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  Chapter one
Shadows on the Ridge


Predawn pressed against the world, heavy and blue-black, wrapping the valley in a hush that felt almost reverent. The ridge loomed to the east, its jagged silhouette promising the sun, soon, but not yet. In the hollows, fog drifted low, catching at the ankles of the men who waited in loose formation at the edge of the poppy fields. The earth was damp, swallowing footsteps and murmurs alike. 
Staff Sergeant Nolan Pierce checked the clasp on his chest rig, fingers moving almost automatically over the pouches. Every movement, every count, was ritual now, tourniquet, grenades, two extra mags in the left, knife on the right. He could hear Cruz behind him, whispering static into his headset, and Captain Halvorsen kneeling by the map board, tracing his finger along the pencil line to Ganjgal’s edge. The Afghan National Army soldiers, wrapped in patchwork uniforms and battered vests, clustered in a half-circle nearby, eyes unreadable. Some cracked jokes in Dari, laughter brittle; others just smoked, heads down, glancing at the American Humvee’s dull hood ornament like it held secrets.
Pierce squatted low, resting his elbows on his knees and letting his gaze flick over the ANA squad. Rahmani, the young ANA lieutenant, stood apart, his posture too straight to be comfortable. He was watching the distant, box-shaped houses of Ganjgal village with a focus that had nothing to do with the patrol’s planned route. The silence of the place seemed to press back at them. No roosters crowed. No goats bleated. No children in sun-faded clothes darted out to beg for chocolate or pens. Pierce’s neck prickled.
“Pierce.” Halvorsen’s voice pried him from his thoughts. The captain was frowning, the angular lines of his face deeper in the half-light. He handed over a folded sheet: the latest update from Battalion, already smudged with fingerprints. “You good?”
Pierce let the paper rest against his palm. “We’re good, sir. Gear squared away. Squad’s all green.” He nodded in Cruz’s direction, catching the corporal’s eye. Cruz flashed a thumbs-up, mouth twitching under the edge of his helmet. Pierce felt a brief swell of gratitude for the kid’s steadiness.
Halvorsen wasn’t convinced. “Something’s off,” he muttered, voice pitched for Pierce’s ears alone. “Intel said elders would be waiting. Right now, they’re not.”
Pierce kept his tone even. “Could be a time thing, sir. Local sunrise is later out here by about twenty minutes. Maybe they’re waiting for the mullah to finish prayers.”
Halvorsen’s jaw tightened. “Maybe.” He glanced at the motionless ANA soldiers, and then at their interpreter, Haroon, who stood shivering slightly despite the still heat. “Keep your boys tight. Last time we did this, they tried to separate us.”
Pierce nodded. “We stay close. No heroics.”
Halvorsen clapped him on the shoulder. “Just like we rehearsed. Don’t let your guard down, even for a second.”
Pierce forced a smile, feeling the familiar knot take root behind his sternum. “Roger that.”
A low snort of static came from Cruz’s direction. The corporal was crouched beside the radio, antenna poking out from his pack like the spine of some strange animal. He fiddled with the dial, knuckles whitening. “I’m not getting Blue Diamond. Net’s all ghosty.” He looked up at Pierce, voice barely above a whisper. “All I got is this weird echo. Like someone’s keying the mic and letting it hang.”
Pierce stepped closer, lowering his voice. “Keep trying. Once we clear that ridge, switch to the secondary channel, see if they’re clearer.”
Cruz nodded, eyes darting to the village. “Copy that.”
Their formation shivered into motion, shuffling through the thin grass and churned mud. Pierce took his spot near the front, between Halvorsen and Rahmani. The Lieutenant’s face was wan, eyes fixed on the silent row of mud-brick houses. He ran a hand over his brow, sweat shining even in the chill. Pierce caught his eye and nodded politely.
“Morning, Lieutenant,” he offered, lips forming the Dari words clumsily but with intent.
Rahmani returned the greeting, but his gaze flicked nervously toward the village. “No children today,” he said in careful English, just loud enough for Pierce to catch. “Last time, there were many. Today... nothing.”
Pierce tried to sound nonchalant. “Maybe it’s just too early.”
Rahmani shook his head, lips pressed together. “When it is danger, sometimes there is no morning.”
Pierce felt the words settle on his skin like a cold mist.
They reached the first cluster of houses. Mud-walled, thatch-roofed, every door shut tight. Windows painted over with old newspaper. No sign of the villagers. Not even a stray dog rooting through the trash heaps. He heard Halvorsen’s boots scuff on the hardpan as the captain paused at the corner and raised his hand, signaling a halt. The team stacked up behind him, close enough that Pierce could feel the sweat of the man at his back.
A whisper rippled through the ANA ranks. Haroon, the interpreter, leaned in and murmured something rapid to Rahmani, who relayed the information to Halvorsen. “Elders are not at the mosque. People say they are coming, but… still no one.”
Halvorsen’s jaw twitched. He pressed the mic on his vest. “Mountaintop, this is Wildcat Actual. We’re at checkpoint Bravo. Negative contact with elders, negative atmospherics. Over.” His voice was flat, professional. No crack in the veneer.
It took several seconds before Major Hatcher’s voice filtered back, muffled and distracted. “Roger, Wildcat. Hold position. Provide SITREP every ten mikes. Higher is tracking. Out.” In the background, Pierce could swear he heard the major shuffling papers, a muttered curse, the clatter of what might have been a coffee cup. Probably sitting behind a desk, air-conditioned, a world away from the valley’s tight-lipped silence.
Bellamy, the squad’s youngest rifleman, sidled up to Pierce as the patrol hesitated at the entrance to the second lane. “Sarge, do you see any birds? Shouldn’t there be birds?” He kept his voice low, barely moving his lips.
Pierce shook his head. “Focus up, Bell. Check your corners. No freelancing.”
Bellamy nodded quickly, but the whites of his eyes gleamed, wide and scared.
A slide of footsteps signaled Rahmani’s return. He motioned for Pierce and Halvorsen to join him, gesturing toward the far edge of the lane where the path forked. The Lieutenant kept glancing toward the ridgeline, lips moving in silent prayer. He muttered in Dari to one of his sergeants, then switched languages for the Americans: “We should not wait here too long. If we are target here...it is not good. We go, or we go back.”
Halvorsen shot a look at Pierce, frustration simmering in his eyes. “Rules of engagement are clear. We’re here to meet, not raid.”
Pierce hesitated. “The longer we loiter, the worse it gets, sir. If they’re not coming, we can’t force it.”
Cruz’s headset crackled as he pressed his earpiece. “Still nothing on Blue Diamond. Some traffic on the ANA net, sounds worried. Like they lost their own guys up in the northeast field.”
Pierce turned to Rahmani. “Your men reporting anything?”
Rahmani’s mouth twisted. “I will ask.” He stepped away, raising his portable radio, voice sharp.
Pierce scanned the street again, heart knocking against his ribs. Curtains fluttered behind a cracked window. A pair of bare feet vanished from sight. He saw a door swing open, then slam shut with a nervous clatter. There was a growing sense of absence, as if the entire village had simply sucked itself inward, holding its breath.
Halvorsen exhaled, his own breathing suddenly loud. “Goddamn it,” he muttered, more to himself than anyone else.
Rahmani returned, shaking his head. “No answer from some of our posts. Maybe battery low, maybe…” He trailed off, expression haunted.
Haroon, jittery and pale, leaned toward Pierce. “Sir… when this happened in my village, it was very bad. Everyone leaves before, ” He swallowed hard, eyes darting to the ridgeline.
A sharp metallic ping rang out, echoing down the lane. Pierce jerked, weapon snapping up instinctively. Cruz whispered, “Probably just a goat bell, right?”
But Pierce saw the look on Rahmani’s face, the dread, the certainty.
Halvorsen raised his hand, signaling the patrol to move forward, just as if the day might still turn benign. A few feet ahead, Bellamy shivered, his silhouette trembling against the pale wall.
They edged into the heart of Ganjgal. The lanes narrowed, the sky overhead bleeding from black to a bruised violet. Every doorway bristled with secrets. Pierce’s senses stretched taut, anticipating the next sound, the next shadow.
From behind the second compound, there was a sudden, violent absence of sound, every bird, every rustling leaf capitulating to the coming storm. Pierce’s lips parted, a warning half-formed.
A brilliant blossom of orange fire streaked from the ridgeline, carving a shrieking arc through the early dawn. It struck the far compound with a sound like worlds colliding, an RPG, its detonation flattening the mud-brick wall and tossing dust and debris in a thunderous wave.
Time fractured. Screams erupted. Glass shattered. A second rocket hammered against the lane’s corner, pelting Pierce with falling brick and clods of dirt.
“Contact front! RPG, ridgeline!” Cruz roared into his comm, voice hoarse, hands fumbling for the radio dial.
“Get some cover, move! Move!” Halvorsen bellowed, dragging Haroon down behind a crumbling wall.
Pierce’s training surged to the fore. He caught Bellamy by the collar and hurled him into the shallow depression behind the well. He tasted dust. The world was noise, confusion, Bullets snapped overhead, smacking into hard-packed ground with dull, terminal thumps.
Through the chaos, Pierce’s mind spun, calculating, fighting back the automatic terror. The valley, so quiet seconds before, now echoed with war. In that frozen heartbeat between the first explosion and the next, he understood: the quiet was never just quiet. It was a warning. And they had missed it.
Predawn darkness pressed down on the valley, swallowing the last shreds of color from the world. Nolan Pierce could feel it, a living thing, thick and expectant. The joint patrol gathered at the edge of the forward operating base in muffled silence, boots pressing shallow prints into the dry, dust-choked earth. Pierce adjusted the plate carrier across his chest, feeling the familiar, restless weight of his gear: mags, radio, tourniquet, the photograph tucked behind his ID. His breath fogged faintly in the chill, and somewhere behind him, the sky hinted at purple, the edge of a sun not quite willing to rise.
The Afghan soldiers clustered around Lt. Rahmani, their khaki uniforms mottled and sweat-stained, even in the cold. Some smoked, the orange glow trembling in nervous hands. Others glanced Pierce’s way, measuring him with eyes that revealed little. Even after weeks of joint patrols, the distance between them felt measured in years, not meters. Next to him, Corporal Cruz fiddled with the squad radio, tapping at the cracked plastic body with a practiced thumb.
“Sound like you’re tuning in to Mars, Mateo,” Pierce muttered, voice low.
Cruz gave a quick, sly grin, but it faded fast. “That or Khost ops net. Not sure which one scares me more.”
Pierce clapped him on the shoulder. “Keep the chatter tight. If we need to bail out, your radio’s Plan B.” He nodded toward the Afghan commo man, a teenager with scared eyes and an ancient field radio slung across his back like a relic.
“Si, sarge,” Cruz said, the syllables tight. “Let’s hope we don’t need Plan C.”
A few meters away, Captain Halvorsen stood in conference with Rahmani, paper map half-unrolled, the twin beams of their pencil flashlights painting wobbly constellations. Pierce drifted toward them, boots nearly silent in the dirt.
Halvorsen’s jaw worked as he ran a gloved finger along the pencil-sketched route. “The elders should’ve met us at the schoolhouse at zero-five. Any change from your guys?” he asked Rahmani.
The Afghan lieutenant shook his head, lips tight. “No calls. They are cautious. Maybe… too cautious today.”
“Or maybe they heard something we haven’t,” Halvorsen said, the words clipped. He looked at Pierce, his blue eyes cut with fatigue. “You got that feeling again, Staff?”
Pierce nodded. “Village feels off. Even the dogs are quiet.”
Halvorsen’s mouth twitched, almost a smile, but he didn’t seem to find it funny. “We stick to the plan. Presence patrol. Show the flag. Rahmani, keep your men dispersed, last thing I want is a fat target.”
He stepped aside with Pierce, voice dropping. “Listen, I know nobody likes this, but command wants the village checked today. Major Hatcher expects face time with the elders, hearts and minds, all that. If you see anything, you let me know. No cowboy shit.”
Pierce let the words settle, feeling their weight, old and new at once. “No promises on the cowboy shit,” he said, the old joke landing flat between them.
Halvorsen just nodded, eyes scanning the shadow-cloaked ridge lines. “Let’s get it done.”
The patrol bled forward, boots brushing over stone, picking their way through the low slung wire gate and fanning into two loose files. Rahmani’s ANP carried battered AKs at the ready, their eyes roving over the thatched rooftops and pockmarked mud walls. The Americans moved with them, careful not to bunch up, rifles low and ready.
They followed the ribbon of a rutted lane as it threaded between wheat fields gone gold and brittle. Pierce listened for morning sounds, the bray of donkeys, shrill laughter of children darting around gates, the bark of a dog staking its worthless claim on a patch of fence. Nothing came. He felt the hush like a held breath. Shadowed windows stared blankly, and as the joint patrol passed, a woman’s face flashed in a doorway before vanishing behind a slab of wood. Another door slammed shut, ringing through the silence. Further ahead, a flock of goats, usually scattered along the irrigation ditch, was gone.
Halvorsen’s voice crackled in his headset. “You see this, Staff?”
“Yeah,” Pierce said. “No kids, no animals. Never seen it this dead.”
Cruz’s voice piped in, tinny and strained. “All the villagers are inside. Not even a greeting party.”
“A greeting party is usually a bad sign,” Bellamy quipped. The squad’s automatic rifleman walked a few steps behind, his eyes never still. He looked to Pierce, the unspoken question clear.
Pierce shook his head minutely. “Stay sharp, Bell.”
They pressed on, veering past a collapsed wall where last month they'd found a cache of rusted mortars. The sun began to bleed up the far ridgeline, flattening the world in gray-blue light. Lieutenant Rahmani walked slightly ahead, balancing pride and anxiety with every measured step. He muttered to his men in Pashto, hands moving as if to ward off ghosts.
A sudden cough from Cruz’s radio broke the spell. Static, then a voice, American, the drawl unmistakable.
"Ghost-4, this is Doghouse. Sitrep, over."
Halvorsen brought his handset to his lips, glancing skyward as if wishing for invisibility. "Doghouse, this is Ghost-4. We’re entering Ganjgal, negative contact, moving to primary rally point. Awaiting elders. Over."
In the tactical operations center, Major Hatcher sat behind a folding table, maps scattered before him and a mug of coffee cooling at his elbow. He listened with half an ear, eyes flicking to his laptop screen. A pair of visiting CIVPOL advisors murmured behind him, animated about route clearance and political fallout. He thumbed the transmit button twice, signaling acknowledgement, but the words that formed on his lips never made it to the microphone.
On the ridge above Ganjgal, the sun’s first light crept over bramble and stone, gilding the twisted trees with pale gold. Pierce’s skin prickled. For a moment, the world seemed to pause. He scanned the rooftops, the gaps between huts where shadows pooled, searching for the flash of movement, the glint of glass or steel.
Minutes stretched. The patrol made slow progress, stopping every dozen meters, eyes drawn to every open window and empty lane. The schoolhouse loomed ahead, a squat, mud-brick building with faded paint peeling from its only door. The elders were supposed to meet them there, flanked by the mullah and two sharp-eyed boys who always looked bored during negotiations. Today, it was vacant. Not even the crows bothered to perch on the roof.
Pierce said it before anyone else could. “They’re late.”
Rahmani gave a nervous glance at the path to the next compound, fingers tapping the handguard of his rifle. “They are never late.”
Bellamy shifted his weight, brow knit. “Maybe they’re hiding. Maybe they got warned off.”
Halvorsen checked his watch. “Five minutes. If they’re not here by then, we’re out.”
A door cracked open somewhere behind them. Cruz spun, rifle up, but it was only an old man, eyes rheumy, staring at the patrol from his threshold. He took one look at the Americans, spat in the dust, and retreated inside, slamming the door.
“Not exactly a warm welcome,” Cruz muttered.
Pierce stepped up beside Halvorsen, lowering his voice. “If we linger, we’re bait. They’re shepherding us into an ambush, or the elders are too scared to come out.”
Halvorsen nodded, face tight. “Back out slow. We’ll mark this in the report, ‘possible intimidation by anti-coalition…’” He never finished.
It began with a whipcrack, distant at first, echoing from the ridgeline north of the village. Something streaked low over the roofs, trailing a tail of gray smoke. Pierce’s next breath caught as the shape arced down, time slowing as his mind named it.
“RPG!” Bellamy screamed.
The rocket slammed into the first compound wall, sheets of mud brick exploding outward. The shockwave punched through the lane, shattering windows and sending villagers diving for cover. Pierce hit the ground on instinct, gravel biting into his palms. He caught a glimpse of Bellamy hauling Cruz behind a broken cart, dust swirling around them.
Machine gun fire chattered from the ridge, red tracers stitching the dawn. Rahmani’s men scattered, firing blindly at shadows in the rocks. Somewhere, a woman wailed, the sound rending. Pierce rolled behind a crumbling wall, bringing his rifle up, scanning for targets. His pulse hammered in his ears.
“Ghost-4, taking fire!” Halvorsen barked into the radio, breathless. “Contact north ridge, multiple shooters, request QRF, immediate air!”
Pierce saw Cruz hunched by the radio, fumbling frequencies with trembling hands. “Net’s jammed, Staff. Too much interference.”
Rahmani’s voice rose above the chaos, barking orders in rapid Pashto, rallying his men to hold the center of the lane. A second explosion rocked the village, this one deeper, closer, showering debris across the patrol. Bellamy fired a short burst, the rounds snapping off stone.
Pierce pressed his cheek to the stock, searching for muzzle flashes in the pale light. He caught movement, a fighter darting between two boulders, rifle lifted. He squeezed off two rounds, saw dirt jump just behind the man.
“Cruz, on me!” Pierce yelled. Cruz crawled over, face streaked with dust. “Stay on Halvorsen. We push through to the schoolhouse, use it for cover.”
Bellamy clambered up next to them, eyes wild. “Did you see that RPG? Came out of nowhere, nobody on the roofs, it had to be the ridgeline. They set us up.”
“Focus, Bell. We get out alive, you can be paranoid all you want,” Pierce said, voice tight.
Rahmani’s men rallied along the wall, returning fire in ragged bursts. A bullet cracked overhead, slicing away a sliver of wood. Pierce ducked, adrenaline flooding his limbs.
“Halvorsen!” he shouted. “Orders?”
The captain slid in beside him, beads of sweat darkening his collar. “We get to the schoolhouse, establish a perimeter, and hold until QRF arrives. Anyone sees the elders, grab them, otherwise, weapons free. Move!”
Pierce nodded, heart pounding, and signaled the others forward. The patrol surged through the dust, fire snapping around them as dawn finally broke over Ganjgal, bathing the chaos in harsh, merciless light.
Dawn hadn’t so much as brushed the rim of the valley yet; the night clung stubborn, cold, broken only by the muted red of chem-lights circling boot soles and the whisper of gear being checked, cinched, prayed over. Staff Sergeant Nolan Pierce stood in the lee of a mud-brick wall, hands methodically ghosting over pouches, buckles, sling, his M4’s stippled grip. The world out here, ten clicks from the FOB and a thousand from home, always felt one slow breath from turning inside out.
He peered down the serpentine line forming in the dust, noting the silhouettes of his Marines interspersed with the leaner, nervous shapes of Lieutenant Rahmani’s ANA squad. The Afghans muttered quietly among themselves, softly clinking prayer beads or slinging battered Kalashnikovs over their shoulders with care that spoke more to ritual than readiness. Pierce’s nose picked up wood smoke and goat hair, but something else too, an absence, impossible to name, but keenly felt.
Captain Drew Halvorsen materialized at his left shoulder, face half lit by the faint stars and the sharp angle of his jaw. Halvorsen’s eyes flicked to Nolan’s, and for a heartbeat, neither man spoke. The hush pressed in, as if the earth itself was listening.
“Remind me why we’re out here, Nolan,” Halvorsen said quietly, voice low so the ANA interpreter wouldn’t catch the English. “It’s not hearts and minds if all we find are closed doors.”
Pierce watched an ANA soldier retighten the fraying laces on his boots, hands shaking. He didn’t answer right away. “Because higher says the elders want to talk. Because if we say no, they tell us we don’t care. If we say yes, we’re targets. Take your pick.”
Halvorsen grunted, shoulders tight. “They pushed this on Hatcher’s desk last night. No ISR, not even a drone. They don’t know we’re out here.”
Pierce offered a tight, humorless smile. “We’ll make them care if it goes sideways.”
Halvorsen’s hand hovered over the radio on his vest, knuckles white. “Just get them back, Sergeant. That’s all I care about.” His words left unsaid the rest: If we can.
Pierce nodded. “Copy that, sir.”
A few meters behind him, Corporal Mateo Cruz hunched over his battered PRC-117 radio, fingertips skimming the frayed wires. He listened for the battalion net, searching for a familiar, reassuring phrase or even Hatcher’s gravelly impatience. Instead, only static, occasional bursts resolving into Pashto, some distant base’s traffic bleeding through, none of it theirs. Cruz swore softly, twisting the gain knob.
Private First Class Bellamy, Pierce’s youngest, shouldered his SAW and scanned the empty path ahead. “Feels off, Staff Sergeant. S’too quiet.”
Pierce frowned, casting a glance down the main lane of Ganjgal. The village sprawled outward, wreathed in shadow, its ancient lanes tangled by stone and thorn. The houses, usually alive with dawn chores, children hollering, goats picking at trash, were closed tight, doors barred from inside. Shutters clapped, voices stilled. Nothing moved; not a single mongrel dog, not the whine of a generator. Even the air seemed thinner here, hollowed out.
Rahmani stood near the lead, his polished lieutenant’s rank glinting in gray dawn. He looked back at Pierce, his lips pressed tight, worry carved beneath his eyes. Pierce offered a brief nod; Rahmani answered with a flicker of his chin, somewhere between bravado and pleading for reassurance.
Halvorsen clicked his radio, voice taut and businesslike. “Rhino Two-Zero, this is Raven Actual. Stepping off from SP. How copy, over?”
Back at the TOC, Major Hatcher’s answer came faint, distracted. “Raven Actual, send your sitrep when you hit the IP. Over.” Paper rustled in the background, a phone ringing, Pierce could picture the major’s desk, stacked with maps and untouched coffee. Detached, far away. Pierce’s jaw tightened.
They moved, boots scuffing earth already hard with cold, weaving through the labyrinth of walls and alleys. ANA soldiers kept close, weapons slung awkwardly, one muttering prayers Pierce couldn’t decipher. The Marines swept their muzzles across corners, minds ticking through every possible threat. For a handful of minutes, the patrol filled the space with slow, practiced certainty.
A door banged somewhere ahead, Bellamy jerked up the SAW, but it was only wind. The patrol’s footsteps echoed, loud as gunshots in the emptiness. Cruz spoke quietly into his hand mic, voice hushed. “No kids, Staff Sergeant. Not a single one. You ever see that before out here?”
“Once,” Pierce said, not meeting Cruz’s eye. “Didn’t like what came after.”
Rahmani’s posture grew stiffer as he glanced at the silent homes, face pale under his helmet. He muttered to one of his men, who spat on the ground and clutched his weapon tighter.
As they reached the village square, nothing more than a widened patch of dust hemmed in by the collapsed husk of a Soviet truck, Pierce scanned every window, every blackened doorway. The villagers, those who hadn’t fully vanished, skirted shadows, refusing to meet their gaze. An old woman dragged a bundle of kindling behind her, her head bowed so low he could barely see her eyes over the scarf. A man at a well turned his back, moving with surprising speed for his age.
Bellamy’s nerves were showing; he kept glancing at Pierce, then at the compound rooftops. “Where are the elders, Staff Sergeant? This is where they’re supposed to meet us, right?”
Pierce’s gut twisted. “They’re late.” He exchanged a look with Bellamy, then with Cruz, who was still fiddling with his radio, brow furrowed. “Keep scanning. This isn’t right.”
“Sergeant, do you want me to, ” Cruz started, but his words broke off as a ripple passed through the ANA line. One of Rahmani’s soldiers hissed, pointing at something along the ridgeline to the north, where dawn’s first ghost of light caught on shattered stone.
Rahmani approached, voice tight. “This is wrong, Sergeant Pierce. They know we are here. Too quiet. No animals. No children. My village, when the Taliban comes, things go like this.”
Pierce took a steadying breath, searching for options. Halvorsen looked at him, trying to mask his own unease. “Major Hatcher, Raven Actual, do you read? Elders not present, atmosphere’s hostile. Request guidance. Over.”
Static flared, a faint answer threading through the ether. Hatcher sounded distracted, annoyed by the interruption. “Wait one. Get positive ID on the elders. Don’t stir up trouble.”
Halvorsen gave Pierce a hard look, jaw set. “We hold. No one splits. Not until we know what this is.”
Pierce nodded, but his hand drifted to rest on Bellamy’s shoulder, steadying the younger man.
The air, so empty a moment before, seemed to tighten, as if the entire valley were holding a collective breath. Cruz’s radio crackled, catching some distant, frantic transmission, maybe ANA, maybe not, but nothing clear, nothing about them.
Pierce moved to the edge of the square, kneeling next to a crumbling wall, squinting up at the ridgeline. He saw movement, a flicker, like the shadow of a hawk flitting over rock. He started to call out when a shrill, metallic whistle split the air, followed by the hellish whoop of an RPG’s motor.
He didn’t have time to shout. The rocket streaked from the ridgeline, trailing smoke, and slammed into the first compound on the square’s edge. The explosion hit with a concussive roar, brick, dust, and flame fountaining upward, shattering the silence, blowing windows from their frames.
Pierce dove, slamming into hard-packed earth as debris rained over him. Bellamy swore, voice edged with panic, “Incoming! Contact! Contact left!”
Machine gun fire erupted from the ridge, long bursts kicking up dirt and stone, slamming into the old Soviet truck. ANA soldiers screamed, throwing themselves flat or blindly firing back. Pierce’s mind raced: Where were the shooters? How many? How badly were they pinned in?
Halvorsen shouted for cover, dragging an ANA private behind the broken well. Someone was already screaming, wounded, maybe dead. The patrol that had spread too far now bunched, every man fighting the instinct to run.
Cruz, miraculously, still had his radio pressed to his ear, calling desperately, “Rhino Two-Zero, troops in contact! Ganjgal Khel! We’re under fire, need immediate QRF, copy, over!” The net crackled, no answer, bullets whining overhead.
Rahmani crawled to Pierce’s side, teeth clenched, eyes wide. “They set us up,” he spat. “The elders, all of it. Taliban wanted us here, now.”
Pierce ground his teeth, adrenaline eating logic, he swept his muzzle toward the ridge, picking out muzzle flashes in the pre-dawn gloom. “We stay low, return fire, push to the compound. Bellamy, suppress those shooters! Everybody move!”
Bellamy’s SAW chattered, light strobing on the broken stone. ANA soldiers clustered behind a low wall, firing in ragged, desperate bursts.
Pierce’s mind catalogued casualties, angles, time. They needed air, or QRF, or luck. Above all, they needed to move, before the next rocket came. Already, he heard another shriek, closer this time.
He pressed his radio to his mouth, voice raw. “Rhino Two-Zero, this is Raven Actual, we are under heavy fire, multiple casualties likely! Repeat, troops in contact at Ganjgal, need extraction, over!”
In the chaos, the last fragments of silence shattered. All that remained was the thunder of gunfire, flash of rockets, and the absolute certainty that nothing in Ganjgal would ever be the same again.
Predawn was a colorless memory on the horizon, a faint, stubborn blush that refused to break through the heavy clouds crowding the valley. The air, cool and unclean, carried a hush that felt less like peace and more like the held breath before a scream. On the edge of the crumbling mud-brick wall, Staff Sergeant Nolan Pierce checked the latches on his chest rig by reflex, knuckles brushing grimy nylon. He heard the click of plastic buckles, a zip of Velcro. Around him, the other Americans were quieter than usual, their voices little more than sanded-down whispers, the kind that seemed smaller in all this open space.
Their Afghan counterparts gathered in twos and threes, muttering in Dari, glances nervous and quick. The interpreter, Basir, a hollow-eyed kid who looked sixteen but had the wariness of someone twice that, passed between them and the Americans, murmuring translations that felt thinner than the chill in the air.
Pierce’s gaze lingered on Lieutenant Rahmani, who stood a few paces off, his narrow shoulders squared as he stared at the squat shapes of Ganjgal’s houses. Where the mud walls met the dark, Rahmani’s profile was drawn tight with worry; the kind that didn’t need translation. Pierce wondered if he was counting hearts: his men, his town, or his own.
Halvorsen appeared beside him, boots crunching on the gravel, his presence unsettlingly calm. “You set?” the captain asked, voice pitched low. His eyes scanned the Afghan soldiers, then the hedgerows hunched along the road.
Pierce nodded, checked the safety on his M4 one more time. “About as ready as we can be.”
Halvorsen’s hand flexed at his side. “You get why we’re doing this?”
Pierce’s jaw ached; he realized he’d been grinding his teeth. He shrugged, careful to keep his voice neutral. “Village wants to talk. Elders want to meet. Highest says we show up, make nice, prove we’re not ghosts.” He paused. “But they’re late.”
Halvorsen squinted at the ridge where the path hooked up toward the mosque. “We can’t keep letting this valley slip. Not without trying.”
The radio cracked to life at Cruz’s hip, and the corporal winced at the sudden noise. “Six, this is Three-One, we’re still green. Net’s busy, sir, lotta traffic,” Cruz whispered, fiddling with the antenna, tuneless and anxious.
Pierce looked past Cruz toward the village proper. Their little column moved forward, boots kicking up dust that hung above the ground like uncertain fog. The houses, once-lit from within by lamps and cookfires, had gone silent. Doors stood shut, the wood swollen from last week’s rain. Curtains twitched back, only to vanish in the gloom. No bleating of goats. No children darting through the alleys, shrieking at the sight of soldiers. Even the dogs that prowled the outskirts had evaporated.
Bellamy sidled up next to Pierce, his breath ghosting. “I don’t like this, Sarn’t. Feels off.” His voice was tight, barely a thread.
“Keep your eyes up,” Pierce said, but he couldn’t shake the same dread. He caught Rahmani’s gaze across the patrol, the Afghan officer’s brow slick even in the cold. Rahmani gestured at a door, frowned; behind the threshold, a woman’s face, pale and shadowed, vanished as soon as they passed.
Pierce pressed his gloved hand to the small of Cruz’s back. “Stay close. Watch the rooftops, yeah?”
Cruz nodded, his fingers never leaving the radio handset. “Net’s full of static, Sarn’t. Afghan side’s quiet, though. Like…too quiet.”
Halvorsen moved up, his voice low and clipped as he called higher on the SATCOM. “Redleg, this is Lancer One-Six, moving through Ganjgal proper. No sign of elders, civilians inside. Over.” He waited for the bounce of a reply, but the net lagged, full of the far-off hum of idling engines and crackle of other units somewhere far away.
On the other end, Major Hatcher’s voice pressed through, distant and dulled, more bored than anything. “Copy, Lancer. Maintain timeline. Report contact.” Then static swallowed him up again.
“Useless,” Bellamy muttered, just loud enough for Pierce to hear.
The patrol threaded deeper into the warren of alleys, mud brick scraping against their shoulders. Pierce felt the village’s attention like a weight: not eyes, but absence. He missed the racket, the everyday argument of this place, the suspicion that at least meant people were alive.
Rahmani called softly in Dari to his men, who clustered tighter, rifles angled uneasily at nothing. Basir translated out of habit, “He says…they don’t like this. Not normal. Even for here.”
Pierce shot Halvorsen a look. “If it’s a setup, ”
Halvorsen cut him off, words flinty. “We’re already in it.”
Ahead, at the intersection by the old well, they paused. The plan was to meet the elders at the compound with the blue door, but it stood empty, the paint scabbed and peeling. Rahmani checked the time on his battered watch, then again, as if it would change by force of will. Ten minutes late. Maybe twelve. Too long.
Pierce felt the skin on his forearms prickling. He scanned the ridgeline above the village, beyond the terraced fields. He searched for shapes that didn’t belong, dark outlines against the lighter dust, someone crouched, watching. All he saw was the long, patient sweep of the hills swallowing the first blue of dawn.
Bellamy’s voice: “Should we pull back, Sarn’t?”
Pierce opened his mouth, hesitated. That was when he heard it, a distant, metallic scrape echoing off stone. An animal sound, or something else? His grip tightened.
Halvorsen’s gaze flicked to him, then to Rahmani. “Basir, ask the lieutenant, can we wait any longer?”
Basir jogged across the space between them, passing the question. Rahmani responded intensely, gesturing with a broad sweep: They’re not coming. Or they’re scared.
Before anyone could answer, a sharp whistle, high, shrill, cut through the silence. Pierce’s heart stuttered. He swung his rifle up, eyes searching.
From the upper ridgeline, a sudden flash spiked the air, unnaturally bright, wrong in the half-light. The snap and hiss of a rocket-propelled grenade punched the quiet apart. It streaked over their heads and slammed into the thick mud wall of the first compound, not thirty feet from where they stood.
The explosion ripped the silence to shreds. A wall of flame, brick, and dust rolled outward. Bellamy went down, cursing raggedly, his helmet skittering away. Pierce’s ears rang with the violence of it; the world shrank to a tunnel of sound: screaming, shouts, the whip of splinters. Rahmani was yelling orders in Dari, Pierce couldn’t make out the meaning, just the urgency.
Smoke billowed, choking and dense. The patrol scattered for cover, Americans dragging their Afghan partners behind shattered fences and splintered walls. Halvorsen barked into the radio, “Contact left, contact left! Redleg, this is Lancer, we’re under fire, repeat, under fire, northwest ridgeline!”
Cruz was on his belly behind a stone trough, fingers jabbing at the handset. “Six, this is Three-One, troops in contact, Goddamn it, net’s jammed, sir, the net’s, ”
Pierce crawled to Bellamy, grabbing the straps of his vest. Bellamy’s face was streaked with blood and dirt, eyes wide and wild. “I’m good, I’m good,” he spat, pushing up, scrabbling for his rifle.
Rahmani’s men answered the call, popping off rounds toward the dark smear of the ridgeline. Muzzle flashes licked the rocks above, fire answering fire. Windows shattered. Screams, maybe villagers, maybe not, echoed from deeper in the village, mingling with the sharp, bitter scent of explosives.
Pierce’s brain burned with adrenaline and anger. He pressed himself flat as another burst of gunfire stitched the ground a foot from his leg, pebbles like hail against his boots.
“Bellamy, up, move!” Pierce shouted, his own voice strange in his ears, muffled by the ringing.
He saw Halvorsen grabbing Basir, yanking him against a doorway. “Where are they, where are they coming from?”
Basir shook his head wildly, words tumbling out: “Top of the ridge, too many, too fast, sir, ”
Pierce groped for his own radio, mouth dry. “Redleg, this is Three-One, troops in contact, grid, ” The radio spat a burst of static, then nothing. Hatcher’s voice was gone, lost to the morning chaos.
The world had shrunk to sharp edges and movement: the dull thump of another RPG smashing into the lane behind them; Rahmani yelling for his men to fall back, his voice hoarse with panic. Cruz was still fighting the radio, lips moving in a steady mantra of curses and callsigns. Bellamy crawled beside him, cursing, tangled in his own rifle sling.
Across the alley, Halvorsen’s jaw was clenched, the skin around his eyes wrinkled with fear and fury. He locked eyes with Pierce, and for a split second the entire mission, the wasted words, the empty village, the too-late elders, hung between them like a broken promise.
“Get us out!” Halvorsen roared.
Pierce felt the old, cold focus take over. “You heard him, move! Cruz, stay on the net. Bellamy, watch six. Everyone, peel back to the well, go!”
Above them, the first hints of sunlight caught on the dust and gun smoke, turning the air gold and dirty. The valley, so silent just minutes before, roared awake, rifle fire, shouts, and the unending, terrible questions that would come after.
The quiet before was shattered. Now, only chaos and shadows remained.






  
  Chapter two
First Light


The horizon glowed with the faintest blush of gold, seeping through a latticework of mountain ridges east of the valley. Nolan Pierce stood quietly at the edge of the outpost compound, boots planted on cold, dew-damp gravel. He listened to the low, fitful hum of generators, base life shivering awake under a pale morning. Some mornings in Wyoming had looked like this: fog floating low over the cotton fields back home, cattle standing like ghosts in the half-light, the world holding its breath. But this place, Ganjgal, felt wrapped in a different kind of silence. Not expectant, but watchful. 
He rolled his shoulder, feeling the weight of the plate carrier and the responsibility underneath. The patrol formed up behind him in a staggered file, each man checking over his gear with a private, nervous ritual. Nolan’s gloved fingers brushed over his rifle, double-checking the mag, flicking his thumb along the safety. To his right, Corporal Bellamy spat a thin stream of tobacco juice into the dust, eyes narrowed against the dawn. Sergeant Cruz was lacing his boots for the third time, the brown laces jerking tight as he blew out a shaky breath.
“Hey, Bell,” Cruz said, voice pitched low but forcing a little too much humor, “ten bucks says the ANA show up actually sober today. Twenty if their radios even work.”
Bellamy grinned, but kept his eyes down. “I’ll match that if you ask Rahmani to frisk ‘em for hash first. Loser has to eat first chow with LT.”
Pierce almost smiled, but stopped himself. The banter was a thin shield against what came next. He tucked it away, focusing on the details: his squad, their faces half-lost in the dim, the shrug of body armor, the glint of tension in every movement.
Captain Halvorsen strode up, boots crunching in the stiff grass. He was tall, gaunt in the way only career soldiers got, with crows’ feet etched deep from sun and strain. He gathered the Americans and the half-dozen ANA soldiers in a crescent. The Afghans clustered around Rahmani, who stood with his arms folded and his chin lifted, quietly exuding a steadiness Nolan respected.
“Listen up,” Halvorsen began, his voice calm but clipped. “Rules of engagement are unchanged: we’re here to meet the elders in good faith. Eyes open, triggers straight, no show of force unless we get it first. Remember, our job is to show respect. If things turn, we’re fallback north to the canal.” He scanned the faces, pausing on Nolan for a beat. “Lieutenant Pierce has point. Watch him.”
Obedient nods followed, some meant, some forced. Nolan caught Rahmani’s gaze and the ANA officer inclined his head, murmuring to his men in Dari, a few words sharp, authoritative, then a gentler wash. His soldiers, boys, mostly, shifted anxiously, eyes flicking between Nolan’s men and the shrouded fields below.
Pierce moved to Rahmani’s side as the group shuffled into formation. He kept his voice low, the tone confidential. “They ready?”
Rahmani’s eyes flashed beneath his helmet. “Ready as any young men in the world, I think, Lieutenant. I promised them peace today. No one wants shooting. It’s a sacred morning.” He smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “But your men look like they trust you. That helps.”
Across the line, Cruz was still talking, voice rapid, nervous energy bleeding out. “Ain’t nobody ever trusted Bellamy farther than I could throw a camel,” he told Private Hasan, one of the ANA, and the young Afghan soldier laughed, too loud, too bright. Their laughter cracked the chill, briefly.
They crossed the yard, boots heavy in the silence, and lined up along the inner wall. Pierce knelt and ran his palm over the damp stone. Ganjgal was an old place, its houses wreathed in mist, their mudbrick walls the same dun color as the earth. Across the creek, the village’s single minaret stood pale against the breaking sky, calling for a day that might or might not arrive.
The patrol fanned out, last checks performed in automatic sequence. Weapons cradled, rounds counted. Cruz looked up at the sky, lips moving in a soundless Hail Mary. Bellamy muttered something into his beard, some half-baked prayer crossed with an insult aimed at whatever god ruled this part of the world. Rahmani pressed his hand briefly to his chest and closed his eyes. Nolan stared at the ground, gathering up everything he was supposed to be, a leader, a shield, a promise kept, and forced the ache of doubt down into his boots.
They moved out in a slow, methodical line. First the Americans, Bellamy and Cruz flanking, then Rahmani and his squad, the youngest soldier tripping over his own boots, rifle clutched too high. Pierce led, eyes sweeping left and right for any sign of movement, any flash of metal on rooftops, any shadow not quite melting into the gray.
The footbridge creaked under their weight. It stretched across the narrow canal, slick with dew, the water beneath it motionless and black. On a normal day, birds might scatter in their passage, goats might bray. But today, the fog clung possessively to the valley floor, muffling every sound except those they brought with them: the thump of boots, the occasional cough, the soft, anxious cadence of the ANA chattering in Dari.
Bellamy scanned the fields off their right, chewing his tongue. “Not even a dog barking,” he whispered, so low only Cruz caught it.
Cruz shrugged, forcing a grin. “You want dogs? You can have all the stray mangy ones you want back at base. Hell, I’ll catch you one.”
“Not the point, Cruz. Not the point at all.”
Pierce let them have their talk, senses pricking with every step. He studied the fields closest to the path, barley, from the looks of it, pushing up thin and silvery through the mud. Here and there, farmers worked the rows, shapes stooped over their hoes, backs turned. Too turned. Time and again, as the squad approached, they’d see a quick, furtive glance, a scurrying motion, tools abandoned, faces hidden. One old man looked up, eyes hard and flat, then drifted away into the haze with a basket under his arm.
Rahmani moved up alongside Pierce, footsteps barely audible. “Strange, isn’t it?” he murmured. “Even on tense days, they look. They watch us with suspicion, but they look.”
Pierce nodded. “Today they pretend we’re not here.”
They kept walking. The village’s main path wound between low stone walls, slick with moss. Each corner felt sharper, every patch of empty ground a place for shadows to hide. The air was impossibly still.
A rooster called out, somewhere distant, one raspy, uncertain note. The sound lifted, hung in the mist, then was swallowed by silence. The birds that usually threaded the poplars at field’s edge were gone. The air felt thick, congealed. Cruz stopped talking. Bellamy flicked the safety off his rifle with a soft, ominous click.
Up ahead, the trail narrowed to a gap between walls overgrown with grapevines. At the center stood a shepherd, a boy of maybe fifteen, slim and barefoot, draped in a ragged scarf. A small flock of sheep clustered behind him. He made no move to pull them aside, instead, he planted his staff and stared at the patrol, his face unreadable, eyes shining in the early light.
Halvorsen signaled a halt. Nolan raised a hand, the squad stopping in staggered file, rifles down but ready. The air vibrated with tension. Pierce stepped forward, hands out, palms open.
“Salam,” he called softly, picking his way through the Dari he’d learned. “Good morning. We’re here to meet the elders.”
The boy’s gaze did not waver. He drew his sheep tighter with a jerk of his staff, but said nothing.
Rahmani joined Pierce, voice gentle. He tried again, fuller, quicker, the words tumbling out. A long beat passed. Finally, the boy broke eye contact and whistled to his flock, guiding them to the edge of the path without a word.
They edged through, every movement measured, slow. The ANA soldiers’ faces were pale, sweat already beading on their brows despite the cool. Pierce caught Bellamy’s eye, saw the flicker of nerves behind his scowl. He checked his own breathing, forced it steady. The world outside the line of weapons and bodies felt suddenly very far away.
They entered the village proper, buildings looming half-seen through the fog. A scatter of chickens pecked at the hard ground; the only ones who seemed oblivious. At the center, beside an ancient mulberry tree, a ragged blue cloth had been pinned to a post: the elders’ signal, some kind of promise that they’d come for the meeting.
The patrol fanned out, forming a cautious cordon. No one spoke. Bellamy adjusted his grip on the rifle; Cruz’s lips moved in another prayer. Rahmani’s hand rested lightly on the shoulder of the youngest ANA, who looked as if he might bolt at any sudden movement.
Minutes dragged by. The stillness thickened. Off to the left, a narrow alleyway revealed nothing but empty shadow; to the right, another field led down to the river, mist curling along its banks. Somewhere, a distant door slammed, echoing like a rifle crack. Pierce tensed, every muscle coiled. He glanced at Halvorsen, who kept his jaw set, gaze fixed on the silent village.
The men waited. Each heartbeat slower than the last, the promise of the meeting dangling, fragile, in the bruised light of first dawn.
Nolan Pierce braced a gloved hand on the edge of the battered Humvee door, eyes fixed on the sliver of dawn slicing low across the eastern ridgeline. The world was weightless for a moment, blue shadows stretched long and toothy over Ganjgal’s emerald fields as the night’s last coolness clung to his skin. He found his gaze wandering past the ragged stone walls and mud-brick outbuildings gathering in the valley below, toward the distant silhouettes of poplar trees standing guardian at the village outskirts. He remembered, for a heartbeat, the safe geometry of his Nebraska hometown: neat lawns, fenced yards, the white steeple of St. Agnes piercing the sky. The memory left a tightness in his chest, a nostalgia marbled through with responsibility.
Behind him, boots crunched over gravel as his squad fell into line, the sounds strangely muffled beneath the hush of first light. Bellamy’s face was washed bone-pale beneath his helmet, jaw set, mouth working over words he didn’t say out loud. Cruz, as always, tried to fill the cracks with his voice. “Hey, B, remember last time we did a meet ‘n greet this early? I’m still picking dust outta places I didn’t know existed.” He elbowed Bellamy, earning a thin, fleeting grin.
“Maybe this time you’ll keep your mouth shut and the dust’ll stay put,” Bellamy shot back quietly, eyes flicking to Pierce. There was a charge, a brittle tension in the air, shared among men who’d already survived more dawns like this than they could count.
Cruz just shrugged. “Like Mom always said, if you can’t laugh before breakfast, you ain’t gonna laugh after.”
“Good, then you’ll be howling when the brass gives us medals for best smiles,” Rahmani murmured as he moved down the line, pausing beside two young ANA privates at the back. His Dari was low and reassuring, the cadence as gentle as if he were coaxing frightened children out from under a bed. “We go in peace, friends. Just talk. No fighting today. You watch me, calm, yes?” He mimed steady breathing, broadening his shoulders until the younger soldiers reluctantly mirrored him, their rifle barrels dipping toward the packed earth.
Captain Halvorsen strode over, straight-backed, the pressed lines of her uniform undisturbed by the dirt. She gathered every man with a single sweep of her hard blue gaze. “All right, listen up,” she said, pitching her voice to carry but not echo. “Rules of engagement are unchanged, this is a scheduled shura, not a sweep. Weapons off-sling, muzzles low. No one fires unless I say. Rahmani’s your bridge, let him lead the talk. We’ve all seen what can go wrong when nerves get twitchy.” She let her words hang, and Nolan, watching her, felt the familiar stab behind his breastbone, a stew of obligation and fear, heavy as the rucksack on his back.
The patrol assembled in a staggered line, shoulders squared and weapons checked with the solemnity of a funeral rite. Fingers traced safety switches, charger handles were tugged, magazines tapped and replaced. Bellamy bowed his head, the lips of his prayer barely visible beneath the brim of his Kevlar. Nolan wasn’t a praying man, but the sight rooted him, steadied his heartbeat. The air shimmered, gold and nervous.
They moved out, boots squelching through dew-soaked grass as the sun crept up. The narrow footbridge was a relic, its wooden slats blackened and warped, a single length of frayed cable bolted to squat posts for a railing. The whole squad seemed too heavy for it, Nolan thought, as if hope itself might snap and drop them into the trickling water below. He led the crossing, senses bristling, every detail magnified, Rahmani’s soft murmur to the Afghans, the muted clink of Cruz’s dog tags, the thrum of his own pulse.
A ragged fog hugged the valley floor, layering movement in ghostly curtains. Pierce swept his gaze across the fields, where huddled figures stooped over rows of young wheat and tangled beans. Farmers kept their heads down, scythes and mattocks tracing the same patch of dirt again and again. Not once did they glance at the Americans, not even as the patrol passed within spitting distance. Avoidance, deliberate, coordinated. Pierce felt the muscles between his shoulder blades tense, the weight settling deeper.
Cruz stepped closer, voice dropping. “You seeing this, LT? Either they’re shy or we just walked into our own going-away party.”
“Just keep sharp,” Nolan muttered, not stopping. He thought of his father’s voice, stern and practical, ‘Walk like the job is meant to be yours, son, even if you’re scared.’ He tried to wear that now, chin high. The valley, once so silent, seemed to listen back.
A single rooster cried from somewhere behind a hut, its call thin and uncertain. Nolan measured three beats of his heart after, then felt the world hold its breath. No dogs barked, no goats brayed, even the crows fell silent. The hush was a velvet thing, smothering, too complete.
Bellamy, next to him, whispered, “This doesn’t feel right.” The others heard; armor creaked as they shifted, safeties clicked off in unconscious reflex.
Ahead, in the center of the dusty road, a solitary figure materialized, a shepherd, perhaps forty, his beard dusted with grey and his hands chapped from decades of sun. He was still as a gravestone, staff gripped in one fist, a battered wool cloak draped over his shoulders. His flock had evaporated, melted into the haze, leaving him alone like a piece on a chessboard no one wanted to move.
Halvorsen lifted a hand, signaling halt. The whole patrol froze, fanning out in a defensive arc along the path. The ANA soldiers clustered behind Rahmani, their eyes darting, posture coiled for flight.
“Sir?” Cruz half-whispered. “We going to, ?”
“Wait,” Nolan said, forcing steel into his voice. He didn’t trust his lips not to tremble.
The shepherd’s stare never wavered, his eyes black hollows in the half-light. There was no welcome in him, just an old, infinite exhaustion. Nolan had seen that stare before, during the worst of their last winter rotation: resignation that could become fury at the slimmest provocation. He felt Halvorsen’s presence at his shoulder, her authority a tangible pressure. 
Rahmani stepped forward, hands splayed to show he carried nothing but words. “Salam, akha,” he called gently, speaking over the knotty quiet. “We come for shura. Meeting with elders. You know our faces.”
The shepherd’s lips parted, but if he said anything, it was swallowed by the fog. His staff thudded once against the dirt. Then he stood aside, never looking away.
“Keep your eyes open,” Halvorsen ordered, low, as the patrol began to move again. The squad’s formation was tighter now, every man’s breath clouding the morning chill. Nolan tried to keep his stride even, but his heartbeat had climbed into his throat.
They rounded the bend, and the village emerged from the mist, mud-brick homes stacked together like stones in a dry riverbed, smoke rising from a single chimney. A handful of women, faces veiled, hurried children inside as the patrol approached. Even the livestock had vanished.
Bellamy muttered, “It’s like we’re ghosts.” Cruz nodded, a humorless smile replacing his earlier bravado.
The squad stopped at a crossroads marked by an ancient, splintered mulberry tree. Here, according to the plan, the elders would meet them, a display of hospitality and trust Rahmani had insisted upon. Minutes dragged, each one longer than the last. Nolan studied the windows for movement, the rooftops for glint or shadow, anything out of place. The valley’s silence was unbroken, except for the whisper of boots in fine dust and the faint hum of the river below.
Halvorsen stepped in beside Nolan, her voice pitched for his ears only. “If they’re going to try something, it’ll be before the shura starts. We stick to protocol. Heads on a swivel.”
He nodded, his palm slick on his rifle, rehearsing in his head the signals for contact, for retreat. The pale light caught dew on his sleeve. He thought of home again, of breakfast kitchens and car engines warming in the drive and the small, ordinary courage it took for his mother to watch him walk away to basic training that first morning.
Rahmani, ever the optimist, moved among the ANA, checking on each man, his tone firm but kind. “No sudden moves. No shouting. If something happens, watch me, do as I do. We are guests, not conquerors today.”
Cruz cracked his knuckles, unable to keep still. “You think they’re even coming?” he muttered, glancing at Bellamy.
“They’ll come,” Bellamy said, the certainty in his voice brittle, “but God knows what else they’ll bring.”
Nolan forced himself to scan the village again, fighting the urge to wipe sweat from his brow. There were too many places to hide, too many hollows and darkened doorways. Each minute of waiting ratcheted his nerves tighter. He could feel, almost physically, the men’s anxiety pulsing around him: the shallow breathing, the flex of trigger fingers, the silent prayers. The fog thinned just enough to reveal the first hunched figures approaching up the lane, three elders in worn turbans, their posture wary but unhurried.
Pierce kept his rifle low, tried to mold his face into something resembling trust. The weight of his town, his father’s admonitions, every lesson about keeping his men safe, all of it settled heavy in his bones as the elders drew nearer. In that moment, there was only the valley’s hush, the stares of strangers, and the fragile hope that words would be enough.
The morning was sharp with the sort of cold that leeched through fatigues and skin, straight into bone. Nolan Pierce stood at the edge of the staging ground, boots sunk deep in the rutted earth, his eyes tracing the black line of the ridgeline as it began to pale under the bruised purple of the retreating night. He wondered if that same chill he felt in his stomach was the one the boy, any boy, just a kid, in his father’s stories had felt, headed up Main Street in their little Iowa town, sent on some errand that shouldn’t have mattered but did. Pierce’s father had always said leadership was just that: doing the thing no one else dared, because someone had to.
The sleeping world stretched around him: cotton fields silvered by dew, the humped, low houses of Ganjgal pressed close around their secrets, the ghosts of the mountains leaning in. It was almost possible, just for a moment, to believe this was any small town at daybreak. Pierce remembered the click of a diner’s sign, the hum of cicadas, the way you could walk from one end of Main Street to the other before the sun topped the hardware store’s facade. His mother had called that hour “the clarity.” Now, that same clarity had a new edge, the awareness that every man around him looked for the shape of fate in his shadow.
On the edge of the clearing, the squad was gathering, men hunched against the cold, rifles crook-armed, helmets glossy with moisture. Weapons checks echoed: the metallic song of chambered rounds, the slap of magazines. Bellamy muttered his way through a litany of cursing, half-prayer, half-complaint, while Cruz, always the wiseass, sidled up with a grin too wide to be natural.
“Hey, Bell, you think they got WiFi in Ganjgal? I got a Tinder match in Khost dying for my attention. Can’t leave a lady hanging.”
Bellamy rolled his eyes, hands trembling just a little as he snapped a fresh magazine into his M4. “Yeah, man, maybe you can ask the elders for the password, right between asking them not to shoot us.”
“Tell ’em you’re an influencer,” Cruz shot back. The joke died in his throat, though, snagged on the gravity of the morning.
Sergeant Rahmani was at the far side, jaw set as he spoke in low Dari to the ANA soldiers arrayed before him. They looked even younger than usual today, eyes wide, boots too big, the green of their uniforms vanishing into the fog at the forest’s edge. Rahmani’s tone wove firm assurance through the words, promising them this would be a routine meeting. No trouble. Inshallah. But his eyes kept sliding to Pierce, seeking calibration, a silent communication founded in shared risk.
“I told them we are just talking, Commander,” Rahmani explained quietly as he approached, voice pitched for Pierce alone. “They do not trust the elders, but I told them, today, we bring peace.”
Pierce nodded, aware of a distant guilt swelling beneath his armor. He wished he could borrow Rahmani’s certainty, trade it for the nagging suspicion that every “routine” mission was just one heartbeat away from disaster.
The sound of boots scraping through gravel signaled Captain Halvorsen’s approach. He looked every inch the model officer, tall, clean-shaven, posture razor-straight, but there was a twitch at his jaw that betrayed nerves. He glanced from man to man, letting silence gather before he spoke.
“Listen up,” Halvorsen said, voice pitched to cut through the morning hush. “Rules haven’t changed. No one fires unless fired upon. Weapons low, safeties on. If you see anything, anything, off, you call it. We are guests. We act like guests. That clear?”
A general murmur of assent swept through the ranks, subdued but steady.
“Rahmani, your men keep their cool. No pointing rifles at kids, grandmothers, nobody. We’re not here to intimidate.” He turned, catching Pierce’s eye. “You and me at the front, as planned. Bellamy, Cruz, staggered out left. Let’s get moving.”
The world seemed to shrink as they moved out, fan-shaped formation, boots whispering in wet grass, the weight of their mission trailing them like a shadow. The fog clung low to the valley floor, veiling the bridge that stitched one side of the swollen stream to the other. The structure was little more than warped planks and rope, slicked by last night’s dew, creaking beneath the weight of each man.
Pierce’s senses sharpened. There was a quality to the air here, ancient, heavy with the musk of turned soil and cooking fires banked almost to nothing. He caught a glimpse of faces among the mudbrick houses, the whites of eyes blanching in the dim. Farmers bent over their work, fingers disturbing the earth just enough to look busy as the patrol passed. They didn’t meet the soldiers’ eyes, didn’t offer a wave, didn’t shout. The silence was unnerving, a vacuum that begged to be filled. Pierce’s instincts prickled. In his hometown, old folks would’ve at least mumbled a greeting, or hollered for kids to steer clear of something dangerous. Here? The absence of acknowledgment was its own warning.
Cruz loomed up beside him, whispering, “You see that old woman? Pretending to weed the same patch for five minutes. She glance over once, then just… froze.”
“Just keep your eyes open,” Pierce replied. He tried to force himself to breathe slower, steadying his nerves. His mind ran through possibilities: maybe the villagers were always this wary of outsiders, or maybe they knew something the patrol didn’t.
Rahmani dropped back to murmur to his ANA men again. “Stay close. Watch for signals. We are here as friends, but not fools.”
A distant rooster crowed, its cry sharp and lonely, and just as suddenly the chorus of animal sounds, a braying donkey, an unseen dog’s bark, faded into nothing. Pierce stiffened. It was as if the entire valley had inhaled, holding its breath.
“Check your sectors,” he said softly. Bellamy’s face was tight, jaw flexed; even Cruz stopped his muttering, eyes darting from shadow to shadow.
At the bend in the path, where the mud gave way to flattened grass, the patrol slowed and stopped. A shepherd stood blocking the track, his shape hunched, arms folded. He wore a stained patu, the thick woolen shawl common in these parts, and his eyes were black and bottomless beneath brows knit with worry.
He said nothing. Just stared. The goats gathered around his knees, eerily quiet, as if waiting for a signal. The squad hesitated, the tension spreading through their ranks like a spark striking tinder.
Rahmani stepped forward, hands raised, his Dari gentle. “Good morning, uncle. We come for the shura. Elders expecting us?”
The shepherd’s eyes tracked from Rahmani to Halvorsen, then to Pierce, lingering a moment too long. Still he did not answer. The patrol fanned out, Bellamy’s and Cruz’s rifles lowered but not slack. Somewhere behind them, mud sucked at boots as the ANA men shifted restlessly.
“Sir,” Bellamy said quietly, “he’s not moving.”
“Let’s not escalate,” Pierce replied, keeping his voice just above a whisper. “Nobody makes any sudden moves.”
Minutes stretched thin, and the cold seeped deeper. The shepherd finally shuffled aside, goats parting to let him through, but his gaze never left the column of soldiers. Pierce exhaled, tension loosening in his shoulders only slightly.
The footpath widened as it approached the cluster of mudbrick buildings that marked the heart of Ganjgal. Still no sign of welcome, no elders stepping out in long white tunics, no inviting gestures. Only the shuttered windows and a sense of eyes behind every gap in every wall.
The patrol halted near the appointed clearing, the rumor of danger humming louder than the dawn. Pierce looked to Rahmani, whose jaw was tight, lips pressed into a thin line.
“We wait,” Rahmani said, more to himself than to anyone else.
Fog curled around their boots as the sun made a half-hearted effort behind the clouds. The silence pressed close, suffocating. Pierce could feel the unease rolling off the men in waves, Cruz fiddling with the Velcro on his gloves, Bellamy shifting his weight back and forth, ANA soldiers whispering too fast, too low. Even Halvorsen seemed smaller, the edges of his command blurred by uncertainty.
The attempted normalcy of the dawn, first light, supposed optimism, was stripped away, replaced by a gnawing sense of calculation. The men waited, exposed, fighting every instinct to turn back. There was nothing left to do but hold their ground and hope the elders would show, hope the uneasy truce of morning would last a little longer. And as Pierce scanned the empty doorways and the silent fields, he couldn’t help but think of home, of that moment on Main Street when you realized: nobody was coming to save you. In the end, you saved yourself, or you didn’t.
Nolan Pierce scanned the horizon, the amber wash of
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