped once in his throat. 

“What is this?”

“A possibility,” the suited man said.

Kai leaned against the table.

“Possibilities come with conditions.”

“They do.”

A buzzer sounded somewhere down the tier.

The guard outside the cell looked back toward the control desk.

Another guard had stepped out of the booth with a clipboard in one hand and a confused look on his face.

“Hold up,” the guard said from the hall.

The man in the aloha shirt didn’t turn.

The suited man did.

The guard lifted the clipboard slightly.

“This inmate is scheduled for transfer processing at 0600.”

The suited man said nothing.

The guard checked the sheet again.

“At least he was.”

Kai watched the hallway.

A third correctional officer had come to the control desk now, staring at the computer monitor.

He tapped keys twice, then frowned.

“What the hell?”

The first guard shifted uneasily.

“System says no active hold.”

The officer at the monitor shook his head.

“That’s not possible. He was sentenced yesterday.”

“Check federal docket.”

“I am.”

The keyboard clicked again.

The officer leaned closer to the screen.

“Case sealed.”

The guard outside the cell looked back through the bars.

“Sealed by who?”

No one answered him.

A phone rang at the control desk.

The officer picked it up, listened, then straightened slightly.

“Yes, sir.”

He looked once toward Kai.

His face changed.

Not fear exactly.

Recognition that something had moved above him.

“No, sir. Understood.”

He hung up slowly.

The hallway went quiet.

The guard with the clipboard looked at him.

“Well?”

The officer at the desk closed the file on the screen.

Then he removed the printed movement sheet from the clipboard and tore it in half.

“He’s not on the morning transport.”

“He has to be.”

“No,” the officer said.

He looked at Kai again, then away.

“He’s not here.”

Kai felt the words settle harder than the sentence had.

The guard outside the cell didn’t like it.

“I’m looking right at him.”

The officer at the desk lowered his voice.

“Not anymore.”

A printer started somewhere behind the control booth.

One page came out.

The officer read it once, signed the bottom, and placed it facedown in a tray marked HOLDING.

Then he took the clipboard from the guard and removed Kai’s name from the top sheet.

No argument.

No explanation.

Just paper moving from one place to another.

Kai stood inside the cell and watched himself disappear.

Seven years had been a number.

A case.

A file.

Now the file was gone.

The men in front of him had not opened the cell door with force.

They had done something worse.

They had reached into the system and made the system stop admitting he existed.

The suited man turned back to him.

Kai tapped the page.

“What kind of condition makes seven years disappear?”

The answer came immediately.

“Six months of training.”

Kai frowned.

“And after that?”

“Assignment.”

Kai crossed his arms.

“For who?”

The man answered calmly.

“For a program that does not exist on paper.”

Kai laughed quietly.

“That’s vague.”

“It needs to be.”

The aloha-shirt man opened the folder again and turned it toward him.

Inside were photographs.

Eight men.

Hard faces.

Old scars.

Eyes that had seen violence and survived it.

“Who are they?” Kai asked.

“Maybe your teammates.”

“For what?”

“For a program outside normal authority.”

Kai looked at the photographs again.

“What kind of program?”

“A unit that does not exist on paper.”

He tapped the file.

“Off roster. Off record.”

One of the men had the posture of a sniper.

Another looked like he could break doors with his shoulder.

Another barely looked old enough to drink.

Kai set the photos down.

“You recruiting inmates now... for black ops?”

“Something like that.”

The suited man closed the folder.

“We look for men whose absence will not generate questions.” 

“Sounds like a terrible idea.”

“Not always.”

The man tapped the document again.

“Your alternative is still seven years.”

Kai looked down at the stamp.

VACATED – FEDERAL ORDER

Seven years erased with three words.

Everything about the situation felt wrong.

Which meant it was probably real.

Kai exhaled slowly.

“If I do this...”

He looked up.

“What happens after six months?”

“Your case is vacated,” the suited man said.

“Your record is sealed under federal authority.”

He slid the document across the table.

“From that point forward, your status is compartmentalized.”

Kai stared at the paper.

“And after that?”

“You return to civilian cover.”

Kai frowned.

“With what kind of paperwork?”

“Sealed federal cooperation.”

Kai looked between them.

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

The suited man held his gaze.

“That’s why it works.”

He tapped the folder once.

“No record. No questions.”

A moment passed.

“You live your life,” he added.

“When we need you... we call.”

Silence returned to the cell.

Kai thought about prison.

Years disappearing.

The ocean outside the building.

The world continuing without him.

Then he looked down at the stamped document again.

VACATED – FEDERAL ORDER

“Alright.”

Neither man reacted.

“I’m in.”

The suited man closed the folder.

“At 0400, someone will come for you.

You will not speak to anyone.

You will not resist anything that happens next.”

Kai stepped back toward the cot.

“Understood.”

The men left.

The door locked again.

Kai sat quietly.

He didn’t sleep.

At exactly 3:57 a.m., footsteps returned.

Different this time.

Faster.

The door opened.

Two men in plain fatigues stood in the doorway.

“On your feet.”

Kai stood.

Minutes later he stepped onto the roof of the federal building.

Wind tore across the rooftop.

An unmarked helicopter waited with its rotors spinning.

No markings.

No insignia.

Just noise and cold air.

“Get in.”

Kai climbed inside.

The helicopter lifted into the darkness above Honolulu Harbor.

The island spread beneath them like a map of lights.

For the first time in his life, Kai Kealoha was leaving Hawaiʻi without knowing when, or if, he would come back.

The helicopter touched down minutes later at a military airfield.

Floodlights illuminated the tarmac.

A gray MC-130 special operations transport sat on the runway with no markings visible.

Kai stepped out and followed the escorts toward the cargo ramp.

Inside the aircraft, eight men sat strapped along the fuselage walls beneath dim red lights.

The same faces from the photographs.

Heads turned as he entered.

One of them—a lean man with sniper-calm eyes—gave the slightest nod.

“Guess you got the same offer.”

Kai didn’t answer.

The cargo ramp began closing behind him.

The engines roared louder as the aircraft started rolling down the runway.

Moments later the MC-130 lifted into the night sky.

Kai watched the lights of Oʻahu disappear beneath the clouds.

Seven years in prison had just vanished.

But he understood something already.

He had not been freed.

He had been selected.

Selected men did not get second chances.
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———————————-

FORMERLY RESTRICTED // EYES ONLY

FILE: G9-SNFX-0102

PROGRAM: ███████████

MISSION PHASE: PERSONNEL TRANSFER

LOCATION: PACIFIC AIR CORRIDOR

TIME INDEX: ███████████

OBJECTIVE: MOVE CANDIDATES TO INTAKE SITE

TARGET: SPECIAL PROGRAM CANDIDATES

UNIT: UNASSIGNED

AUTHORITY: ███████████

ACCESS: COMPARTMENTAL

CONTROL: EXECUTIVE AUTHORITY

STATUS: IN TRANSIT

———————————-
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The MC-130 leveled off somewhere above the Pacific, the aircraft settling into a steady vibration as it climbed east.

Inside the cargo bay, the world was dim red light, vibrating steel ribs, and the deep mechanical thunder of four engines pulling the aircraft through the night.

Kai Kealoha sat strapped into a canvas seat along the fuselage wall.

Across from him sat eight strangers.

The same faces from the photographs.

Kai watched them carefully.

Back home in Hawaiʻi, you learned early that people told you who they were before they ever spoke.

Tourists looked around like everything was new.

Locals watched the room first.

Right now, every man in the cargo bay was watching everyone else the same way.

Nobody trusted the situation.

Good.

Kai didn’t either.

The Pacific stretched black and endless beyond the small round window beside him.

Kai had spent his entire life surrounded by that ocean.

Fishing boats off the north shore.

Cargo ships sliding into Honolulu Harbor before sunrise.

Salt wind rolling across the island at night.

Now the ocean was disappearing beneath the aircraft as the MC-130 pushed east.

Kai was leaving Hawaiʻi without knowing when, or if, he would return.

A man with sharp green eyes leaned forward from the opposite
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