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  Chapter one
The Silent Mountains


The mountains swallowed sound. Even the slap of boots on scree, the faint click of gear, seemed to be muffled by the Himalayan stone. Above, the stars were scattering pinpricks, cold, remote, their coldness amplified by the wind that curled through the Hindu Kush. The peaks here, thrusting up in jagged defiance, looked as if they had been broken off the world by giants. Night made them monstrous. Sheer faces reared hundreds of meters from the valley floor, painted in moonlight and shadow; nothing gave scale except the brushstrokes of stunted pines clinging desperately to cracks. 
He was careful where he put his boots. One loose rock, one misjudged step, and the entire ridgeline would come awake, voices echoing from unseen switchbacks below, the ricochet of warning shots skipping off stone. Captain Wade Hollister paused, letting his breath slow, waiting for the darkness to settle around him. His night vision goggles painted the world green, monochrome and flat, but he could still feel the impossible size of the terrain in his bones. Wade flicked a gloved finger upward, a silent signal, and the team behind him obeyed with predator quiet.
There were wars here in these mountains that would never have names. Officially, this was a land of black-budget deniability, no flags, no records, no reinforcements coming if things went to hell. Wade had read the cables, knew the backroom context: someone, somewhere, had paid untraceable proxies to move a courier through these passes tonight, carrying information or material that could bend the war in subtle, catastrophic ways. This was the front line of nothing, and of everything, and it was utterly silent.
Ahead, the dog shimmered against the rocks like a ghost itself, Ranger, his hackles raised, nose to the ground, the tan and black of his coat almost invisible in the night. Ranger lived for the hunt, and they trusted him with their lives. His shoulders flexed as he threaded through the brush, every muscle tuned to the unseeable. The dog’s ears twitched. Hollister raised a hand to halt. The patrol behind him, two Rangers, a comms man from JSOC, and Beckett Shaw, their wild card intelligence, flattened into the earth without a whisper.
In the stillness, every man’s breath became a liability. Wade, crouched in the brush, felt the old familiar awareness settle in. It was something that had haunted him on countless night raids: the knowledge that one wrong move could unravel them all. He thumbed the safety on his suppressed M4, felt the weight of the mission settle, grim and personal. The target tonight was a courier, just a man, presumably, on foot with a satchel, moving through the mountain passes, but the package he carried was gold to the shadow world of intelligence. Routine, Command had called it. “A simple intercept, Captain. High-value. Deniable.” The kind of mission that, if it went sideways, would not be acknowledged or remembered by anyone who mattered.
The team fanned out. Behind him, Lieutenant Billy Marcus, their medic, slipped into the shadow of a boulder, knees bent, weapon low. Marcus was a lean Kansan, the kind of man who could find a vein in the dark, patch up a sucking chest wound, then crack a joke that broke the tension. Next, the comms man: Cale Cordova, a squat, taciturn Texan whose backpack bristled with encrypted radios, filters, antenna, his own small battlefield. Cordova never left his gear more than arm’s reach, hands always fiddling with dials even in the worst crises, eyes flickering up to check grid references. Private Cody Holden, newest to the team, just twenty-two, still raw, but with a sniper’s patience and eyes that missed nothing, watched their rear, a silent shadow on the team’s edge.
And then Beckett Shaw, stepped out from the darkness, as if conjured by the mountain itself. Beckett was everything official channels despised: smart, insubordinate, a British civilian intelligence asset who navigated the classified netherworlds between MI6, the CIA, and whatever private interests pulled the strings. He wore a mottled jacket and carried a sidearm that didn’t match any NATO issue. Always, he was listening, ears tuned for some whispered betrayal, eyes sliding from man to man as if the next secret might fall from their lips. Beckett and Captain Hollister had formed an uneasy partnership out of necessity; Beckett had the contacts, the languages, the ability to coax secrets from stone. Still, Wade didn’t trust him. Not really. But tonight, Beckett was the one with the best lead on the courier’s route.
Ranger’s ears cocked, and he made a low huffing noise. Wade froze, felt adrenaline lance through his veins. Every man tensed, every finger found its trigger. In the moonlight, the dog’s posture changed, alert, he could smell something. Human, or not. Wade shifted forward, body tight, every sense screaming. The wind shifted, carrying the faintest whiff of sweat, cordite, cold metal. From somewhere down the slope, maybe a hundred meters through the brush, came a crunch of loose stone. Someone was out there, keeping to the shadow line, methodical.
Wade tapped his earpiece, a whisper just above the sound of his own pulse. “Hold. Ranger’s got something.” The reply was a static click, affirmative. The team spread a quiet net across the ridge, interlocking fields of fire, lines of retreat already mapped in their heads.
He studied the terrain, evaluating. Here, the spine of mountain dropped sharply, then rose again in a tangled mess of gullies and spurs, a labyrinth only the desperate or the damned would try at night. The courier would be moving fast, but careful, Command’s brief was clear. No civilian contacts. No witnesses. No mistakes. If this man got past them, whatever he carried would vanish into the anarchy of the valleys beyond. And then? Maybe a bomb would find its way into a Kabul market or a warlord’s hands. Maybe a name would appear on a kill list. Impossible to know, and that was the terror of it.
“Station one, eyes on the goat path,” Cordova’s dry Texas whisper crackled in his ear. “Thermals negative. Nothing but rocks and wind.”
“Copy,” Wade replied, voice barely a ghost. “Stay tight. Beckett, you got the route?”
Shaw crouched close, eyes narrowing on the GPS in his palm. “Here,” he whispered, his accent a blade’s width away from mocking. “Soviet maps are always about forty meters off. If he’s moving like they told me, he’ll try to skirt the ridge, avoid the main drag. Too much moon. There.” He pointed to a notch where the rocks funneled down to a shadowed hollow, natural choke point. “If he doesn’t come this way, he’s either dead or he knows we’re waiting.”
Wade nodded, teeth gritted. “Ranger, track,” he breathed, and the dog moved, slinking. The team followed, ghosts behind a ghost, fanning around the hollow with deadly intention.
Each man’s job was clear, drilled into bone by years of repetition. Marcus, the medic, would cover left flank and be ready for trauma, the unspoken understanding that every op could end in blood. Cordova, cool and precise, handled comms and overwatch, feeding updates to a satellite relay that might or might not be monitored in real time, depending on which suits in Washington or London were awake. Holden was backup shooter, his custom rifle slung low, always with a bead on possible approach vectors. Wade was the tip, decision maker, the one who would have to live with blood on his hands if this went wrong.
And Beckett Shaw, the wild card, seemed always a step out of sync. He moved with surprising silence, years of field craft hidden in that casual slouch, eyes glinting with secrets. Shaw’s entire role was ambiguity: feed the team what they needed, hold back just enough to keep his masters happy, all while shadowboxing with a thousand possible outcomes.
The night pressed in, thick with expectation.
Wade checked his watch: 0327. The window was tight. If the courier was on schedule, he’d be here within the next twenty minutes. If not, the team would have to exfil before daylight, fading out before the sun exposed them to peasant shepherds, government troops, or worse. Time, in the shadows, always felt like a trap.
He made another check of his surroundings, felt the mountain’s ancient weight looming. Even the best operators, men who had survived a dozen deployments, felt a kind of primitive awe in these rocks. Wade had read somewhere that in old Afghan legend, the mountains held the souls of all who had died in war, endless, restless, always watching. It felt true. Sometimes at night, he thought he could hear whispers in the wind, the laughter of old enemies, the secrets of the dead trailing down the slopes.
He let his thoughts narrow to the essentials: target, plan, contingencies.
“Marcus, you got smoke ready?” He whispered.
A low affirmative grunt. “Always, Cap.”
“Cordova, clean relay?”
“Green across the board. Command’s up, but they’re hands-off unless shit goes sideways.”
Wade nodded. That was the contract, expendable, deniable, but with a silent prayer that someone, somewhere, might pull them out if everything fell apart.
He glanced at Beckett, who was checking a battered satellite phone, murmuring to himself.
“Your source solid?” Wade asked quietly.
Shaw’s answer was an inscrutable smile. “Solid as anything in this business. If he comes, he comes. You know how it goes, sometimes the mountain eats people.”
Wade grunted. “Let’s make sure it’s not us.”
The team shifted, invisible in the scrub. Ranger crept ahead, nose twitching, then stopped, pointed. Wade felt a ripple of tension run through the line. Every man hunched, ready for contact. Shadows seemed to grow teeth. The cold cut deeper, nerves sharpening with every heartbeat.
Five men and a dog, alone in a mountain range thick with history, secrets, and the ghosts of too many wars. No backup. No margin for error. The routine of the brief masked the reality: if they failed, no one would know. If they succeeded, no one would care, except in the way a chess master notes a piece vanished from the board.
Wade felt the weight of it in his marrow, the cost, the risk, the knowledge that every op like this left something behind, a presence in the dark that never really went away.
He settled in to wait, the mountain around him silent as a grave, danger crouched just outside the reach of his vision. In this world, nothing was as simple as a clean intercept. In this world, every shadow had secrets, and the dawn was always a long way off.
The Hindu Kush towered above, jagged as broken bone, its peaks scabbed with ancient snow and shadow. Daylight was a cold, thin blade that dulled before it reached the ravines, and the wind, sharp with the scent of stone and old iron, slipped through the boulder fields with a predator’s patience. Here, nothing softened: not time, not weather, not the people who lived or died among these rocks. The mountains gave nothing and took everything; their crags and hollows held secrets so deep even the ghosts of wars long passed had no voice left.
But night in these mountains was something else, a suffocating quiet that pressed down and strangled the reckless and unwise. Somewhere beyond the next ridge, a village’s lights flickered in orange pools on the valley floor, each a silent promise of warmth and betrayal. It was the interstitial land where the hidden wars thrived, where iron-minded men played out their grudges in darkness and set fire to one another’s futures. To fight here was to be erased, to become a ghost, a rumor, a scar on the mountain’s unending face.
No one knew that better than Captain Wade Hollister, crouched in the graying moonlight with his back to a jut of shale, eyes narrowed behind wraparound ballistic glasses. He wasn’t much to look at under all that dirt and sweat, a lean man, face carved by wind and squint lines, the faintest suggestion of a Texan drawl flattened by too many years abroad. His gear was worn, his patches muted. Even his rifle, blackened with dust, looked as if it belonged as much to these hills as to him.
Ghost Team was scattered in a loose wedge beside him, taking up the low ground and the high, a living shadow stretched across rock and thorn. Their steps were careful, almost reverent, silence broken only by the faint scuff of a boot or the pained creak of a pack adjusting on shoulders. Wade’s hand drifted to the harness at his hip, his reassurance, and from there, his gaze followed the lean, powerful shadow at the point. Ranger, the team’s military working dog, pressed low to the earth, nose twitching, tail held flat in the universal language of caution. His tan-and-black fur was rendered nearly colorless by night vision; his body, taut with anticipation, was the team’s first warning and final comfort.
They’d left the trucks hours ago, engines shuttered in a gully guarded by a pair of irritable ANA soldiers, and picked their way up through the cut, boots whispering over stone and desiccated grass. Each step forward was a wager: that the courier would cross this pass tonight, that their own intelligence was sound, that the hush and cold wouldn’t erode their edge before the thing was done.
Wade signaled. The team dropped one by one into the rock’s embrace, faces limned in the spectral green of their NVGs. He knelt, rifling a battered map from his thigh pocket. A finger traced the LZ, the village, the saddle where the courier should pass. The plan, simple on paper, felt brittle now, threatened by every shifting wind.
He looked to Sergeant Eric Favors, the broad-shouldered automatic rifleman whose forearms told of a past filled with steel and sweat. Favors’ eyes, pale and sharp above his beard, met Wade’s with a silent question. Wade nodded; Favors took up flank security, Silent as the snow. Next to him, Doc Mendez scanned the moonlit horizon with a medic’s paranoia, his med pack cinched so tight it might’ve been part of his spine. Mendez’s hands, callused and quick, waited for the bad luck that always came.
Private First Class Julia “Jules” Thrane, the team’s comms specialist, ran a gloved finger over her radio, mouth set in a line hard as obsidian. She was small, agile, half a head shorter than the others, but for years she’d been the one to thread their voices through the black static of war.
Corporal Youssef Rahimi, the silent Afghan-American, moved with a hunter’s grace, rifle ready. He was intelligence, interpreter, and tracker, his boots older than his uniform, his eyes haunted by memories of another life in valleys like this. PFC Otis “Brick” Landon, the breacher, was all slab-shouldered menace, a man who could take doors off their hinges and was only a little less gentle with the jokes he dropped into the radio net.
Their embedded intelligence man, Beckett Shaw, squatted a little apart, his eyes flickering between the handheld receiver and the ridge. Shaw looked like a civilian who’d wandered onto the wrong battlefield, a day’s stubble, battered field jacket, and a notebook crushed into the pocket of his tac pants. But his glances were eagle-sharp, his silence loaded with calculation. Shaw’s job was to see patterns, connect the dots, or, tonight, to anticipate the courier’s every move, so Ghost Team could cut him off before dawn.
Wade gave a low whistle, pitched for Ranger’s ears. The dog crept forward, sniffing pockets of cold air that drifted up from the ravine. His pace slowed; his head cocked. Somewhere ahead, the wind carried scents Wade would never parse, sweat, gun oil, the tang of old campfires, and Ranger’s hackles told the truth more quickly than any satellite image could.
The mission had been routine on paper. Intercept a courier, a local, they said, trusted by Haji Ghafur’s network, carrying a package that could turn the tide of a regional feud. One man, one satchel, maybe a pair of skittish bodyguards. Simple. Except nothing in these hills was ever simple, and every time Special Operations Command called it “routine,” someone’s life usually turned out to be the cost of that optimism.
The handoff, Beckett’s briefing had said, was supposed to happen just before sunrise in the shadow of the pass. The package, a flash drive, microfiche, or handwritten list, no one knew, was headed south. With it, names. Coordinates. Everything necessary for the next wave of attacks on friendly outposts along the Pakistan border. “Capture if possible; recover the intel at all costs,” the colonel’s voice had barked on the line. Routine, Wade had thought, and the word had tasted like sand in his mouth.
Now, as the wind died and the black above seemed to drink the last of the stars, Wade pressed his comms switch. “Ghost 3, radiocheck.”
“Loud and clear, Cap.” Jules’s voice slipped through the channel, low and controlled.
“Three, push up with Rahimi. Brick, cover the rear with Favors.” He didn’t have to say why. The team was exposed, each shadow a mouth with old teeth. Deniability was the name of their war; their country wouldn’t claim them, and their enemies knew to look for men who traveled with dogs and silent radios.
He felt the weight of the orders, the edges of the map closing in. If they were caught, there would be no rescue, only a headline, or more likely, a rumor that flared for a week then flickered out.
Ranger’s nose twitched again, low growl vibrating in the leash. Wade dropped into a crouch beside Beckett, whose gaze had not left the pass, a line of darkness beneath cliffs that pressed together like the jaws of a trap.
“You see anything?” Wade whispered.
Beckett’s lips thinned. “Thermals picked up two, maybe three, past the saddle. Moving slow. Could be our guy. Could be scouts.” His voice was careful, the kind of careful that came from years of watching men die when things were almost right.
“Route?” Wade asked.
“They’re following the goat track. If they cut left at the wadi, they’ll hit that cluster of rocks.” Beckett’s finger traced the route on the map. “That’s your window.”
Wade nodded, reading the tension in Beckett’s jaw, watched the sweat freeze on the man’s brow despite the cold. The hills were full of games, and every move couriers made was a feint as much as a message.
He signaled with two fingers. Jules and Rahimi ghosted ahead, boots kissing stone. Their NVGs flared, then vanished as they dipped into the cut. Brick watched their backs, shotgun cradled, his body somehow both at ease and ready to tear through steel.
He felt the rhythm of the team, each man, each woman, slotting into their roles with an ease that came from hundreds of ops, most forgotten even by the brass who’d sent them. Orders lived in the white static of their comms, in the brush of sleeve against shoulder, in the small gestures that meant “I see you” and “I got your six.”
Hollister’s mind ran the op again, every step. The unknowns stacked up: Would the courier be armed, paranoid, ready to run? Would local fighters be waiting, tipped by a cousin’s message or a slip at a checkpoint? Would the mountains themselves betray them, as had happened too many times before, with a rockslide or a sudden sweep of wind that carried voices hundreds of yards?
He felt the mountain’s indifference, a cold intelligence, older than language, older than war, watching. The stakes were high, the kind that made headlines elsewhere but were only whispers in these gorges. One package, one man, one team already fading from existence. Success tonight would mean nothing outside this valley, except to the next platoon that didn’t die in an ambush. Failure would be a silence that lasted generations.
“Movement,” Jules whispered, voice distant. “Eyes on three. One’s carrying.”
Beckett’s hand tensed on his receiver. He muttered, “That’s our courier. That’s got to be him.”
Wade gripped the rifle’s fore-stock. “All Ghost elements, hold position. We wait for the pass. Copy?”
A click of affirmation from Favors, then Brick; Jules’s soft “Copy, Cap.” Rahimi, voiceless, but present, the way only he could be.
They lay in the dirt with their hearts keeping time, the mountain’s silence wrapping around them. Ranger whined quietly, but held; every sense strung tight, body pulsing with the knowledge of what waited just beyond their reach.
For a moment, Wade let himself imagine the sunrise: the orange and blue spilling over the peaks, the sound of rotors in the sky, the dust motes rising. Safe exfil, high-fives in the dusk, another name crossed off the list. But it was only a story, a fiction that lived just long enough to keep a man sane.
He looked to Beckett, whose eyes were shadowed and full of calculation. Embedded intelligence, his very presence meant this was bigger than Wade’s paygrade, bigger than the next target, probably bigger than anything they would ever be allowed to understand. The man knew things none of them had clearance for, and Wade could feel the weight of those secrets in every clipped word.
The mountain pressed in, and somewhere to the east, the first calls to prayer echoed faintly, caught and broken on the wind. Down in the valley, a child might turn over in his sleep, clutching a blanket against the cold. Up here, in the jaws of the silent mountains, Ghost Team waited, invisible, holding their breath as night leaked away, and the courier, bundle of futures and blood, neared the killing ground.
No one would ever remember their names, Wade thought. If they failed, the world would never know they’d been here at all. Only the mountain, and the darkness that outlasted even the boldest ghosts.
The Hindu Kush rose in jagged blue and iron ridges, slashing the dawn into thin ribbons of false gold. Cold bit like a memory here; even in the body-heat-tinctured air within the team's loosely staggered file, the chill gnawed wrists and ears and the tender web of skin behind the jaw. The slopes under their boots fell away abrupt and treacherous, studded with ice-slick shale and obstructed by bristling thickets of thorn. From above, the mountain watched with a patience that only stone could muster. There was no mercy in these high passes, nor apology in the wild, windbitten sky. The mountain would kill you and let your bones be ground under the bootheels of the next century.
Down in the valleys, veiled by the night mists, other wars raged: tribal feuds, clan vengeance, the endless recalibration of alliances. But here, here in the mountain's shadow, another, quieter war thrived. Ghosts drifted along goat paths, minds honed to violence, faces unrecorded. Information passed between hands not meant to meet. Men died and no one marked their absence but the crows and the wind. Old wounds of empire, colonial ambition, the talon grip of opium trades and the black oil deeper still, each left shadows that flickered sometimes across the paths of the living.
Captain Wade Hollister crouched just inside the shelter of a lichen-skinned boulder, his gloved hand up. He was a tall man forced into the geometry of a mountain fox, all compacted muscle and deliberate stillness. A week’s stubble faded the hard line of his jaw. Eyes like slate chipped from the coldest part of the stream watched Ranger, the shepherd-mix, cast ahead in disciplined silence. Hollister’s mouth betrayed nothing; he had the composure of a surgeon, the suspicion of a gambler. This was his eighth operation in the Kush, and he wore the knowledge of terrain and hostility the way the others wore their kit.
“Ranger’s moving,” muttered Sergeant Julian “Mac” McAvoy, radio clipped off, lips barely moving under his frost-bitten mustache. His eyes, grey, slightly mad, always scanning, were locked on the dog. Mac was their trailbreaker, a man who spoke to the hills as if they might answer back.
Ranger’s tan fur was dusted with frost, his ears pricked, his big, dark nose in constant motion. He healed to the hand signal from Specialist Navarro, his handler, a whipcord-thin Floridian with scars etched across sun-leathered arms, then darted forward again, keeping to the narrow track that snaked up through the scree. The only sound was the soft crunch of paws and boots in snow, the wind whistling like a broken reed. No birds, no goat bells, not this high up.
The Ghost Team moved as a rumor, each footfall calculated. They wore patched Multicam, packs cinched tight, weapons slung but never slack. Lieutenant Holloway, “Hoss” to the rest, took rear security, a mountain of a man with Midwestern vowels, his big hands dwarfing the suppressed SAW. Corporal Amir Qadiri kept to the inside, eyes never still, the only Pashto speaker among them, his local knowledge a lifeline wrapped in silk and blood. And in the middle, never quite blending, walked Beckett Shaw, the intelligence officer, all angles, his pale face sunken from too many weeks on protein bars and adrenaline.
The Ghosts operated in the liminal spaces, deniable, with nothing, no patches, no names, certainly no records, to tie them to their country. Their orders came encrypted, routed through a digital chain of command that tolerated neither oversight nor memory. What happened here would not escape these slopes, unless the mission failed. Then perhaps a shovel, perhaps a drone strike, would cover the evidence. Anonymity was their greatest shield, and sometimes, when the sky pulsed with inbound thunder, their greatest curse.
The team edged along a shelf of broken limestone, following Ranger as he picked up faint spoor, a single, heel-dragging print, the scuff of a jerry can in the powder. Navarro watched his dog, antennae up, jaw working overtime on a wad of gum. “He’s got something,” Navarro murmured, hand signaling a halt. Silence slithered in, thick as oil.
They dropped to one knee, all eyes on Hollister as he drew a battered map from his thigh pouch. The mission, he reminded them, was simple in concept: intercept a courier on his way to the village of Dar Shemal. The man was their high-value target, the only conduit between an overseas financier and the local Taliban cell. Bag him, and maybe three months of bombings stopped. Miss him, and the mountain would swallow their failure along with their bones.
“He’s running the mule pass,” Hollister said softly, tracing the contoured line with a gloved finger. “Intel says he left the safe house outside Nahrin two hours before dawn. Our drone picked up heat signatures here, ” he tapped a notch just ahead of their present location “, but satellite coverage is spotty as hell. Rules haven’t changed: intercept, confirm, extract. If you’ve got to dump the asset, so be it. No trace. This is a ghost walk.”
Hoss grunted, face dark under his helmet. “Backup?”
Hollister shot him a thin smile. “We are the backup.”
Amir’s whispered Pashto carried like a prayer. “We’ll have to cross the old goat fields. Lotta eyes, even up here.”
“Eyes or not,” said Mac, “we’re burning daylight. If he gets to Dar Shemal, we’re done.”
Beckett Shaw was silent, his gaze fixed on the valley below. He was the knife the Agency had slipped between the ribs of Hollister’s team, never quite trusted, always necessary. Where the others wore their purpose openly, Shaw was the living contradiction: a man trained to kill, but sent to listen. His hands were slender, the nails chewed, and he carried no weapon larger than a suppressed pistol. But he knew every tribal leader’s face, every smuggler’s route, every rumor that bled between language and lie.
Hollister caught his eye. “Intel holding, Beck?”
Shaw’s reply was so soft the wind nearly stole it. “Courier’s name is Rahman Haroon. Former NDS, now freelancing. He’s smart, paranoid, and probably wired with a dead man’s switch. If you spook him, he’ll burn the payload or take a long walk off a short ledge.”
Navarro spat his gum into the snow. “We know who he’s meeting?”
Shaw shook his head, lip curling. “Not yet. But Dar Shemal’s got a new elder, someone none of my contacts recognize. Money’s moving, and so are weapons. If Haroon makes that handoff, we’re back to zero.”
Mac gave a low whistle. “So, routine milk run, then.”
The attempt at humor fell flat, swallowed by the wind. Everyone knew that nothing in this range was routine. Every crag, every shadowed culvert, might hide an old Russian landmine or a boy with a battered rifle and a bitter grudge. They all remembered the last time a “routine” intercept had gone sideways, three men dead, the bone-deep silence that followed.
Hollister folded the map, tension drawing the lines of his face tight. “Rules are clear. We take him alive if we can. If not, we’ll drag his secrets out of the snow. Beck, you do the handshake. Hoss, you’re external security. Amir, you shadow us, cover the comms. Mac, Navarro, point and rear.”
He glanced around the tight circle, his gaze steady. “You all know the stakes. If we pull this off, maybe nobody in some embassy café ever hears about it, but a hundred people sleep through the night down in Kabul. We screw it up, and nobody’s coming. This op never happened.”
The team acknowledged with the smallest of nods. They checked their gear in silence, each man receding into the quiet rituals of preparation: a mag tapped into place, a scarf adjusted, a finger run along the firing pin. Ranger, sensing the change, stilled by Navarro’s side, tongue lolling, breath fogging out in steady clouds.
Below them, the land fell away into a tangle of ravines and frostbitten grasslands, the path ahead scoring the mountain’s skin like a scar. Somewhere in the white silence, a courier moved, carrying the kind of secrets that started wars. The Ghosts began their advance, each step laden with the weight of secrecy and the knowledge that the dawn’s shadows could as easily fall behind their backs as ahead.
They pushed through the first boulder field in single file, Ranger pausing at each gap to sniff and sign. Navarro murmured encouragement, his hand gentle on the dog’s harness. “Good boy. Go on, find it.” The others followed, boots finding memory-holds in the scree, breath held against the cold and the possibility of discovery.
Mac moved like a wraith, his senses tuned to the pitch of danger. His eyes flicked to the horizon, reading the subtle geometry of shadow and snow, the places where a sniper might wait or a tripwire might lurk. Hoss kept their rear, his broad back the final shield between the mission and whatever hell might rise from behind. Amir’s lips shaped silent prayers as he monitored their encrypted radio, fingers white-knuckled on the stubby antenna.
They moved past the dead trees, blackened stumps clawing at the sky, where a Russian Hind had once burned, its bones still embedded in the earth. The wind shifted, bringing the faint tang of burning dung from some distant herder’s fire. Up here, every sense magnified, every detail a shard of warning.
Beckett Shaw’s face was unreadable as he scanned the route ahead. He carried the knowledge of betrayals old and new, the names of men who might help or hinder scribbled in his memory like lines in a ledger. The air seemed to press in, thick with anticipation, as if the mountain itself knew what he carried, and what it might cost to let it go.
Ranger tensed, tail stiff, nose dusting the ground near a wedge between two rocks. Navarro dropped beside him, reaching gently for the dog’s collar. “He’s got something hot. Recent.”
Hollister raised a fist and the team froze in place, hearts thumping in nearly audible unison. He glanced at Shaw, whose jaw tightened around a single, measured breath.
“Time to earn our ghosts,” Hollister whispered.
The secret war stretched ahead, invisible but ever-present. Their mission was nothing more than a shadow crossing a shadow, the stakes written in silence and sealed by the mountain’s teeth. The wind moaned through the saddle, carrying with it the scent of danger and the promise that, in these peaks, dawn always came with blood.
The land reared up in ragged, hostile ridges, stacked like the folded fists of ancient titans. Against the bruised haze of predawn, the Hindu Kush was all shadow and silence, every jagged peak crowned with an ice glimmer that faded into black stone. They’d come in low the night before, the helo shuddering through the wind tunnels and updrafts, until they’d been spat out over a valley that had never known the hush of peace. Wade Hollister, crouched by the open hatch, had watched the land with the wary respect you gave to a thing that could kill you at a whim. The terrain, narrow gullies flanked by sheer granite, scrabbled with scree and thorny brush, wasn't just a setting. It was an enemy.
There were wars here, old and new, that never made the news feeds or colored a map. The valleys remembered Russians, mujahideen, tribes that vanished in the dust, Taliban and whatever came after, all lost to the snows and the shifting politics of men who never set foot on these rocks. And now, another secret war played out in the silence, a game of shadows woven between goat tracks and boulders, punctuated sometimes by gunfire that the wind would carry away as if it never happened.
Captain Wade Hollister led the Ghost Team through the predawn dark, moving with a grace that came from too many years in harsh places, heart ticking steady behind his ribcage. He felt the land under his boots, every tilt and crumble, the way it seemed to resist their passing with every step. In this place, the ground itself was a kind of test. It would kill the unwary, expose the careless, and betray the overconfident. He didn’t speak, just nodded to the figure up ahead.
Moving in a loose file behind the dog, they were six men and a ghost, each shape hunched beneath the patterned shroud of adaptive camo, rifles held loose but ready. Ranger, the Belgian Malinois at point, pushed ahead with nose low, body taut. His handler, Sergeant Jed Garvey, held the leash slack, letting the dog’s instincts work. Ranger’s back bristled with the chill, his breath a tight pant in the cold air.
The briefing lay fresh at the back of Wade’s mind, every word counted and recounted during the last fifty kilometers’ hike. The target, a courier, young, clever, known to play the old mountain passes like a chessboard, would slip through unless pinned. The message he carried was worth more than any one of their lives, perhaps worth the blood price of a hundred. High-value, said the analysts, and Wade had learned to read the caution behind intelligence officer Beckett Shaw's clipped delivery: information that could shift the tide, or worse, reveal their presence and undo everything.
Deniability hung over them like a second shadow. If they were caught, there would be no letters home, no rescue, just the silence and rocks swallowing everything. Hollister didn’t need to remind the others, he could feel it in the tension of their silence, the way they moved, trusting each other past words.
Ranger hesitated at a fork in the goat path, whiskers trembling as he lifted his muzzle into the wind. Jed stilled, dropping to a knee with his hand out. Hollister watched the dog; trusted him more than satellite imagery, more than the promise of air support they’d never call. The team knelt, breath frosting in the air, rifles leveled toward nothing and everything.
Behind them, Bravo "Bash" Rittenhaus shifted his weight, light on his feet for a man his size. Bash’s job was heavy weapons, a gentle giant whose laugh hit like a rockslide when the time was right, but whose hands steadied the .338 Lapua as if it were a spinning coin. Next, Emilio "Wire" Sanchez, comms and EW, snugged the SAT antenna tighter under his hood, his breath a thread of curse words as he scanned the spectrum for signals, enemy radios, drone uplinks, whispers of movement that might warn them or doom them.
Yusuf Qasim, "Doc," moved quietly, eyes scanning the mountainside for more than just threats. Afghan-American, fluent in Dari and Pashto, his medical kit was never far from his left hand, and his right carried an old family talisman on a leather cord. In places like these, luck was as useful as skill, and Yusuf had both. Valentine "Saint" Kravtsov, last in line, was the shape that slipped through the trees everyone forgot about until the blade was at their throat, a ghost among ghosts, born in Chechnya’s shadows, shaped by years of wars that never made headlines. Saint’s specialty was infiltration and silent kills; he could build a bomb from a wristwatch or disappear into the rock itself.
Beckett Shaw, embedded intelligence, wore civilian gear and an expression of academic detachment that didn’t quite hide the tightness in his jaw. His glasses were dusted already, but his attention was hawk-sharp, every detail recorded. They’d joked, once, that he looked like a schoolteacher lost on a hiking trip, but no one doubted what he was: the only one who could read the enemy’s plans from a line of script or a whispered name at a mountain tea market. He carried a SIG in a low holster, walked like he’d learned from YouTube videos, but his nerves held. So far.
Wade tapped his forearm, signaling the halt, and Jed worked Ranger in a careful arc. The dog’s hackles lifted, nose twitching as he tested the wind again. There was something, Wade felt it too, some vibration off the rocks, too subtle for sight or sound. Beckett shifted behind him, exhale rattling a little, gloved hands tightening on his pack straps. It was this edge-of-the-blade moment that Hollister lived for and despised: the world compressed to a sliver of possibility, everything in balance, one misstep away from disaster.
The mission was, by doctrine, routine. Intercept one courier, extract message, exfil to the fallback pass. But nothing was routine here, not in the space between the peaks where satellites couldn’t see and drones clattered uselessly against the wind. Their target moved with the confidence of the terrain-born, flanked by mountain boys with battered AKs and eyes like old wolves. He could be anywhere, the paths spidered out in a dozen directions, but the dog’s nose knew what a satellite could not.
Wire clicked his PTT, voice a whisper in Hollister’s earpiece. "No movement on comms, dead air. Don’t like it."
"Means they know to go dark," Bash rumbled, his bass low and soft.
Yusuf shrugged, muttering a prayer in Dari, eyes darting between the rocks.
"They’re close," Jed said, voice tight. Ranger was a live wire now, tail flagging, body down. The line between man and dog, handler and animal, felt almost spiritual, a transfer of sense, a conduit of ancient trust.
Wade signaled again, the team fanning out, Saint melting into the shadows, Bash covering the rear with the big gun slung low. The chill pressed close, the sky overhead paling to a kind of haunted blue. Down the slope, a snatch of movement, a shape, a glimmer, then gone. Wade motioned for Beckett to stay close, the analyst moving like a shadow-puppeted man, every nerve screaming the cost of what they carried.
They moved. Slow, measured. Each operator’s specialty folded into the advance, an orchestra of intent: Bash’s covering fire potential, Wire’s static vigilance, Yusuf’s silent readiness, Saint’s predatory drift, Jed and Ranger’s pointwork, Beckett’s heart ticking like a metronome, and Wade at the center, making the choices that would either see them back to base or into the ground.
The path pinched into a cleft, boulders tumbled as if by a careless god. They crouched, waited, breath syncing in the cold. Ranger pressed lower, ears flat, and Jed’s knuckles whitened. Wade felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. The team’s silence was absolute, each man caught up in the shared understanding that the next heartbeat might be the last.
Shadows moved. A scrape of rock, a mutter, a shape half-seen in a patch of thorns. Wade’s hand flicked signals, hold, spread, eyes on. The courier would be close, mountain guards brushing through the undergrowth. Beckett’s hands twitched toward his sidearm, then away, as Wade shot him a look: let the shooters do their work.
A voice, harsh and young, echoed up the pass. Saint’s shape blended with the rocks, nothing but a silhouette and the glint of a blade. Yusuf’s hand hovered near his medical kit, a silent prayer on his lips. Wire tuned the comms, searching for a burst of encrypted chatter that might betray intent, a false start, a stifled order.
Wade waited. Counted breaths. Tension stretched so thin it threatened to snap.
Then it broke. Ranger growled, a low, guttural warning. The mountain boys came out of the rocks, AKs low, scanning, eyes sharp. The courier was smaller than the rest, clean-shaven, a rag tied over his mouth. Information, the only thing of value, tucked close to his chest.
Wade gave the signal. The world exploded into precision. Saint moved first, blade flashing in the gap; Bash’s rifle barked once, echo flattened by the stone; Jed let loose the leash and Ranger lunged, a blur of muscle and teeth. Wire tracked threats, jamming a quick frequency spike to keep any distress calls from radiating out. Yusuf crouched, ready for blood. Beckett pressed flat, watching, recording, seeing through the filter of a mind that catalogued this violence like data entries in a ledger.
It was over in seconds. The courier struggled, wide-eyed, as Ranger pinned him with a low snarl, Jed’s voice a steadying command in Dari. The mountain guards were down, stunned, bled, or vanished. Wade moved in, his presence a force. The courier did not cry out. Hollister knelt, checking the packet under the tunic: slips of paper, a slim thumb drive, a word scrawled in Russian. Beckett stepped in, hands sure now, recognition lighting in his eyes.
"Got it," the analyst whispered, voice hoarse with relief and adrenaline. "That’s the codebook. That’s everything."
The world seemed to breathe again, the mountains crowding close, complicit and uncaring. Wade scanned the ridge, senses stinging. Routine, they called it. Nothing here was routine. The dog whined low, nuzzling the prisoner, searching for something more. Bash checked the rear, silent save for the familiar curse in his beard. Saint vanished uphill, eyes peeled for any sign of reinforcements. Wire looked at the sky, as if the clouds themselves might carry a message.
Wade squeezed Beckett’s shoulder, sharing a brief, silent look. The stakes were still there, written in their sweat, in the pulse of the ground beneath them. The packet could stop a bombing, unmask a mole, alter the balance of this shadowed war, or it could be nothing but a name, a feint, another trick in endless layers of betrayal. Deniable, always. The world would never know what happened here, in these rocks before dawn, and that was the way of things.
They moved out, silent and swift, shadows before the new day, the mountain war swallowing their secrets as the sky grew pale.






  
  Chapter two
Insertion


The thrum of the rotor blades grew muffled as the Chinook’s doors rolled open to darkness. The last slant of sun disappeared beyond the splintered teeth of the Hindu Kush, but down here, at the bottom of a jagged world, twilight was just a rumor. Inside the yawning belly of the aircraft, seven Ghosts sat shoulder to shoulder, packed tight in a row. Gear loaded, faces striped with sweat and camo, they waited for the green light, all of them listening for the signal in the hush that followed. 
Sergeant Knox Holliday’s knee bounced, helmet tapping the butt of his rifle in time to the war-drum pulse in his chest. He tried not to stare at anyone, but his eyes kept darting to the others, searching for some sign that they were feeling it, too. The waiting. The coil of nerves that wound tighter each minute the helicopter chopped higher, chasing the last purple shadow up the canyon. He glanced at Lieutenant Hollister, head tilted, lips moving, maybe a prayer, maybe a checklist. Hollister looked calm, always did, as if he’d mapped a dozen ways for this night to kill them and accepted any one of them was fine so long as he was with his boys.
The loadmaster flashed a hand, one minute. Jace Rollins, big and broad even when hunched, pressed a fist to his headset and muttered. “Raven Six, this is Ghost Actual. Feet dry, one minute out from drop. Copy?”
A reply hissed from his earpiece, all static and clipped vowels. Jace grinned. “Yeah, we’re ready. All in, sergeant?” He aimed the question at Holliday.
“Locked and cocked,” Knox answered, voice low and steady, though he could taste the electricity in his mouth.
Rollins flicked a thumbs-up. The chopper started its descent, pitching everyone forward. Echoes rattled off the canyon walls, and for a second it felt like they were drifting inside a steel cavern, the world constricted to headlamps, boots, and guns.
“Cutting engines,” the loadmaster mouthed, eyes wide under green glowsticks. Engines throttled back, rotor slap fading to nothing, and now the wind was the only sound, hard, thin, and cold. The ground rushed up at them, invisible in the gloom. The light flickered green.
Move.
Ghost Team slid out into velvet dark, boots scuffing hardpan, knees flexed. Air tasted of dust and minerals, older than language. Hollister was first on the ground, scanning up the canyon walls with predatory focus, then motioned everyone into the shadows. The Chinook lifted away, engines ramping up just enough to disappear, rotorwash rattling loose stones all around them.
“Comms check,” Hollister whispered, his voice crushed to a stone’s edge.
One by one, Ghosts tapped their mics: “One.” “Two.” “Three, ” and so on to seven. Each call layered through Jace’s gear; he was already raising the antenna pack, angling it toward the starlit gap overhead.
“Ghost Actual to Raven Six, package delivered. No compromise. Overwatch green, confirm?” He waited until the far-off voice came again, steadier now. “Solid copy. No movement. You’re good to move.”
Hollister nodded, more at the land than the team. He set off, boots crunching in a crouched glide, the others falling in behind. Bodies ghosted from shadow to shadow, weapons low, heads on pivots. Every muscle remembered the drill, knuckles white on stock, ears straining for the sound of something wrong.
Knox felt the sweat sting his eyes, heartbeat making strange music in his veins. First drop, first real mission, and he tasted the fear under his tongue, close but manageable. They’d trained for weeks, shoot houses, dry runs, double-timed patrols at NTC until they puked Skoal and sand. But this was a canyon in the Hindu Kush, and nobody really knew these rocks except the men who’d bled on them.
The way ahead was a mess of boulders and scree, a dry riverbed curling deeper into the mountains. Moonlight barely sketched the outlines, leaving each step to muscle memory and luck. In the hush, every scuff was a gunshot. Rollins brought up the rear, radio antenna high, pausing now and then to whisper into the ether. Holliday let his own mind run, cataloging, planning, scanning the ledges for sniper glint, for the wrong outline, for any hint that the enemy was not sleeping.
He tried to measure his men with a glance: Suarez, impossible to spook, his gaze narrowed as if figuring out how to kill the land itself; Boone, hunched low and careful, scanning for wires, mines, anything metallic in the sand. And Knox, Knox’s breathing came fast and shallow, but he covered it with a joke, flicking a pebble at Boone’s boot.
“Shit, you hear about the goat that walks into a bar?” he whispered. Boone rolled his eyes, but the smile tugged a little at his face before he vanished behind his NVGs.
Hollister let them have it. He remembered his first insert, remembered the taste of metal filling his mouth, the way his hands wouldn’t stop shaking until the first contact broke the spell. Camaraderie was all they had, one joke, one story, one squeeze to the shoulder before the real work began.
The canyon felt wrong tonight. He tried to put his finger on it. Air was colder than it should have been, and the wind didn’t move like he remembered from recon. No bats, no scurrying little creatures under the rocks, no scent of goat dung. Just the silence, thick as velvet and twice as stifling. He brushed the feeling away, focused instead on the mission: reach the rally point, check in with overwatch, wait for the signal to begin the climb to the suspected HVT compound. Simple. Clean. Everything according to the plan.
But the plan was just a hope dressed in camouflage. Out here, the land had teeth.
Knox’s energy prickled behind Hollister, too jumpy, letting his back-foot drag a pebble now and then, rifle always an inch too high. Hollister made a mental note: stick him closer to Boone or Suarez next time, let their calm bleed into him. The kid was good, but green, and this wasn’t the place for nerves.
They made a hard left around a tumble of shale where the canyon narrowed. Above, moonlight caught ragged edges of rock, shadows pooling deep and black. Hollister paused, hand up. The team froze, blotting out against the stone, rifles aimed in every direction. He let the air settle, waited for the world to either break or stay still.
Nothing. He moved again, careful steps, thinking about the men strung behind him, Rollins, already wrestling with the satellite link, whispering coordinates and code into the darkness; Knox, fighting his own shadow; Boone, who checked every rock for wires; and the rest, solid, silent, stalwart.
The ground sloped up abruptly, rocks shifting underfoot. Boone knelt, gloved hands sweeping the path, then nodded, clear. They moved in a slow file, boots sinking into powdery silt. Jace piped up, voice barely a breath. “Ghost Two, comms holding. No eyes, but Raven Six says we’re clean.”
Knox’s voice was a little rough. “How long to the rally, LT?”
“A thousand meters. Keep the pace. Eyes up.” Hollister’s voice cut through the dark, sharp enough to keep the team moving. He forced himself not to overthink. He’d led men through worse. Still, something about the hush in the canyon gnawed at his spine, like a story half-remembered from his grandfather, the sort where the hero never makes it out.
The team advanced. The wind picked up, carrying with it the taste of distant snow. Shadows lengthened and blurred. Hollister caught himself cataloging the little things: the rasp of Cordura on webbing, the hiss of breath over a cracked lip, the sound of Rollins’ boots crunching a little too loud. These were things you only noticed when something else was off.
An hour in, they dropped into a side gully, seeking cover behind a tangle of dead hawthorn. Hollister squatted, unhooked his water, and let the silence push in around him. He could feel his men’s eyes flicking to him, weighing his calm, feeding off it. That was the burden of leadership, never letting what you felt show on your face. You carried their nerves, packed them into your ruck, and let your own sweat ice over inside your shirt.
Above, stars pulsed silver and white. No sound but their own breathing. Hollister licked his lips, something didn’t fit. His mind spun back to the silence. A village this close to the pass ought to have dogs, even at night, barking at the moon. And there should be a river, even if dry, with a trickle of water or the echo of a stone rolling somewhere out of sight. But the silence pressed in harder, like a hand over his mouth.
Knox shifted beside him, picking at a patch of lichen on the rock. “Weird quiet, isn’t it?” The words tumbled out too fast.
“Don’t think about it,” Boone said, crouched low. “You start thinking, you start hearing ghosts.”
Rollins snorted, but his eyes were wide and scanning too. Hollister let them murmur, kept his own thoughts tight in his chest. Maybe it was the wind, maybe the drop in temperature. Or maybe, maybe somebody knew they were coming, and the world had gone still to listen.
He checked his watch, twenty minutes to their planned halt. In the distance, a sliver of light edged the ridge, not moon or star, more like the faintest glint of gloss steel, there and then gone. He blinked, heart tap-tapping in his throat. Boone caught his look, frowning.
“Got something, LT?” Boone’s whisper was all grit.
Hollister shook his head. “Might be nothing. Stay sharp.”
He slid his hand along the grip of his carbine, feeling the world contract. The Ghosts moved on, shrouded in night, each step deeper into the unknown, each breath drawn low and measured. And beneath it all, a tremor ran through the land, something ancient and patient and dangerous.
Hollister tasted adrenaline, dry as dust. The night was only beginning, and already it was whispering its secrets.
They were ghosts in the belly of the Chinook, its insides awash with the shade of red lamps and the stink of gun oil, sweat, and anticipation. Eighteen minutes out. No one was talking now, not in more than murmurs, not unless they had to. The drone of rotors was a muted thunder caught on an endless loop, rattling the teeth in your jaw. Hollister sat with his helmet in his lap, thumbs pressed against the black camo streaked across his cheeks, eyes narrowed against the stinging wind shearing through the open ramp. He tried to catalog everyone for the hundredth time, Jace with his comms rig slung across his chest, checking his tablet with the same obsessive patience as a chess player; Knox bouncing his knee, looking out the window with a hunger that was almost holy; Marsh smirking under his NVGs, half-lost in thought.
Something about this quiet, the way it pressed in, had always made Hollister’s skin itch. Every operator had their ritual. Before boots hit dirt, before anything really began, the waiting gnawed at them. Knox spun the buckle of his harness between his fingers, click, click, click, until Hollister shot him a look and the kid forced his hands still. Hollister turned the phrase over in his mind: kid. Knox was twenty-four, Ranger tab in his pocket, but only his second ride on the sharp end. You could taste the anxiety shivering through him; it bled out in small spasms, little twitches he couldn’t stifle. They all remembered that first time.
They checked each other's gear in silence, drawing close, hands brushing over straps and pouches, giving and receiving the tiniest nods. The ritual said: I got you, you got me. It was a silent promise, old as blood, something the Army never wrote down but drilled into their bones all the same. Hollister reached out, squeezed Knox’s shoulder, hard enough that it grounded the both of them for a half second. Anticipation hummed in the gloom, filling the void where words would have gone.
Jace’s voice was low, calm, threading into the collective tension. “Vic-Three in the green. Satlink up. Angel-One has eyes on target valley,” he intoned into his mic, consulting the feed on his wrist display. Satellites and drones, eyes that would never blink, hovered miles above, their lines of vision stretching down to cradle the ridgelines and dry riverbeds the team would move through.
It was time. The crew chief held up three fingers, then two, then one. The engines throttled back until the only sound was the wind, the mountainous void rushing in as the Chinook bled altitude and slunk through the pass. Everything ahead was shadow and stone, the kind of night that swallows men whole. Someone muttered a prayer. Someone else spat, dry-mouthed, into the dark.
The ramp dropped open and desert air hit them, raw and cold. For a moment they hung there, silhouettes against the glow of red bulbs and moonlight, boots poised above the jagged teeth of the canyon below. Then they moved, fast and quiet, bodies flowing forward in practiced sequence. Hollister was third off, hitting the powdery shale with bent knees, NVGs flicking green phantoms across his field of view. The Chinook heaved skyward, blades chopping the night until it dissolved behind the ridgeline, leaving the world to its own hush.
Hollister inhaled, slow and deep, tasting mineral and dust. The land was ancient, silent but for the click of safety catches and the faint whisper of shifting packs. The team fanned out along the dry bed, weapons low, eyes scanning the crumbling cliffs that hemmed them in. It smelled like stone, like iron, like something hungry had just slipped out of sight. Each breath came colder. He checked the horizon, moon dim behind thin cloud, a country now ruled by NVGs and careful feet.
Jace’s voice, threaded through his earpiece: “Angel-One confirms we’re clear. ‘Eagle’ is holding pattern, thirty klicks up. Reaper orbiting six north.” He never missed a beat, words rolling out with a southern drawl that always made Hollister think of bourbon and easier wars. Jace hunkered down, flipping through frequencies, fingers dancing across his tablet as if decoding some secret song. There was comfort in his routine; that, too, was a ritual.
They moved. They had to. The canyon narrowed and twisted, walls rising into teeth and shadows. Marsh led on point, moving like he’d always belonged to the dark. Hollister followed, watching Knox move up behind Jace, every step measured, too precise. The new guy’s rifle jerked with every glance, his breath fogging as he walked a little too close to the rocks. Hollister remembered that feeling, the way the world closed in when you weren’t sure what waited just beyond your NVG’s range.
Knox couldn’t help himself. He kept sliding his hand up to check his comms cord, double-checking the magazine, shooting glances at Hollister, making sure he wasn’t missing some silent cue. Every noise, pebble skitters, the groan of paracord, his head snapped toward it. Marsh’s hand came up, palm out. Halt. The column froze, boots sinking into the ancient dust. Jace ducked lower, eyes flickering over the feed on his tablet, lips pressed tight.
Hollister knelt, shoulders rolling as he let his mind expand outward. He’d been in-country too long, long enough to feel it when something wasn’t right. It didn’t come as words or even images, just a grinding unease, a prickling between the shoulder blades. The world was too quiet, the wind too flat. He glanced up at the ridges, no glint of glass, no silhouette marred the edge, but still that feeling nagged.
Camaraderie held them close. It wasn’t the jokes or the shared misery, not out here. It was knowing that the man to your left would die for you, and you for him, even if you’d only learned his middle name two weeks ago over a rehydrated meal with too much hot sauce. Hollister caught Marsh’s eye, tick of the chin, silent question. Marsh’s lips quirked; all clear, for now.
They pushed on, boots crunching, the night stretching ahead like an unspooled ribbon. Shadows flickered. The world tightened again. Hollister’s thoughts ran in a loop: check your six, check the high ground, listen for the small things, dogs barking, a distant engine, the metallic click of a safety disengaged. Experience was a rucksack full of ghosts, each one whispering different warnings.
Knox tripped, catching himself, and muttered a curse. Marsh, ever the old hand, shot him a scowl, but no one spoke. The journey became a kind of marching prayer. You counted your blessings in breaths, in the pulse of blood behind your ears. The air was different here, heavier than the base, full of old ruin and the threat of ambush.
Hollister’s mind spun with drills and briefings, overlays of map grids and enemy patterns. He recited the plan in his head, insert here, move east by northeast, keep low along the wadi, avoid the ruined village, replaying every permutation, every what-if. He told himself he was ready. He told himself he could feel every man behind him, their fears and hopes pressed in a tight coil. He had to be enough.
A dog barked, far off, lonely and abrupt. Jace’s hand flicked up, pointing northeast, then he dropped it, knuckles tightening around his rifle. Knox’s breath came quick, clouding in the cold, and Hollister swore he could hear the man’s heart over the rustle of boots. Jace whispered, “Eyes up, movement on Reaper feed. Could be nothing, could be goats.”
“Goats don’t carry AKs,” Marsh muttered, soft enough only they could hear.
They kept moving, shifting the formation, Knox to the inside, Jace shadowing the rear. The canyon felt alive with tension, as if the earth itself were holding its breath.
Hollister worked at keeping his own under control. Leadership wasn’t just tactics or knowing the next move. It was being the ice at the center of the storm. He carried the weight of their anxiety gladly, a pack he’d chosen, because if he cracked, they all would. He wondered if they could tell the difference between his calm and the mask he’d learned to wear.
Night pressed its thumb against the back of his neck. They passed through a pinch in the canyon, ancient flood gutters twisting through the rock like veins. Jace whispered into his mic, “Angel-One, status check, any heat signatures southeast?” There was a pause, then a crackle. Negative. Hollister let out a breath, slow, controlled.
But something didn’t fit. The dog, maybe. Or the way the wind funneled unnaturally, cold down the spine. Hollister’s mind sifted through the feeling, an itch that might be nothing or everything. He noted the pattern of stones, the lack of trash, of goat prints, the way the ground was too clean for a country where nothing vanished without a trace.
Knox’s voice came over the net, a little too eager, a hair too loud: “Clear left.”
“Keep it quiet,” Marsh snapped, sharp but not unkind. Knox nodded, lips thinning. The rookie’s hands trembled once, then stilled against the grip of his M4. Camaraderie, there it was again, a bond made not of laughter but of shared nerves, the glue that kept them moving as one.
They swept around a bend, the moon painting jagged white teeth across the ridgeline. Hollister paused, scanning again, forcing his mind past the fatigue, past the rituals and plans, into the pattern beneath the world. No crickets, he realized suddenly. No distant calls, no night birds. Only wind and the shuffle of their boots.
He felt the eyes then, maybe real, maybe just the ghosts of a hundred insertions. The canyon walls were too high, too cut-out. Jace tapped his shoulder, a subtle “heads up,” and kept his gaze fixed skyward.
“Something ain’t right,” Marsh whispered, voice barely more than wind. Hollister’s skin crawled, his instincts screaming for caution.
Still, they moved on, because in the end, that was all you could do.
Maybe it was the land itself that felt wrong. Maybe it was something else, watching from the bone-white cliffs. Hollister swept his rifle up, heart pounding, trust in the men at his back, in their discipline, in the rituals that had brought all of them to this silent, haunted place. As the night deepened, the danger slithered closer, unseen, but palpably real.
Somewhere in the deepening dark, the mission waited, a secret wrapped in old stone and shadow, promising violence and discovery in equal measure. Hollister made himself a vessel for all the team’s anxieties and hopes, for the rituals and camaraderie that made them more than men, made them Ghosts. Whatever waited for them in these ancient canyons, they'd face it together, ready or not.
The helicopter’s drone was a living thing, throbbing through flesh and webbing bone together with adrenaline and purpose, and in the darkness of their little cabin, the Ghost Team was all nervous smiles, blackened cheeks, and silent preparation. The world outside was swallowed in velvet shadow, Himalayan peaks jagged against the bruised blue of a high-altitude dusk. Within, it was all ritual: armor cinched tight, night optics checked and re-checked, weapons balanced in callused hands. Sweat gleamed on brows despite the chill seeping through the doors; anxiety and anticipation made everything electric.
Jace Rollins sat hunched in the corner, a hulk of a man even when pressed small against the steel. He cradled the comms kit against his chest, his fingers moving in practiced, slow patterns, checking the data link to the drone circling somewhere far overhead, its hum insensible, a ghost like them. Green LED flickered, a private heartbeat. “Satellite link good,” he mouthed at Hollister, barely audible above the engine’s throb. Across the row, Knox Holliday bounced his knee and kept glancing back at the red-lit ramp, his rifle already unslung and safety off, muzzle low and ready.
Knox was youngest, newly blooded, and it showed. Not in incompetence, he was sharp, everyone agreed, but in the way he seemed to strain at the leash, vibrating just under his skin, unable to sit fully still. He had a fast pulse and a future, and everyone else could smell both on him.
Hollister watched Knox out of the corner of his eye. He remembered himself, a decade ago, when a mission’s taste was all copper and hunger in the mouth, when he’d craved any action just to know how he’d answer. He knew the whole team would be watching the kid tonight, their silent pecking order recalibrating as always on the ground. It was the same before every drop: masks and grins, and then the silence as maps and patches defined who they became.
There was a steadying comfort in the rituals. Harris, the main gunner, made the rounds with steady knuckles on each shoulder, an old superstition, and he said nothing, but he always made sure. Vega, the medic, checked and rechecked his satchel, lips moving in prayers that bridged Spanish and English and something older. Their world compressed to the small patch of steel they occupied and the dark promise outside; in here, camaraderie held back the fear that tomorrow they’d be newsprint tributes, or worse, nameless in the dust.
The team lead, Hollister, tried to read the terrain through the open door, the wind slapping cold and thin against his cheek. His eyes ran discipline over each man; their focus steadied him in turn. There was comfort in the pattern, until it broke.
Abruptly, the pilots signaled: thirty seconds. The rotors’ rhythm changed pitch, died to a low churn. Their world became a cocoon of breath and dark foreboding. Harris moved to the tailgate, dropped to one knee, and Hollister saw his lips tighten in that way that meant he was praying for a clean insertion, no twisted ankles, no snapped bones. Everyone else shifted forward, ropes uncoiled.
Jace’s voice, soft and level: “Drone confirming LZ, no heat signatures, comm clear.” He thumbed the encryption again, always triple-checking. The team responded in kind, a final check, a silent affirmation. Each man seeking and finding his own edge.
Then, with a sudden cough, the engines cut. The silence crushed in, thick and absolute. Desert air rushed. Below, a black gash in the landscape yawned open, the dry riverbed, a canyon clawed by water long gone. The only sound now was the wind, eager as a blade. The ramp dropped, and each Ghost became his most honest self.
Harris was first out, rope in hand. He dropped fast, boots landing in silence. Vega next, then Knox, eager, trembling, but true. Rollins touched down, scanning, before Hollister came last, his boots deadening on dry sand and stone. The helicopter lifted, rotors flaring moonlight, and they were alone except for the taste of dust and the scouring wind. The noise faded, the machines left them behind, and a hush fell as absolute as prayer.
They scattered in, covering arcs, rifles up, breathing slow. Eyes adjusted to the subtle green world of night vision, each boulder suddenly a potential killer, every shadow deeper than the last. Hollister touched his shoulder-mic, his voice a low pulse, “Ghost Team, sound off.” Brief, quiet checks. Harris’s guttural “One.” Vega’s “Two, green.” Knox, the stammer barely hidden, “Three, up.” Rollins, “Four, comms good.” And Hollister, “Five. Move out.”
They slithered from the insertion point, boots making little sound on the powdery silt. The canyon was a mouth swallowing them; walls rising steep, black, painted with moonlight and the bruised memory of vanished rivers. Jace flicked his hand, tapping at his wrist display, giving the silent command for direction, north, up-canyon, toward the objective marked only by gridlines and the sense that the world beyond was waiting to kill them.
Hollister’s mind ran the map again, every contour and approach. He felt the weight of leadership, how it pressed behind his ribs, how it lent clarity when it mattered and stole sleep when it didn’t. He watched his men moving in the ghost-green of his NVGs, and he felt a fierce pride, even as the gnawing edge of worry pressed against his focus. Knox had fallen into step ahead of him, checked by Vega’s presence at his shoulder; the rookie’s form was good, but his head moved too often, scanning for threats, for affirmation.
Jace, one hand glued to his comms earpiece, whispered, “Predator online. Overhead watching.” His reassurance wove into the group, invisible armor
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