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Chapter 1: Deployed with Secrets
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The air clawed at my skin like a jealous lover, thick with heat and something heavier—expectation, maybe. Or dread. My boots struck the tarmac with hollow purpose as the rotor blades behind me screamed into the silence. The transport helicopter lifted off, leaving me alone on a base no one was supposed to know existed. Somewhere deep in enemy-adjacent territory, this facility had no name. No coordinates. Just scars layered in cement and steel.

The Ghost Unit.

That’s what the assignment read, inked in red across a file so classified it had more blackouts than legible text. “Evaluate. Observe. Report.” Easy words for a war zone of haunted men. No photos. No names. Only rumors. Soldiers whispered about them like bedtime monsters—invincible, unkillable, unstable. A unit formed from shadows, operating beyond orders. And I was sent to assess them.

The sun blazed overhead as I took my first steps toward the corrugated metal buildings that passed for operational headquarters. No one met me. No salutes. No introduction. A statement louder than any words: I wasn’t welcome here. A woman in a field of men. A civilian in a nest of killers.

I’d faced resistance before. I’d worked trauma units where silence screamed and pride bled from every pore. But this... this was different. The air here was predatory. Like I was being watched, assessed, catalogued by men who didn’t miss. I kept walking, duffel slung over my shoulder, each step echoing with the sharp rhythm of intrusion.

A man finally emerged from the shadows of a building. Rifle slung lazily, stubble creeping across a square jaw, and mirrored sunglasses reflecting the world he didn’t have to acknowledge. He didn’t speak until he was close enough that I could smell smoke and sweat lingering in his fatigues.

“You’re the shrink.”

His voice was flat. Disdain coated it like oil on water.

“Captain Liane Mercer. Department of Defense,” I replied, professional and clipped.

He didn’t extend a hand. Just turned and walked. I followed. Because that’s what you do when walking into a minefield—you don’t hesitate.

He led me through a narrow corridor of stacked containers and sandbags, past soldiers who turned away the second our eyes met. At the end of the path stood a bunker carved into the earth, reinforced doors locked behind a keypad. He typed in the code without slowing.

“This is home base,” he muttered. “They know you’re coming. They don’t care.”

The door groaned open, and I stepped into a cavern of shadows and cold metal. Inside, the lights were dimmed low, the walls lined with maps, weapons, and photographs—most of which had faces blurred or scratched out entirely. The air was a mixture of gun oil, burned coffee, and something more human: fear. Or grief. Or both.

Three bunks. Three soldiers.

My heartbeat ticked up a notch. This was where they lived. Slept. Repaired themselves—or didn’t. And this was where I would try to peel back armor that was bone-deep.

“You’ll meet them soon,” the soldier said behind me, still not sharing his name. “Until then, don’t touch anything. Don’t go anywhere alone.”

“Noted,” I replied.

He left without another word. The door clanked shut, locking me into the belly of something feral.

I stood there, uncertain, until a voice spoke from behind me. Smooth. Mocking.

“You’re prettier than I expected.”

I turned.

He stood in the hallway, shirt unbuttoned halfway down his chest, revealing ink that snaked up his torso and disappeared into shadows. His smile was sin. His eyes were poison.

“Cain,” he offered. “The one they tell you not to engage with.”

“I wasn’t told anything.”

He smirked, sauntering into the room like it belonged to him. “Smart. Keeps expectations low.”

He moved closer, slow, deliberate. I didn’t flinch. That seemed to amuse him.

“Captain Mercer,” I said, asserting just enough authority to remind him I wasn’t prey.

He studied me. “That title won’t mean shit here.”

“Neither will your charm.”

He laughed. “You haven’t seen my charm.”

“Then let’s keep it that way.”

His grin widened, but there was something behind it—something fractured. His gaze lingered on me, and for a second, the teasing dropped. What remained was raw, unfiltered.

“You don’t belong here,” he said, quietly now.

“Because I’m not one of you?”

“Because you still think this place has rules.”

The door opened again.

A man slipped in, shoulders hunched, eyes skittering across the room like he was mapping exits before breathing. Pale, with tremors in his hands that he tried to hide by fisting them in his pockets.

Cain’s voice softened. “Jude.”

The man glanced at me, flinched, and turned his face away.

“He doesn’t like noise,” Cain said.

“I’m not noise,” I replied.

“He doesn’t know that yet.”

Jude moved past me like I might shatter if touched, settling on the farthest bunk. His hands trembled even while still. His boots were stained. His eyes—unreachable.

Cain leaned close, his breath against my ear. “You’re cataloguing already.”

“It’s my job.”

“And what do your notes say?”

I met his gaze. “They say you’re afraid.”

The amusement in his face cracked for just a heartbeat.

Another figure entered, and this time, the air shifted entirely. He was massive—shoulders that strained his uniform, arms thick with muscle and tension. His skin was dark, his hair cropped tight. Eyes like stone. He said nothing. Didn’t even glance at me. Just walked to a weapons rack, disassembled a rifle with mechanical precision, and cleaned it with ritualistic focus.

Cain tilted his head. “That’s Malek. He doesn’t talk much. You’ll know when it matters.”

Malek didn’t look up. Didn’t stop moving.

Cain turned to me again, all the arrogance back in place. “So what now, doc? You going to fix us?”

“I’m here to observe.”

“Is that what you’re doing right now?” His eyes dropped deliberately to the line of my jaw, then lower. “Observing?”

“I see three men too used to pain to remember what peace feels like.”

Cain’s smile vanished. “Careful.”

“Why? Will I break something?”

“No. You might find out how broken we already are.”

He walked away, letting his words hang like a knife over my head. I looked back at Jude, who sat curled in on himself like silence was the only thing keeping him together. Malek, still cleaning, like violence was the only thing he trusted. And Cain, lounging on the nearest bunk like a king of ash.

I didn’t sit. Didn’t unpack. I stood in the center of the room and breathed.

These weren’t soldiers.

They were survivors.

Barely.

And I’d just become their next war.

Because no one leaves the Ghost Unit untouched.

And I wasn’t here to escape.

I was here to bleed.
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Chapter 2: Ghost Unit, Ghost Eyes

[image: ]


The next morning felt colder, not because of the weather, but because of the silence that clung to the walls like smoke. The kind of silence that didn’t just fill a room—it devoured it. There were no sounds of laughter, no morning banter or idle chatter. Just the soft clink of metal, the shuffle of boots, and the constant hum of electricity humming through the concrete walls of the bunker. Ghost Unit didn’t do mornings the way other soldiers did. They rose like shadows, already half-formed into specters before the day began.

I woke to find my duffel bag moved. Not stolen. Not opened. Just... shifted. A small thing. But here, in a place where nothing was supposed to change unless ordered, it was a message. Not welcome. Not trusted. Not alone.

I stepped into the corridor and found Jude already awake, sitting cross-legged on the cold floor outside the main quarters. He was staring at the wall like it might open up and swallow him. He didn’t acknowledge me. I didn’t push it. His hands were wrapped tight in the sleeves of his hoodie, his fingers twitching against the fabric like they couldn’t decide if they wanted to clench or shake.

“Morning,” I said, softly.

His shoulders tensed but he didn’t respond.

I let the silence linger. Sometimes presence was more powerful than words. That was one thing my training hadn’t lied about—trauma doesn’t respond well to pressure. It thrives in the cracks between silence and understanding.

Jude eventually stood, stiff and hesitant, and moved back toward the interior without a word.

I made my way to the operations room where maps covered the walls like skin—scars marked across them with pins and grease-pencil lines. Cain was already there, shirtless, his torso slick with sweat as he boxed with a sandbag in the corner. His fists thudded against the bag in rhythmic brutality, knuckles split and dark.

I watched for a moment too long.

“You here to evaluate my combat readiness or admire the view?” he asked without turning.

“I could do both.”

He stopped, finally turning to face me. There was a gleam of sweat on his jaw, his breathing measured, but his eyes—his eyes were what made my spine tense. Green, vivid, almost too bright for someone so battered. But it wasn’t the color that stopped me.

It was the emptiness.

“What do you see?” he asked.

“In you?”

“In us.”

I paused, then answered, “A wall so thick it forgot how to crumble.”

Cain smirked, stepping forward. “We’re ghosts for a reason, doc. We do the things that don’t make it to the news. We clean up the sins nobody wants to admit exist. And we don’t come back the same.”

“Then why let me in?”

He shrugged. “Didn’t say we did.”

There was something dangerous about Cain that wasn’t just physical. He walked like a man who’d already died and decided it wasn’t impressive. And his words came sharp, like knives disguised as jokes. It made me want to dig deeper—and that was dangerous too.

Malek entered the room then, his presence loud in its silence. He walked with exact precision, movements honed to economy. Every motion efficient. Purposeful. His gaze swept the room and paused on me. Still. Waiting.

“Malek,” Cain said, wiping his face with a towel, “Do you think our little doc is ready for her first observation?”

Malek didn’t respond.

Cain turned to me, gesturing at the rows of screens lining one side of the room. Surveillance feeds. Drones. Infrared. Footage from body cams stitched with timestamps and pixelated violence.

“Take your pick,” he said. “You want to know what we are? Watch us.”

The screen flickered on. A black-and-white image of a raid. Night vision. A corridor full of bodies. Gunfire like flashes of lightning. And then silence. One of the men—masked, moving with brutal precision—cleared a room and took down three targets without a sound. No hesitation. No wasted motion. Just death in motion.

I swallowed thickly.

“That’s from last month,” Cain said, his voice lighter than it should’ve been. “Somewhere we weren’t supposed to be, doing something that technically didn’t happen.”

Malek stepped forward and clicked another video.

This one was different.

Inside a civilian home. Screaming. A child huddled in the corner. A woman shielding them with her body. The Ghost Unit moved through like phantoms—taking out threats, avoiding collateral. But the fear lingered long after the threat was gone. One of the soldiers—Cain, I realized—knelt beside the child. Reached out. Then froze. The camera held there—Cain’s hand hovering, inches from comfort, trembling with something that looked like guilt.

He didn’t touch the kid.

He stood, walked away, and left that tenderness bleeding on the floor.

I looked away from the screen.

Cain was watching me closely. “Still think you’re here to help?”

“I think I’m here to see.”

He moved closer. “And what do you see now?”

“You’re not ghosts.”

“No?”

“You’re what’s left after the ghosts have taken everything else.”

There was a beat of silence. Then Malek walked out.

Cain looked almost impressed. “Not bad.”

“Wasn’t trying to impress you.”

“You’re going to need to do better than that if you want us to trust you.”

“You don’t need to trust me,” I said. “You just need to let me do my job.”

“And what is your job, exactly?”

“To make sure you’re still human.”

Cain laughed, bitter and raw. “We’re not.”

Later, I sat alone in the observation room, files spread in front of me. I had nothing concrete. Just behaviors. Fractures. Glimpses of a unit sewn together with trauma and kept running on loyalty and silence. No ranks. No traditional command. They answered only to the mission—and to each other.

Jude hadn’t spoken a word to me. But I noticed the way he hovered near Cain like a younger brother, and how Malek’s eyes always tracked him first when entering a room. They were bonded, not by friendship, but survival. Wolves watching the pack. Protecting the weakest link not because they pitied him—but because he was theirs.

They were a family formed in war.

A broken one.

But still... bound.

That night, as I lay on the stiff cot in the quarters they gave me, I couldn’t sleep. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw flashes of the footage. The fear. The violence. The humanity buried beneath it all like a heartbeat beneath rubble.

At some point, the door creaked open.

I sat up.

It was Cain. Barefoot, shirtless, a bottle in one hand, his expression unreadable.

“Can’t sleep?” he asked.

“Too much noise in my head.”

He walked in and sat on the edge of the bed, not asking permission. “It gets worse before it gets better.”

“Is that what happened to you?”

“No,” he said, taking a swig. “I just stopped trying.”

We sat in silence for a long time. Then, quietly, he handed me the bottle.

I took it.

Our fingers brushed.

His skin was warm. Alive. And for the first time since arriving, I realized how terrifying that was—how alive these men still were beneath the wreckage. How human. How breakable.

And how dangerously beautiful that was.

Cain leaned back, staring at the ceiling.

“We’re not the kind of story that ends well, doc.”

“Maybe not,” I whispered, “but that doesn’t mean you’re not worth reading.”

He looked at me, eyes dark and shining.

Something shifted in the air between us.

He didn’t kiss me.

But he wanted to.

And that, I knew, was the most dangerous truth of all.
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Chapter 3: The Ones They Don’t Talk About
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The following day bled in quietly, gray and silent. Time seemed to warp here—no clocks, no chatter, just the rhythm of drills, the low murmur of machinery, and the echo of lives too disciplined to acknowledge the hours. In this world, the sun was incidental. It came and went like a passing thought. But the shadows—the shadows stayed.

Cain was gone when I woke. So was Jude. Malek’s bunk remained untouched, as though he never slept at all. I rose, showered quickly in freezing water, dressed, and made my way to the command center, drawn more by instinct than invitation.

They were already there, the three of them gathered around a table strewn with maps, satellite imagery, and notes scribbled in jagged handwriting. The air felt heavier than before, charged with something unsaid.

Jude sat off to the side, twitching fingers gripping a pencil he never wrote with. Cain leaned forward, eyes locked on a sector of the map as he chewed thoughtfully on the corner of a protein bar. Malek stood over them, arms crossed, expression unreadable.

Their conversation died the moment I entered.

“Am I interrupting?” I asked, stepping closer.

Cain didn’t look up. “You always are.”

Malek tapped a spot on the map. Jude flinched when his finger made contact with the paper.

“What’s the op?” I asked, folding my arms.

“Classified,” Cain replied.

“So is my clearance.”

“That’s not the same as trust,” he said flatly.

Malek turned, walked to the wall of screens, and tapped a control. A drone feed came up—grainy, black and white, showing what looked like a compound in a heavily forested area. Structures partially buried beneath earth and vegetation, designed to vanish into the terrain.

I looked at it, then back to the map. “That’s twenty klicks west. Close.”

“Too close,” Cain said. “We lost contact with another unit there a month ago. Officially, they never existed. Just like us.”

My heart skipped. “You think they’re still alive?”

Malek’s voice broke the silence, deep and surprisingly gentle. “Doesn’t matter.”

It was the first time I’d heard him speak, and it stunned me into stillness. His voice wasn’t what I’d expected. It wasn’t cold. It wasn’t harsh. It was tired. So deeply tired it scraped bone.

“They sent us to confirm,” Cain added. “Not to rescue. Not to engage. Just to verify the loss.”

I stepped forward. “These men were your brothers.”

Cain met my gaze. “So were we.”

The room thickened with things unspoken. I could feel it—the line they’d all drawn and stood behind, guarding the remnants of loyalty that hadn’t burned out yet.

“There were four of them,” Jude whispered. His voice was small but jagged, like it hurt to use it. “Mitch, Roz, Keller, and Dace. We were six before we were three.”

Cain shot him a warning glance, but Jude stared at the floor, rocking slightly, the pencil
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