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Chapter 1: Embedded with Ghosts
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Rain slashed against the canvas roof of the military truck, hammering down with relentless fury as the vehicle jolted along a muddy, unmarked trail deep in the jungle. The scent of soaked earth and diesel saturated the air, clinging to my nostrils and sinking into my skin like it had no intention of leaving. The ride had been silent since I climbed aboard, the kind of silence that made your skin crawl with questions you knew better than to ask.

I was a journalist, not a soldier. At least, that’s what I’d reminded myself every time doubt slithered through my mind. I was here to document, to observe, to record something raw and unfiltered about covert military operations in hostile terrain. I hadn’t signed up for mystery men with dead eyes and no ranks. I hadn’t signed up for Ghost Unit.

There were three of them. Three shadows molded from flesh and rage. They didn’t wear name tags. They didn’t look at me. Hell, they barely acknowledged my presence at all. Just three hardened bodies radiating danger in the tight confines of a truck that smelled like blood and gun oil. I could feel the tension bouncing between them like static. Every so often, one would shift slightly, a click of metal, a flex of muscle, and then stillness again. Waiting. Watching.

The one seated across from me was all sharp angles and cold calm. His face was smeared with camouflage paint that had cracked along his jawline, revealing skin that looked like it hadn’t seen real daylight in months. He hadn’t said a word since I boarded. His eyes didn’t flicker. I tried not to stare, but his presence dragged at me, like gravity shifted when he was near. He was the kind of man who didn’t need to speak to be heard.

Next to him sat another one, this one taller, leaner, and more visibly marked. Scars ran down his neck, pale against the darker tone of his skin, slicing through a tattoo that disappeared beneath his collar. He moved like someone who didn’t care if you saw the pain he carried. It was in the way he held his weapon, fingers twitching every so often as though expecting the jungle to rear up and bite.

And then there was the driver. The one I hadn’t managed to glimpse clearly until he spoke.

“You sure about this?” he asked, voice low and rough, like it had been dragged across gravel.

I met his gaze through the cracked rearview mirror. Even through the reflection, the weight of his stare made my heart skip. “I don’t think I have much of a choice.”

His smirk was cruel and fleeting. “There’s always a choice. But out here, all of them cost something.”

The truck groaned to a halt. The sudden stop jerked me forward, my hands gripping the seat like a lifeline. Outside, the trees seemed to lean in closer, thick and ominous, veiling us in a suffocating green. Stone—the cold-eyed one—was already moving, his boots hitting the mud with practiced ease. The others followed without hesitation.

I jumped down last, my camera bag slung across my shoulder, trying not to look like prey.

The driver—who no one had named yet—motioned silently, leading the way into the underbrush. I followed, branches whipping at my arms, the rain soaking through my clothes in seconds. The jungle swallowed us whole.

After twenty minutes of trudging through the wet maze of vines and roots, we reached what looked like a pile of rocks. Stone crouched and began to shift them aside, revealing a hidden steel hatch in the ground. He twisted the latch and opened it. A hiss of stale air hit my nose.

No words. No explanation. Just a hole in the earth. One by one, they climbed down. When it was my turn, I hesitated at the edge, looking down into darkness. No one offered help. No one told me to move. They just waited. Silent.

So I dropped in.

The bunker was small and cold, lit only by a few dim bulbs strung along the ceiling. The air was thick with the scent of oil, sweat, and mildew. It was more tomb than shelter, and as I stepped deeper inside, I could feel the walls closing in. There were cots against the wall, lockers, and stacks of crates marked with faded, unreadable stamps.

“This is it?” I asked, my voice sounding weak and out of place.

Wolfe—the scarred one, whose name I caught when Stone addressed him—didn’t look at me. “This is what you signed up for.”

I didn’t reply. I was too busy trying to make sense of the tight knot in my gut. I wasn’t afraid of war zones. I’d been to enough. But this was different. This wasn’t just conflict. This was something else. Something off-book and off-record.

I set my camera on a crate and began setting up. I needed footage, a narrative, something to make the chaos in my mind align with the reality around me. But every time I raised my lens, one of them would look my way, and I’d feel stripped bare.

Later, as night pressed in and the jungle’s sounds turned feral, I found a spot in the corner to curl up. They didn’t offer hospitality. This wasn’t a base with rules or protocol. This was survival.

I watched as Stone cleaned his rifle with almost religious precision, his movements methodical and brutal. Wolfe sat against the far wall, smoking something that smelled sharp and unfamiliar, his eyes focused somewhere far away. And the driver—who I was starting to think was the real leader—stood near the entrance, his silhouette a dark slash against the light, unmoving.

“Why me?” I asked into the silence.

Stone’s voice answered first, clipped and low. “Because you’re disposable.”

Wolfe chuckled, but it was humorless. “Or maybe you’re bait.”

I swallowed hard. “And which one do you think I am?”

The leader turned then, and his eyes found mine. “We don’t think. We wait. The jungle will decide.”

I didn’t sleep that night. Not really. Every time I closed my eyes, I felt the heat of their stares. I felt like I was being sized up. Measured. Not as a threat. But as a possession. As something already marked.

In the early hours, I woke to a sound I didn’t recognize. A faint hum. I rolled over and found the driver—still unnamed—kneeling beside me. His face was inches from mine.

“You were dreaming again,” he murmured.

I sat up too fast, my heart slamming against my ribs. “What the hell are you doing?”

He didn’t move. “Trying to decide if you’re more valuable awake or asleep.”

“You’re insane,” I snapped.

He smiled, and it wasn’t reassuring. “You’re here. What does that make you?”

I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. I just stared at him, and he stared back. And something passed between us. Something cold. Something hot. I couldn’t tell anymore.

The Ghost Unit wasn’t just a team.

It was a trap.

And I was already caught.
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Chapter 2: Don’t Touch the Gear

[image: ]


The next morning bled into consciousness like smoke through a crack. There were no windows in the bunker, no sun to signal a new day. Only the change in rhythm—boots on metal grates, murmured codes through comms, and the clinking of gear being assembled. I awoke with a sour taste in my mouth and a sharp ache in my spine from the concrete slab they dared to call a cot. My limbs were stiff, my mind groggy, but one thing was crystal clear: the temperature in the room had dropped from cold to outright frigid.

I sat up slowly, the scratchy wool blanket falling from my shoulders. The camera lay at my side, its battery light blinking red—almost dead. I tucked it back into its bag, zipping the canvas with fingers that trembled slightly from the chill and the tension I couldn’t shake. Every inch of me ached for warmth, for clarity, but all I got was the sound of someone’s voice—a low growl, directed not at me, but near enough to bite.

“Don’t touch the gear.”

The warning slithered through the air with a force that made me freeze mid-reach. My hand was hovering above a case, a sleek black trunk with reinforced edges and zero markings. I hadn’t meant to touch it. Not really. But it had been in my path, and I’d wanted to shift it slightly so I could make space to sit down again. That was all. But apparently, that was enough to cross an invisible line.

Stone stood across the room, partially shadowed by the dim bunker light. He hadn’t moved from his position, but his eyes burned holes through me. The rest of his body was still, coiled in that eerie, motionless predator way he had, like he was already halfway through a kill in his mind. He said nothing else. He didn’t need to.

“Sorry,” I murmured, my voice sounding too thin in the heavy space. “Didn’t mean to—”

He turned his back before I could finish. I exhaled slowly. Not forgiveness. Just dismissal.

Wolfe glanced up from where he was cleaning his sidearm, his fingers moving with effortless familiarity over every groove and bolt. He gave me a look that was neither pity nor approval. Just acknowledgment. As if he, too, had once made the mistake of touching something you shouldn’t in this place. The rules here weren’t posted on walls or shouted in briefings. They were etched into the silence, into the way the men moved, into the scars they didn’t bother to hide.

The driver—still nameless, still in charge—stood by the entry hatch, chewing on a strip of dried meat and staring at a map splayed out over a metal crate. His attention was split, but I knew he was listening. He always was.

“You gonna keep poking the lion?” he asked without looking up.

“Just trying to survive the zoo,” I replied before I could stop myself.

His head turned slightly, the corner of his mouth twitching. Not a smile, but something close. I couldn’t tell if he was amused or if I’d just earned a special kind of notice—one I wasn’t sure I wanted.

Wolfe tossed his gun onto the cot beside him. “You get one mistake. Maybe two if he likes your face. That was one.”

I swallowed hard, feeling the weight of the room press in tighter. “Good to know.”

“You’re not here to know,” Stone said suddenly, his voice echoing slightly off the steel walls. “You’re here to record. Quietly.”

They didn’t understand. Or maybe they did, and didn’t care. I wasn’t just a fly on the wall. My job was to embed. To learn, to observe, to feel. But in this place, even breathing too loud felt like a violation.

I moved to a corner and began setting up the rest of my gear, quietly, respectfully. I filmed from a distance, focusing on hands—how Wolfe moved his fingers with surgical precision over weapons, how Stone adjusted the scope on a rifle like it was a limb he’d regrown, how the leader ran a blade down a piece of paper, slicing it clean, no expression on his face. They had a rhythm. A code. And I was still just static.

As the morning wore on—or what I assumed was morning based on the rising activity—preparations intensified. The mission hadn’t yet been revealed to me. I had no itinerary, no debrief, just whispers of something inbound and the constant presence of danger just outside the perimeter.

Suddenly, the driver barked a name. “Wolfe.”

Wolfe straightened immediately.

“We’re moving out. North sector. Intel dropped an hour ago—enemy squad circling too close to the old comms tower.”

Stone grabbed his gear in seconds, his face unreadable. Wolfe followed. The driver turned to me last.

“You stay.”

“What? Why?” I shot up, heart pounding.

He stepped closer. Close enough that I could feel the heat rolling off his body, the scent of leather and metal clinging to his skin. “Because we don’t need deadweight on recon.”

“I’m not deadweight,” I snapped. “I’ve been trained—”

“Not by us,” he interrupted.

There was finality in his voice. No room for debate.

I bit my tongue and sat back down, furious and small and forgotten.

The hatch sealed behind them. Silence settled. Real silence. Not the type padded by low voices or shuffling gear. This was hollow. Heavy. Alone.

I paced the room for what felt like hours. My skin itched with nervous energy, my mind racing with possibilities. What if something happened? What if they didn’t come back?

And why did the thought of that bother me so much?

When they returned, it wasn’t quiet.

The hatch flew open, slamming against the wall. Boots stomped down the ladder. Voices raised—not in panic, but in fury.

“What the fuck was that?” Wolfe shouted, slamming a bloody arm against the wall as he ripped off his jacket.

“Friendly fire, my ass,” Stone growled. “They had thermal. They were waiting for us.”

“Someone talked,” the driver said flatly, his voice deadly calm.

Blood streaked Wolfe’s side, a deep gash torn through his shirt and across his ribs. I stood up too fast, my camera forgotten. “Are you okay?”

He didn’t answer. Just looked at me like I’d asked the weather if it felt like raining.

I stepped forward, instinct overriding protocol. “You’re bleeding. Let me help.”

Stone blocked my path, rifle slung low but threatening. “Don’t touch him.”

“I have medical training,” I insisted.

“We don’t need your kind of help,” he snapped.

“I’m not your enemy!” I cried out.

“No,” the driver murmured as he walked past me, his voice barely audible. “You’re just not ours.”

That cut deeper than I expected.

That night, I didn’t sleep again. Wolfe sat across the room, shirtless, blood still drying on his ribs. I handed him a cloth and iodine. This time, no one stopped me. He took it without a word.

“You didn’t scream,” I said quietly.

He looked up, eyes dark and unfathomable. “You get used to pain.”

“I don’t think I want to.”

“That’s your problem.”

“Do you think someone betrayed you?”

He didn’t answer right away. Then: “Out here, everyone’s a liar. Including yourself.”

I should’ve felt insulted. But I didn’t. Because deep down, I wasn’t sure I hadn’t already started lying—to them, to myself, to the job.

The driver came to me later, just before I slipped into a restless half-sleep.

“You want to earn your place?” he asked.

I nodded, too fast.

“Then stop looking for safety,” he said. “It doesn’t exist out here. Not with us. Not with anyone.”

He walked away, and I sat there for a long time, staring at the condensation forming on the bunker walls.

I hadn’t just stepped into a mission.

I’d stepped into something feral.

And I wasn’t sure I wanted to find the way back out.
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Chapter 3: The First Glance That Shook Me
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The morning after Wolfe bled on the bunker floor, something shifted in the air. I felt it the moment I woke, though I couldn’t explain how. The atmosphere wasn’t lighter—it was tighter, coiled, like an animal before a lunge. The Ghost Unit was no longer treating me like cargo, not exactly. But the tension in their movements, the barely-there glances, the silence—it all held weight.

I hadn't earned trust. Not yet. But I was no longer invisible.

When I emerged from the back corner of the bunker, blinking into the dim overhead lights, I found Stone standing by the weapon rack. Shirtless. His back was a web of scar tissue, a lattice of pain and experience etched into muscle. I froze mid-step, the raw power of him rooting me to the spot. I’d seen soldiers before. I’d seen bodies trained for war. But nothing like this. He wasn’t just built—he was carved. Every inch of him was function, forged in blood and fire. My breath caught without permission.

And that’s when he turned.

The moment his eyes landed on me, I forgot the chill in the air. I forgot my name. The stare wasn’t curious or invasive. It was clinical. Cold. As if he were calculating what part of me was weakest. He held my gaze like a grip to the throat—no pressure, just promise. And still, I didn’t look away.

“You watch people a lot,” he said, voice rough with early morning gravel.

“It’s my job,” I replied, trying to summon a tone that didn’t tremble.

He nodded once. “Then watch carefully. Around here, one wrong read gets you dead.”

Wolfe appeared behind him, tugging a shirt down over his injured ribs, which were now bandaged with gauze that bore the unmistakable signature of my touch. He hadn’t thanked me. I didn’t expect him to. Gratitude didn’t exist in this place.

“What’s the op today?” Wolfe asked, scratching his chin with the back of his knife.

“Supply drop at dusk,” the leader said, entering the room with a roll of maps under one arm. His tone was casual, but his eyes were anything but. “Location’s hot. We go silent. No errors.”

They all nodded. Trained, obedient, deadly.

Then, he turned to me.

“You’re coming.”

I blinked. “I thought you said I was deadweight.”

“You’re still deadweight,” he said, tossing me a small black pouch. “But this time, we need the deadweight to carry a pack and keep her head down.”

Inside the pouch were earplugs, a tiny flashlight, and something that looked like a modified comms earpiece. No weapon. No map.

“What if things go sideways?” I asked.

“Then you don’t slow us down,” Stone replied, already moving to strap a vest over his chest.

I wanted to argue. But I was beginning to understand—resistance in this unit wasn’t brave. It was useless.

They didn’t prep like soldiers in a briefing room. They moved like predators setting a trap. Quiet coordination. Grunts and gestures. Stone adjusted his rifle strap. Wolfe checked explosives with a distracted kind of ease. The leader, still unnamed, holstered two pistols and pulled a black shemagh around his throat like a noose.

By the time we were on the move, the sun was already bleeding its last light through the canopy above. The jungle was alive with heat and noise, sweat beading on my back as I followed them single file through the brush. I stayed low. I didn’t speak. I stepped where they stepped. Even that was hard enough—dodging snakes, roots, shadows. Every sound was a threat. Every silence was worse.

Stone stopped abruptly, his fist raised. The rest of us froze. My heart jackhammered against my ribs as I crouched, breath shallow. He turned to me and pointed two fingers to his eyes, then toward the trees.

I looked.

That’s when I saw him.

The first outsider.

Half-hidden behind a tree trunk, wearing mismatched fatigues and holding a radio. His stance was casual, but the weapon slung over his shoulder wasn’t for show. My pulse spiked.

“What now?” I whispered.

Stone said nothing. He stepped into view like a ghost. The man looked up too late. Stone’s arm moved once—clean, silent—and the knife buried itself in the man’s throat. No sound. No struggle. Just a wet gargle and then nothing.

I stood frozen.

“That was a scout,” the leader said beside me. “Meaning we’re being watched.”

We moved fast after that. No more creeping. Just speed. Silent and ruthless. I couldn’t breathe right. My lungs couldn’t keep up with the rhythm. My thoughts spiraled. That had been a life. A human. Gone in seconds. And no one blinked.

When we reached the supply cache—a buried crate wrapped in plastic and mud—it took them under two minutes to unearth, secure, and redistribute the contents. Ammo. Water. Something wrapped in foil. I didn’t ask.

Then we heard the shots.

One. Two. Three in rapid succession. Close.

“Go,” the leader barked, shoving the gear into Wolfe’s arms. “Back route. Move.”

We ran. Not in a straight line. Not like civilians. They moved in arcs, used the terrain, used the night. I followed as best I could, adrenaline drowning the fear.

At some point, I fell. Mud coated my palms. I bit my lip to keep from crying out.

And then, suddenly—hands. Lifting me.

Stone.

His hands under my arms, dragging me upright like I weighed nothing. His breath hit my ear as he hissed, “Keep up.”

His voice wasn’t angry. It was something worse. Disappointed.

By the time we returned to the bunker, I couldn’t tell if an hour or a lifetime had passed. My legs were trembling. My clothes soaked. My skin prickled with cold and sweat. Inside, they moved with the same calm as before. Routine. Untouched by what had happened.

I sank onto my cot, dizzy. My camera was still strapped to my chest, but I hadn’t filmed a thing. Not when it mattered.

“You froze,” Wolfe said flatly.

I looked up. He wasn’t judging. Just stating fact.

“I’ve never seen someone die like that before.”

He shrugged. “You will again.”

Stone sat on his cot, watching me. His eyes weren’t cold anymore. Just curious. Like I was a puzzle with pieces missing.

The leader crouched in front of me, eyes hard. “You did better than I thought.”

“Is that a compliment?”

“No. It’s a warning.”

He stood and walked away, his boots echoing against the steel floor.

That night, I didn’t sleep.

I lay awake listening to their breath, to the occasional rustle of fabric, to the metal clinks of weapons being cleaned and prepared.

I’d made it through the first mission.

And somehow, I knew this wasn’t the worst it would get. Not by a long shot.

Because the way Stone had looked at me in the jungle—right after the kill, when our eyes had locked for one endless second—that wasn’t the look of a man protecting a civilian.

It was the look of a man seeing something break.

And maybe wanting to break it further.
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