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Prologue:

The leather restraints cut into Nate's wrists as he strained against them, the psychiatric bed's metal frame creaking under his efforts. The fluorescent lights overhead buzzed with a maddening persistence, casting everything in harsh, clinical white. Three days now. Three days of doctors with clipboards and concerned expressions, three days of being told his mind was broken.

But they were wrong.

"Target is a go, Nate." Marco's voice came from the shadows near the window, as clear as if he were standing right there. The same cocky grin, the same tactical vest bristling with gear. "Maddox won't see us coming."

Nate's eyes darted to the corner where Elias sat perched on the windowsill, rifle cradled in his arms like it was part of him. "Intel's solid," Elias said in that quiet, measured way of his. "Compounds lightly defended. We hit fast, extract the package, and we're out before they know what happened."

"You're not real," Nate whispered, his voice hoarse from hours of shouting at nurses and orderlies. "You're dead. Both of you are dead."

Marco laughed—that familiar sound that used to mean everything was going to be okay. "Real enough to save your ass, brother. Real enough to warn you what's coming."

The door opened with a soft pneumatic hiss. A gray-haired doctor entered, clipboard in hand, his expression weary from too many cases like this one. Behind him came two orderlies, their bulk filling the doorway like sentries.

"Good morning, Nathan," the doctor said, not bothering to sit. "Any changes since yesterday?"

"They're here," Nate said, his eyes never leaving the corner where his dead teammates maintained their vigil. "Marco and Elias. They are briefing me on—"

"Nathan." The doctor's voice carried the exhaustion of someone who had had this conversation too many times. "We've discussed this. Your unit members died fourteen months ago in Papua New Guinea. You were there. You remember."

The memory hit him like a physical blow. The jungle compound. The ambush. Marco's scream cut short by gunfire. Elias falling backward, his rifle spinning away into the undergrowth. The smell of cordite, blood, and failure.

"No," Nate shook his head violently. "They're here. They are telling me about the operation. Maddox is—"

"There is no operation." The doctor scribbled something on his clipboard. "Maddox was killed six months ago. The Talon Unit has been disbanded. You are experiencing trauma-induced psychosis. The hallucinations are—"

"Doc, with respect," Marco interrupted, stepping forward into the light, "you're way out of your depth here. Tell him about the bioweapon shipment. Tell him about Foxman's involvement."

Nate's breathing quickened. "The bioweapon. Arthur Foxman's brokering the deal. Marco says—"

"Increase the antipsychotics," the doctor said quietly to one of the orderlies. "Double the evening dose."

"You can't medicate away the truth!" Nate strained against the restraints, his voice rising. "Maddox is alive! The syndicate is reorganizing! My team needs me!"

Elias spoke without looking up from his rifle. "They can't hear us, Nate. Only you can. That's what makes this work."

The doctor turned toward the door, his patience clearly exhausted. "Nathan, I've seen this before. Combat veterans, survivor's guilt, the mind creates elaborate scenarios to process trauma. But your friends are gone. The war is over."

As he reached for the door, Marco called out one last time: "Forty-eight hours, Nate. That is all we have got before they make their move. Your choice—stay here and let Sydney burn or get out and finish this."

The door sealed shut with a soft click, leaving Nate alone with his ghosts and the terrible certainty that everyone else was wrong. In the corner, Elias finally looked up from his weapon, his eyes dark with purpose.

"Clock's ticking, brother," Elias said. "Time to decide what's real."

Nate closed his eyes and tried to shut out the voices. But deep down, beneath the fog of medication and the weight of everyone's doubt, he knew the truth.

The war was far from over.



Act I – “Ghosts of War”
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Chapter 1: “The Nightmare Begins”
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THE HARDEST BATTLES are not always fought on foreign soil.

For Commander Nathan Harwood and the surviving members of Talon Unit, victory came at a price that no medal could measure, and no citation could capture. They had saved Australian democracy, prevented a military coup, and stopped a global conspiracy that reached the highest levels of government. They were heroes by any definition.

They were also broken.

In the months following their triumph in Antarctica, each man had tried to build a new life from the wreckage of their classified past. Leo Stratis found purpose teaching ethics to police recruits, carrying the memory of his fallen brothers into each lesson about doing what is right under pressure. Tony Rinoldi channelled his sniper's precision into training the next generation of sharpshooters, ensuring that young soldiers would be better prepared than he had been. Spencer "Spore" Bowen threw himself into biological defence research, working to prevent the kind of horrors they had witnessed from ever being unleashed again. Kieran "Torque" Knox built communication systems for search and rescue teams, ensuring that no one would die alone and unheard as his brothers had. Declan "Wraith" Maddox used his intelligence expertise to hunt down the remaining threads of the conspiracy, making sure the dead stayed buried.

But for Nate Harwood, the weight of command had become an unbearable burden that grew heavier with each passing day.

The statistics were damning, though they rarely made headlines: one in five Australian combat veterans would suffer from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. Depression rates among special forces operators were three times higher than the general population. Suicide claimed more Australian soldiers than enemy action ever had. These were not numbers in a government report—they were Nate's reality, creeping into his mind like shrapnel working its way to the surface.

The nightmares had started subtle fragments of memory that bled into his dreams. Marco's laugh echoing through empty corridors. Elias's voice on a radio that would never answer again. The sound of gunfire that might have been thunder or might have been the past refusing to stay buried. But gradually, the boundaries began to blur. The dead started visiting him while he was awake, offering tactical advice from beyond the grave, arguing strategy in his kitchen, standing guard at his bedside.

What the civilian world did not understand—what they could not understand—was that for men like Nate, war was not just a job or even a calling. It was a state of being. The hypervigilance that kept you alive in combat became paranoia in peacetime. The tactical thinking that saved lives on deployment became obsessive planning for threats that might not exist. The brotherhood that made you will die for your teammates became a crushing sense of guilt when some came home, and others did not.

Nate had been "overcooked" by war, a term veterans used to describe the psychological state that came after too many deployments, too many losses, too many nights spent wondering if the next sunrise would be your last. He was a weapon that had been sharpened to a fine edge and then asked to cut butter—dangerous to everyone around him, including himself.

His team had tried to help, in the way that soldiers always did by pretending everything was fine until it was not, by covering for each other until the cover-up became part of the problem, by maintaining operational security even when the operation was destroying them from within. But there came a point when loyalty became enabling, when brotherhood became a conspiracy of silence, when the very bonds that held them together began to tear them apart.

The intervention had come too late. By the time Leo, Tony, Declan, Torque, and Spore realized how far Nate had fallen, he was already talking to ghosts, planning missions that existed only in his fractured mind, preparing for battles that were being fought in the scarred landscape of his psyche rather than on any physical battlefield.

Now, strapped to a hospital bed in a secure psychiatric facility, Nate faced the hardest mission of his military career: learning to live with the weight of what he had done, what he had seen, and what he had lost. His enemies were no longer foreign operatives or domestic conspirators—they were the demons that wore the faces of his fallen brothers, the voices in his head that sounded like tactical briefings, the paranoid certainty that someone, somewhere, was still hunting the survivors of Talon Unit.

The question that haunted his remaining lucid moments was whether his paranoia was a symptom of his breakdown, or whether his breakdown had left him vulnerable to threats that were all too real. In a world where conspiracies had reached the highest levels of government, where trusted allies had become deadly enemies, where the line between heroism and terrorism had been deliberately blurred, how could anyone tell the difference between justified caution and psychological collapse?

His teammates faced their own impossible choice: stand by their broken commander and risk being pulled down with him or cut him loose and abandon the man who had led them through their darkest hours. Each carried their own scars from their shared past, their own guilt over the brothers who had not come home, their own fears about what the future might hold.

The war in Afghanistan was over. The conspiracy in Antarctica had been defeated. The immediate threats to Australian security had been neutralized. But for the men who had fought those battles, the real war was just beginning—a war against an enemy that lived inside their own minds, that knew their weaknesses better than they did, that could turn their greatest strengths into their most dangerous vulnerabilities.

This is the story of that war. A war fought not with weapons and tactics, but with memories and nightmares, loyalty and betrayal, hope, and despair. A war where victory might mean learning to live with defeat, where healing might require breaking down completely, where the greatest enemy might be the voice in your head that sounds exactly like your own.

It is a war that millions of veterans fight every day, in suburbs and cities around the world, far from the headlines and the glory, armed only with the bonds they forged in combat and the hope that brotherhood might be stronger than the darkness that threatens to consume them.

For Nathan Harwood and the survivors of Talon Unit, the hardest mission was about to begin learning that sometimes the most courageous thing a soldier can do is admit that he can no longer fight.

Sometimes the bravest warriors are the ones who lay down their weapons and ask for help.

Sometimes the only way to save your brothers is to let them save you.

The ghosts of war were calling, but this time, they might be calling them home to healing instead of to battle.

Whether they had the strength to answer that call remained to be seen.



Chapter 2: “Frayed Ends of Sanity”––––––––Wacol, Queensland: The Park – Centre for Mental Health


LEO STRATIS STOOD IN the hospital corridor, staring at the reinforced glass window that separated him from his former commander. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead like angry insects, casting everything in the same sterile white that haunted his dreams. Through the glass, Nate sat motionless on the edge of his bed, engaged in an animated conversation with empty air.

"How long has he been like this?" Leo asked without turning around.

The nurse behind him—a middle-aged woman with tired eyes and the weathered patience that came from dealing with broken minds—checked her chart. "Three days since his last episode. He insists there are two other men in the room with him. Marco and Elias, he calls them. He gives them tactical briefings."

Leo's jaw tightened. Marco Reeves and Elias Kane had been good men, the kind of soldiers you would follow into hell because you knew they would fight their way back out with you. They had died fourteen months ago in a PNG jungle, torn apart by automatic weapons fire while Nate screamed their names into his radio. Leo had carried Elias to the extraction point himself, felt the life drain out of him with each laboured step through the mud and blood.

"Can I go in?"

"He's not violent, but he's... unpredictable. Are you armed?"

Leo almost smiled at that. Old habits. "No."

The electronic lock disengaged with a soft beep. Leo stepped inside, and immediately Nate's head snapped toward him, eyes focusing with laser intensity.

"Leo." Nate's voice was hoarse but clear. "Perfect timing. Marco was just explaining the insertion route."

Leo looked around the empty room, then back at Nate. His friend—his commander—had lost weight. The hospital gown hung loose on his frame, and his eyes held that thousand-yard stare that Leo recognized from too many mirrors. But there was something else there now, something that made Leo's skin crawl: absolute certainty.

"Nate, there's nobody else here."

"Bullshit." Nate stood, pointing to an empty corner. "Marco's right there. Elias is by the window. They have been tracking Maddox's operation. The bioweapon shipment, the PMC syndicate—it's all connected."

Leo felt his heart sink. He had hoped the doctors were wrong, that this was just exhaustion, stress, a bad reaction to medication. But seeing Nate like this, watching him interact with ghosts as if they were solid flesh and blood, made the reality undeniable.

"Maddox is dead, Nate. We killed him six months ago. Remember? The Antarctic facility?"

Nate's expression shifted, confusion flickering across his features before hardening back into certainty. "That's what they want you to think. Marco's got intel that proves—"

"Marco's dead!" The words exploded out of Leo before he could stop them. "He's dead, Nate. They are both dead. You watched them die. We all did."

For a moment, something cracked in Nate's facade. Pain flashed across his face, raw and devastating. Then it was gone, replaced by that maddening certainty.

"They're here," he said quietly. "They're trying to save us. Save Sydney. The bioweapon—"

"There is no bioweapon." Leo stepped closer, keeping his voice calm despite the turmoil in his chest. "There's no mission. There is no threat. There's just you, in a hospital, talking to ghosts."

Nate's eyes narrowed. "You don't believe me."

"I believe you're hurting. You miss them. Hell, we all do. But this—" Leo gestured around the room, "—this isn't real."

"Then explain this." Nate moved to the small table beside his bed, picked up a napkin, and began sketching with a pen that should not have been allowed in a psychiatric ward. His hands moved with practiced precision, drawing what looked like a compound layout. "Foxman's warehouse. Three guards on the perimeter, two inside. Marco scouted it yesterday."

Leo stared at the sketch. It was detailed, professional, exactly the kind of operational planning Nate had excelled at. But it was also impossible.

"Where did you get this?"

"I told you. Marco—"

"Nate." Leo sat down heavily in the visitor's chair. "Listen to me. Really listen. You have been in this room for six weeks. You have not left. You have not seen Marco or Elias because they are dead. Whatever you think you know about Foxman or Maddox or bioweapons—it's coming from inside your head."

Nate stared at him for a long moment, then turned toward the empty corner. "He doesn't understand," he said to the air. "None of them do. They can't see what we can see."

Leo felt something break inside his chest. This was Nathan Harwood, the man who had led them through impossible missions, who'd never left a man behind, who'd saved Leo's life more times than either of them could count. And now he was having conversations with shadows.

"The others want to cut you lose," Leo said quietly.

Nate's attention snapped back to him. "What?"

"Tony, Spore, Torque, Wraith—they think you're too far gone. They think keeping you connected to the unit is making it worse."

"And you?" Nate's voice was barely a whisper.

Leo looked at his friend, his commander, his brother-in-arms. The man who had pulled him out of a burning Humvee in Kandahar, who had talked him through the worst firefight of his life, who had been the steady centre that held Talon Unit together through every nightmare they had faced.

"I think loyalty is the only thing separating us from the animals," Leo said finally. "I think you'd never abandon me, no matter how broken I got. And I think that has to mean something."

Nate nodded slowly, tears gathering in his eyes. For a moment, the ghosts seemed to fade, and Leo saw his friend clearly scared, lost, fighting a war inside his own mind.

"But I also think," Leo continued, his voice gentle but firm, "that maybe the most loyal thing I can do is help you get better. Really better. Not just patched up and sent back into battle."

"The mission—"

"There is no mission." Leo stood, moved to the window, and looked out at the Sydney skyline. Normal people living normal lives, unaware that men like them existed, fought, bled, and sometimes broke in the shadows. "The war's over, Nate. It's time to come home."

When he turned back, Nate was staring at the empty corner again, listening to voices only he could hear. The moment of clarity was gone, replaced by the terrible certainty of madness.

"Forty-eight hours," Nate said to the air. "Roger that, Marco."

Leo closed his eyes, feeling the weight of an impossible decision settling on his shoulders. Stay loyal to the man Nate had been or help the man he had become. Save his friend or save what was left of Talon Unit.

Sometimes, he realized, there were no good choices. Sometimes, loyalty meant knowing when to let go.

As he reached for the door, Nate's voice stopped him.

"Leo?"

"Yeah?"

"When this is over—when we stop Maddox—will you visit Marco and Elias for me? Tell them..." Nate's voice cracked. "Tell them I'm sorry I couldn't bring them home."

Leo's hand trembled on the door handle. Outside, the nurse was waiting to escort him out. Outside, his teammates were waiting for his decision. Outside, the world moved on, indifferent to the wars fought in hospital rooms and the casualties counted in broken minds.

"I will tell them, “He whispered, and stepped into the corridor, leaving his commander alone with his ghosts.



Chapter 3 “Still Running”

Abandoned Warehouse, Port Botany, Sydney

TONY RINOLDI ADJUSTED the scope on his Barrett M82 for the third time in ten minutes, more from habit than necessity. The rifle was zeroed perfectly—had been since he had assembled it that morning on the rooftop of the abandoned warehouse in Port Botany. But his hands needed something to do while his mind processed the intercepted communications crackling through his earpiece.

"Negative, the shipment's delayed," came a voice with a slight American accent. "Our buyer wants additional security guarantees before we proceed."

Tony frowned, fine-tuning the audio filters on his surveillance equipment. Three months of monitoring chatter from various private military contractors had led him here, to this conversation between what sounded like arms dealers discussing something big enough to make them nervous.

"Security guarantees?" The second voice was Australian, rough around the edges. "What kind of heat are we talking about?"

"The kind that wears government badges and asks uncomfortable questions. Word is, some of the old Blackwater crowd are sniffing around our previous transactions."

Tony's blood chilled. Blackwater—now Academic—had been connected to some of the darker episodes in Iraq and Afghanistan. If they were involved in whatever was happening here, it was not small-time gun running.

"Look, mate," the Australian continued, "our employer's getting impatient. He's already paid good money for this merchandise, and he's not the sort who takes delays well."

"Then your employer should have considered that before he decided to work with stolen military assets. The kind of people who originally owned this hardware don't just write it off and move on."

Stolen military assets. Tony's finger hovered over the record button, already engaged but his muscle memory making the motion anyway. This was bigger than black market weapons—this sounded like military-grade equipment that had gone missing from official sources.

The American voice dropped lower. "Besides, there are rumours that Talon Unit is still operational. After what happened in Antarctica—"

"Talon's finished," the Australian cut him off. "Half of them are dead, the other half are too broken to tie their own boots. Their CO's in a psych ward, for Christ's sake."

Tony's jaw clenched. News of Nate's hospitalization had spread further than they had hoped. In their world, intelligence was currency, and everyone was always buying and selling information about potential threats.

"Maybe," the American said, "but I've got it on good authority that someone's been asking questions about Maddox's old network. Professional questions. The kind that suggest official interest."
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