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      The dirt village in the far northeast of Afghanistan was blanketed beneath a foot of freshly fallen snow. The thick white coat absorbed all sound, leaving such an all-encompassing stillness behind that a visitor might have been forgiven for wondering whether the place was occupied at all. Overhead, the soaring, jagged peaks of the Spin Ghar mountain range—known to locals as the White Mountains—almost blocked out the sky. Far above, a bird of prey flew in endless, watchful circles.

      The man stepped out of his one-story home, quickly closing the door after him to prevent too much warmth from escaping. Months of winter remained to endure, and he was aware that his stock of firewood was dwindling fast. The trees had been stripped from the lower hills during the endless years of war that had been visited on his homeland. His face was covered in a thick black beard which climbed high above his cheekbones, and he had a dark brown blanket wrapped around his shoulders to ward off the chill. A fur cap was pulled down low over his forehead for the same purpose.

      His left hand remained beneath the protection of the blanket, though his right extended to grip the handle of a walking stick he’d carved himself. The knee on that side ached from the cold. He took a step forward with his left leg, then dragged the right in the same direction in an outward swinging motion. His jaw clenched as he did so, as it always did these days. It was both a reaction to the discomfort and a tic he’d adopted to cope with it.

      A small bundle of brightly colored cloth raced toward him, followed by a pale-coated livestock guardian dog that lolled gently behind. It collided with the man, rocking him backward and almost causing him to lose balance. The blow hurt more than the girl could have understood, but he could not find it in his heart to chide her.

      He looked down and smiled. “How are you this morning, Yasmin?”

      “Fine, thank you, Uncle Ali,” she laughed, her pale green eyes sparkling in the morning sun. Like Ali, she had Asiatic features and pale, freckled skin. Her hair was black, with a russet tinge in the right kind of light. “A bit hungry.”

      Ali grimaced, looking away so that the girl didn’t notice. He doubted whether the subterfuge worked. Children usually understood more than they let on. He always had. “Me too. Did your aunt not feed you this morning?”

      “Yes.”

      “But you’re still hungry?”

      The child, his only niece, smiled mischievously as she rolled her foot from left to right on the snow. She was a little shy of her fourth birthday. “Yes.”

      Reaching into his pocket, Ali pulled out a handful of nuts from a small bag. They were supposed to comprise his meager breakfast, but he couldn’t refuse the girl’s impish face. Not today, not ever, not after what her father had done for him.

      “Have you heard from my papa?” Yasmin asked, chewing on the snack with her mouth open. A few precious crumbs sprayed onto the snow. “When is he coming back?”

      A pang of sadness gripped Ali’s heart as he looked down. “I’m not sure. He will return when it’s safe.”

      The girl cocked her head to one side and frowned. “When will that be?”

      He shook his head, his voice coming out in a raw croak. “One day soon, Allah willing. But I do not know when.”

      “Has he forgotten me?”

      Despite the agony he knew would result from his broken knee, Ali crouched down and pressed his palms against Yasmin’s cheeks. They were rosy red from the cold and cool to the touch. “Of course not. Do you still remember him?”

      Nodding furiously, the girl replied, “Of course!”

      “Then he remembers you. He won’t ever forget, trust me. You are his daughter. He could never forget you.”

      Yasmin’s face broke. “But sometimes I do,” she admitted sorrowfully. “I can’t remember what he looks like. Sometimes I see him when I dream. I know it’s Papa, but his face is different.”

      Ali reached up and pulled the cap off his head. The cold air kissed his scalp. He smoothed back his long black hair. “Do you see this face?” he asked.

      Yasmin nodded.

      “Your papa’s looks just like mine. When we were your age, our mother couldn’t tell us apart. So when you can’t remember him, come to me. But there’s one important thing to remember.”

      “What is it?” the girl asked, frowning.

      “I’m much better looking.” Ali grinned.

      “No!” Yasmin protested with a matching smile, wriggling out of her uncle’s grasp. “I don’t believe it.”

      A bark echoed from somewhere farther down the valley. The dog behind Yasmin sat up and cocked his head to the side to listen. It echoed the mournful cry.

      Ali stood, holding the cap above his eyes to shield them from the sun as he peered down the mountainside in search of whatever had provoked the alarm. He swallowed hard when he saw it. A column of half a dozen pickup trucks was winding its way up the mountain road. They were mostly white, though the one at the head was painted a sandy color.

      Ali spoke sharply. “Yasmin?”

      “What is it, Uncle?”

      “Go to your aunt. Quickly. Tell her to hide.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      He turned and gave her a push. “Don’t argue. Go!”

      The girl stumbled through the snow a few steps before regaining her balance. She stared back at Ali with a worried expression, as if concerned she was being reprimanded.

      “You’re not in trouble, child,” Ali hissed, ushering her away with his hands. “Go to your aunt—now!”

      Finally, Yasmin did as he was told. Ali stood in place, stunned for a few moments into indecision. An evil was climbing the valley. It had already taken everything from him, and now it was coming back for more. He didn’t know precisely what the Taliban wanted, but it wasn’t necessary to understand that this visit spelled trouble.

      Ali’s village consisted of about thirty small buildings, most only a single story and housing as many as a dozen inhabitants. Most contained much fewer than that, and some were used to protect the previous year’s harvest or livestock from the depredations of winter. In total, the settlement was home to about sixty villagers. As the eldest son of the former headman, they now looked to him for leadership, and he wasn’t sure whether he could provide it. Life had been easier when his brother was still here. He was another set of eyes and ears and had a good head on his shoulders. He wanted nothing for himself, just the safety and security of his people.

      But Rafi was gone. And this was Ali’s problem to handle now. Alone.

      He knocked on a nearby front door, rousing a couple of teenage boys he knew lived inside. After instructing their parents to hide any valuables and as much food as possible, he sent them around the village to warn the inhabitants of what was coming. The barking echoing around the squat homes was already warning enough for some.

      It didn’t take long before the small convoy arrived. The dirt road up the hill was thick with snow, but the vehicles had chains on their tires that made short work of the conditions. They pulled up a few yards short of the square at the center of the village, and doors started opening to allow Taliban fighters to climb out. They all carried weapons—a mixture of older Kalashnikovs and more modern rifles and carbines pillaged from the collapsed Afghan Armed Forces.

      Ali’s walking stick slipped on a patch of frozen ice, almost causing him to stumble as he approached the group of seasoned fighters. Many were young, some little more than boys themselves, but all had tasted combat. They had seen hardship and death, survived American airstrikes, and outlasted the world’s only superpower.

      He bowed his head as he arrived in front of the leader, a man he knew only as Walid, who wore a fur-lined cloak and an ammunition belt around his waist. He was thin and barely into his twenties, but despite his youth was a man of considerable power. And he knew it.

      “Mullah,” Ali stammered. “It is an honor. What brings you to my village?”

      The Taliban commander scowled at him and kicked his walking stick aside. Ali swayed but remained standing out of sheer force of will.

      “My men need food and water,” he said.

      “We have little,” Ali replied. He turned and gestured at the small settlement. It was the village in which he’d been born, that he’d called home for most of his life, but he saw it through clear eyes. It was a sad, poor place. “Most of us are starving. We were hoping that you had brought us supplies. Some families here won’t last the winter.”

      Walid scrunched up his face with disgust. “Why would we bring you anything? You are apostates, all of you. You should be happy that we’re not here to bring an end to you.”

      Ali bowed, hoping to disarm the man’s anger. “Of course. As I said, we have little, but I will arrange for anything we can spare to be brought to you.”

      Shaking his head slowly, with his men behind grinning at their boss’s display of naked power, Walid said, “No, you will bring me everything you have. You are behind on your taxes. We are here to collect.”

      “What do you mean by everything?” Ali replied. “We already gave ten percent of the harvest. We paid everything we owed.”

      “I decide how much you owe,” Walid said, gesturing at his chest with his own thumb. “And you didn’t pay enough. So I’m here to inform you that you will have to pay a penalty. I want every goat, every crate of fruit, every bushel of wheat—everything. If you attempt to hide anything from me, I will have my men shoot you here in the square.”

      “If you do this, we’ll starve,” Ali said, eyes darting nervously around the group of over a dozen heavily armed Taliban fighters, some of whom had taken a pace forward to intimidate him.

      “If you refuse, my men will burn every house in this village to ashes, and you will freeze instead. But first we will take all of your food. Perhaps you would prefer it that way? It would be quicker.”

      “No!” Ali protested. “There must be another way. There are children here. Would you kill them too?”

      “It is Allah’s judgment to make, not mine,” Walid said, turning his body toward the fighters behind him and pointing at them. “These men have sacrificed everything for their jihad. How can I deny them food and water?”

      “You will kill us all,” Ali whispered.

      “Your brother killed you,” Walid said. He poked Ali’s knee with the barrel of his rifle. “I let you live. Or don’t you remember?”

      “You took everything from me,” Ali said through gritted teeth.

      “I can always take more,” came the reply, casual in its brutality. “So what do you choose? Will you give us what I ask for, or will you force me to take it myself?”

      “Don’t do this,” Ali said, his knuckles going white around the handle of his walking stick. “Please. Punish me as you wish, do whatever you want to me, but don’t hurt them.”

      Walid turned, strode toward one of his fighters, and issued a series of terse commands. The man took two others with him and marched toward a nearby home. He drew his right foot back and kicked down the door, then aimed his weapon inside and fired several rounds into the confined space. A woman screamed in terror, and the sound was soon joined by the cries of children.

      Ali hobbled as fast as he could toward the house, terrified about what he would see when he arrived. He tried desperately to think of a way of convincing these men not to go down this path but came up blank. They were stronger than he was. And he knew their threats were far from idle. He was a Hazara, like his parents before him, a minority group in Afghanistan whom the Taliban hated, a group which had been persecuted for centuries.

      Ever since the Taliban reestablished control over the country the previous year, they had resumed their oppression of his fellow Hazaras. In the cities, they stole homes and vehicles from successful merchants. In more rural areas, they levied taxes and stole choice land. Up here in the hinterlands of the Hindu Kush, in a mountainous finger of territory by the border with Pakistan, they took whatever wasn’t bolted down.

      One of the fighters emerged carrying a container of cooking oil. It was only half full, barely enough to see the family through the harshest weeks of winter. He carried it toward the nearest of the pickup trucks and deposited it in the bed. Another exited carrying two sacks of wheat, one in either hand.

      Ali made it to the front door. He felt unsteady on his feet and cursed the infirmity that the Taliban themselves had wrought. He peered through the dark doorway, dreading what he was going to see inside.

      Wisps of smoke filled the interior, escaping from a small fire near the hearth. The flames provided just enough light to see by. They illuminated the dark, bloody shape of a body lying on a mattress near the door. It was emaciated and weak, but it belonged to a man that Ali had known all of his life. He had been a father. A grandfather. And now he was dead. His grandchildren were huddled on the other side of the room, clutching their knees and weeping. His wife, an elderly woman herself, was collapsed on the floor by his side—seemingly catatonic with shock.

      Ali backed away from the doorway, horrified by what he saw inside. Walid advanced on him, drew his palm back and unleashed a fearsome slap, so powerful that for a few seconds he saw only white. He staggered back, tears springing from the corners of his eyes.

      As his sight returned, it was drawn to a flash of movement barrelling toward him. “Uncle!” she screamed.

      Yasmin?

      His niece sprinted toward him, arms outstretched, whether to render aid or deliver comfort Ali’s stunned mind wasn’t sure. She didn’t make it. As she approached, Walid extended his foot and tripped her cruelly, sending her tumbling to the ground headfirst. Her skull collided with a rock, and in an instant she fell still.

      “Stop!” Ali howled, forgetting his own pain as he inched toward the girl’s broken body. Her chest was still rising and falling, but the movement was impossibly faint. “Nobody else needs to get hurt. We’ll give you all we can. Please, just leave us in peace.”

      “This is on you,” Walid replied through thin lips as he approached from behind. He walked toward Ali with his arms crossed and stared down at Yasmin with a curled lip. “Remember that. We didn’t come here to kill. Just to ask for what is rightfully ours. I will return in one week. When I do, you will have everything I asked for waiting for me.”

      “You’ll kill us all,” Ali mumbled, sinking to his haunches in spite of the pain from his shattered knee.

      “That,” Walid said, a vicious smile stretching across his lips, “is for Allah to decide. Perhaps I am wrong after all, and it is you who is right. Let us see at the end of winter.”
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      It was one of those January days in Boston where the clouds didn’t have the good grace to return to earth as snow, even though the wind blowing up off the harbor was bitterly cold. The rain lashed down in black, icy sheets so thick that it was a surprise anyone was out on the streets at all.

      Despite all that, Jason Trapp was pleased to find that the familiar bar on Prince Street was almost full. The door opened, admitting a chill breeze as well as a pair of late-night revelers. They brushed glistening water drops off the rain jackets and bashed umbrellas that appeared to have done little to protect them against the wall, though whether to shake off the water or in remonstration wasn’t immediately clear.

      Trapp felt sorry for those customers unlucky enough to be sitting close to the entrance, although the ones that he could see didn’t seem to mind. He was sitting in a four-person booth that he had all to himself. The bar was standing room only. Nobody yet had asked him to move.

      A server twirled past. She had red hair and a slim figure and knew exactly how much attention she was getting from members of the rougher sex on her tables—as well no doubt as the irritation she provoked in their dates. She leaned on the edge of the booth and smiled at him. “You need anything, babe?”

      He spun his almost-empty pint glass on the edge of its base. It did three full revolutions, then slammed back down. “One more of these. Thanks, Katy.”

      She shot him a flirty look. “You sure that’s all?”

      Trapp took his time before responding. There was no doubting she was attractive. Almost ten years younger than him, to be sure, but extremely fit and with a forthright approach to life that he appreciated. But he wasn’t looking for anything right now.

      He gave her a noncommittal smile. “Yeah. Thanks.”

      “Be right back,” she said, turning away with a poorly concealed look of disappointment.

      As he returned to studying the bar, he wondered if it was all an act to juice her tips. He was in good shape, sure, but had more wear on his frame than most his age.

      The place was almost unrecognizable from the place he’d first walked into over two years earlier, when the maroon paint outside was peeling, and one of the filament lamps that bracketed the doorway hadn’t worked in years. It wasn’t just busier; it was filled with a more upmarket type of customer—and one that spent considerably more money.

      Joshua had retained most of the building’s original features when they spent that long, therapeutic summer refurbishing it. The long wooden bar that ran down one wall had remained but sanded down and freshly varnished, it now practically glowed. The glassware all now matched, and every Friday and Saturday, live music played until late. There was a band booked tonight; he’d seen them walk through with all their equipment.

      Katy dropped his fresh beer off but didn’t stop to talk. She sauntered away with an attitude in her step that he knew was supposed to tell him he didn’t know what he was missing. He hid a smile. Maybe one day he would find out.

      Every few minutes, his gaze drifted across the bar. Joshua towered over the rest of the staff, just like his brother used to. He had a white towel over his shoulder and was a blur of motion, whether pulling pints or shaking gleaming steel cocktail mixers. Trapp pretended not to notice the concerned looks he shot him from time to time.

      You’re drinking in a bar alone, he reminded himself. And it’s not even the first time this week.

      Joshua was right to be concerned. Ever since returning from Siberia, Trapp had found himself unmoored. His disciplinary case was still inching its way through the Agency’s byzantine internal processes, and he had no idea when it would be resolved. Mike Mitchell had offered to pull strings, but Trapp replied that he didn’t care much either way. It was a lie, but one he was still telling himself, not just everyone else.

      He pulled the fresh drink toward him, lifted it to his lips, and took a long slug. The cold amber liquid felt refreshing going down, even if he knew it would provoke the opposite reaction come the morning.

      “What the hell are you going to do with yourself?” he muttered.

      That was the question that dogged him night and day. He’d returned to Boston because now that he was no longer with Eliza, he had nowhere else to go. Joshua’s was at least a friendly face. He wondered now whether he was outstaying his welcome.

      He felt a prickling sensation on his cheek, and trusting his instincts, turned toward the source. He met a pair of eyes that widened guiltily. They belonged to a man in a pullover. He had light brown hair and was in his late twenties. He was carrying a few extra pounds, but nothing that couldn’t be disguised by an expensive suit.

      Trapp sensed that this was exactly what he usually wore. He looked like an office worker. Even from this distance, it was obvious his hands were even softer than his midriff. The guy looked away, focusing on a spot behind the bar. He had a third of a long drink in front of him. A cocktail of some sort. It was neon orange.

      Who might you be?

      He sensed no danger from the watcher, just curiosity, though its cause wasn’t apparent. Looking around the bar and realizing that his was the only booth that wasn’t crammed full, Trapp figured it was probably just irritation that had provoked the look.

      Joshua sat down in front of him. The towel still hung off his left shoulder.

      “So—” He grinned. “Looks like Katy has taken a shine to you. How about that?”

      “I saw. I’m not sure I’m ready for anything yet.”

      “No problem. Hey, Mandy was wondering if you wanted to stay over tonight? We could do breakfast in the morning. I know a spot. I don’t have to open up here until the afternoon.”

      “Are you worried about me, Josh?” Trapp asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Not me,” he protested. “But you know how she gets.”

      “I’m fine, man, really,” Trapp said. Even as he spoke the words, he knew he was lying. He wasn’t fine; he was lost.

      “Come to breakfast,” Joshua pressed. “You haven’t lived until you’ve tasted Mandy’s shakshuka.”

      “Hey,” Trapp said, none too subtly changing the subject. He jerked his thumb toward the bar. “You know that guy over there?”

      Joshua pursed his lips with ill-concealed disappointment. “Which guy?”

      Looking over, Trapp realized that he could no longer see the man who’d been staring at him before. He shook his head. “Never mind. I’m proud of you, by the way, did I ever tell you that? I’m not sure I did.”

      “What for?”

      Trapp spread his hands and gestured out at the bustling bar. “For turning this place around. It looks great.”

      Grinning with pride, Joshua said, “We do cocktails now. Do you believe that? Never thought I’d see the day, but I gotta admit, the margin is great.”

      “Well, you’re doing something right. This place has been packed every night I’ve been here.”

      Neither man mentioned that was pretty much every night this week.

      “Well, half of it is down to you, Jason. I probably never thanked you like I should. That summer you spent down here changed everything for me. I’m not sure I would’ve made it through without you.”

      “Me either,” Trapp admitted, thinking back to Ryan, his friend and Joshua’s brother. “You did the same for me.”

      “No,” Joshua said with a quick shake of the head. “I don’t think so. My business was falling apart back then, and my marriage wouldn’t have lasted long after that. I get real sour when I’m hurting. Mandy would’ve been well within her rights to leave me. You were the one who helped me arrest that slide. Let me do the same for you.”

      Trapp tapped the edge of the table. “I’ll think about it.”

      Joshua smiled, realizing that he’d pushed his case as far as he could. “That’s all I ask.”

      “I’m going to call it a night,” Trapp said. “You’re right about one thing: I’m probably hitting the bottle too hard right now. An early night won’t hurt. You mind sending over the check?”

      “It’s on the house. You know that.”

      “Appreciated.”

      Joshua stood to return to the bar. “Think about staying over, will you?”

      Repeating himself, Trapp said, “I’ll consider it.”

      “Yeah.”

      He pulled on his jacket, popping the collar and wrapping around his throat, then zipped it up and walked to the exit. The rain was still falling hard, tapping against the window glass like branches in a storm. A couple walked past outside, their heads down and bent into the wind.

      Here goes nothing.

      Trapp stepped out into the downpour. In a flash, his jeans were soaked by the freezing rain. The wind whistled through the narrow street. Rainwater trickled down the back of his neck and provoked a grimace of irritation.

      He looked back at Joshua’s bar before he walked away. The filament lightbulbs on either side of the door glowed brightly despite the foul weather. Droplets of water trickled down the window glass, dappling the partiers behind. Expressions of warmth and joy and happiness marked the faces that he could see. It was a fitting monument to Ryan’s life.

      Turning away, he walked back down the street. It was only a mile to his hotel, but he knew that by the time he arrived, he would be soaked. But there was nothing for it. And in truth, he didn’t mind it that much. The rain lashing against his face washed away some of the alcohol buzz, freshening him, reminding him of the time before he wasted his nights away in bars.

      Thrusting his hands into his pockets, he aped the posture of the couple from earlier. The streetlight up ahead cast a small cone of light into the darkness, but everything in between was black. He picked up his pace.

      And heard footsteps behind him, splashing through the water coursing across the surface of the street. Trapp knew better than to react. He cocked his ear slightly to the side and listened. Someone was definitely back there.

      This is downtown Boston, Jason. You’re in no danger.

      But was that true? Something definitely felt off about the situation. He remembered the man who’d watched him from inside the bar and wondered if he was involved. The guy had looked soft, like an office worker, but perhaps that was intentional…

      The footsteps sped up.

      Slowly, Trapp withdrew his right hand from his jacket pocket. He made no other attempt to react. He glanced in the mirror of a parked car, but it was fouled by raindrops. He tried the same trick with a shop window to the left. Same problem. He kept walking. A closed storefront, metal shutters rolled down for the night, was just up ahead.

      Lightning flashed above, painting pregnant clouds a foreboding purple before fading to black.

      His left hand came out. Whoever was following him was now just a few feet behind. Trapp lifted his right leg, then stopped dead before spinning round and grabbing his pursuer by the neck and slamming him against the shutters. They rattled at the precise moment thunder rolled in the skies overhead. Whoever had been following him, he was a man. He was wearing a raincoat, and his soaked hair was glued to his forehead. His eyes were wide with fear.

      Trapp wedged his left forearm underneath the guy’s neck, pinning him to the storefront and cutting off his air supply. With his right hand, he patted the man down. In a chest pocket, he felt a cell phone. Other than that, he wasn’t armed.

      He stepped away, properly surveying his pursuer for the first time. It was the guy from the bar. So he’d been right about that. But why?

      The man’s hands went straight to his neck. It was hard to tell through the rain, but Trapp thought that tears glimmered in his eyes.

      “Don’t hurt me!”

      “Why are you following me?” Trapp snarled. “Who are you?”

      Gulping, half-hunching with fear, he said, “Can I reach into my jacket pocket?”

      His eyes narrowing, Trapp eventually nodded. This pasty kid presented no threat to him. “Slowly.”

      “I’m President Nash’s body man,” he said as he pulled out a plain business card and offered it to him. Several heavy raindrops splattered on the thick paper. A telephone number was scribbled on it in blue ink. “He has a job for you.”
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      Trapp stood in the cold two days later opposite a Chinese restaurant near Logan Circle in Washington, DC. Red Mandarin characters over the windows advertised its authenticity. It was past nine on a Sunday evening, and though it was still doing a brisk delivery trade, the tables inside were beginning to thin out.

      Snow fell steadily from black clouds overhead, painting a fresh coat over the previous day’s yellowed and dirty banks. The sound of the city was starting to deaden beneath the fresh blanket. About three inches of the white stuff had fallen, settling on empty parking spots and on the sidewalk. The snowplows weren’t yet out, but he guessed it wouldn’t be long.

      Movement to his left caught his attention. A homeless man, a thick brown blanket wrapped around his shoulders but his threadbare pants only hanging to his waist with a prayer, staggered toward him. He walked in a haphazard, gently arcing zigzag, leaving footprints in the snow behind him and mumbled to himself.

      There but for the grace of God.

      Trapp felt pity for the guy. It was a hell of a night to be out on the streets, even if the cloud overhead blunted the worst of the cold. He reached inside his jacket and pulled out his wallet. He opened it and fished out a $20 bill.

      As the man passed, he reached out and handed it over. “Hey, buddy. Find yourself somewhere warm to sleep, okay?”

      Snatching the bill greedily from Trapp’s quickly numbing fingers, the bum muttered his thanks but didn’t stop. Trapp shrugged and half-followed the guy’s progress down the sidewalk, watching as he stopped for a second to reach down and pull up his pants, before veering into the street without warning.

      A white truck with a Comcast logo on the side braked hard and skidded to a halt in the snow only a few inches from the bum’s thigh. The truck’s headlights seared the snowy night, glittering against individual snowflakes as they swirled through the frozen air. The driver smashed angrily at his horn, rolled down his window and shouted an obscenity into the night, then put his truck back into drive and continued down the road.

      The homeless guy didn’t notice. He kept on shuffling.

      A dark sedan with government plates slowed not long after, then pulled into the side of the street just across the sidewalk from where Trapp was standing. Right on time. The driver rolled his window down and beckoned him to approach.

      He was about to step into the snow but hesitated, his eyes still glued to the bum’s progress. He made it to the opposite sidewalk and tottered to a halt at the intersection between a liquor store on the left and a takeout shawarma joint on the right. Trapp held his breath as he waited to see what choice the man would make.

      He went left.

      You can’t win them all.

      Trapp crossed the sidewalk and stopped in front of the car. The driver was mostly obscured by darkness, but even without the suit, Trapp would’ve pegged him as Secret Service. It was something about their posture and the eagerness to please in their eyes. They were like Boy Scouts.

      He guessed that was what the recruiters were looking for in an organization whose primary purpose was to throw themselves in the way of bullets to protect people they might or might not personally respect.

      “I need to see the card,” the agent said.

      His wallet still in his hand, Trapp reached for the business card that he’d taken from President Nash’s body man two nights earlier. It was rumpled and rough from the raindrops that had fallen on it, smudging the telephone number written in blue ink. He handed it over.

      The Secret Service agent reached for it through the window, examining it carefully before placing it in his center console. He jerked his thumb to the rear seat. “Get in.”

      The drive through Washington’s snowy streets took less than ten minutes. To Trapp’s surprise, the car drove directly to the gate on Pennsylvania Avenue, and from there right up to the White House.

      Trapp climbed out and was taken to a side entrance, where another Secret Service agent was waiting, holding a hand-held metal detector. “Are you armed?”

      He shook his head.

      The agent patted him down thoroughly, relieving him of his wallet and belt, then repeated the search with the detector wand. The device made a couple of slight chirps but nothing apparently sufficiently alarming to warrant further investigation.

      “Take off your shoes,” the agent said.

      Trapp did as he was instructed without complaint. It was a little bit ridiculous, since if he was planning to cause trouble, he wouldn’t have needed to bring a weapon in with him. He could just take one from the man searching him.

      Probably best not to mention that, he thought. It would be a bit like shouting the word “bomb” on a plane.

      A third Secret Service agent, this one a woman with blond hair down to her shoulders, appeared after his shoes had emerged from the scanner. She surveyed him with barely concealed distaste, then said, “I’ll take it from here. Sir, if you’ll come with me.”

      “Just a moment,” Trapp replied, kneeling down and taking his time tying the laces on both shoes. His knee creaked as he stood back up.

      She led him through a warren of corridors with artwork on the walls every few feet, usually scenes from battles or portraits of historical figures, all staring out from gold leaf frames.

      Instead of leading him into the Oval, the agent kept on walking before passing an unassuming door on the left. She opened it, revealing a space that could only have been the president’s private study. It was more cramped than his public office, but also seemed more used. There was a dimple on the couch the size of a man’s rump, and the desk was scattered with sheets of paper and thick briefing books. A pair of spectacles rested on top of it all.

      “Wait here,” she said curtly, gesturing at a seat. “The president will join you at his leisure.”

      After she pulled the door closed behind her, Trapp just stood for a few moments, unsure what to do. Encroaching on the president’s private space seemed somehow unholy, as though just by his presence he threatened the sanctity of it. This was a place for men of letters, not violence.

      Flakes of snow drifted past the window outside, backlit by the lighting on the patio wall that he couldn’t see. Somewhere out there, a Marine guard was freezing his ass off, Trapp knew, thick woolen trenchcoat or not. After a few moments, he sat on the chair that the agent had indicated. It was hard-backed and kept him in an upright posture, but he would’ve adopted one anyway.

      The briefing books on Nash’s desk were all stamped with various levels of classification. Trapp started to wonder whether it was a test. What would happen if he reached out and opened one? Would the Secret Service storm in and handcuff him? As his disciplinary case worked its way through the Agency’s famously turgid bureaucracy, what was the status of his security clearance? Perhaps, like the badge that allowed him access to Langley, it too was suspended.

      Five minutes turned into almost an hour, and there was only so engaged that he could remain. His eyes lost focus, and the metronomic tick of the clock on the wall began lulling him into a state of semi-trance. He almost missed the thump of footsteps outside and the low murmur of voices.

      Trapp jumped to his feet as the door opened. Nash entered, wearing casual clothing: slacks, oxfords, and a button-down shirt. He looked tired.

      “Jason. Sorry to keep you waiting.”

      “No problem, Mr. President.”

      “How are you holding up?”

      “Just fine, sir. Thank you for asking.”

      Nash fixed him with an appraising stare. Trapp almost shivered as it washed over him. Every time he met the president, he was left with the abiding impression that the man could see right through him. “How’s Joshua?”

      It was a message, Trapp realized. And not a particularly subtle one. He wasn’t sure whether he should be flattered that the president of the United States was taking an interest in his drinking, or plain worried.

      “He’s doing great, sir. The bar’s real busy.”

      “Lenny mentioned that.”

      “How’s he doing, sir?” Trapp asked. “He seemed kinda jumpy when we met. I’m sorry if I had any part in that.”

      Nash grinned broadly, seeming genuinely amused by Trapp’s quip. “When he came back, the poor kid looked like he’d seen a ghost. I’m not sure he’ll sleep right for a week. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

      “I just mentioned that a less well-adjusted man than me might’ve taken offense to being followed.” Trapp shrugged.

      “I can only imagine.” Nash pointed at the chair that Trapp had jumped up from. “Please, take a seat.”

      Once Nash was nestled in his own desk chair, Trapp finally broached the question that had been on his mind for the past two days. “Mr. President, is there a reason you asked me here? Because I’m guessing this isn’t a social call.”

      The president held up a finger, reached to the side, and pulled open his middle desk drawer. The wood squeaked as it opened. He pulled out a bottle of scotch and two crystal tumblers. “Can I offer you a drink? It’s good stuff.”

      Never one to turn down the offer of a quality scotch but wary of failing a test, Trapp said cautiously, “Are you having one, sir?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Nash pulled out the cork and poured a generous measure of the amber liquid into each glass. “Do you take ice?”

      “Neat’s fine.”

      “Good.” He pushed one of the tumblers over to Trapp, then lifted his own and took a deep sniff with his eyes closed. He sighed happily, then took his first sip. “It’s been a long day.”

      Trapp drank awkwardly as he waited for the hammer to fall. “Yes, sir.”

      Nash fixed a stare on his eyes. “I worry for you, Jason. You’ve given so much. But you’re correct. I have more to ask of you.”

      He reached for one of the binders on his desk. The cover was plain, but Trapp caught the flash of the CIA logo on the first interior page as he brought it onto his lap and started flicking through.

      “What do you know of the Haqqani Network?”

      Trapp’seyebrow rose. “Afghanistan, sir?”

      “That’s right.” Nash nodded.

      “The basics. It’s a faction of the Taliban, concentrated in the east of the country. A powerful one. Involved in the opium trade, human trafficking, all the good stuff. Was a big part of why we got our asses handed to us out there.”

      “Right. Its current patriarch, Sirajuddin, is now the Taliban’s minister of the interior. Not a nice guy.”

      Trapp glanced away as a thought occurred to him. “He’s got a bounty on his head, doesn’t he?”

      “Five million,” Nash agreed. “And now he’s sitting across the table from Western diplomats, and we can’t do anything about it.”

      “Why are you telling me this stuff, sir?”

      “Over the past few months, the Haqqani Network has been engaged in a vicious struggle for power inside Afghanistan. The Taliban’s former emir hasn’t been seen in at least 12 months. Nobody seems to know whether he’s alive or dead, least of all the Agency. The Doha negotiators have been sidelined. He did an end run around them, placing his own people in all the new government’s top positions. I’m told it’s not exactly accurate to say that the Haqqanis are the de facto leaders of Afghanistan, but it’s not far off. It’s a development the Kunari and Helmandi factions aren’t too happy about.”

      “I see,” Trapp said, not sure he did.

      Nash tapped an open page of his briefing book and grimaced. “What’s more, my intelligence briefers tell me that there is a brutal war developing between their so-called Network and the Islamic State, which is now reconstituting in Afghanistan.”

      Trapp took another sip, savoring the quality of the liquor. It wasn’t obscenely expensive, but it was definitely good stuff, as promised. As the warmth spread through his body, he decided to be direct.

      “Do you want me to kill Sirajuddin Haqqani? Because sir, I’m currently riding the bench. And if you’ll forgive me, I’m not exactly in perfect shape.”

      “Nothing like that, Jason,” Nash said with a firm shake of the head. “Although believe me, I’ve considered it. No, we spent twenty years cutting off the head of various snakes only for nine more to pop up out of the hole in the ground. I’m not keen to continue down that path.”

      “Then what, sir? I’m not sure I understand.”

      “Jason, two weeks ago an intermediary approached a CIA informant with a message from Sirajuddin’s nephew, Salman. He wants to talk.”

      Trapp tried to sound noncommittal, but in truth, he was excited by his invitation back into the world in which he’d spent most of his life. “I’m sure he does. About what?”

      “Support. The Haqqanis lobbed a hand grenade into a toilet, and now they’re sitting on the lid. If they’re going to survive this four-way struggle for power, they’ll need our help to do it. And while personally I would prefer to deal with a nest of hungry rattlesnakes than this Haqqani mob, they are at least rational actors.”

      “So we’d go from fighting the Taliban for two decades to financing them?” Trapp asked, no judgment in his voice. He more than most understood that the world was painted from an endless palette of grays. There were rarely good choices, only less bad ones.

      “This briefing,” Nash said, handing it to him folded over, his thumb pointing out the relevant paragraph, “informs me that the CIA believes there is above a 70 percent chance of a major international terror attack stemming from Afghanistan inside the next 12 months. That attack will be planned and financed by the Islamic State.”

      “It sounds like we should never have left.”

      “We were losing the war,” Nash said. “The neocon types at DOD assured me we were in an equilibrium. Sure, it was costing $10 billion a month, but at least no American soldiers were dying. The Afghans were doing their own fighting, and all the numbers looked rosy. Only there weren’t 400,000 Afghan soldiers, were there? It was all a lie. In the end, they melted away like snow in the rain.”

      “We could’ve surged,” Trapp countered. “It worked once.”

      “We built girls’ schools so that the Taliban could level them. We bombed weddings by accident and created whole new generations of insurgents. No, prolonging the war wasn’t an option. I don’t blame my predecessor for beginning the withdrawal, and I don’t regret finishing the job. However, we are left with a problem.”

      “And so are the Afghans,” Trapp said.

      “Careful, Jason,” Nash said, his eyes flinty in their sockets. “Let me tell you, there aren’t many easy decisions in this job. The reality was that the Taliban controlled 70 percent of the country as it was. The remaining thirty doesn’t lose me much sleep.”

      “Yes, sir. Still, not really sure why you’re telling me all this. I don’t even know if I still have a security clearance.”

      Nash waved his hand. “There you go. Presidential directive. One of the few powers possessed by this office that works just like magic.”

      Trapp inclined his head. “Thank you. What exactly is it that you want me to do?”

      “I want you to escort an envoy to Afghanistan for a meeting with this Salman character to scope the support they might require to defeat the Islamic State. Or at least to concentrate their attention inside Afghanistan, not over here.”

      “Why not someone else?”

      “If news of what I’m doing gets out, it’ll end my presidency. You understand that, don’t you?”

      Imagining the headlines that would spring from such a revelation, Trapp nodded. It would be the scandal of the decade. Or at least the week, knowing the rapidity with which such squalls developed in Washington.

      “Good. As to why you, it’s because I can trust you implicitly to keep this quiet. And my representative is an old college friend. The only reason he agreed to go at all was because I promised him he would be protected by the best.”

      Trapp saw through the compliment.

      Nash looked at him expectantly. “So will you go?”
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      The Navy helicopter hovered over the scorched deck of the USS Essex, an amphibious assault ship sitting off the coast of Pakistan as the pilot made last-minute adjustments, matching the aircraft’s forward momentum with that of the warship. The landing was so gentle that Trapp wasn’t convinced that it had actually happened until the ramp began to lower and the rotors began to slow.

      The air was tinged with jet fuel and salt, and despite a stiff breeze caused by the speed the ship was going, it was thick and humid. He pulled the ear defenders away from his head and handed them to one of the Navy chopper’s crew, shouting his thanks for the ride as he did so. He grabbed a heavy black duffel bag off the deck and hoisted it onto his shoulder.

      A Marine in tan fatigues snapped a salute as he stepped onto the ship’s deck. Trapp caught the crossed M1 Garand rifles on his upper shoulder that marked him out as a gunnery sergeant. He was Black, five foot nine, and had a neck thick enough to raise the Titanic. The outline of a dark tattoo was just visible on his upper left forearm.

      “Welcome aboard, sir,” he said, his voice so gravelly Trapp wondered if he mixed crushed glass in with his breakfast grits. He held the salute as he introduced himself. “Name’s Isaiah York. You can call me Gunny.”

      “There’s no need for that, Gunny,” Trapp replied, raising his voice over the background roar of a number of aircraft engines, as well as the crashing of waves against the ship’s bow. “I’m no officer.”

      “No, sir. Nonetheless.”

      Trapp hid a smile. In his experience, Marines would salute a rock if given the opportunity. “As you wish.”

      York reached out and grabbed the duffel from Trapp’s shoulder. He didn’t resist. It wasn’t worth the argument. “I’ll show you to your cabin, sir. Chow is available whenever you like. Will you be needing me to point you to the mess hall?”

      “I’m not hungry,” Trapp called, speeding up to match the Marine, who despite his comparatively short legs set a fast pace. “And I slept on the chopper. But I wouldn’t mind getting a crack at some range time while I have the opportunity.”

      Gunny stuck two fingers between his lips and whistled one of his Marines over. The man came at a run and stopped at parade rest in front of his gunnery sergeant. York instructed him to set up a range on the deck, and to bring ammunition and a few other supplies that Trapp didn’t catch over the background hum of the working warship.

      Trapp followed the man through a hatch and into the cramped hallways of the USS Essex. He was uncomfortably tall for such a space.

      “Say,” York remarked after Trapp almost bashed his head against some pipework that came out of nowhere. “You remind me of a guy I saw when I was posted on the Wasp, oh about eighteen months ago. You wouldn’t know him, would you?”

      Trapp grinned, knowing better than to outright lie. “Can’t say I know anything about that, Gunny. But I get around. Maybe it slipped my mind.”

      “Maybe,” York allowed. “You see, I’ve got a pretty good memory for a face. And I’ve seen yours before.”

      “Must be a doppelgänger,” Trapp laughed.

      “Must be.”

      They stopped briefly to stow his personal effects in a cramped private cabin somewhere in the dead center of the ship with no windows. Or portholes, or whatever it was these Navy pukes called them.

      Trapp wondered what poor junior officer drew the short straw in order to accommodate him. York dumped the duffel on his rack, and Trapp unzipped it and extracted a modded M4 carbine and a pistol from inside.

      “You mind if I carry these through the ship?”

      York reached out and checked that they were unloaded, and that neither firearm had a hidden round in the chamber. Trapp relinquished his grip on the weapons willingly, approving of the man’s attention to detail. He nodded curtly and said, “Be my guest.”

      They returned topside, and York led him to a spot near the bow of the vessel. A couple of Marines were crouching onto the deck as they set up a couple of range targets. Behind them sat several green ammunition boxes, and strangely, a crate of empty glass Coke bottles. Trapp squinted at that last addition but made no mention of it. He figured he’d learn soon enough.

      Trapp handed his rifle to York, then took a fresh magazine from inside an open ammo box and inserted it into his pistol. He racked a round but waited for Gunny to give the all-clear before he fired.

      “Clear the range,” York’s powerful voice boomed. It almost made Trapp himself jump. In a pinch, he was pretty sure the Essex would be able to rely on Gunny’s larynx if the foghorn went out.

      “Okay, you’re good to go,” the Marine added after a short but suitable pause.

      Trapp guessed he was about twenty paces away from the target. He adopted a solid firing position, raised the pistol in the air, and slowly discharged the entire fifteen-round magazine, waiting about a second between each shot. Most grouped in a tight pattern around where the heart would have been on a real person, although two shots hit three inches to the right.

      He grimaced.

      “Not bad,” York called out. “But I’m guessing you got more than that.”

      Loading a second magazine, Trapp alternated between center mass and the head, speeding up his rate of fire. He was better pleased with this batch, though there was nothing particularly challenging about this kind of pistol shooting. The Essex was such a large ship that even the swell of the ocean was barely noticeable underfoot. Still, it was good to grease the groove. It had been at least a month since he had last fired a weapon, and though the muscle memory never faded, it didn’t hurt to do a workout once in a while.

      The target was half destroyed by the time he finished the third magazine, hanging off the pegs that held it by the narrowest strings of paper. He checked the pistol was safe, then holstered it by his thigh. He turned to York and silently requested permission to walk over to it. The man nodded and joined him.

      “You game to try and make this a little more challenging?” he asked as he replaced the paper target. He fixed it into place, then cocked his head to one side as he checked his work.

      Trapp shrugged. “I’m at your disposal, Gunny.”

      “Load your weapon and return it to your holster,” York said, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a stopwatch. “I want you to put two rounds through center mass, and the third through the head. Let’s see how quick you can do it.”

      Trapp nodded. As he walked back to the firing position, he noticed two Marines with brooms sweeping up his empty shell casings, presumably to stop them from ending up in a fighter jet’s air intake and giving a pilot a real bad day. He made a note to thank them afterward. A few others were standing around and watching—or pretending not to.

      No pressure.

      He resumed his firing position, the clasp at the top of his holster open to allow easy access, his hand hovering only a few inches from the pistol grip. York made him wait, a small hint of adrenaline sharpening his senses.

      Finally, the gunnery sergeant gave the order, a single staccato command. “Draw.”

      He did as he was told. His hand dipped down in a flash, closing around the grip and drawing in one smooth motion. He squeezed off two rounds, then angled the barrel of the pistol slightly up and fired a third. The pistol was back in the holster before he exhaled.

      “There you go. Two point one seconds,” York boomed. “I think you can do better.”

      Grimacing, he muttered under his breath, “I know I can.”

      The waiting game resumed. Finally, he heard the word he was looking for. “Draw.”

      He squeezed off the three rounds and holstered the pistol. Turning to York he asked, “Any better?”

      “One point nine,” York drawled.

      “Let’s run it again.”

      He dropped through 1.8, 1.7, and 1.6 before finally stalling out. Strangely, he found himself craving Gunny York’s approval as though he was back in boot camp.

      “Mind if I try?” York asked. There was a murmur of excitement from the Marines arrayed behind the makeshift range.

      “Not at all.” Trapp grinned. “I’d say loser buys, but I’m not sure I’ll be sticking around long enough to pay.”

      “I’m betting our paths will cross again,” York replied.

      Trapp unclipped the holster from around his thigh and handed it over. The pistol followed. York was fastidious in making sure that it was done safely. He emptied the weapon, then loaded a fresh magazine.

      “You ready?” Trapp asked, now standing behind the shooter. Now that he wasn’t focused on the target, he was able to appreciate the beauty of the ocean behind the range. It was a sunny day, and rays glittered off the surface as the waves ebbed and flowed.

      “Born that way.”

      “I bet,” he replied, picturing York coming out of the womb clutching that very same pistol. The corners of his mouth turned up in a smile.

      He let the gunny twist in the wind, his own finger thumbing the stopwatch button, then called out, “Draw.”

      He punched the button. York drew the pistol and fired three triple-quick rounds before holstering once more. Trapp tapped the button a second time, and two digits appeared in black on the display.

      “Two seconds dead,” he said. “You’re getting old, Gunny.”

      “Ain’t that the way,” York replied. “But I was just warming up.”

      He reassumed his firing position. This time Trapp called out quickly. “Ready… Draw.”

      York’s shooting hand moved like greased lightning. Trapp barely punched the stopwatch button before the first shot rang out, echoing around the Essex’s deck, momentarily drowning out the sound of flight ops in the background. The sound waves from the final shot barely reached his ears before the pistol was back in the holster.

      Click.

      Trapp’s eyebrows rose slowly. He let out a low whistle. “1.5. That’s damn good, Gunny. Damn good indeed.”

      Without letting even a flicker of emotion across his face, York walked back over to him. “Age is just a number, sir. I don’t pay too much mind to it.”

      “So I see.”

      Picking up the rifle next, Trapp blazed several magazines out into the ocean. The extended range meant that he could see the small white geysers as the lead bullets buried themselves in the waves. At this range he couldn’t miss. He pulverized the paper targets.

      “You want to try something a bit harder?” York asked.

      Trapp shrugged. “Why not? What you got in mind?”

      York walked over to the crate of Coke bottles and pushed it with his foot until it was close to the edge of the deck. Trapp inserted a fresh magazine and waited with the stock of the rifle pressed against his shoulder.

      “I throw, you shoot. Sound good?”

      Trapp nodded.

      He moved his feet so that his shoulders were free to open up but kept the muzzle of the rifle aimed at the ocean below. York leaned over and plucked a glass bottle from the crate. He kept it in his left hand and warmed up his right shoulder, windmilling it in the air.

      Chuckling, Trapp said, “What was that you were saying, Gunny? Age is just a number?”

      “I never said I could count,” York growled back. “Are you ready or what?”

      Trapp readied himself, then called out, “Pull.”

      Nothing happened. He glanced to his right to see York shooting a black stare in his direction. “I ain’t a disk thrower, sir. I’ll toss this thing when I’m good and ready.”

      Trapp grinned, knowing the show was primarily for the younger Marines arrayed around them. “Loud and clear, Gunny.”

      He returned to the ready position, concealing a smile. He waited, and as he heard the whisper of movement from the man’s clothes, his finger applied an extra half a pound of force to the trigger.

      York whipped the Coke bottle out, exhaling at the end of his throw as the glass soared over the waves. The sun caught it, and it glinted like a tracer round as it flew. Trapp closed his left eye and pulled the aim of the pistol over to the left as he tracked the target.

      The rifle bucked against his shoulder as he squeezed the trigger. He waited for the bottle to explode.

      It didn’t. His eyes kept following it as it splashed into the water and disappeared below the surface of the waves.

      “Miss,” York grunted.

      “I gathered that all by myself, Gunny,” Trapp said dryly.

      York hefted his arm back again and sent a second bottle whizzing through the air. Trapp held his breath, tracked it a second longer, and exhaled gratefully when the target disintegrated into a shower of glass shards, each briefly reflecting and refracting the light before they landed in the ocean in a broad scatter of tiny splashes, as though a shoal of fish had swarmed to the surface of the ocean to feed.

      “Ten bucks says you miss this one,” York said, meeting Trapp’s eyes with a challenging stare.

      “I’ll take that bet.” He nodded in response.

      York took three steps back, and Trapp’s eyes widened as he wondered whether he’d made a mistake. Perhaps the gunny was hustling him.

      Smart.

      He took a deep inhale and steadied himself, listening out for York’s footsteps as they drummed the surface of the deck. The second he heard them, he started panning the aim of the rifle across the sky. Time seemed to slow, the added pressure of competition making for a mild facsimile of combat.

      The bottle spun faster and farther than it had before, moving so quickly that Trapp lost his aim for a few seconds. He battled to reacquire it, then followed it down, making sure his aim was true.

      He smoothly pulled the trigger. A second or two before it would have dropped into the water, the bottle exploded.

      Trapp grinned. He clicked the safety back on and let the rifle hang free across his chest. He turned back to York and stuck out his hand. “That’s quite an arm you’ve got on you, Gunny.”

      York smiled broadly, his hard man attitude fading to such an extent that Trapp realized it had mostly been assumed. “I played D1 baseball back in the day. Never made it to the big leagues.”

      Looking around theatrically, Trapp said, “Oh, I don’t know…”

      “The Marine Corps gave me a new purpose in life,” York said, laconically rolling his words. “I love my job.”

      Feeling more at ease than he had in months, Trapp nodded slowly to himself. He bit his lip as he watched a helicopter come in to land on the far end of the Essex. “Me too, Gunny. Me too.”

      He wondered what that said about him as he helped disassemble the makeshift shooting range and check that the deck was clear of foreign objects. He cleared his weapons, then watched with a smile as York confirmed that for himself. By the time he turned back, the helicopter had landed and a man was stepping out the back. He was wearing khaki pants, into which was tucked a white collared shirt, sleeves rolled halfway up the forearms, and a tan baseball cap that obscured his face. He looked to be in his 50s and was in relatively good shape despite a slightly round gut.

      “Now who the hell is that?” York asked, coming to rest beside him.

      “That, Gunny, is the reason I’m standing beside you.”
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      The man’s name was Grover Wintersham, from which Trapp had already gathered everything he needed to know about him. His hiking boots looked fresh from the box, and his pants were pressed. The only concession he made to the humid breeze whipping up off the Arabian Sea was that his shirtsleeves were rolled halfway up a pair of pale, hairy forearms.

      Trapp ground his jaw shut as he walked toward the helicopter, the engines of which were now powering down as the deck crew prepared to stow it away. He glanced over his shoulder one last time, looking for Gunny, but not entirely sure why—perhaps for reassurance or a sense of camaraderie. But the Marine was already gone.

      He stopped in front of Wintersham and stuck out his hand. It was twice the size of the one that was proffered in return.

      “Nice to make your acquaintance, sir,” he said blandly as they shook. A Navy rating lingered nearby, clearly waiting to direct them to their final destination inside the large vessel but knowing better than to disturb such a meeting.

      Wintersham squinted as he appraised his counterpart. His gaze first rested on Trapp’s chest before he seemed to compute the difference in the physical stature with some surprise. “You’re Trapp?”

      Nodding, he said, “Indeed. But Jason is fine.”

      “Grover Wintersham,” he replied.

      I guess Grover isn’t fine, Trapp thought.

      He gestured at Wintersham’s bag and said out loud, “Can I help you with that?”

      “That would be great.”

      Trapp leaned down and grasped the straps of the tan duffel bag. He heaved it up easily, though he was slightly surprised by the weight. He wondered what the man was packing. Probably not weapons, judging by the look of him. “Comfortable journey, sir?”

      As he waited for a response, he jerked his chin amiably at the Navy rating, who took the hint and started leading them inside.

      Wintersham glanced back at the helicopter with a sour look on his face. “You don’t get much sleep on those things,” he remarked.

      Shrugging, Trapp replied, “I don’t find them so bad myself.”

      “I suppose you wouldn’t,” Wintersham replied. He turned back to Trapp. “Have the others arrived yet?”

      His eyebrow hiking, Trapp said, “What others?”

      Wintersham sounded surprised. “I thought you knew.”

      Ducking as they passed through the bulkhead leading into the carrier’s steel structure, Trapp replied, “I just went where I was told, sir. It’s what I do best.”

      “That’s not what I hear.”

      Trapp let the comment fade into the background hum of a working Navy vessel. He almost collided with the back of the sailor guiding them through the ship. The man turned, shooting his two followers an apologetic glance when he realized the confusion he’d caused.

      “Sorry, sirs,” he said quickly. “Would you like me to show you to your cabins?”

      Before Trapp had an opportunity to reply, Wintersham responded swiftly, “I was told a briefing room would be made available.”

      The sailor nodded. “The captain has freed up one of the pilots’ ready rooms for your use.”

      “Then take us there,” Wintersham said.

      Trapp fell in behind the two men, pondering what to make of his new principal. The man had a patrician air about him, a bearing that was as stiff as the starch in his collar. But there was also an admirable directness about him. Despite his complaints about the comfort of the journey, he clearly wanted to get right to work. In that, he was a man after Trapp’s own heart.

      The sailor showed them to a bulkhead door and rapped his knuckles twice against the steel plate to announce their arrival to anyone inside before opening it. He swept his arm inside and stood aside to let his charges pass.

      “There’s coffee inside,” he said brightly. “And a plate of sandwiches. If you need anything else—”

      “That’ll be all,” Wintersham said, stepping inside.

      Trapp followed but not before flashing the sailor an apologetic thumbs-up. The hatch swung closed behind him, and he deposited the duffel bag on the plate deck floor. He pushed out his chest and rolled his neck to release some of the tension of the hectic preceding hours.

      The air wing ready room was laid out in exactly the same fashion as the ones found on the Navy’s full cream aircraft carriers, only smaller. Pilots’ helmets hung on pegs on the wall, just below a row of unit insignias and awards mounted on polished hardwood backing. Eight comfortable-looking chairs with thick brown leather cushions were bolted to the deck facing a wooden podium that was similarly secured.

      Four men were already waiting inside. They looked up as Wintersham and Trapp entered. One of them, in his forties with close-cropped graying hair and the physique of an aging linebacker, was leaning over the podium, resting on his forearms. He was clearly the leader. The other two were younger and significantly fitter and seated in the two chairs at the front of the briefing room. Trapp thought he recognized one of them, though he couldn’t place from where. It didn’t really matter. It was clear that all three were cut from the same cloth as he—either Agency or another black organization.

      The older man straightened, though languidly enough to make the point that he was an equal, not a subordinate. He placed his hands on his hips as he stood.

      “Mr. Wintersham,” he said. “I’m glad you could make it.”

      Trapp ignored the alpha-male tussling and allowed his gaze to drift to the last of the men in the room. Unlike the other occupants, he was darker-skinned, younger even than the two powerfully-built operators, and came with a thick head of black hair. Trapp pegged him as in his late twenties or early thirties. He was seated at the very back of the ready room, as far away from the men at the front as physically possible in the confined space.

      Interesting, Trapp thought, though he permitted his face to display no sign of what he was thinking. He leaned against the steel walls at the back of the compartment. The younger man’s dark eyes flashed toward him, as if aware that he was being studied.

      Wintersham strode to the front of the ready room. He made a fist and thumped the wooden podium. The sharp sound drew the man’s attention away from Trapp.

      “We don’t have much time, so let’s make our introductions,” Wintersham said. His voice had a commanding tone in the small room, not always a given in Trapp’s experience for a policymaker when confronted by the men and women at the tip of the spear. “My name is Grover Wintersham. I’m running point on this project.”

      He turned to the man whom he’d displaced from the podium, who walked over to one of the briefing chairs and rested his hand on its back. “Cliff Landell. I head up the Agency’s counterterrorism operations in Afghanistan. What’s left of them, anyway.”

      Landell gestured at the two operators sitting nearby. “These two are Theo and Rick. They’re with me.”

      The two men looked up but said nothing. They were the strong, silent type, he presumed. Or maybe their boss just liked it that way. He seemed like that kind of man. Altogether too self-satisfied for Trapp’s liking. One of the two half-raised his right hand in acknowledgment before dropping it back onto the armrest.

      The attention of the room drifted to Trapp next. He looked pointedly at the man at the back of the room, who dropped his gaze to the floor instead.

      Pushing himself off the wall with his shoulder, Trapp said, “The name’s Jason. I’m here as a favor.”

      Wintersham’s eyes drifted to the man at the back as Trapp dropped himself into one of the briefing chairs. “What about you, son?”

      An accented voice replied in a surprised squeak, “Me?”

      “You’re the only one left, aren’t you?” Wintersham said gruffly.

      “Yes sir,” came a swift reply. The man cleared his throat anxiously.

      Before he had a chance to introduce himself, Landell’s booming voice cut across him. “The kid’s name is Rafi. He’ll be your translator if you decide to go ahead with this damn-fool operation. With all due respect. Sir.”

      Resolutely ignoring the implied barb, Wintersham nodded graciously. “Thanks for coming along for the ride, Rafi.”

      The translator nodded but said nothing.

      Wintersham turned, glanced up, and located a string hanging down from the bottom of a rolled-up map. He drew it down, and a wall-sized representation of the country of Afghanistan appeared at the far end of the room. Like a television in a sports bar, it drew the attention of all present though revealed little of immediate interest.

      He cleared his throat and began.

      “Several weeks ago, a high-level commander in the Taliban-affiliated Haqqani Network reached out to the United States via back channels, offering to support our counterterrorism goals in the country in return for a significant and ongoing commitment of humanitarian and military aid and…intelligence.

      “The deal offered is contingent on a high-level and face-to-face meeting with this man, Salman Haqqani, inside Afghanistan.” Wintersham tapped his chest. “I am to be the US representative. The goal of this operation is to get me into the country in order to make the agreement and preferably back out again without a scratch. Since you all are the experts on that side of the coin, I want to hear your advice on how we go about it.”

      Landell spoke loudly. “We don’t.”

      “That’s not an option,” Wintersham said, his eyes flashing. “We have been presented with a time-limited opportunity to affect the situation inside Afghanistan to both our and the region’s benefit at minimal cost. I intend to take advantage of this opening—and I have all the support I need to do it. Islamic State-Khorasan is the administration’s primary terrorism threat. I’m instructed to do whatever it takes to prevent an attack on the homeland, and prevent Afghanistan from once again becoming a launching pad for international terror.”

      The mention of the president’s backing didn’t require the use of his name. It briefly chilled the flow of discussion in the room, but before long, Landell rose to his feet. He gestured at the podium. “You mind?”

      “Be my guest,” Wintersham said, tight-lipped.

      The Agency official strode to the front of the room. The soles of his boots beat against the steel deck floor. He tapped the dot on the map labeled as Kabul, then drew his finger straight down to the border with Pakistan.

      “This area is the traditional stronghold of the Haqqani Network, who make up one of the two strongest factions of the Taliban. They’re bad dudes—and getting worse. They’re professionalizing, putting their fighters in uniform, even setting up special ops units. They call them the Badri Brigades.

      “Just over the border in Pakistan, you’ve got the TTP—the Tehrik-i-Taliban, otherwise known as the Pakistani Taliban. A nasty bunch, but not our problem. Yet. Moving to the southwest, you’ve got the other main Taliban faction—the Southerners. I call them the true believers. They’re mostly drawn from Kandahar and Helmand. They aren’t as bright as the Haqqanis, but there are more of them, and they really believe they’ll go to paradise. What I’m saying is Afghanistan is a melting pot of different militant groups.”

      “I know all this,” Wintersham said.

      “Well, sir,” Landell said, emphasizing the second syllable, “it surely can’t have escaped your notice that IS-K’s primary stronghold is right here in Nangarhar, in the Haqqani Network’s backyard. I’ve been running operations against IS-K for months now, ever since the fall of Kabul.”

      “I’ve read your reports,” Wintersham interjected.

      “Then you’ll know that the relationship between the Haqqani Network and IS-K is fluid. Fighters flow between the two groups, as do leadership cadres. They aren’t the same group, but in some respects, they might as well be. The moment the Haqqani Network agrees to do a deal with the West, significant proportions of their fighting personnel will bleed off to IS-K. This proposal of yours is a nonstarter. It’s bunkum. Can’t work. Won’t work.”

      “Are you done?” Wintersham said acidly.

      Landell glowered back but finally gave way with a curt nod.

      “I fully understand the situation we are dealing with in Afghanistan. The country is spiraling toward a civil war whatever we do. That leaves us with two options: sit on the sidelines and wait to see who wins or try and affect the outcome. The Haqqanis are going to go up against your true believers at some point—and while they are better organized and more professionally led, there’s no guarantee they’ll win.”

      “They sure won’t if it gets out that we’re helping them,” Landell fired back.

      “Which they won’t,” Wintersham snapped. “Afghanistan is not-so-slowly starving to death. Tens of thousands of Afghans have died already, and the butcher’s bill is only mounting with every week that passes. Every starving mouth is a potential recruit for the Islamic State. The true believers are aligned with Iran. No one in this region has a clean set of hands. That leaves us with only one option—to back the only semi-rational actor out there.”

      “The word semi is doing a whole lot of heavy lifting,” Landell said.

      “I’m aware this is an imperfect solution,” Wintersham said. “It puts us in bed with an organization that doesn’t have America’s best interests at heart, to put it mildly. But IS-K is even worse, and the NSC judges them to be a significantly more immediate threat to the American homeland. If we can use the Haqqanis to wipe them out, all the better.”

      “There’s another way.”

      “I read your recommendation paper, Cliff, and I wasn’t impressed. You’ve been racking up quite the body count out here in the sticks—and yet IS-K grows stronger every week. We need a more permanent solution.”

      Landell’s face was thunderous. Trapp noticed that his right hand was screwed up into a fist. “Then give me a free hand. Don’t tie one of them behind my back and then tell me it’s my fault.”

      Wintersham shook his head. “It’s too late. The decision is made.”

      Trapp felt conflicted. On the one hand, something about Landell rubbed him the wrong way. On the other, this was a patently insane plan. He cleared his throat. The unexpected sound seemed to puncture some of the tension in the room. The others looked to him, even Rafi at the back, who until that point had been doing his best impression of the three wise monkeys.

      “Have you got something to add?” Landell said.

      “Just a question,” he replied carefully, turning his attention to Wintersham. “Why does this have to happen inside Afghanistan? That’s where all the risk lies. For all we know, this could be an elaborate plan to attract a high-value American hostage. Or worse.”

      “It’s happened before,” Landell agreed through gritted teeth.

      Trapp winced internally. He didn’t want Wintersham to think he was on Landell’s side. On the other hand, the man was right. Over a decade before, a Taliban operative had intentionally allowed himself to be captured and interrogated by the Jordanian secret services before offering to spy for the Americans as a double agent. An overeager Agency handler had jumped on the opportunity, only for the man to blow himself up inside a CIA base, killing ten and injuring almost as many. It was the greatest single loss of life in the Agency’s history.

      “Doha’s off the table,” Wintersham finally said in reference to the official Taliban negotiating team in the Qatari capital, after considering the question for some time. “Salman can’t risk leaving the country at a time like this. It would leave too great of a power vacuum behind. Besides, there would be too many eyes and ears in that snake’s nest.”

      That was true enough. If the various Taliban factions truly were on the verge of a civil war, then there would be no way for this Haqqani commander to cut a side deal on the edges of a regularly scheduled negotiation session. Too many other eyes would be watching.

      “Then I should go,” Trapp said. He gestured at Landell. “He’s right about one thing: If the Haqqanis get their hands on you, it would be a hell of a coup.”

      “I understand the risks,” Wintersham said. “Salman wants to do the deal in person. If he’s going to make his move against the Kandahari and Helmandi factions, then he needs to know he has our support. I don’t want to put myself in harm’s way. But he wants to press the flesh, and I don’t see we have any other choice.”

      Trapp chewed his lip. Wintersham was right. Any senior Taliban would see it as an insult if he turned up in the man’s place. It would kneecap any agreement before it had a chance. He hadn’t fully committed to anything with the president, but he now saw that his free will was an illusory condition.

      “Then I guess I’m coming along for the ride…”
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      A sheen of sweat formed on Trapp’s brow as he looked out onto the inky blackness of the Arabian Sea. Flight operations had never stopped on the deck of the Essex above, and even as he pulled back on the handlebar of one of the several battered rowing machines laid out in the open-air exercise compartment, the engine howl of a Marine jump jet landing vertically drowned out the sound of his breath.

      From the machine next to him, a sailor who couldn’t have been long out of his teens grinned and shouted, “You get used to it.”

      “Let’s hope not,” he replied laconically. The pace of the exercise was enough to raise his heart rate but not enough to steal the breath from his lungs. He drove powerfully with his thighs, leaning back and going with the momentum of the push before pulling his elbows back and locking out the motion.

      “Yeah,” the other man replied, panting. “I’m guessing you won’t be sticking around for long.”

      Trapp’s shoulders rose a couple of inches, but he said nothing in response. The rowing machine’s digital readout hit the ten-thousand-meter mark, and he stopped, watching as the boat icon drifted a few meters farther before stopping dead in the make-believe grayscale water. He reached over to his right-hand side and picked up a plastic bottle of water that had started out ice-cold before being transmuted by the warm sea breeze, along with a freshly laundered exercise towel. He mopped his brow as he replenished his fluids.

      As he was eyeing up the weights bench on the other side of the small exercise compartment, the sound of footsteps from the doorway attracted his attention. The man responsible was wearing a khaki service uniform and looked around wildly before his gaze settled on Trapp. He looked green enough for the errand to have taken on outsized importance. He made his way over to the rowing machine in a barely restrained jog.

      “Sir, your presence is requested in the ready room,” the sailor said.

      Glancing down at his sweat-soaked frame, Trapp replied, “Have I got time for a shower?”

      “I’m—I’m not sure. I was just told to find you. Sir,” he hastily added. “Would you like me to show you the way?”

      “I think I got it,” Trapp said, lifting the bottle of water to his head and dunking the remainder of the contents over his hair before toweling the worst of the damage dry. “Thanks.”

      “No problem, sir,” the sailor replied, his shoulders noticeably relaxing as he turned back to the door, his duty discharged.

      Trapp jerked his chin in farewell at the only other occupant of the exercise compartment, the sailor on the rowing machine to his side. The man grunted his acknowledgment. The woosh of the flywheel followed him out. He made his way through the Essex’s tight passageways, leaving a few droplets of sweat on the steel deck behind him as he walked.

      Landell and the translator, Rafi, were standing in a tight huddle outside the ready room, conversing quietly. Both men looked up as Trapp closed on them, their expressions curiously divergent. Landell’s was pinched, scheming, and Rafi’s nervous.

      Or maybe you’re just reading something into nothing.

      “Where have you been?” Landell growled, turning away from the Afghan and walking toward the bulkhead door into the ready room. “We’ve been waiting on you.”

      “Nice to see you too, Cliff,” Trapp remarked dryly. “What’s so important?”

      “Wintersham got a cable from Salman,” Landell explained as the three men stepped inside. “This thing is happening now.”

      “Then I really should have showered,” Trapp grumbled to himself. He lifted an arm and sniffed experimentally, then wished he hadn’t.

      The rest of the small crew was already inside. Wintersham was sitting in one of the briefing chairs, bent over a laptop into which he was typing furiously. The two Agency operators were on the other side of the room, conversing quietly, and formed up around Landell once they realized he was present. As before, Rafi kept his own company. He reached into his pocket after he sat down and pulled out a square of paper. From the angle at which he was standing, Trapp couldn’t make out what was written on it. A photograph, maybe. Whatever it was, he stared it with an intense longing. Feeling as though he was intruding on a private moment, Trapp averted his eyes.

      Wintersham closed the lid of his laptop and stood up. After walking to the front of the ready room, he announced, “Salman Haqqani has agreed to the meeting. It’s happening in the next twenty-four hours. We are to proceed to a landing zone on the Af-Pak border and wait for a messenger who will lead us to the final rendezvous point. Cliff here will fill you in on the details.”

      He sat back down and returned to his laptop.

      Trapp hiked an eyebrow as he considered what he had just been told. Landell had a sour expression on his face as he stalked to the podium. “I want it on record that I think this is a bad idea,” he stated. “One that will probably end in disaster with half a dozen Americans dead and my name plastered on the front page of the New York Times.”

      “Noted and overruled,” Wintersham replied without looking up from his work. “Your job is to make sure none of us die out there, not to stop the operation from going ahead.”

      “Understood,” Landell replied. He leaned forward and rested his forearms on the podium. “As long as it’s on record.”

      His eyes flicking up for a second, Wintersham said dryly, “In some dusty Langley sub-basement, no doubt, never to see the light of day.”

      Landell ground his teeth together. He jabbed his finger forcefully at the map behind the podium. The paper tore slightly from the impact.

      “The Navy is going to fly you here,” he growled. “The Spin Ghar mountain range in Nangarhar province, right on the border with Pakistan. It’s a range of ten thousand footers, but they’ll be putting you down on one of the lower peaks.”

      As the man stopped to take a breath, Trapp stuck his arm in the air and cleared his throat. Landell scowled at him, then jerked his chin to indicate he could ask the question on his lips.

      “You said you,” Trapp remarked. “Does that mean we won’t have the pleasure of your company to occupy us?”

      Pointing at the two operators, Theo and Rick, Landell’s scowl deepened. “They’re going with you, along with two fireteams of Marines.”

      “Marines?” Trapp asked, thinking of Gunny. He wouldn’t mind the man’s experience out there. This operation was already shaping up to be a shit show, and another old hand might prove useful.

      “To provide security for the landing site,” Landell said, tapping the map. “If you squint at it funny, you might think it was in Pakistan. Eight Marines should be enough to secure the area. There are no population centers of consequence for miles, and an AC-130 gunship will be on station overhead to provide fire support at all times. But only Agency personnel are to proceed from the landing site, you understand?”

      He jerked his thumb dismissively at Wintersham, who only rolled his eyes in response. There was little love lost there. “And him.”

      “Understood,” Trapp said, a tinge of disappointment in his voice. “It sounds like you’ve thought of everything.”

      “Maybe if you would let me finish, we could get this over with quicker,” Landell replied.

      Trapp spread his arms wide in exaggerated apology and gestured at the intelligence officer to continue. He didn’t need any persuading.

      “The terrain around the landing site is easily defensible. There is only one mountain path in and out, and it can’t easily be traversed by vehicles. The local bad guys have access to one Hind helicopter, but our latest information is that it is non-operational and has been that way for several months. Besides, they’re Salman’s men. Presuming he’s not actually luring you into an ambush, you should be safe.”

      “What about Islamic State?” Wintersham asked.

      Landell’s eyes narrowed with what Trapp presumed was his personal distaste for the man who’d been parachuted in on top of him. “Nangarhar—the province—is a hotbed for IS-K activity, that’s for sure. But mostly their cells operate in urban areas. I have no information to suggest they are present in any significant strength in the mountains. But there’s a first time for everything.”

      Wintersham nodded his understanding.

      “Once you arrive at the LZ, you’ll be met by a contact of mine, who will lead you down into the foothills, where Salman’s messenger will contact you with the coordinates of the final rendezvous point.” He tapped the podium, on which rested a stack of briefing books. “My team has done their homework. Every likely meeting location within a day’s travel is listed before page 32, along with exfil routes. Any questions?”

      Trapp shook his head. The other two Agency operators, Theo and Rick, sat next to each other but didn’t trade glances. They looked preternaturally relaxed. He wondered whether it was an act.

      “Okay,” Landell said after a short pause. “I’ll let the Navy in to brief you on transit.”

      The four pilots entered the ready room a moment later wearing the expressions of homeowners at their own open house afternoon. They introduced themselves, but Trapp didn’t catch all their names. The mission commander was a man named Captain Grant Tolman, and he carried out the briefing.

      “We’re taking you up in an MV-22 Osprey. The bird has a range of about sixteen hundred kilometers fully loaded, which we won’t be. Still, that’s not far enough to get you fine folks to your destination and back without topping up. Which is a problem.”

      He walked over to the map behind the briefing podium. The map of Afghanistan had been replaced with one of the larger region. He spread his arms dramatically and smiled.

      “Our Air Force cousins are solving that for us by sortieing a KC-135 Stratotanker as we speak from Al Udeid Air Base in Qatar.” He placed a finger on the map and made a circle with it over a section of dusty yellow, then dragged it up to the Afghan border. “It’ll link up with us over Pakistan about nine hundred kilometers into our flight. We’ll refuel in Pakistani airspace under the terms of the recent overflight agreement. Then it’s another three hundred kilometers to our LZ. Total flight time should be a little over four hours. If everything goes smoothly, we’ll touch down a little after first light.”

      Tolman looked confident, Trapp thought. As with the two Agency operators, he wondered whether it was just a front or an attitude hardwired into aviators at the Navy’s flight schools.

      “Thank you,” Landell said, returning to the podium. He glanced at his watch, and a shadow passed across his face as it dipped away from the light. It made him look older. Tired. “The birds lift off in three hours. I want everyone on deck at 0100 sharp for a final briefing.”
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      The engine noise on the flight deck of the USS Essex was relentless. Two MV-22 Osprey tiltrotor aircraft sat on the rubber-stained steel plate as both underwent preflight checks. Only one would make the final journey, but the timeline was tight, so the Navy had prepared for every eventuality.

      The deck had been cleared of all non-essential personnel, but that still left almost thirty men and women—mostly the former. The Osprey pilots milled around their aircraft, conferring with mechanics and flight engineers, occasionally kneeling down and checking something in the undercarriage.

      Trapp passed Gunny York as he emerged topside, carrying a newly issued rifle and a duffel bag full of equipment. The Marine was wearing white camouflage fatigues, just as he was. There was snow on the ground in the mountains of Afghanistan, though the insulated cold-weather gear was stifling in the heat of the Arabian Sea.

      “Gunny.” He nodded respectfully. “You joining the party?”

      York nodded. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      “Glad to have you along for the ride,” Trapp said, meaning it.

      The experienced Marine surveyed Trapp, a wry smile forming on his face. “You look like you could use all the help you could get.”

      “Ain’t that the truth,” Trapp laughed back. He patted York on the shoulder and jerked his chin toward the gaggle of Marines assembling on the far side of the flight deck, similarly and incongruously attired in Arctic camouflage. “I’ll let you get back to work.”

      York tapped an imaginary watch. “Make sure you don’t miss the flight. I hear the cart girls are mighty fine.”

      “I’ll take your word for it, Gunny,” Trapp chuckled as he walked toward the staging area on the flight deck where stacks of equipment were being stowed. He saw boxes of MREs, enough water for twenty men for several days, two heavy machine guns, cans of ammunition and explosives—in short, enough hardware to make an unlucky Taliban fighter regret the day he fell out of the womb.

      He shrugged his own duffel bag off his shoulder and set it down on the deck but kept his rifle clipped to his plate carrier. It wasn’t yet loaded, but he nonetheless found the weight comforting.

      Wintersham was standing at the far end of the flight deck, bouncing from foot to foot. He looked like a child wearing his father’s clothing, swallowed up by a set of battle rattle that was at least one size too large.

      Trapp walked over to him. “Everything okay, sir?”

      At this distance, he realized that the man’s hands had formed into tight fists, his fingernails biting into the flesh of his palms. His face was white with nerves, and he stared sightlessly out into the darkness of the ocean.

      It took him several long seconds to react. Finally, he turned. “Did you say something?”

      “Just checking in on you, sir,” Trapp said, studying his principal closely for any sign of panic. His job was to ensure that Wintersham—a personal friend of the president—survived this cockamamie operation and returned home safely. That would be a difficult enough task already but would be made incomparably more difficult if his charge was prone to anxiety.

      “I’m fine,” Wintersham insisted.

      “There’s no shame in admitting if you’re scared, sir,” Trapp said, staring out across the ocean to the faint glow of the Pakistani coast on the horizon many miles distant. He tapped his chest, then jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “I am. I’m sure they all are. What we’re doing is dangerous and scary, and that’s a fact. It’s better to admit it to yourself. Easier to get through it that way. That’s my experience, anyway.”

      Wintersham said nothing for a long while, finally exhaling. It sounded as though every scrap of air in his lungs came out in the long breath. His shoulders collapsed forward, and for a moment he shook.

      “Thank you,” he finally whispered, his voice as low as possible while still remaining audible over the sound of the rotor engines on the flight deck behind. “I’ve never done anything like this before.”

      “Seemed like a good idea at the time, huh? It usually does.” Trapp chuckled amiably. “Can I give you a piece of advice, sir?”

      “Please.”

      “You’re the boss, all right? Everyone on this operation knows it. And I’m sure back in DC when you tell somebody to jump, they ask you how high. Is that right?”

      “Near enough,” Wintersham allowed.

      “I thought so. I want you to look at me the same way. And Gunny over there, along with all his Marines. And Landell’s guys, too. We’ve trained all our lives for this. When you make it back here, you’re in charge again. But you’re a whole lot more likely to survive if you know your limitations.”

      “I appreciate the advice, Jason,” Wintersham said. “And I do know my limitations. The president suggested you for a reason, and I trust his judgment as much as my own father’s. So I’ll do as you say.”

      A change in the pitch of the Osprey engines attracted Trapp’s attention. He glanced over his shoulder and saw a flurry of activity near the aircraft. Checking his watch, he realized it was nearly go time.

      “Thank you, sir.” He gestured at the other side of the flight deck. “I think we’re wanted.”

      They walked back to the Ospreys in companionable silence. Trapp was comforted by Wintersham’s willingness to subordinate his own ego. He’d watched many smart men die because they were unable to do the same.

      The Marines were hauling supplies into the back of the mission’s primary bird. Trapp checked that his own duffel bag was inside, then stood back, knowing that he wasn’t needed. He found himself standing beside the translator. Besides the two Agency operators, he was the member of the party Trapp knew the least about.

      Trapp cast his eye over the man, hoping to get a sense of what he was about. His posture was ramrod straight, and he seemed to be quivering, though perhaps that was just a combination of engine backdraft and the breeze whipping up off the surface of the sea rippling his camouflage.

      Pasting a friendly smile on his face, Trapp approached the translator and stuck out his hand. “You’re Rafi, right? Jason. Nice to meet you.”

      Rafi glanced down at the proffered digits, at first cringing as though he expected to be struck before seemingly consciously relaxing himself.

      Curious.

      Finally, he accepted Trapp’s hand. His skin was rough and callused, and he had a firm but unstudied grip. They shook.

      “That’s right,” he replied, his accent tinged with an American drawl, no doubt conditioned by years of Hollywood movies and the influence of untold rotations of US troops. “Nice to meet you too, Jason.”

      Trapp relinquished his grip of the man’s hand. He fell in beside him, watching the bird instead of maintaining eye contact, because it seemed as though the translator was anxious enough from just his presence.

      He gestured at the Osprey, raising his voice as the growl of the engine group. “You ever flown in one of these things before?”

      Rafi shook his head. He stared at the tiltrotor doubtfully. “Helicopters, yes. Many times. But this machine, never.”

      “Don’t worry,” Trapp said, gently elbowing him in a jovial manner. “They only lost a few dozen of them in development. They’re safe as houses.”

      “Because they end up on the ground?”

      Trapp laughed out loud. “You got it.”

      The tension in Rafi’s posture seemed to fade after his joke landed. It was still there, but not so prominent. “They don’t look like they should fly at all,” he said.

      “Well, for both our sakes I hope the designers worked out the kinks,” Trapp said. “Who twisted your arm to land you on an operation like this, anyways? You do a deal with the devil?”

      Rafi flinched. He glanced nervously over his shoulder, then turned back to Trapp. “The devil?”

      “It’s a phrase,” Trapp explained, finding the translator’s reaction more curious still. “Don’t worry. I’ll watch your back.”

      The man said nothing in response. The Osprey’s loadmaster yelled out that the aircraft was ready, his voice hoarse from decades of struggling to be heard over the background roar of naval aircraft. Gunny York roared in sync for his men to get themselves stowed away.

      And through it all, Trapp frowned and studied his new friend. There was something at play here that he didn’t understand. He would need to learn what that was.
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      The Osprey’s troop compartment was cramped, and by the second hour of the flight, it stank of a combination of jet fuel and male body odor. Trapp wasn’t sure which was more potent. The space was lit only by a faint red glow which made it possible to distinguish shapes in the semi-darkness, but difficult to ascertain who was who without getting close and personal.

      His knees were about six inches from those of the Marine sitting opposite him, and the stock of someone’s rifle occasionally banged painfully against his shin. Above his head, a rats’ nest of wiring and pipes was exposed. He focused on a thick bundle of white and red wiring that snaked through the thicket and idly wondered what would happen if he simply reached up and yanked it free. Would the tiltrotor plunge out of the air?

      Try it and see.

      The Agency operator sitting next to him, Theo, noticed the curl of a smile on his lips. He leaned to his side and raised his voice over the thrum of the propeller engines that they were separated from by only a few inches of aluminum to ask, “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing,” Trapp replied. “Just wondering how I landed myself in this mess.”

      Theo blew a bubble of gum, popped it, and stuck out his tongue to retrieve the last few strands. “Ain’t that the truth,” he said.

      “You been to Afghanistan before?”

      “Oh yeah,” Theo replied. “Once or twice.”

      Trapp surveyed the man, his eyes narrowing as he formulated a back story in his mind. “Let me guess. Navy SEALs. Three tours. You blew out your left knee, and the Agency said they would pay for a better surgeon. How warm am I?”

      Theo stuck out his hand, his palm flat in the air, and waggled it. “Luke to steaming. How’d you guess about the knee?”

      “You’ve been massaging it most of the past two hours,” Trapp chuckled. “I’d be doing the same with my shoulder if I had the space.”

      “You want me to do it for you? My wife says I’m a natural.”

      “At least buy me a drink first.”

      “What about you?” Theo said, grinning at the quip. “I would know if you were Navy, so I’m guessing Delta?”

      “You know I can’t answer that.” Trapp grinned.

      “What, you’d have to kill me?”

      “I neither confirm nor deny my intentions. Just keep an eye peeled when you’re sleeping, that’s all.”

      “So how about you, Jason?” Theo asked. “Been to Afghanistan before?”

      “Once. Before your time, I’m guessing,” Trapp said, since the operator looked nearly a decade younger than him.

      “Business or pleasure?”

      “I was there cleaning up the mess you boys left behind,” Trapp laughed. “They should call you cowboys, not SEALs.”

      “We’ve had a few leadership problems, that’s true enough. It’s part of the reason I left.”

      “You were looking for a better HR department, and you landed up at the Agency.” Trapp grinned. “Talk about jumping from the frying pan into the fire.”

      “Don’t I know it,” Theo said, ruefully shaking his head. “But it ain’t so bad. The pay’s better, and my wife thinks I’m James Bond. So there’s that. You got anyone back home?”

      “Not anymore,” Trapp replied, a brief tinge of regret shaking his voice. “You know how it is.”

      “I’ve got an idea,” Theo agreed, apparently recognizing the hurt in Trapp’s statement and deciding not to pry.

      The two men fell into a companionable silence. The groan of the Osprey’s two powerful Pratt & Whitney engines had an almost sedative effect, like a long car ride in the passenger seat. The vibration that ran up Trapp’s spine had the unexpected but welcome side effect of soothing his tense shoulder.

      The quiet was broken a few moments later by an announcement from the aircraft’s captain. The voice sounded like Captain Tolman, the pilot who’d given the briefing a few hours earlier.

      “Gentlemen,” he drawled in the confident, relaxed tone of a man who was perfectly at ease in his environment. “It looks like we’ve picked up some company. Two Pakistani Air Force F-16s are currently sitting on our port side, just letting us know they’re there.”

      “Assholes,” Theo grumbled as Trapp shifted in place, craning his head to look out the small porthole-shaped cabin window, one of only two or three in the entire cabin.

      Outside, all he could see was darkness in every direction. There wasn’t a glimmer of electric light as far as the eye could see. Unless there was a bank of clouds below them, the villages underneath could as easily have belonged to the fourteenth century as the twenty-first.

      Trapp’s neck started to ache as he stared out into the blanket of night. It took a while, but he finally saw a flash of red in the distance, then another. It meant little to him, but he figured they were the navigation lights on the tips of each of the fighter jets’ wings.

      He shrugged and turned back to Theo, rolling the tension out of his neck as he jerked his thumb behind him. “What did they ever do to you?”

      “Why do you think we lost the Afghan war in the first place?” the operator asked, consciously making a fist and loosening it over and over again. “They never wanted us to win.”

      There was truth to what Theo was saying, Trapp knew. The Pakistanis had funded the Taliban—in particular the very Haqqani Network they were presently journeying to visit—for decades. After the fall of the country in 2001, what was left of the Afghan Taliban had retreated into Pakistan’s tribal areas to regroup, rearm, and reconstitute their vicious medieval insurgency.

      “I think they’re beginning to regret that we lost,” Trapp said.

      In his mind, the proof of the pudding was in the eating. It had taken the State Department months to hammer out the overflight agreement whose terms they were now benefiting from. And then it’d been signed all at once, when the Pakistanis realized that the violence they’d fostered wasn’t confined to Afghanistan’s borders.

      “Well, if it ain’t the consequences of their own actions,” Theo spat. “Serves ‘em right. At least it’s their mess now.”

      Trapp glanced meaningfully around the Osprey’s darkened cabin. His eyes were now comfortably attuned to the gloom. Half the Marines were fast asleep, their heads tipped back, heavy snoring drowned out by the groan of the tiltrotor’s engines. The others were focused on the spot in front of them, eyes blank with concentration as they worried about the dangers their futures held.

      “Is it?” he murmured. “I’m not so sure.”

      Theo grunted but didn’t respond, picking furiously at a nonexistent thread on his camo pants instead. He was lost in his own past. Trapp knew better than to disturb him.

      There wasn’t space in the Osprey’s cabin to stand fully upright, particularly not for a man of his own unusually tall build. Even hunched over, his head would’ve been lost in the mess of wiring above. But he unbuckled his chest straps anyway, leaning forward and rolling the tension out of his shoulders—particularly the one with the long-standing twinge. It didn’t help much.

      He picked himself up off the passenger bench, then turned round and knelt on it for support as he stared out of the window. The Pakistani fighter jets were no longer visible, though as he blinked, he thought he saw a flash of light that might have been one of them in a steep banking turn. A short update from the pilot confirmed that they’d gone on their merry way, message delivered loud and clear.

      Trapp turned his mind to the game that Pakistan was playing. It was no secret that the feared Inter-Services Institute, the Pakistani military intelligence agency, was a long-standing benefactor of the Taliban. It had fostered links with anti-Soviet militias as far back as the 1970s, and even throughout America’s long war on its western border, ISI advisors, arms, and intelligence had played an unseen but undeniable role in her defeat.

      “If it ain’t the consequences of their own actions,” he murmured under his breath, repeating Theo’s statement from a few moments earlier.

      Pakistan had intentionally destabilized the Afghan state for decades in order to prevent it from falling into India’s sphere of influence. But in plunging the knife into its neighbor, it had created a festering sore that was now slowly dripping poison into its own bloodstream. The madrassas—Islamist religious schools whose indoctrinated, typically poorly educated, and impoverished rural students were recruited by the thousand and sent to die fighting in Afghanistan—had proliferated in Pakistan’s ungoverned tribal areas.

      But some of those students saw problems closer to home. They saw that their own country was corrupt and denuded of all Islamic virtue. And so they took their training and weaponry and turned on the state that had birthed them.

      Islamist violence and terror, fed for decades by Pakistan’s money and aimed by her cynical motives, was now metastasizing across the entire region. The sore was bursting, and the flood of poison coursing out of it threatened to bring down the Pakistani state entirely.

      And that, as much as any other reason, was why they were here, Trapp knew. Afghanistan was a country of 39 million people. It was isolated, mountainous, and its inhabitants had been killing each other for centuries. Millions would die this very winter as a result of America’s withdrawal.

      But if that same poison flowed wholesale into Pakistan’s bloodstream, the consequences would be disastrous. The country’s population was counted in the hundreds of millions, not tens. It was poor, led by corrupt rulers, and filled with untold millions of young, angry men. A civil war in Pakistan would be a tragedy of almost unimaginable scale.

      There was also the fact, of course, that the country possessed several hundred nuclear weapons.

      Trapp peered sightlessly out of the small porthole for a few moments longer as his mind raced before looking away. Theo had edged into the space that he’d vacated by standing up, and instead of shouldering his way back in, he looked around the darkened cabin.

      Rafi was hunched over, his elbows on his knees, staring at that small square of paper in the darkness. To his left and right there were a few inches of space, as if the rest of the aircraft’s complement—all Americans—subconsciously sensed that he was different.

      Trapp remembered that he’d seen the man doing this before and wondered if he had family. He shuffled a few places down the bench toward him, then tapped him on the shoulder.

      Rafi started before looking up, his eyes wide and dark. “Do you need something?”

      “That space free?” Trapp asked.

      Not seeming to follow, Rafi glanced to his side. It took him a few seconds to process the request. He nodded quickly, then shuffled across. “Sure. Please, sit.”

      Trapp did so, maneuvering his oversized frame into the undersized space. It was a tight fit, but he made it work. “How does it feel?” he asked.

      Rafi squinted at him. “What?”

      “Going back. I’m guessing this is your first time since—” He coughed awkwardly, his voice trailing away. He wondered how he would feel if in the blink of an eye America was lost to a horde of medieval terrorists, making it impossible for him ever to return. How could you fashion a tragedy like that into words?

      Thankfully, Rafi saved him. His voice was hoarse with what Trapp figured must be grief. “Yes. Seven months. Seven months since I last saw my home.”

      Trapp’s gaze shuffled across to the photograph in the man’s hand. “You have family?”

      Rafi froze. His posture became stiff, just like it had when they were both standing on the deck of the Essex hours earlier. Trapp winced. He hadn’t meant to hit a nerve, but he sensed he had. And judging by the man’s reaction, there could only be two causes. Either he’d already lost them, or…

      “A daughter,” Rafi croaked, his face lost in darkness as he looked down at his chest. His hand moved leadenly, and he flashed the small, frayed photograph in Trapp’s general direction.

      Looking down at it, Trapp saw a woman and a child, the latter wrapped in her mother’s arms. She was smiling broadly, her head cocked to one side, her teeth a blur of white bifurcated in the middle where one of them had fallen out and not yet been replaced. The mother was wearing a scarf wrapped around her head, but her upper arms were bare.

      Trapp glanced away, feeling as though he was intruding on the man’s grief.

      “My wife passed away,” Rafi explained, cupping both palms around the photograph and focusing on it so intently Trapp wondered whether he would etch his gaze into the paper. “Two years ago.”

      “I’m sorry,” Trapp said. He wanted to reach out and grasp the man’s shoulder and tell him that it would be okay, but he barely knew him.

      “It’s not your fault,” Rafi said blankly. “She was pregnant. I was deployed near Kabul, far from my village. Something went wrong. By the time a doctor could be found, it was already too late.”

      “But your daughter is okay?”

      “My brother cares for her,” Rafi said, his voice haunted by grief and regret.

      And Trapp thought he knew why. There was a reason the translator was here, not looking after his surviving child. He was separated from her. He was here to get her back.

      “She’s still in Afghanistan?”

      “She is,” Rafi agreed, his eyes glued to the image. “But hopefully not for long. My brother is a good man. But she is my daughter.”

      Trapp pried no further. It wasn’t his place. And besides, he wasn’t even sure that Rafi could hear him right now. He was lost in his own world.

      And maybe it was better that way.
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      The flight’s only remaining event of interest was the audible thunk that echoed around the Osprey’s cabin as the bird’s probe mated with the Stratotanker’s refueling drogue. The pilot ordered the crew and complement in the rear to strap in in case of an emergency breakaway, but the brief flood of adrenaline that pumped through Trapp’s veins at the thought of surviving a jet fuel conflagration in the sky soon faded as several thousands of pounds of fuel were pumped into the Osprey’s tanks without incident.

      “We’re five minutes out,” the pilot reported as the insertion flight finally—and thankfully, given Trapp’s aching joints—neared its end. “The AC-130 is circling overhead. They report that the LZ looks cold. I’ll circle a couple times before I set this bird down.”

      Tired faces visibly stiffened as the assorted Marines, CIA operators, and Wintersham and Rafi checked their gear and made sure they were ready to disembark from the aircraft at speed. The Marines were mostly situated at the rear of the Osprey’s troop compartment, and Gunny York bellowed a set of terse orders as he prepared them to seize the landing zone.

      Trapp felt a familiar flicker of butterflies in his stomach at the prospect of impending danger. He knew that just because an AC-130 flying a racetrack pattern at twenty thousand feet couldn’t see any sign of enemy activity didn’t mean there was none to find. Mountains provided a warren of places to hide, as he knew only too well. Any number of nooks, crannies, and caves could hide a man from eyes in the sky.

      He glanced out of the nearest porthole. He was far enough away that all he saw through it was a flash of dawn breaking on the horizon. It wasn’t full light, but there would be enough to see by without using night vision aids.

      He checked over at Rafi, who was pressing down the various pockets and pouches on his plate carrier and making sure that all his supplies was stowed. “How you feeling?”

      “Nervous,” the translator admitted. His face was drawn, and there was a flicker of anxiety on his jaw.

      “It will be fine,” Trapp said reassuringly. “What could go wrong?”

      Rafi didn’t answer.

      “Sixty seconds,” the pilot’s voice crackled through the speakers overhead. The red interior lights, already barely enough to see by, darkened yet further, though by now their necessity had been dulled by the light in the sky outside.

      No sooner had the pilot’s voice faded away than a groaning sound replaced it. It felt like the aircraft was tearing itself apart, and Trapp briefly worried that was exactly what was happening. Apparently the worry was imprinted on his cheeks, because one of the Marines looked over at him, grinning broadly.

      “What’s so funny?” Trapp asked.

      The kid jerked his thumb in the general direction of the sound. “It’s the engines doing their thing,” he explained. “Or the propellers, whatever. I’m no mechanic. This your first time on one of these babies?”

      Trapp nodded as the pieces fell into place. The Osprey’s propellers had just switched from facing forward like an aircraft to upright, like a helicopter. He should have realized sooner. The same thing had happened when they lifted off the deck of the Essex.

      “You get used to it,” the Marine said, raising his voice over the whine as the engine pitch changed. He reached back and stroked the wall behind him. “She’s real sweet once you get to know her.”

      “I bet,” Trapp replied dryly.

      “Twenty seconds,” the speaker crackled.

      The Osprey banked hard, and Trapp pictured the sight outside through the pilot’s eyes, since his own were confined to the drab interior of the troop compartment. He imagined soaring, white-capped and jagged mountain peaks, and snow whipping up off the ground. The aircraft circled several times as the pilots performed the promised last-minute eyeball check of the landing zone.

      “All clear,” Tolman reported. “Putting her down now.”

      The ramp at the rear of the Osprey started winding down while the aircraft was still in the air. The Marines closest to it secured their grip on their weapons, one or two casting anxious glances back at Gunny as if fearing they would be chewed out. A fierce, vicious gust of cold ripped through the hitherto hot and humid space. It cut through Trapp’s cold-weather gear with mocking ease, and he scrambled to remove the gloves from where he’d stowed them inside his vest.

      The tiltrotor set down on the mountaintop with a jolt that reverberated through the aircraft. Clouds of whipped-up ice and snow billowed, just as they had in his imagination.

      “Go, go, go!” Gunny York yelled, his booming voice making short work of the background roar of the engines, now a thousand times louder with the ramp open. His Marines released their safety harnesses and ran toward the exit in a low crouch. The first two jumped down into the snow, their boots burying about six inches deep, and immediately brought their rifles up to their shoulders.

      The next two fanned out behind them, sweeping their weapons left and right in search of danger. Gunny went next, followed by Theo and Rick. Then it was Rafi’s turn.

      Trapp stayed inside with Wintersham and two of the Marines. The second they heard the roared all-clear from outside, they formed a three-man conga line and started passing supplies toward the exit. He began to work up a sweat that made the cold just an unpleasant memory as he heaved boxes of ammunition, jugs of water, several heavy machine guns, even a mortar tube out the back, where Gunny organized the others to accept and stow it safely on the ground.

      The whole job was done inside five minutes. Trapp shuffled over to Wintersham as the last two Marines exited the aircraft, stooped over in a low crouch.

      “It’s time, sir,” he said, sucking in a lungful of freezing high-altitude air. A headache was already forming behind his temples from the low concentration of oxygen. It would take some getting used to, he knew. And he’d been in better shape. The biting cold was a reminder of a snowstorm in Siberia only a few months earlier. His skin itched at the memory of frostbite.

      Wintersham stared blankly into the distance as the Osprey’s engines roared in the background. He started to tremble, although whether as a consequence of the icy crystals the propeller wash was whipping into the rear of the aircraft or fear wasn’t clear.

      “Sir?” Trapp reiterated, stooping lower and peering at Wintersham’s face.

      The man shook himself. “What?”

      “We need to get you out of here,” Trapp shouted, shielding his face from the sandpaper blast of ice from outside. “Are you feeling okay?”

      “Fine, fine,” Wintersham confirmed. He blinked several times as if to clear his mind, then reached up and with quivering fingers unclasped his safety harness. Trapp offered his forearm and yanked his principal up before grasping his arm and marching him out into the snow.

      Barely a second after he was out, he saw Gunny York signaling to the pilots that the cabin was clear. Trapp hustled Wintersham away from where the Osprey was planted in the snow, hunched over to protect himself from the biting wind.

      Once again, the howl of the engines changed as the pilots prepared to lift back into the sky. The clouds of ice thrown by the propeller wash grew so thick it was almost impossible to see. Judging that he could go no farther in the murky gloom without risking stepping off the mountain’s edge, Trapp took a knee and pulled Wintersham down by his side.

      The tiltrotor jerked half a foot into the air, steadied, then began climbing back into the sky with dizzying speed. As it departed, the rear ramp began to close. A minute later, the only sign that it had ever been present was a snowdrift it had left behind like a scar on the mountainside.

      Trapp caught his breath as the Osprey’s engine noise disappeared and the calm of the mountains reasserted itself once more. The Marines were hustling around him, dusting off piles of equipment and hauling them into the center of the landing zone, which was a space about a hundred feet by a hundred feet near the top of a low peak. Just twenty feet or so from where he was standing was a sheer drop, something that was replicated on all four sides. The small plateau was only linked to the rest of the mountain by a narrow snow-covered pass.

      “This spot right here.” Gunny York’s voice echoed in the background as the battle-tested Marine indicated where he wanted one of the machine gun nests to go, aimed directly at the narrow pass which was the only direction from which an attack could come. Behind it, two other Marines were assembling digging tools, with which they presumably intended to start hacking foxholes out of the frozen, rocky ground in which to pitch their tents.

      The weather forecast for the next few days was clear enough, Trapp remembered, though it could change quickly in the mountains. The Marines had brought cold-weather tents, but even so, he didn’t envy their job. At least he would be moving.

      He turned back to Wintersham to check that he was adapting well to his new environment. Apart from the fact that his chest was rising and falling with unusual rapidity, he seemed well. “You doing okay, sir?”

      “I’m fine,” Wintersham snapped back. “You can leave me.”

      He nodded and stood back up. His boss clearly needed a few moments to clear his head. He couldn’t blame him. Little in his prior life could have prepared him to be deposited on the top of an Afghan mountain, with the only other Americans within hundreds of miles located in a gunship thousands of feet above their heads.

      His rifle banged against his chest as he stomped through the snow. Only a few minutes had passed since the Osprey had discharged its cargo, but already the outline of a defensible combat outpost was starting to take shape.

      The two Agency operators were seated on a stack of ammunition cans and engaged in quiet but seemingly banal conversation. Rafi was sitting on his haunches, staring out as the wan Afghan winter sun’s rays began creeping across the white pitch of snow. Trapp took a few steps toward him but then thought better of it.

      Let him be.

      These were the man’s first moments on his home soil in months. He deserved to be able to process that fact in peace.

      Instead, Trapp crossed his arms over his rifle and walked to the far end of the plateau, where it narrowed and joined the path that connected it with the rest of the mountain range. A Marine was already standing there on watch. Trapp turned his back to him and stared out at the awe-inspiring mountain peaks that blurred the distinction between land and sky instead. It was hard to believe that such tranquility could exist in a country scarred by so many decades of violence.

      The cool, crisp mountain air was still and fresh now that the Osprey’s engines were no longer interfering with the airflow on top of the mountain. Inhaling several deep breaths, Trapp started to feel truly calm for the first time in months, despite—or more worryingly, perhaps because of—the danger that lurked all around.

      What does that say?

      Coughing out loud to dispel the thought from his mind, Trapp shook his head and started to turn away from the serene sight. It now tasted tainted by his own confusion about his place in the world.

      “Hey!” the Marine next to him called out, his vocal cords squeaking in the frozen air like a pubescent teenager’s. “You—back the fuck up! Get your hands above your head.”

      For a second, Trapp thought the man was talking to him. He resisted the urge to stick his hands up and cocked his head to one side instead as he turned. Behind him, he heard the crunch of boots against the snow as others sprinted toward their position, accompanied by the clack of weaponry and muted cries of concern.

      But the young Marine’s attention was focused not on him, but on the snowy path that led down the mountain. The stock of his rifle was pressed tightly against his shoulder, and clouds of condensation pulsated in the bright early-morning light as he sucked in nervous breaths. “I said stop!”

      Finally, Trapp’s gaze settled on the cause of such great concern. A man was standing about thirty yards away, wrapped in pale blankets that acted as a form of cold-weather camouflage.

      “Good eyes,” he muttered to the Marine, bringing his own rifle up and drawing a bead on the unknown visitor’s chest.

      “You see a gun, sir?” the Marine muttered. “Why isn’t he stopping? He could be wearing a vest under all those blankets.”

      The crunch of boots echoed louder on the snow behind, and Trapp glanced over his shoulder as Rafi jogged up, stopping in a cloud of disturbed snow. He almost toppled over, but Trapp reached out and grabbed his shoulder to stop him falling face first.

      “Easy,” he said softly before turning to the Marine. “That goes for you too, son. Let’s let Rafi here deal with it.”

      “Copy that,” the kid said, sounding less than impressed. He closed one eye and focused all his attention on his aim.

      “Is that our guy?” Trapp asked, focusing his question on Rafi.

      The Afghan translator shrugged. “He’s in the right place at the right time. Shall I call out to him?”

      “Be my guest.” Trapp nodded, gesturing outward at the man on the path. He was no longer proceeding toward the LZ, but nor had he otherwise responded to the Marine sentry’s instructions.

      Rafi took a deep breath, then cupped his gloved hands around his mouth and shouted something in a lilting, melodic language that Trapp didn’t understand. The cry echoed around the mountain tops, bouncing back several times before it fully died away. Overhead, the sound was greeted by the squawk of a bird of prey circling hundreds of feet above.

      The visitor didn’t respond orally. Instead, he reached down and grasped the blankets around his shoulders and started to pull.

      “What’s he doing, Rafi?”

      “Don’t shoot!” the translator insisted. “I told him to show us that he isn’t armed.”

      Trapp brushed his finger against the trigger of his rifle as their guest pulled the blankets free of his shoulders. He was at least a hundred feet away, and his spot on the path was at a lower altitude than the plateau, but even so, an explosive vest could cause real damage if it was packed with shrapnel. He held his breath.

      Underneath his outer layer, the man exposed a forest green camouflage jacket which he unzipped and spread wide.

      “Looks like he’s clean,” the Marine muttered. “I don’t see a backpack. No vest. No gun.”

      Cupping his hands around his mouth once more, Rafi yelled a second command. After dressing himself once more, the visitor copied the gesture and shouted his own reply.

      “That’s the password,” Rafi confirmed. “It’s him.”
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      “Phillips, Sellick, give our OGA buddies a hand, will you?” Gunny York bellowed in a tone of voice that brooked no argument.

      The two Marines dropped what they were doing and jogged toward the stack of supplies in the center of the under-construction combat outpost. One of the machine gun emplacements—the one covering the path that the Agency’s on-the-ground contact had just traversed—was already complete—if messy. The brass rounds loaded into the ammo belt that drooped out of one side glinted in the morning sunlight.

      Occasionally, Trapp thought he heard the roar of the AC-130 gunship overhead, though he doubted it. Their aerial support had been tasked to maintain a holding pattern about thirty miles away, far enough that it wouldn’t immediately be linked to their operation or the new mountain CP but close enough to provide rapid support if necessary. The infrequent rumbles might easily have been avalanches from a recent snowfall.

      The Marines returned a moment later, both shouldering duffel bags stuffed with supplies and ammunition. Judging by their puffed-out cheeks and the look of concentration on their faces as they stomped through the increasingly hard-packed snow, they were heavy. At almost 10,000 feet above sea level, the low concentration of oxygen in the air didn’t help. Trapp’s headache had faded, but up here, every step seemed to cost him more energy than it should.

      York marched toward him.

      “Just call if you need backup,” he grumbled, clearly not happy that he was being left behind. “Don’t forget that.”

      “Those aren’t the rules of engagement, Gunny,” Trapp replied with a knowing smile. “And you know that. If we lose ourselves up shit creek, that’s our problem.”

      “Uh huh,” York replied. “Well, as far as I’m concerned, the boundaries of this CP stretch about fifty miles in every direction. Just so long as someone starts shooting at you within that area, then I’m following my orders to the T.”

      “I’ll bear that in mind,” Trapp laughed. He stuck out his hand. “Thanks, Gunny. But with any luck, we’ll be back here in a day or two without a hair out of place.”

      For a second time, York grunted, “Uh huh.”

      But he shook his hand regardless. It was a firm, professional exchange, colored with what seemed to Trapp a lingering regret that it was he, not York who was leaving the wire.

      Trapp turned away. Rafi was conversing quietly with his Afghan counterpart. He still looked tense, but some of the furrows on his forehead had relaxed—perhaps from the comfort of using his native tongue. Theo was kneeling on the ground checking his equipment, as Rick—the operator Trapp hadn’t really spoken to—shouldered a large backpack with a long radio antenna extending out of it. It swayed gently from side to side like an ancient sequoia in a strong wind.

      Wintersham was standing close by but still separate from the rest. His head was tipped back, and he looked lost in thought.

      “You ready, sir?” Trapp asked.

      There was more color on Wintersham’s face now, and it wasn’t just rosiness from the cold. His momentary panic following their insertion seemed to have faded, and his previous confidence in his right to rule had reasserted itself.

      “When are we moving out?” he asked. “We don’t have much time to lose.”

      “Any time now,” Trapp replied with a languid shrug.

      So it proved.

      The Marines watched them depart with a variety of expressions on their faces. A couple were impossible to read, a few others were clearly jealous that they might see action, but the majority were visibly glad to be staying behind in the relative safety of their mountain redoubt.

      There but for the grace of God go I, Trapp thought with a concealed smile.

      In contrast to the LZ, the path leading down the mountain was covered in wind-blown snow that sometimes sank several feet deep after taking a step. Other times hardened sheets of ice underneath a couple of inches of blown snow provided stability. It was impossible to distinguish the two, and with the heavy packs that all carried on their backs, once one got stuck—as happened frequently—it was difficult to clamber back out without help.

      To Trapp’s surprise, Rafi took the lead, even charging ahead of their local guide. Instead of retracing the sole set of footprints that decorated the otherwise pristine expanse of snow, he plowed his own path. Clouds of exhalation were continuously whipped away from his mouth by a light breeze that had sprung up, carrying with it also a glittering fog of ice crystals that danced across the ground. It seemed as though the young Afghan translator was on his own personal mission, as if consumed by the memory of the daughter he’d been forced to leave behind.

      Trapp tried to put the thought out of his head. An entire nation had been scarred and was continuing to suffer. To highlight any one particular tragedy seemed to make light of the grand sum of human pain, yet to ignore it was the height of callousness.

      Two Marines accompanied the small CIA party, helping to carry the expedition’s supplies to the promised transport. These two younger, fitter men displayed few physical signs of exhaustion by the time they tramped their way to the other side, ducking behind a jutting outcropping of rock that sheltered a space from the drifts of wind-shunted snow. Rafi kept charging, but some of the others sank gratefully onto the stony ground to catch their breath.

      “Hold up,” Trapp called after him. “Let’s keep this tight.”

      The Afghan stopped but didn’t turn around. Trapp kept his eyes on the moon for a few moments longer, then turned away, watching as the Marines lifted their packs from their shoulders and set them down on the ground.

      “You hear that?” one said to the other.

      “Hear what?”

      Then Trapp caught the sound himself. It was a familiar whinny that carried on the wind, bringing with it images of idyllic, bucolic country life—so different from the rugged, harsh landscape all around them, where ice and snow garlanded boulders and little vegetation survived.

      Raising his eyebrow, Trapp remarked, “Horses?”

      Further down the path, Rafi stretched out his arm and pointed. “Down there.”

      He turned back around and walked a few paces up the path, stopping in front of their guide. He muttered a few words in his native tongue, then frowned as he waited for the response.

      “He says they’re donkeys,” he translated.

      “Aren’t we a little big to ride those?”

      Rafi’s face first registered confusion, then he tapped his forehead theatrically. “Not donkeys. I meant ponies. I forgot the word in English.”

      “Still…”

      Behind Trapp, one of the Marines chuckled, “Dude looks like he was too big to ride a pony by his tenth birthday.”

      Trapp pretended not to hear.

      He rested for about five minutes to allow the group to recover from the exertion of crossing the deep, snowy path, then slapped his thigh to attract everyone’s attention. “Let’s go see these donkeys.”

      The Afghan contact—who Rafi explained was called Omar—nodded after the request was translated to him. He hadn’t yet smiled. His face was worn by the elements, and though he might not have been much past his thirtieth birthday, he looked a decade older. He led them further down the path to a rocky shelf where half a dozen sturdy mountain ponies were tied, largely shielded from the wind. Thick woolen blankets rested over them, speckled by wind-swept crystals of ice, and the beasts huddled together for warmth.

      Still, they looked healthy enough. Trapp walked over to the animals and gently stroked the nose of the nearest to him. It whinnied and pushed up into his touch, which he took as a sign they were well-cared for.

      “Sorry, buddy, I don’t have anything you can eat. Unless you like MREs.”

      Frowning as he realized that the contact was pointing at him, Trapp turned his head and squinted at Rafi.

      “He says for you to take the one on the end,” the translator explained, gesturing at the largest of the ponies.

      “Will it take my weight? I can walk.”

      Rafi conferred with his compatriot, who nodded approvingly several times. He turned back. “Omar says they’re strong. It’s no problem.”

      “I’ll take his word for it,” Trapp remarked, glancing over the edge of a nearby cliff and noting that once the plunge started, it was a very long way down.

      The Marines laid down their burdens, and Omar assigned each traveler a ride. Next he swept the blankets off the ponies and revealed saddlebags that hung off their flanks. They were frayed, pale leather things, but they seemed sturdy enough—and surprisingly voluminous. It took another ten minutes to empty the duffel bags and load the ponies, distributing the weight as equally as possible between them.

      Trapp thanked the Marines a couple of minutes later and sent them back to the outpost. The two men wished them good luck, and then hurried back, hunched down against the horizontal wind that blasted across the unsheltered snowy path. He watched them go, wondering how long it would be before he saw them again.

      Omar climbed onto the lead pony, twisted on his saddle and waited for the others to emulate him. When the whole group was on horseback—some more comfortably than others—he slapped the side of his pony, and they began to move.

      Wintersham rode like a natural.

      Of course he does.

      Trapp held back on the reins until he was near the back of the small procession.

      Theo grinned at him as he passed and said, “You ever see that movie 12 Strong? You know, the one where Chris Hemsworth conquers Afghanistan on the back of a stallion? Back when we won wars against twelfth century religious nutbags instead of losing them, I mean.”

      “I don’t get to the theater too often,” Trapp replied.

      “I think it was on Netflix,” Theo said. “Anyway, you should’ve seen the horse he was on, man. Must’ve cost a million bucks. Real testosterone-enhancing, if you know what I mean. You ride one of those things, you look like a real man. But this has me wondering, maybe those ODA guys were actually on donkeys like this.”

      “Ponies,” Trapp corrected him with a half-smile. “And yeah, probably. This line of work’s never as glamorous as Hollywood makes out, huh?”

      “What, you’re telling me they’re not giving out leggy blondes in skintight cocktail dresses at Langley?”

      “Not since ‘99,” Trapp chuckled. “Even before my day, sadly.”

      “Hard to believe.”

      Trapp shot him a look.

      “You miss a hundred percent of the shots you don’t take.” Theo grinned before falling in line on his pony a few feet back to take up the rear.

      They descended mostly in silence for the next few hours. At this altitude, there was almost no vegetation on the mountainside, and what little there was wore a coat of snow. The trails down the mountain would have been almost impossible to pick out without a local guide, and despite his instinctive dislike of the man, Trapp was thankful for Landell’s forethought. He had no doubt that one wrong turn in inclement weather and they could easily plunge off the edge of a cliff, never to be seen again.

      A brief stop for lunch punctuated the day, though they didn’t halt for long. A thin cover of cloud had swept across the sky and blocked out the sun. Trapp’s fingers froze as he chowed down a couple of protein bars, washing it back with ice-cold water from his canteen.

      The farther they made it down the mountain, the warmer it felt. It was less exposed in the valleys below, and without the biting wind, Trapp was even able to unzip his jacket a few inches, reaching under his plate carrier to do so. They detected few signs of nearby human occupation, though far in the distance, he thought he spied a column of wood smoke spiraling into the sky that might have signified a town or village somewhere close by.

      Trapp tapped his heels against the haunches of the pony carrying him as the path widened, and it picked up the pace, driving him near to the front of the procession. Rafi was just behind Omar, fiddling with something in his lap.

      “How much longer?” Trapp asked, jerking his chin in Omar’s direction. “He tell you?”

      Rafi shook his head, and the object in his hands went spinning toward the ground. His face blanched, and he kicked his right foot out of the stirrup and jumped to the dirt, landing heavily and missing a pained grunt. He scrambled to pick it up—whatever it was, since Trapp’s view was blocked by the translator’s pony—and stuffed it into his pocket before climbing back up onto his animal. His eyes looked wide with panic, though there seemed no reason why. Behind them, the rest of the group bunched up in a medieval traffic jam.

      “What was that?” Trapp frowned.

      “Something—” Rafi gasped, and not just from the exertion in the low-oxygen environment. “Something my daughter gave me. A keepsake. I didn’t want to lose it.”

      That made sense, and Trapp didn’t pry any further. He repeated his previous question. “What about the other thing?”

      Rafi squinted, momentarily seeming to have no idea what Trapp was talking about before a light bloomed in his eyes. “We’re close,” he said. “Not much longer.”

      In the event, it was no time at all. A man stepped out onto the path from behind a large outcropping of tumbled boulders, holding out his palm to indicate that they should stop. He was wearing a tunic, and like Omar, was wrapped in thick, warm blankets. Unlike their guide, however, he had made one simple concession to modernity.

      A black M-16 rifle was hanging from a one-point sling clipped to the plate carrier on his chest.
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      Theo and Rick jumped off their ponies, cursing as they brought their weapons to bear. The newcomer barely reacted to their aggression, standing with his feet spread wide apart, his palm stretched out without betraying so much as a tremor to indicate that he was in the slightest bit concerned. He was distinctively Pashtun, and with the customary turban and thick beard, almost certainly a Taliban fighter.

      “Easy!” Trapp called out, his right hand instinctively brushing against his own rifle but resisting the urge to level it. “If this guy wanted us dead, we already would be. I’m guessing he’s the man we’ve been looking for.”

      The two operators fell silent but kept their weapons raised and aimed in the direction of the militant who’d so easily surprised them. Trapp quickly panned his gaze right and left, wondering whether any more snakes were hiding in the grass. Or snow, in this case. As far as he could tell, this man was alone. But he was the one with home-field advantage. And in his shoes, Trapp wouldn’t have come without backup.

      Forgetting the earlier curiousness, Trapp leaned to his left, using the saddle for support, and muttered to Rafi, “You think you can quiet this down?”

      At the front, Omar was looking around wildly, staring at the Taliban fighter, then turning back to the procession he’d led all this way. Finally his courage broke. He jabbed his heels violently into his pony’s ribs and tugged on the reins to spin it to the right. Before anyone had a chance to calm him down, his pony was galloping in the opposite direction, right back up the mountain.

      You can’t get good help these days, Trapp thought.

      Rafi seemed to have calmed himself from his earlier panic. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, then dismounted from his pony, handing the reins to Trapp. He walked slowly toward the Taliban fighter. Trapp half wondered whether this was a good idea, after all, since the Taliban were presumably the ones responsible for separating him from his daughter for all these months. He carefully adjusted his grip on his rifle.

      “Let’s just stay calm, okay?” he said, directing his comments in the direction of his two fellow Agency operators. He’d never worked with them before, and he regretted not asking someone who had what they were made of. Behind them all, the sound of Omar’s pony’s beating hooves was already almost inaudible.

      As Rafi approached the messenger, the man finally lowered his arm to his side. He still made no attempt to touch his weapon. Trapp was pleased about that. He doubted that either Theo or Rick would open fire without a direct instruction to do so, but it indicated that he was dealing with someone with at least a modicum of common sense. You could never tell with the religious types. When martyrdom was the ultimate goal, why not try and hasten it?

      Trapp kept his eye on Rafi’s reaction as the two Afghans greeted each other, worried that he might do something rash. Thankfully, that fear didn’t come to pass. Rafi bowed his head slightly, and the two men conversed in low tones for almost a minute. The tension inside Trapp kept rising. He wished he spoke Dari, or Pashto, or whatever language it was that he presently didn’t understand. He didn’t like being cut out of the loop.

      “It’s as we thought,” Rafi said, turning back to the main group. “The meeting is on. He’s here to lead us there.”

      “Did he say where it is?” Trapp asked.

      Rafi communicated the question but was cut short by the fighter’s vehement response.

      “He says that’s not the agreement.”

      “Just checking,” Trapp muttered.

      Without another word, the messenger spun around and started walking, making an impressive pace. Unlike the five foreign interlopers behind him, he’d clearly been born and raised in this austere environment, his lungs powerful and veins thick with red blood cells. Theo and Rick climbed back onto the ponies, and the journey restarted. Trapp noticed that both men kept a wary eye on both their guide and their surroundings and their guns within reach at all times.

      He followed their lead.

      A further two hours of mind-numbing trekking ensued before a small village appeared around a bend in the stony dirt track that snaked around a mountain spur carved from the earth by a long-melted glacier. It was a collection of no more than half a dozen single-story buildings, built from hardened mud bricks in a depression that shielded it from all but the midday sun, but also likely the worst the weather had to throw at it. Already a thin sheen of frost was forming on the roofs of the houses as melted snow froze once more in anticipation of the fast-approaching night.

      A wisp of smoke curled into the air from somewhere inside the small settlement. Other than that, there was no sign that it was inhabited at all.

      Trapp squinted at it, manfully resisting the urge to bring his rifle’s scope to his eye to get a better view. Between the rocky slopes of the valley that sloped upward just to its right, the warren of dense, close-packed buildings and the outer wall, there were a hundred places for a sniper to hide. It reminded him of a set of medieval battlements.

      “What’s the plan?” Theo said softly, slowing his pony so that he came alongside. “I don’t like this.”

      “You and me both,” Trapp replied, glancing over at his shoulder to where Wintersham was riding straight-backed, just ahead of Rick. “But our orders were to get him here and keep him safe. After that it’s up to him. Just stay frosty, all right?”

      “You got it,” the operator replied in a disapproving tone. “And when this shit inevitably hits the fan, make sure they write that on my tombstone, okay?”

      “You bet. If I make it that far.” Trapp grinned.

      The brief moment of levity faded almost as quickly as it had arrived as they approached the settlement. Trapp’s nerves, already exhausted from hours of forcing himself to stay alert, were strained even further as his gaze relentlessly swept left and right across the space, searching for danger.

      “I still don’t see nothing,” Theo called out as they got within twenty yards. “Maybe this ain’t the right place?”

      Trapp opened his mouth to ask Rafi to question their guide but closed it just as suddenly as the man abruptly stopped. He turned around and said something to Rafi.

      “What’s he saying?” Theo asked loudly.

      “He says we’re here,” the translator replied awkwardly. “And he wants us to put down our guns.”

      “Well, that ain’t happening,” Theo scoffed. “Tell him to go fuck himself.”

      “Don’t say that,” Trapp interjected quickly. “But Theo’s right. Make it clear we can’t comply with that demand. It wasn’t what we agreed.”

      Rafi twisted back around so that he was facing forward and relayed his instructions to the guide, who angrily bared his teeth, the first hint of emotion he’d showed all day. The curses that followed didn’t need translating.

      The man abruptly turned back around and started marching toward the village. At the head of the procession of ponies, Rafi turned around, an uncertain expression on his face. “Do I follow him?”

      Trapp nodded. “Keep it nice and slow,” he said—softly enough that his voice would only reach as far as Rafi and no further. “They’ve had hours to take us out if that’s what they wanted. Since they haven’t done that, I think it’s reasonable to assume they don’t intend to. Still, we should be careful.”

      The translator tapped his heels against his pony’s sides, and the clopping of worn hooves against the hard-packed dirt ground resumed. He set a plodding pace, which Trapp appreciated. It took almost a full minute before they reached the opening to the village, which was surrounded by a low wall of stones stacked on top of each other. It wasn’t much of a defensive fortification—and Trapp figured that it was probably designed only to keep livestock from straying too far.

      As the group entered, two fighters appeared, dressed much like the guide who had been sent to direct them, who was now lingering a few feet behind. They were both armed and had dark cloth shawls drooped over their heads that shadowed their faces. It was an imposing first impression.

      As Rafi’s pony bucked from the surprise, almost tossing him straight off, Trapp clung to his own and muttered reassuringly, “Whoa.”

      The animal settled quickly, and he stroked its neck even as he kept his eyes fixed on the two Taliban fighters, his heart now racing from the unexpected surprise. Their weapons—repurposed Afghan military M-16s like their friend’s—were looped on straps around their shoulders but weren’t presently aimed. They were both in their late twenties and had the grizzled faces of men of the mountains. Surprisingly, their eyes shone with curiosity, not hatred. Trapp wondered if that was a function of their age. Unlike most of the Taliban’s grassroots fighters, who were barely out of their teens, they were a little older. Perhaps more mature.

      Trapp twisted in his saddle and beckoned to Theo and Rick to follow suit. “Let’s not give them a reason to feel jumpy, okay?”

      He slithered off his pony, and it whinnied with what he assumed was approval before ducking its head to the ground and searching with no luck for a scrap of vegetation in the dusty soil. He lowered his head to the beast and whispered, “I’ll get you something to eat, okay? You did good.”

      By this time, Rafi was also standing on his own two feet. He walked over to the two fighters and bowed his head before conversing quietly with them for a few moments.

      “We may keep our weapons out here,” he said a couple of moments later, indicating the area outside of the buildings. “But inside, they request we lay down our arms. They will do the same.”

      Trapp chewed his lip. He was pretty sure that the three Taliban fighters in front of him didn’t—at least immediately—intend him any harm. But his job was to protect his principal, and disarming himself hampered that goal significantly.

      “We can live with that,” Wintersham said in a commanding tone as he strode toward the front of the procession.

      “Sir—”

      Gesturing at the three fighters, Wintersham said, “We are their guests. They will not harm us.”

      “Yes, sir,” Trapp agreed, hoping the man was right about that.

      Trapp quickly issued a set of instructions to Theo and Rick to set up an observation point looking out of the valley and keep a close eye on the Taliban fighters in the village itself. He reached into his jacket, flipped the power switch on his radio, and threaded an earpiece into his ear.

      As he was finishing, the scrape of a wooden door opening and closing farther inside the village echoed toward him. He wondered whether it was one of the locals finally emerging. He could see animal droppings on the ground but heard no sound of livestock. The settlement seemed devoid of actual life, as if the inhabitants had disappeared after the arrival of the Taliban.

      That was probably exactly what happened, he thought.

      A man stepped into the cramped courtyard at the center of the village they presently occupied. He was trailed by another armed fighter, who clung as close to his boss as Trapp did to Wintersham. It was pretty clear that he was the man’s bodyguard.

      The Agency’s file photo of Salman Haqqani had been taken after his arrest and imprisonment in Bagram Prison a decade before, at the tender age of just nineteen. Back then, he’d had a wispy beard and intensely angry eyes. By contrast, the man now standing in front of Trapp appeared cultured and refined.

      Salman wore a black turban with wide-spaced silver stripes, a sleeveless black vest, and a startlingly white collarless shirt underneath. The turban’s material was draped fetchingly across his breast. If Trapp hadn’t known better, he might have taken him for a young professional in Mumbai or Jakarta. He smiled broadly and started to speak.

      “Thank you for coming, Mr. Wintersham,” Rafi translated. “I know you have traveled a very long way. My men will provide your companions with water and food. Please, join me inside. Just one of your guards. I will have only Hamid.”

      Wintersham nodded as Salman gestured at his bodyguard, then the building behind him. It was a single-story mudbrick dwelling, and Trapp suspected that it usually housed multiple generations of a single family. It was hardly the usual setting of a diplomatic summit.

      But then, that was exactly why they were here. This meeting had to take place in complete secrecy. No one could know what was agreed upon.

      If anything is, Trapp thought.

      It was hard to believe that any two men could have sprung from more different backgrounds than Grover Wintersham and Salman Haqqani—which made him wonder what common ground could be established between them.

      Salman turned and walked toward the building’s front door. He dipped his head to his bodyguard Hamid, who reluctantly rested his rifle on the door outside, then reached inside his robes and placed a handgun on the dirt near the rifle’s stock. The two men stepped inside.

      Wintersham made to follow, but Trapp silently held out his arm to block the man’s path. He relinquished his own weapons and entered the decrepit home. It smelled of sweat, animal dung, and wood smoke. Compared to the mountain chill outside, the atmosphere within the building was thick and humid, and he started to sweat inside his layered cold-weather gear. It took his eyes a few moments to adjust to the gloom inside. It didn’t take long for him to determine that it was safe. There wasn’t much to check.

      Half a dozen thin straw mattresses were piled against the far wall. Discarded homemade children’s toys—some carved out of wood, others made from bundles of twine—were scattered on the floor. In the center of the room was a hearth with a metal pipe leading up to the roof. It trapped most of the smoke the fire generated, but not nearly all.

      Trapp ducked back out and nodded to Wintersham. “It’s safe.”

      Wintersham had to bow his head as he entered. He froze for a moment as he processed the sensory assault that was entering the home of an impoverished Afghan farmer. Trapp suspected that he owned a Georgetown brownstone, or something equally swanky in DC. This would be a hell of a culture shock.

      Still, the president’s envoy didn’t allow his surroundings to distract him for long. He joined Salman on a large rug that had been spread out on the floor in the center of the cramped space. Rafi sat by his side, but just a few inches back.

      Trapp closed the door, then stood by the wall. The Taliban bodyguard was doing the same on the other side of the room. Both men reserved most of their attention for each other.

      Salman Haqqani reached over to the hearth, where a blackened metal teapot rested over the flames. He lifted the lid, and the sound of bubbling liquid filled the room, along with a cloud of steam. He dropped his nose to it and sniffed deeply, then said something.

      “Sheer chai,” Rafi translated. “All Afghans drink this. Have you tasted cardamom before?”

      Wintersham shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

      Salman poured two cups, then set the teapot to the side of the hearth and pushed one of them toward his guest. Trapp hadn’t expected to be served, but now that his nostrils detected the delicate, sweet and nutty aroma of the flavored tea, he was slightly jealous. He reached up and quietly unzipped his outer jacket instead.

      “It’s good,” Wintersham announced after taking an experimental sip. He winced. “But hot.”

      His Taliban counterpart laughed out loud.

      “The President–” Wintersham began after setting his cup on the ground, clearly launching himself into a prepared opening.

      “Please,” Rafi quickly translated Salman’s interruption. “It is too early for business. Let us talk. Get to know each other. Find some common ground.”
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      An hour of tortured small talk followed, as two men with wildly divergent backgrounds and shaping experiences tried to meet each other in the middle. Trapp passed the time by attempting to read Hamid’s impassive expression and listening to the occasional updates through his earpiece from either Theo or Rick outside.

      The coast, it seemed, was clear.

      Wintersham seemed to decide that enough time had passed since he was previously slapped down.

      “Mr. Haqqani,” he said, pausing briefly for Rafi to translate. “I was pleased that you agreed to take this meeting. I think you will find that we can work very productively together.”

      “Mr. Wintersham,” Salman replied—speaking in barely accented English. “Have you ever seen a drone?”

      Eyes flaring with surprise, Wintersham exclaimed, “I didn’t know you understood—”

      “There’s a lot that you don’t understand about my people,” Salman said flatly, without seeming to intend any malice. “Answer my question, please.”

      “A drone? Not in person, no.”

      “You are lucky. An American drone killed my uncle. A bomb from another took my brother’s leg. He wakes every morning in excruciating pain. Can you understand what it would feel like to know that your agony is unending? That it was caused by a machine you never even saw?”

      “I’m sorry,” Wintersham said, seeming at a loss.

      Salman laughed, but for the first time there was a hardness in it. In an instant, he was transformed from the jovial, congenial interlocutor he’d presented himself as for the previous hour into the experienced insurgent commander he truly was.

      “I doubt that. But I don’t blame you. In the end, it is Allah’s will. What I want to know, Mr. Wintersham, is whether there is an American drone above our heads right now, waiting to end my life the moment this meeting ends?”

      “Of course not,” Wintersham insisted. “I respected our agreement. We want to work with you, not end your life.”

      “And yet my men have heard the roar of aircraft engines echoing around the mountain tops…”

      Wintersham glanced at Hamid, then back to the man himself. “Have you heard of a man called Teddy Roosevelt?”

      Salman clenched his jaw, his eyes flashing flintily as if he thought he was being mocked. “Whatever you may think of me, Mr. Wintersham, I’m not an uneducated man.”

      Raising his hand to dispel the notion, Wintersham said, “I didn’t mean to imply that you were. Teddy Roosevelt has always been my favorite president. He used to say that America should speak softly and carry a big stick. That’s exactly what I’m doing here. I respected our agreement. There are no drones in the sky. My people don’t even know our current location. But if something goes wrong, I have enough firepower in the sky to bomb this place back to the Stone Age.”

      Trapp kept his face impassive but found himself impressed by Wintersham’s tone. He hadn’t thought the man had it in him. He seemed a product of the East Coast’s finest universities and most expensive country clubs, not a bare-knuckle street fighter. And yet he clearly knew when to flash his teeth.

      Salman Haqqani leaned back, his expression turning pensive. “It is late, and we’re both tired. Perhaps it is time to break for the night and return with fresh heads in the morning.”

      Wintersham looked like he wanted to disagree but thought better of it. He bowed his head. “That sounds like a wise idea.”

      “My men have prepared accommodations for you,” Salman said, sounding like the concierge of a high-end hotel rather than a long-time guerrilla leader—and in Trapp’s opinion somewhat overselling the comforts they could expect.

      He stood and reached for Wintersham’s hand. The president’s envoy shook it, though the Afghan’s touch lingered longer than would have been normal in polite company in DC. He gestured at the door, subtly indicating that this was his residence for the night.

      Wintersham turned on his heel and exited, Rafi a pace behind. Trapp followed, closing the door behind him before stooping down and rearming himself. The weight of the weapons was like a comforting blanket, especially this far behind enemy lines.

      “Much better,” he grunted.

      The small party walked toward the edge of the village and out of earshot before Wintersham spoke. “I thought that went okay,” he said.

      “He’s a hard nut, that’s for sure,” Trapp agreed. “Then again, that shouldn’t be a big surprise. This is a hard country.”

      “That it is,” he agreed, sounding exhausted. “I think it’s time I got some rest.”

      “You should eat, sir,” Trapp said. “Keep your strength up.”

      Wintersham patted his breast pocket. “I’ve got a protein bar. That’s more than enough for me.”

      Rick appeared out of the shadows, almost giving Trapp a heart attack. “We’ve set up camp that way,” he said, pointing to a spot near the village’s low exterior wall that overlooked the main mountain path. “There’s hot coffee and chow. And we worked out where we’re supposed to be sleeping.”

      “What about a shower?” Trapp asked wistfully.

      “That I can’t give you,” Rick laughed. He nodded his head at Wintersham. “But I can take over for a little while, give you a chance to get some chow down you.”

      “That okay with you, sir?” Trapp asked Wintersham.

      “Absolutely. For perfectly selfish reasons, I need you as fresh as possible.” The man grinned, before stifling it as if he feared he’d overstepped. “Enjoy your meal.”

      Rafi glanced wistfully toward the flickering campfire light that indicated where Theo and Rick had set up, his expression looking drawn. Instead, he followed Wintersham and the Agency operator and headed for bed.

      Trapp didn’t blame him. He looked drained. Returning to his home country only to listen to it being carved up without any say had to be a hell of an emotional burden to bear. He shook his head as he turned in the opposite direction, following the aroma of burnt yet nevertheless strangely appealing coffee beans.

      “New gunship just came on station,” Theo said, greeting Trapp with a tired-looking nod. “Callsign’s Spooky 55. What I wouldn’t give for a name like that. They call you Hangman, right?”

      Trapp nodded his head, resisting the urge to rub the mark on his neck left by the first time he’d cheated death. “What about you?”

      Theo’s face colored an embarrassed red. “Stretcher. Because of a thing that happened in boot camp.”

      “Care to explain?” Trapp grinned.

      “Not really,” Theo said, ostentatiously rubbing his groin. “Painful memories. Maybe if you buy me a beer sometime. I need something to take the edge off.”

      “I have coffee,” Trapp said, squatting by the campfire and picking up the small metal pot that hung over it. He poured himself a cup of steaming black liquid. “Will that do?”

      “Not unless you’re also packing a shot of Jack,” Theo laughed.

      He looked up at the sky, and Trapp followed his gaze as he sipped the scorching coffee. It was a particularly cloudless night, and in the absence of any sizable human settlement for hundreds of miles, the stars shone with an incandescent brightness that was spellbinding. Neither man spoke for a long while.

      Finally, Trapp dropped his gaze to the wall of darkness directly in front of him. A night vision optic was lying on the low stone wall, and he picked it up and brought it to his eye. The ghostly green latched on to the glow cast by the stars and the moon overhead and painted an artificially flat image of the soaring, jagged mountains all around. As far as Trapp could see, nothing was moving out there.

      “What I wouldn’t give for a Reaper on overwatch,” Theo muttered. “There’s a lot of angles to cover here, and I’m not sure I like the idea of the Taliban watching our six.”

      “Me either,” Trapp said, powering the scope down and setting it back where he’d found it. “But that’s politics. I guess our terrorist friend didn’t like the idea of having half a dozen Hellfire missiles hovering over his head as he slept.”

      “Funny,” Theo grunted. “I feel the exact opposite.”

      Trapp mumbled his agreement, and both men fell silent once again. He pulled up the sleeve of his thick jacket and checked his watch, and was surprised to find that it was already past 9 p.m. The endless—and so far fruitless—meeting with Salman Haqqani had dragged on for far longer than he had realized.

      “You should go get some rest,” Trapp said, realizing that he would need to keep his team sharp if they were going to be here for any significant length of time. “I’ll keep watch.”

      “I’m fine,” Theo replied.

      “Go while I’m still feeling generous,” Trapp said, smiling but using a tone of voice that indicated he was giving an order rather than making a suggestion. He absent-mindedly checked his watch again. “It’s 2100 now. I’ll take the first shift. I’ll wake you up in about five hours.”

      “You sure you don’t mind?” Theo said, though he glanced over his shoulder toward the buildings in the center of the village, his gaze lingering longingly.

      “I need you clear-headed,” Trapp said. “I don’t know how long we’re going to be here. We need to manage our energy carefully.”

      Shrugging, Theo said, “Okay. I guess you’re right. See you in five?”

      Trapp nodded, and the junior operator tapped him on the shoulder with thanks, then strode back into the village. A moment later, the door opened and closed once more, and he was left alone. The stillness of the night, broken only occasionally by the crackling of the campfire that was simmering down into its last embers by his feet, became even more evident.

      A long way from home, Trapp repeated in the quiet of his own head.

      In the morning, he would speak to Wintersham and impress upon the man that they couldn’t stay here for long. A day at most. They were too far behind enemy lines, too exposed to linger. Salman Haqqani’s men no doubt controlled the valley, but the Taliban was a factional organization—that was the whole reason they were here in the first place. It would only take one pair of loose lips, one secret spilled, and they could be in a whole world of trouble.

      And what would happen when they left, he wondered. Would Rafi return to the Essex with them? Or would he stay and try and save his family? Trapp tried to place himself in his translator’s shoes and decided quickly he knew what the answer would be if someone posed the same question to him.

      A quiet cough echoed from the far end of the village. He guessed it came from one of the Taliban fighters standing their own watch. He picked up the night vision scope, powered it up, and scanned the darkness once more.

      Still quiet.

      He swept the landscape in every direction and saw nothing. The isolation of their present position felt more insane with every second that ticked past in his mind. He wondered what had happened to the villagers who had lived in this place when Salman’s men arrived. Were they huddling with their livestock somewhere farther up the mountain, pressed against each other for body warmth?

      Would they be compensated for their hospitality—or was their gift simply being allowed to stay alive?

      Trapp snorted. He knew men like Salman Haqqani, had dealt with them his entire life. They were not generous people. They did not love and cherish those around them. They would not think twice about turfing families of innocents out into the cold.

      He kicked one boot against the other and tried to break himself out of the darkness of his thoughts. The truth was that he didn’t like what his president had asked him to do—even if he’d long ago realized that the old lie “We don’t negotiate with terrorists,” was exactly that.

      Checking his watch, he found that an hour had passed since Theo had departed. He decided to patrol the borders of the village, not only to try and numb the darkness of the witching hour, but because he wasn’t a hundred percent sure he trusted Salman’s men to watch his back. His boots scraped against the dusty ground, occasionally sending a small stone skittering along the hard surface.

      He stopped periodically to kneel on the low wall on the edge of the village and bring the night vision scope up to his right eye. Once he caught a flash of eyes gleaming back at him in the darkness, too narrow-spaced to be human. A rodent, maybe, or a mountain fox. He held his breath and studied it until it disappeared from sight.

      Trapp kept moving and found himself a few minutes later standing shoulder-to shoulder with one of Salman’s Taliban guards. The man shot him a strange look—curious rather than hateful as before. Trapp wondered how different from this fighter he truly was. They were both killers, just defending their land and their people from a different enemy.

      He was at least alert, which was more than Trapp expected. He’d only done a single tour in Afghanistan some years earlier, and his abiding impression of the Afghan security forces he’d worked alongside was of their amateurishness. They smoked opium and pot on patrol, and the worst of them abused little boys with callous indifference.

      “No wonder we fucking lost,” Trapp muttered to himself.

      The fighter to his side turned and replied in his own language. Trapp shrugged and gestured out into the night, indicating that he was just talking to himself. The man seemed to understand—at least, he thought he did. Silence descended once more.

      Trapp circled the village three times during the course of his watch. The movement helped him stay alert. At 0200 on the dot, after his leaden eyelids started creeping lower and lower, he entered the barn in which Theo and Rafi were sleeping and shook the younger operator awake. The thick insulated down filling of his sleeping bag rustled from the movement.

      “It’s time?”

      Nodding, Trapp said, “Wake me if anything happens. I’m a light sleeper.”

      Seemingly already alert, Theo replied, “You got it.”
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        * * *

      

      Snapping out of his sleep, Trapp peered up through bleary eyes and fixed his grip on the wrist of the man squatting over him. A flash of adrenaline flooded through him, pinching his heart and stopping him from thinking clearly. “What the hell do you want?”

      “Jason, it’s me,” Theo hissed. “I think we’ve got a problem.”

      Trapp shook his head, realizing that he’d misjudged the situation. After another second passed, he released his grip on Theo’s wrist and muttered an apology as he sat up on the dusty floor.

      “No problem.”

      “What’s happening?”

      “I’m not sure. But I think I saw movement outside the village. Something doesn’t feel right. You said—”

      “No, you did good,” Trapp muttered, ameliorating the younger man’s concerns. He tucked the sleeping bag away from his body, shrugged on his outerwear, and picked up his rifle. In the far corner, Rafi’s eyes reflected a thin beam of moonlight that had encroached through the small barn’s open wooden door. “Let’s go take a look.”

      The two men jogged back to the viewpoint where they’d chatted the previous night. Trapp noticed that the campfire was no longer burning, and the embers were scattered, a few still glowing. Theo had clearly stepped the fire out to avoid attracting attention.

      Not good.

      The pale green glow of the tritium-painted hands of his wristwatch caught his attention. It was 0433, only an hour or so until dawn. Any student of military history knew that man was most tired at this hour, could be taken unawares. Concern flickered in his chest.

      “Stay low,” Theo said, gesturing at the ground.

      Trapp nodded and crouched low as he approached the outer wall. He squatted behind it, panting slightly from a combination of the low oxygen in the air and suddenly being roused from slumber. He rested the barrel of his rifle on the loose stones and ducked his head to his scope.

      His eyes quickly adapted to the low light conditions, probably because he’d been sleeping. It didn’t take him long to realize what had attracted Theo’s attention. There were shapes in the darkness—silhouettes that hadn’t been there only hours before.

      “Should we warn the Haqqanis, or do you think they’re up to their necks in this?” Theo whispered, handing him the night vision scope. It only confirmed what he already knew. Things were about to get very hairy—very quickly.

      Trapp grimaced. He’d spent the last few moments grappling with that question in his mind. If Salman was part of this, then wouldn’t he have made his move already?

      Or was he attempting to maintain plausible deniability? It was impossible to know. Either they had a potential ally in Salman, or they were inviting a viper into the den and giving it time to strike. He couldn’t take the risk.

      Glancing to his right, Trapp saw that Rafi was creeping toward them, eyes wide with concern, his rifle in his right hand. He gestured for the translator to approach, indicating that he needed to stay low.

      “Theo,” he hissed, “wake up Rick and Wintersham. Tell them what’s happening. Don’t say anything to our hosts. Rafi—go get the ponies ready. Pack everything you can. Be ready to move out the second I give the order.”

      He paused, wondering if there was anything he’d missed, then frowned. “What are you waiting for? Go!”
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      “Spooky 55, this is Hangman,” Trapp said, pressing down on the larger radio set’s transmit switch. “How copy?”

      “Strong copy, Hangman,” the AC-130 gunship’s female radio operator replied in a calm tone through a crackling radio connection. “State intentions.”

      Trapp reached into a pouch on his chest and pulled out a GPS handset. The screen was set to the lowest brightness setting. It barely glowed in the pre-dawn darkness. He read out the coordinates in the bottom left of the screen. “Requesting potential fire mission. We might have some bad guys closing on us. I want you overhead just in case. If I give the command, you have an open fire zone everywhere north of the village, over.”

      “Copy, Hangman,” the operator said. “ETA is about six minutes. We’re moving now. Hang tight.”

      His wristwatch now read 0435, which meant that the gunship would be on station by 0441. He added a minute, then committed the time to memory. Butterflies tickled his gut as a cocktail of half a dozen hormones flooded from his endocrine system as his body prepared for the impending battle.

      Nothing’s certain yet, he reminded himself. It was entirely possible that the shapes in the darkness on the outskirts of the village were simply the settlement’s inhabitants, returning to see whether their homes were once again empty.

      It was possible, but not likely. In his experience, nothing good happened at this hour.

      Hearing a scrape behind him, he turned. Theo had returned with Wintersham and Rick in tow. The envoy looked alarmed, his usually pristine white hair ruffled from sleep, but he at least had the good sense not to try and interfere. Apparently he’d been briefed on the situation, because he didn’t ask any stupid questions—perhaps remembering Trapp’s earlier advice.

      “Air support is inbound,” Trapp informed the others. “ETA five minutes. Rafi’s getting the horses ready. We might need to get out of here in a hurry.”

      Theo nodded. Since Rick didn’t ask any questions, Trapp assumed that the other operator had also filled him in on the details. The two operators inched toward the stone wall before kneeling behind it and aiming their rifles into the darkness.

      “Should we warn Salman?” Wintersham asked.

      “It’s up to you, sir,” Trapp said. “But my recommendation is we can’t take that risk. For all we know, he’s behind this.”

      Wintersham chewed his lip. “Are you sure anything is happening at all?”

      Trapp shrugged and pointed over the wall. “All I know is that I see at least a dozen shapes out there that weren’t there a couple hours back. Now that could be a coincidence, but—”

      “—You don’t really believe in coincidences,” Wintersham said with a slight grin that quickly faded as the potential seriousness of their situation hit home.

      “Exactly.”

      The older man winced. “I think we have to do it. If there’s going to be a deal here, we can’t just slink away like thieves in the night.”

      Trapp made a fist of his left hand to deal with the frustration. He understood that Wintersham’s goals and his own were not the same, but couldn’t the man see that this might cost all their lives? His lips tightened, but instead of protesting, he nodded. “Understood.”

      Surprisingly, Wintersham reached out and grabbed his upper arm. “And Jason, be honest with me—is this a real threat?”

      Glancing toward Theo and Rick and seeing the seriousness on their faces, Trapp nodded. “I think so.”

      “Then I need you to do something for me,” Wintersham said through a clenched jaw.

      “Of course. What is it?”

      Wintersham dipped his head and spoke in a voice that couldn’t carry. “If it looks like we might be captured, I need you to put a bullet in my head.”

      Trapp’s eyes went wide with surprise. Of all the things he was expecting the man to say, that wasn’t one of them. “What—?”

      “Will you do it?” he pressed.

      “Sir, I don’t think—”

      “I need to know,” Wintersham snapped, holding out his hand with his palm facing up. “Or I need you to give me a weapon so I can do it myself.”

      “Sir, if you are captured, then you will be treated well. It won’t be a Bergdahl situation. The administration will have to negotiate for you.”

      “That’s exactly the point, don’t you see?” Wintersham said, grinding his teeth together hard enough to do serious damage to the enamel. “I gave President Nash an assurance that I wouldn’t make more of a mess here than I found. I intend to keep my word. No matter the cost.”

      Trapp studied his principal carefully. The man appeared to be entirely convinced of what he was saying. It wasn’t an act or a carefully considered line for some future autobiography. This was real. And Wintersham really intended to go through with it.

      He nodded once, quickly, not giving the situation any more emotion than it demanded. “I’ll do as you ask,” he said. “Now—”

      “Mortar!” Theo called out as a telltale whistling sound split the quiet of the night.

      Without thinking, Trapp grabbed Wintersham and threw him to the ground, covering the envoy with his own body. As a cloud of ash rose around their two bodies, he realized that he’d thrown him into the remaining embers of the fire. He quickly pulled him out and toward the wall, panting heavily as the mortar round impacted somewhere far behind the village.

      “We have to go, sir,” Trapp said, glancing at his watch. Spooky 55 was still two minutes out. “I’m guessing our host knows something’s wrong by now.”

      In the brief moment of silence that followed the explosion, Trapp heard the whinnying of terrified animals. He called out for Rafi to join them. “Quickly!”

      “I think that’s a good idea,” Wintersham agreed, panting heavily. He hunched down as low as physically possible behind the low wall.

      A burst of rifle fire cracked from just a few feet away as Theo identified a target and pulled his trigger. “Dammit,” the operator muttered. “Missed him.”

      “Keep them back,” Trapp called out. He patted the pouches on the front of his Arctic jacket down. When he found what he was looking for, he tore the Velcro pocket open and reached inside, pulling out a pair of olive green grenades.

      He pulled the pin of the first, twisted in place, and chucked it as far as he could from his awkward position. “Frag out!”

      The flash was barely visible several seconds later as the grenade exploded, though the hiss of metal fragments sizzling the air was audible enough. He repeated the trick with the second grenade, though this time an agonized cry rang out from the other side of the wall after the detonation.

      “I think you got one,” Theo reported, his voice tight with tension. He squeezed his trigger, and a flash of muzzle fire briefly lit up the village. He shifted a few feet down and repeated the trick.

      An intense burst of fire impacted the other side of the wall, and rounds cracked only a few feet overhead—a reminder that this fight was far from over. It sounded like the attackers were growing more confident. They had heavy weaponry with them too—machine guns and mortars. The only saving grace was that their aim with the former was terrible, and the mortars were coming in more slowly than Trapp could’ve hoped for in his wildest dreams.

      “Rafi!” Trapp yelled. “What the hell is holding you up?”

      Theo and Rick took turns pumping lead rounds into the darkness. Wintersham lay sideways behind the stone wall, clutching his heart and trembling. Trapp glanced sideways at him, praying that his condition was nothing more serious than outright panic, then reached for the radio handset and relayed the coordinates for a fire mission.

      “Spooky 55, this is Hangman. We are taking fire. I say again, we are taking fire. You are cleared to engage any target north of the village. We intend to retreat by the path to the south, then follow the path of the river in the valley. Do not engage any targets to the south or southwest of the village. How copy?”

      “Hangman, this is Spooky 55. Message understood. ETA ninety seconds. We are cleared to fire on any target north of the village. You are retreating to the south and southwest. Confirm my last?”

      “Spooky 55, that is correct. Happy hunting. Hangman out.”

      Finally, Trapp heard the clop of hooves on the stony ground behind him. He swiveled to see Rafi emerge carrying the reins of all five ponies at once. He was physically forcing them on—and it looked like he was barely able to hang on.

      Trapp jumped up to help him. As he approached the animals head on, the nearest reared upright, eyes wide with white terror, and jabbed out with its hooves like a punch-drunk boxer. He ducked and swayed to avoid getting hit and darted through an opening in the assault. What little Trapp knew about horses could be written on a single sheet of notepaper, but he figured they couldn’t be so different from terrified soldiers. He reached up and grabbed the animal firmly by the neck, patting it and stroking and whispering sweet nothings in a soothing voice until even in the midst of the maelstrom the beast seemed to understand that he wasn’t a threat.

      “Good boy,” he murmured again and again, not taking the time to check whether he was gendering the animal correctly. “That’s right. I’m going to get you out of here.”

      Rafi shot him a stressed, semi-panicked look as another of the animals prepared to rear up. Trapp grasped the reins of the first pony and reached out to relieve another of his translator’s burdens.

      Thank you, the Afghan mouthed. Now that he was responsible for just three of the animals, he was able to get the small herd under control much better than before.

      “You did good,” Trapp said, cocking his head and trying to see whether the ponies were weighed down by their saddlebags. Another mortar round detonated. They were getting closer. “We need to get out of here. Did you load up the supplies?”

      “As much as I could,” Rafi replied with a jerky nod.

      Praying that the fight wouldn’t last long enough to need them, Trapp spun and called out loudly to Wintersham. “Sir—here. Now!”

      The diplomat clambered unsteadily to his feet and stumbled toward the small herd of ponies. He looked like a frightened child at a fireworks show, eyes wide, cringing with every fresh blast.

      Trapp glanced down at his watch. Seventy seconds. Maybe a touch less. The gunship would probably take some time aiming before it opened fire, but there was no guarantee of it. The second Wintersham crossed the gap, Trapp thrust the two reins into his hand.

      Pointing to the other side of the village, he said, “Go that way. I’ll be right behind you. Rafi, if anyone tries to stop you, shoot them. Understood?”

      He switched his gaze to the Afghan translator and waited until he saw confirmation on the man’s face. He gave a brisk nod. “Good. Then go.”

      Without waiting to see whether his command was followed, Trapp turned back toward the sound of gunfire and ran in a low crouch toward Theo and Rick. They were firing in long, barely interrupted bursts, pausing only long enough to pull the pin off one of the grenades piled at their feet, hold it for a second, then toss it downrange.

      “Frag out!” was a frequent utterance amid the rattle of both friendly and incoming gunfire and the occasional detonation.

      “Sitrep?” Trapp said as he threw himself to the low wall, the word escaping his lips in a breathy grunt from the impact. A bullet impacted nearby, sparking off a rock and ricocheting with a crack into the sky. A few of the stone shards stung his face.

      “At least a dozen tangos. Maybe more,” Theo replied without looking around. He squeezed his trigger, and his muzzle flashed. The rifle barely bucked in his powerful hands. “We dropped a few of them, but they keep coming.”

      “The gunship will be overhead in just under sixty seconds,” Trapp said. “I need to cover Wintersham. I want you two to hold here until our friends in the sky start dumping iron on those bastards and then haul ass in retreat. Okay?”

      “Sure, leave us behind,” Theo quipped, a slight tweak at corner of his mouth betraying his otherwise grim expression. “I know the drill.”

      Trapp slapped him on the back. “You got it.”

      Without waiting, he slithered back a few feet, then ran after Wintersham and Rafi, the whip and hiss of nearby bullets reminding him to keep his head down low.

      Forty seconds.

      He sprinted through the ramshackle mountain village, straightening his posture only when enough mudbrick dwellings were in the way of the incoming gunfire that he was assured of safety. They didn’t look pretty, but the hard-compacted earthen structures were as strong as a tank’s hull and many times as thick.

      He turned the corner in the center of the small settlement and almost ran into the back of half a dozen frightened ponies. A frown creased his face as he looked up to see why. They should’ve made it farther than this by now.

      Rafi had his rifle drawn and aimed at Salman’s bodyguard. Wintersham’s knuckles had gone white around his reins, and he looked fit to pass out. The two Afghans were shouting at each other in their own language, and there was real vitriol in the bodyguard’s diatribe.

      “What’s happening here, Rafi?”

      Without looking away from the man between his sights, the translator explained, “Hamid thinks we’re behind this. He thinks we’re running away.”

      “Tell them he’s right about the second bit, not about the first. My guys are holding back a dozen attackers. We don’t know who the fuck they are, but in about thirty seconds the Air Force is going to drop a whole world of hurt on their heads.”

      “I tried telling him that!” Rafi moaned.

      Trapp grimaced. He didn’t have time for this bullshit. In a flash, he brought his own weapon up and aimed it directly at Salman’s skull. Hamid’s eyes swiveled as he saw this new threat. His finger brushed the trigger of his own weapon.

      “Then tell this asshole he has about three seconds to put that weapon down or I’ll pump his boss full of lead.”

      As Rafi was opening his mouth to translate the message, Salman finally intervened. The well-dressed Haqqani leader reached over and pushed his bodyguard’s weapon down. He fixed Trapp with an angry, vindictive stare. “I know you’re not behind this,” he said. “It’s the apostates.”

      “I’m not really sure what that means,” Trapp grunted, dropping his weapon and jogging forward to grab the reins of a couple of the ponies. He jerked his thumb over his shoulder, indicating the direction from which he’d just come. “But I should warn you, whatever you do, don’t go that way.”

      Wintersham, Rafi, and Trapp ran as fast as possible, each dragging one or two recalcitrant, terrified ponies behind them. They exited the village and found themselves on a stony dirt track that led toward a small stream, several yards wide. It was mostly frozen over, but in places the heat of the sun had melted dark circles the day before that hadn’t yet frozen solid overnight.

      “There,” Trapp said, pointing at the waterway. It was lower than the path and shielded from the battle on the other side of the village. “Quickly!”

      They arrived in shelter just in time. There was a crack somewhere high overhead, a short pause, like waiting for the sound of thunder after seeing the flash of lightning, then an almighty explosion that briefly lit up the night sky and burned Trapp’s retinas. He blinked the glow back, grimacing as he panned left and right to check that his flanks were clear, fearing that the attackers intended to circle around and surprise the village’s defenders from the rear.

      A second impact followed, then a third, and quickly they became too frequent to count. It was like listening to a group of angered giants slinging boulders at their enemies. The ground seemed to shake, though Trapp wasn’t sure whether it was just a figment of his imagination as the shockwaves from the explosions squeezed his rib cage tight.

      He peered back up at the village, willing Theo and Rick to appear. He couldn’t afford to wait much longer. The gunship overhead pumped yet more steel into the ground, and amid the flashes of incendiaries and the chainsaw grumble in the sky, he finally spied two men sprinting from the village.

      “Let’s go!”
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      The hooves of the ragged line of galloping ponies drew occasional sparks as they beat against the rocky ground on the edges of the frozen streambed. The terrified animals whinnied and brayed to each other, but the important thing was they kept sprinting away from danger.

      Vicious streaks of green split the night sky above Trapp’s head, as though a vengeful god was delivering an ancient form of justice. Zeus throwing lightning bolts at his enemies. The chaos sounded like it would never end. Fifty cal rounds zipped out of the darkness like swarms of biting gnats, punctuated with the heavy thump of high explosives that shook the ground beneath their feet.

      Trapp clung to the saddle underneath him with all the power in his thighs. They were traveling too fast for him to have any hope of using his weapon effectively, and he prayed that if they came across their enemy, they would be too startled to act.

      They followed the path of the streambed until it arced back toward the path they’d traveled down from the mountains into the valley. It ended in a pool at the base of a tall waterfall off a forbidding cliff face. A beard of ice clung to the mountainside overhead, somehow, implausibly clinging on.

      “Dammit,” Trapp muttered, glancing at his watch as he swung himself off his pony. He stroked the beast’s nose to calm it as he stood by its side staring up. The crack and thump of the gunship’s armaments were irregular now and sounded deeper at this distance. The low drone of the aircraft’s propellers occasionally echoed off the mountaintops as it circled in the sky overhead—an unseen but no less menacing presence.

      His pony dipped his head to a crack in the ice that shielded the fast-flowing water beneath it and began to drink.

      Rafi leaned forward on his own pony, searching left and right. He sat up quickly, and his arm shot out, pointing to the east. “That way?”

      Spinning, Trapp followed the direction. He frowned. “I don’t see anything.”

      “Trust me,” Rafi said. “I know these hills.”

      Trapp shrugged. “I’ll take your word for it. We’ll rest here for five minutes. Give the animals a chance to catch their breath.”

      And us, he didn’t say.

      It had been a long time since he had been a witness to the full power and ferocity of American airpower. The demonstration he’d just been given was an awesome and horrifying sight that he would never forget. And neither, he thought, would anyone unlucky enough to have survived it.

      Theo radioed the LZ and spoke quietly into the radio handset before looking up. “Birds are on their way,” he said with a hint of relief on his face. “Two of them. The Marines are expecting us.”

      For a moment, with the gentle splashes of the mountain waterfall in the background and a reprieve from the violence in the sky as the dawn broke overhead, Trapp thought about just staying here forever. He could live a simple life in the mountains, relying only on himself. What did he have to live for back home?

      And then his eyes fell upon Rafi once more, and guilt replaced the sensation of longing that had so recently consumed him. He had no right to playact in the face of real suffering. Rafi had been separated from his family for months. Didn’t know whether he could ever see them again. And worse still, he could never return home. Not safely.

      Trapp cleared his throat and nodded, hoping his expression didn’t betray his thoughts. “Okay. Two minutes. Then we move.”

      He stared out as pink rays of sunshine kissed the mountaintops and drank in the clean air, sucking in deep breaths of the stuff through his nostrils as though it were a narcotic. It had the same effect, cleansing all hints of tiredness from his body.

      Time ran out.

      “Let’s go,” he said harshly, turning away from the serene view and back to the small group of exhausted horses and their riders. The ponies were speckled with droplets of sweat, and he reached down and splashed his with several palmfuls of icy water before climbing back into the saddle. The animal threw its head to one side as his weight settled, but then put one hoof in front of the other and started to trot, despite the absence of guidance.

      He followed the direction that Rafi had indicated, and after about ten minutes was rewarded by the discovery of a narrow mountain track that snaked up a steep but not impassable slope, reversing back on itself so many times it resembled a German racetrack as it ascended this side of the valley. His pony’s head dropped down for balance as it strained to carry his bulk up the mountainside. Strangely, he trusted its footing better than his own.

      “We’ve got a problem, Hangman,” Theo said, guiding his animal alongside Trapp’s. He had the long-range radio strapped to his chest, the long antenna waving high above him like a medieval banner. “Two of them, actually.”

      Keeping his voice low, Trapp replied, “Then I guess you better give me the bad news first.”

      “Which part?” Theo laughed coldly. “One of the Ospreys the Essex sortied to pick us up just had to turn back. Engine trouble.”

      “That’s what redundancy is for, right?”

      “Just so long as the second one makes it.” Theo shrugged. “You know as well as I do they ain’t got the best reputation for reliability.”

      “They fixed it.”

      “So the contractor said.” Theo grinned. “But that’s the not-so-bad news.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. Spooky 55 just called in. We picked up a tail. Multiple bad guys on motorbikes. I’m guessing either Salman didn’t buy our explanation, or ISIS mopped things up back at the village and decided to finish the job.”

      Trapp glanced over his shoulder smoothly, as if he was just checking the rest of the group was keeping up. The line of animals had spaced out a little farther than he liked as they climbed the steep track. “How far back?”

      “A couple miles,” Theo said. He pulled back on his pony’s reins and stopped it before circling and staring down the mountainside. “They’re struggling to get a firing angle that doesn’t risk bringing an avalanche down on top of us.”

      He gestured up at the narrow patch of sky above them. “And now we’re in the mountains they only have a few seconds to acquire a target before they lose it again.”

      “Tell them to back off,” Trapp said, thinking fast. “Only fire if they’re sure they’ve got a shot.”

      “You think that’s a good idea?” Theo replied as Rafi’s pony pulled alongside and stopped, his flanks heaving from the effort.

      Trapp pointed at Rick, who was holding up the rear, then at the two men alongside him. “You three go ahead with Wintersham. He’s the priority. I’ll slow these bastards down and buy us some time.”

      A freezing gust of wind cut through his outerwear as though it was composed of nothing more substantial than tissue paper. A shiver cut through Trapp. Theo reacted similarly, but Rafi barely seemed to notice, presumably long-accustomed to the frigid weather.

      “I’ll stay with you,” Rafi said softly.

      Trapp frowned, not understanding. “No, you go with them.”

      “I want to stay,” came his response, more forceful this time. “I’m a good shot. You could use me.”

      Remembering the man’s courage under fire an hour before, Trapp considered the request and nodded. Two might be better than one. And Wintersham would be in safe hands with the Agency operators. “Okay.”

      Wintersham’s pony dragged itself onto the small ledge on the hillside that the three men were occupying. Its rider looked shaken, frequently glancing over his shoulder in search of danger. Trapp decided not to tell him that they were being followed, just that they were going to drop back to provide a security screen. He explained the situation, and Wintersham agreed, looking relieved that he wasn’t being asked to stay behind himself.

      The incline leveled out as they returned to the mountain path they had traveled before. Theo, Rick, and Wintersham set a faster pace, and a gap opened up between the two groups as Trapp and Rafi periodically stopped to scan the mountain behind them for their pursuers. Trapp found a pair of binoculars in his saddle bag and pulled them out. He frowned as he thought he caught a flash of movement but lost it almost as quickly as it appeared.

      “Damn,” he muttered. He pulled the binoculars from his eyes and climbed off his horse, glancing around him in search of a vantage point. One presented itself in the form of an enormous boulder the height of three men.

      Trapp beckoned Rafi over. “Give me a leg up, will you?”

      The translator obliged, forming a foothold with his interlaced hands and grunting as he hefted Trapp upward with surprising strength. When he was halfway up, Trapp reached out his hand and pointed. “My rifle,” he said.

      Rafi handed that up too, and Trapp crouched at the top of the enormous rock, searching the mountain path about a mile behind for any clue that he’d been right. It didn’t take him long to find it. Three motorbikes flashed across his field of view, gone in an instant. He cursed and pulled the binoculars away from his eyes once again, grasping for the rifle and bringing it up to his shoulder.

      “What is it?” Rafi asked.

      “Trouble.”

      Taking a deep breath, Trapp consciously steadied his aim. His hands trembled from the cold but soon stilled, and he became statuesque. He pressed his cheek against the side of the weapon and rested his eye against the optical scope. Another breath. Another. With every second that passed, the riders drew closer. A mile. Then half. It seemed madness to allow them to keep coming. But he had to.

      To the left of his lens field, a grove of snowy pine trees came into view. They swayed in the frosty breeze, and flakes of snow drifted through the air like icing sugar. The tinny roar of the dirt bike engines whined into earshot.

      He squeezed the trigger.

      The bark of the weapon came as a shock in the mountainous gorge, echoing from side to side of the walls of rock that blocked the view of the sky overhead—and prevented the Air Force gunship from intervening.

      Trapp winced as he saw that he’d missed. The bikes were moving fast over the rocky ground now that they’d climbed the steep mountain path that the ponies had made such hard work of. He squeezed the trigger again, and this time his bullet flew true. He didn’t see where it landed, but the rider of the lead bike seemed to simply relinquish his grip on the handlebars. Without direction, the front wheel twisted, and the bike went skidding sideways, flinging its jockey through the air.

      He switched his aim and fired half a dozen more shots, though more for effect than in the hope of scoring another hit as the riders passed behind the cover of the thicket of pine trees. He panned his aim to the left, but their pursuers didn’t emerge out of the small forest, clearly choosing caution over speed.

      Fine by me.

      “Spooky 55 still doesn’t have a shot,” Theo reported, his voice crackling as the team radio net struggled to contend with the mountainous terrain.

      “Copy that,” Trapp replied. “I slowed them down.”

      “Good,” he replied. “Extraction is still an hour out.”

      Trapp filed the nugget of information away as he climbed back down the boulder, slinging his rifle over his shoulder and tossing the binoculars back in the saddle bag. His pony’s ears were pinned back, presumably from the gunfire. As he climbed back on, he stroked the side of its neck.

      “Let’s go,” Trapp said, wheeling the animal around and goading it into a half-gallop back up the path. Wintersham’s party was now long out of sight. He scanned the terrain ahead of him, seeing with fresh eyes how a wall of rock hemmed the path in on the left and how on the right, the mountain dropped sharply away into nothingness until it rose once again on the other side of the narrow valley.

      There was no way that they could be outflanked. They would be able to pin the pursuers back just long enough to get Wintersham out. He was sure of it.

      The motorbikes occasionally hove into view over Trapp’s shoulder. Twice he slowed his ride, brought his weapon up to his shoulder, and fired half a dozen rounds.

      He hit nothing.

      Though the machines had a far greater top speed than his exhausted pony, the men chasing them were clearly playing a more cautious game now that one of their number had paid the ultimate price. Still, though they didn’t advance to within firing range, neither did they let off their pursuit for even a moment. Facing forward, they were aware the very second that either Trapp or Rafi started to turn in their saddles and were able to drop off and out of sight.

      The steep wall of rock and plunging drop that bracketed either side of the path that had proved such an ally on one hand now turned heel and become foe. There was nowhere to stop, to linger, or to take up a firing position and harass the men pursuing them. Occasionally the groan of the gunship’s engines echoed around the narrow valley, so close, yet so frustratingly impotent.

      The pattern dragged on minute after minute, mile after mile. Trapp’s gut became knotted with tension, less from fear than the inability to relax for even a moment.

      “Osprey’s ETA eleven minutes,” Theo reported over the radio net. “We’re approaching the LZ now.”

      Trapp glanced over at Rafi and saw that the man had received the same message. He jabbed his heels into his pony’s flanks and urged a little more speed out of the beleaguered beast. It willingly gave it, though its head was bobbing up and down with naked exhaustion, its lungs wheezing with the effort.

      The ground ahead was ankle-deep in snow, through which a trail had already been stamped by the group ahead of them. The roar of the motorbike engines was getting closer now, taunting Trapp with his impotence. He twisted in his saddle, brought his rifle to his shoulder, and squeezed the trigger, firing single, `measured rounds. He bought them a few seconds, but not much longer than that. His aim was wild and fruitless, and their pursuers likely knew it. Again and again, he repeated the trick, pinning the chasers down, losing track of time.

      One moment his hearing was consumed by the rushing of blood in his ears and the crunch of his pony’s hooves in the snow, the next it was punctured by the howl of a fresh set of aircraft engines. The Osprey came into view overhead, first as a speck in the distance, then filling almost Trapp’s entire vision as it circled.

      At this speed, they were catching up on Wintersham’s party fast. The snow grew deeper underfoot as they approached the narrow snowdrift path that led directly up to the landing zone the Marines were protecting. If Trapp squinted upward, he could see dark specks against a white background—men manning weapons of war.

      His pony stumbled in the snow, and he decided it was time to give the poor beast some rest. He called out to Rafi as he jumped off the animal, landing in a crouch and immediately reloading his rifle. He brought it back up—but he was already too late.

      Behind him, the chatter of half a dozen automatic weapons opened up, momentarily stealing the attention away from the roar of the Osprey overhead. The aim was wayward, but plumes of snow exploded from the banks all around them.

      A round caught Rafi in the shoulder as he attempted to leap down from his horse. It spun him in the air and painted the ground underneath him red with blood.
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      The Marines on the frozen plateau above reacted vengefully. A heavy machine gun roared, spitting fire in the direction of their pursuers. But the angle was too steep, the Marines’ targets too shielded by the mountainous terrain. The volume of gunfire from behind eased up a little as the Islamic State fighters dived for cover, but not enough.

      Trapp followed their lead, getting down low to avoid meeting the same fate as Rafi. In the scramble, he’d released his grasp on his pony’s reins, and the terrified beast was sprinting headlong away from the chaos. He couldn’t blame it.

      Rafi groaned in pain. He lay on the ground clutching his wound. Droplets of blood had sprayed out and littered the clean blanket of snow like a work of abstract art. From this distance, Trapp was unable to see how serious the wound was. He lifted his head up, but a stray round snapped just a few feet above, and he pressed himself back to the frozen earth.

      “Stay down!” Trapp called out. “I’ll get to you. Just stay down.”

      He ground his teeth together as he tried to figure out how he was going to make this work. He would have to crawl as low as possible. The bad guys appeared to be occupied by the fire they were receiving from the LZ, but the second they spotted him moving, it would be an easy shot.

      “The Osprey is taking fire,” someone said over the radio net. “No hits yet, but they’re getting closer.”

      Trapp slapped his thigh with his palm.

      “What about the gunship?” he transmitted. “Have they got a shot?”

      “No dice,” Theo reported back, his breath strained from the adrenaline of the retreat. “Not without risking the bird.”

      “Great,” Trapp muttered.

      His earpiece crackled once more. “Oh, shit…”

      He didn’t have to be plugged into the team’s radio to hear the shouts that rang up from the plateau above. They carried easily, despite the howl of the Osprey’s engines. “RPG, RPG! Get down!”

      Now he got it.

      Oh. Shit.

      The rocket-propelled grenade hissed as it launched, then streaked toward the LZ riding a chariot of white smoke. For a second, both the Marines and the militants they were fighting eased up on their triggers, as if both sides were holding their breath and waiting to see the outcome.

      Trapp’s neck snapped around in the snow as he followed its trail. He flinched instinctively as the round buried itself in the mountainside, sending up a plume of smoke and shredded snow and ice. As it fell back to earth and the cloud cleared, it revealed a dirty scar on the mountainside.

      “Suppressing fire!” Theo yelled at the men around him, whether realizing he was still transmitting over the radio net or not. “Pin the fuckers down.”

      Turning back to where Rafi was lying in the snow, Trapp made a fateful decision. He squeezed the transmit button. “Theo, get the hell out of here now. That’s an order. Get Wintersham out of danger. I can make it out of here on foot.”

      “What—?”

      “I said it’s an order,” Trapp snapped, picturing another fighter popping up with a freshly loaded RPG. They didn’t have long. As long as that Osprey was on the ground, it was vulnerable. “Get that bird in the air, and the second it’s out of danger, get Spooky to unload everything they’ve got on these bastards.”

      It took Theo a second longer than Trapp would’ve liked to process his instructions. He sounded regretful as he relayed them back. “You got it.”

      Trapp started crawling over to where Rafi lay in the snow as the pitch of the Osprey’s engines changed on the LZ above. Rounds crackled in every direction, but he didn’t think of adding to the maelstrom himself. He’d watched a lot of people die during the course of his life, and he didn’t intend to repeat the trick with Rafi. America had already failed the young translator enough.

      As the Marines fell back one by one, the militants became emboldened. Another RPG round whistled through the sky, but this time the aim was more wayward still. It disappeared into the horizon, traveling so far and fast that when—or if—it detonated, it was too far away to either see or hear.

      The Osprey lifted off a moment later, its ramp still open. The tilted rotors spun fiercely, whipping up a cloud of snow that swallowed it whole. The last view the Trapp had of the aircraft, he saw a pair of Marines crouching on the open ramp, weapons pressed against their shoulders, muzzles flashing wildly.

      And then it was gone, lost in a snowstorm of its own creation.

      He kept crawling, knowing that the second the Osprey was out of range and no longer occupying the chasing pack, his current location was going to be an extremely inhospitable place to be. He reached Rafi a moment later and quickly probed his wound. It was wet with blood, but it didn’t feel as bad as he’d feared. The bullet couldn’t have nicked a major blood vessel, or he would already be dead. The wound would be painful, and might get infected, but those were all tomorrow’s problems. Right now the main concern was shock.

      “It’s okay, buddy. How you feeling?” Trapp asked.

      “I could use a drink,” Rafi wheezed, staring up at him through glassy eyes.

      “I didn’t know you drank,” Trapp said to make conversation, unzipping the translator’s jacket with one hand as he opened the pouch on his chest with the other. He pulled out a sachet of coagulant powder, tore it open with his teeth, and dumped it onto Rafi’s wound. He found a bandage in the same pouch and pressed it against the bullet hole.

      “I don’t.” Rafi grinned wanly. “But this seems like a good time to start.”

      Trapp laughed out loud, quickly glancing up at the LZ to see where the Osprey had gotten to. His eyes widened as he saw that it had already disappeared over the other lip of the plateau.

      “We don’t have much time,” he said, tapping the bloodstained bandage. “Can you hold that?”

      “I can.”

      “Nice and tight,” Trapp warned. “This is going to hurt.”

      “What is?” Rafi asked.

      Trapp opened his mouth to answer then thought better of it. Instead, he levered himself up into a crouching position, grabbed the straps on the shoulders of Rafi’s plate carrier, and started to pull.

      The translator cried out in pain, his eyelids widening at the same instant that his pupils narrowed. Gunshots exploded all around them, creating explosions in the snow like icicles falling from a thawing roof.

      Grunting from the effort required, Trapp yanked Rafi again and then again, and before long he built up enough momentum that he was dragging the translator in a continuous line instead of stop-and-start jerks.

      “I get what you meant,” Rafi groaned, his accent thickening slightly from its usual television-trained SoCal twang.

      “It’ll be fine,” Trapp said, hoping he wasn’t lying. The rounds were still landing in the snow all around them, but so far, they looked wayward and unaimed. He guessed the militants were training most of their efforts on bringing down the fast-disappearing tiltrotor rather than him and Rafi, figuring they could simply mop up the stragglers later on.

      He glanced over his shoulder, seeing that he had two options. He could either keep heading up the narrow pass that led up to the plateau—the same route he’d descended just a couple of days before—or turn down the mountain instead. He chose the second, since it was the only one available that didn’t either take them up a blind alley, or actually toward the enemy.

      The muscles in Trapp’s back knotted and corded with the effort of hauling Rafi’s dead weight. He built up a steady rhythm, coiling up his right leg like a spring then driving powerfully off, then repeating the same trick with the other. The snow crunched and squashed underneath his boots, but with every step, he carried Rafi farther away from the madness.

      The squeal of a chainsaw split the sky apart.

      Trapp knew what it was, had known what was coming, but even so, he looked up to the skies with awe. The AC-130 gunship was thousands of feet above their heads, visible only as a speck in the sky, but it unleashed a hail of death and destruction on their pursuers.

      He only allowed himself to be distracted for a second. He couldn’t control what the gunners in that aircraft were doing, nor the reaction of the militants they were shooting at. All he had to focus on was getting Rafi—and himself—as far away from here as possible. It would only take one slip, one mistake, and both their lives would end in a tragic blue-on-blue incident that would never be reported in the press.

      The Gatling gun on the flank of the gunship opened up once again, and another hail of stinging death rattled down from the sky.

      “They know we’re down here, right?” Rafi muttered, his face pale with pain.

      “Yeah.” Trapp nodded, finally judging that he was far enough away from the guns of the men behind them that he could throw the translator over his shoulder. “Probably…”

      He came to a stop, dropped the shoulder straps, leaned down, and levered Rafi into a sitting position. In one smooth movement, he ducked his head under the man’s arm and scooped him over his own shoulder into a fireman’s carry.

      “How does that feel?” he asked.

      “Just get me out of here,” Rafi replied, the tightness in his voice betraying his true feelings.

      “You got it.”

      Trapp glanced once more behind him but saw only a field of carnage. As far as he could tell, nobody was following him. He guessed that if any of the militants had survived, they were currently retreating back down the mountain as fast as possible.

      He broke into a slow jog, sucking deep breaths of icy air into his straining lungs. His boots squeaked against the snow. The pounding of the gunship’s cannons slowed, becoming a rhythmic, metronomic tick as the deadly aircraft began mopping up.

      There was something strange about the snowy path in front of him, Trapp thought. But for the life of him, he couldn’t figure out what.

      “The ponies,” Rafi whispered, his voice straining to be heard from somewhere in the general direction of Trapp’s ass.

      “What did you say?”

      Rafi took a second to muster his strength before replying. “The ponies,” he finally said, his voice so soft it was barely audible. “They must’ve come this way. Look, you can see the tracks in the snow.”

      And then Trapp understood what his subconscious had been trying to tell him. Rafi was right. The path that led back down the mountain wasn’t virgin snow. It was punctured over and over again, not by boots, nor even man’s two feet, but an animal with four of them.

      He grinned, finding himself surprisingly glad that the animals had survived. “Let’s go find them.”
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      Almost an hour later, he laid Rafi down against a snow-frosted boulder in a small clearing hundreds of feet down the mountain. He opened up his first-aid pouch and handed the translator a few painkillers.

      “Here,” he said. “Chew these.”

      Rafi accepted the tablets gratefully. He tossed them down his throat, then grabbed a handful of snow with his left hand and shoved it into his mouth. He winced from the cold, or perhaps just the pain of the effort.

      “You want me to wait for them to kick in?” Trapp asked, indicating the man’s wound.

      Closing his eyes, Rafi replied, “No. Just get it done.”

      Trapp pulled away the translator’s clothing, then slowly peeled his fingers away from the blood-soaked bandage he’d clamped over the bullet hole. Rafi gasped with pain but made no effort to stop him. He tossed the dressing onto the snow and picked up a handful of snow himself. He placed it on the wound, and as it melted, he used the resulting water to clean away as much of the congealed and dried blood as possible.

      “Looks like it went through and through,” he said after peering at the entry hole, then checking the other side. He probed the wound with a pair of metal tweezers and fished out several strands of fiber that the bullet had carried from Rafi’s jacket as it punched through his skin. “I don’t know if there are any fragments inside. I don’t see any. But I’ll do more damage if I go digging. Better to patch you up for now until we can get you seen by somebody who knows what they’re doing.”

      He dressed the wound with fresh bandages.

      “Thank you,” Rafi panted, attempting to rise to his feet.

      Sticking out his palm, Trapp said, “Just rest for a bit. I think we’re free and clear, at least for now.”

      Rafi started peering at the trampled-down snow around him. He grimaced. “I dropped my rifle.”

      Trapp raised an eyebrow. “You think you’re up to much shooting?”

      After trying—and painfully failing—to shrug, Rafi said. “My right shoulder’s okay, isn’t it?”

      “I guess,” Trapp laughed. “You’re a man after my own heart.”

      He sank down on his haunches, and for the first time in hours, the adrenaline drained from his system. The absence left him with a hollow feeling inside his chest. He knew he’d been running on fumes for far too long. His stomach rumbled to remind him of that fact.

      A thought occurred to him. He keyed the transmit button for his radio headset. “This is Hangman. Anyone out there? Repeat, this is Hangman. Would be real good if someone was listening. Over.”

      Rafi slumped back against the snow. He winced from the impact of the fall, but an expression of relief spread across his exhausted, blood-streaked face. “They’re out of range?”

      “I think so,” Trapp said, arching his eyebrows and shooting him an of-course-they-are look. He mirrored Rafi’s frustrated tone from a few moments earlier. “I shouldn’t have let Theo wander off with the radio. These local nets are damn near useless.”

      Looking up at the soaring mountains around them, Trapp realized for the first time how truly, completely alone they were. Without a way of contacting home, it would be impossible to call in an extraction. And without precise coordinates and with the imposition of needed to sortie aircraft from hundreds of miles away deep inside enemy territory, it would be damn near impossible for the good guys to find them.

      Overhead, a bird squawked. Its cry was harsh and mournful, echoing around the jagged peaks before fading into nothingness. After that, the mountain air was still. The gunship was gone, probably bingo on fuel. So was the Osprey. Even their pursuers seemed to have given up the chase.

      For now.

      But that wouldn’t remain the case for long. If the Islamic State fighters knew that an American remained alive after the earlier gunfight, they would resume the hunt. And alone, slowed down by an injured man he wouldn’t contemplate leaving behind, he would be an easy target.

      “We’re a long way from home, Rafi,” Trapp muttered.

      “You are,” the translator agreed.

      Trapp almost didn’t hear it, but there was something about the tone in the man’s voice that made him look up. “What do you mean?”

      “I told you already, I was born in these mountains. I guess that’s why Mr. Landell selected me for this operation. I don’t just speak the language; I know this area better than anyone.”

      A flash of hope fired in Trapp’s breast. “You should’ve said something!”

      “I did!”

      Grinning, he replied, “Oh, yeah. I guess you did. I’m in your hands then. How are you going to get us out of this mess?”

      “I—” Rafi began uncertainly before trailing off.

      “Do you know anywhere safe, someplace we can hunker down until we can figure out a way to phone home?”

      Rafi’s eyes opened wide. “My brother’s village isn’t far from here. Maybe thirty miles. He’ll help us.”

      “Well, it sounds like you’ve got it all planned out,” Trapp said. “What do you need me for, anyway?”

      “I’m sorry,” Rafi said, looking downbeat. “I don’t know if I can make it on my own. But I’ll slow you down.”

      Trapp grinned, displaying an enthusiasm he didn’t truly feel. “Well, there’s no chance I’m leaving you behind. So I guess I had better go find those ponies.”
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      Ali stooped as he entered the low doorway that led into his home, clutching hard to the handle of his walking stick to avoid toppling over from the loss of balance. The smell hit him like a slap in the face. It was thick and humid, sickly with whatever poison was leeching into Yasmin’s bloodstream. His stomach fell out from underneath him, and he stopped for a moment, head spinning as he contemplated what it meant.

      She was dying. His precious niece, his brother’s only child, was dying.

      His wife was sitting on the floor by the girl’s mattress, her legs splayed out at an uncomfortable angle. She was cradling Yasmin’s bandaged head, gently rocking the girl just enough that even through whatever fugue state she was in, she might know that she was loved.

      “How is she?” Ali croaked. He shuffled another step farther into the dark hut, though a deep, buried instinct begged him to go no further. This was a house of sickness. She was cursed. He shook off the evil thoughts.

      Without looking up, his wife Lila replied, “Her skin is burning, Ali. We have to do something.”

      A toxic sludge of guilt and anger briefly clogged his chest. What can I do? he screamed silently. In his current crippled, broken state, he’d been helpless to protect Yasmin when the Taliban came. He was no doctor, not clever or learned enough to save her now. Like so many Afghan boys, he’d wasted away his youth playing at war, only for the serpent to strike him down too.

      He limped toward his wife, swallowing the rage. It was not Lila’s fault. She’d never complained after what had happened to him. Never berated him for choosing the wrong side. Not even now, as this girl lay dying in front of her, as all her own dreams for the future had been stripped away.

      Ali slowly lowered himself to his wife’s height, biting back the bolt of pain from his hated, broken knee as he did so. Lila wrung out a damp cloth and dipped it into a plastic bucket by the side of the sweat-soaked mattress, then lifted the dripping material out and placed it on Yasmin’s forehead. Somewhere outside, the livestock dogs howled a mournful tune.

      Realizing that all this time he’d been avoiding looking at his niece, he did so now. She was shivering, her eyelids mostly closed but with enough of the whites of her eyes showing to send an arrow through his heart. The girl seemed to have no sense of where she was. A blanket lay over her legs, coiled where she’d tossed it off her during her fevered, broken sleep.

      “The sickness is in her blood, Ali,” Lila whispered. “I didn’t want to believe it, but I’m sure of it now.”

      He knew what that meant. There was an English word for an infection of the blood. He’d learned it during his time in the Army.

      Septicemia.

      Untreated, it would kill her, as sure as a bullet to the heart. But treatment meant antibiotics, and those were foreign things in a place as harsh as this. There were none in the village. Probably none for tens of miles. The infection would continue to replicate and spread in her body unchecked, until finally her slight frame would have the energy to fight no more.

      “She looks just like him,” Ali whispered, unable to tear his eyes away from Yasmin’s face. She reminded him of his younger brother at the same age. Rafi had the same wicked smile, though that seemed as far away in his memory as it did now from the girl’s face.

      Rage flooded through him then, and he made no attempt to fight it this time. There was rage for the Americans for coming to this godforsaken place and then leaving it to fall apart. There was far more for the men that had actually hurt this innocent girl. There was even some for Rafi for abandoning her, though he hated himself for even thinking that way. He’d been forced to stay away by the Taliban’s threats against those who cooperated with the invaders. His brother was just another victim. Now he would not even be here to see his only daughter die.

      “She’s thin, Ali,” Lila said, dipping the cloth again and attempting—again and in vain—to break the girl’s fever. “So thin. We all are. We can’t make it through the winter. Not like this.”

      He knew his wife was speaking the truth. He’d known it for weeks. The faces of the villagers grew more gaunt by the day. The elders were quietly giving away their food and wasting away hour by hour. He was doing the same, though guiltily he knew not nearly enough. His stomach was a constricted knot of pain every minute of the day.

      A droplet of water splashed on Yasmin’s face. Then another, and another after that. They exploded into tiny fragments like shards of diamond, glistening in the lamplight. He frowned. His wife’s hands were still on the cloth. Was there a leak? But it was not raining.

      He looked up and saw that Lila was sobbing silently. Her eyes glistened with moisture. Thick, fat tears formed at the corners, rolled in pregnant waves down her cheeks, and then plunged off the tip of her chin.

      Ali reached for his wife, clutching her and rocking her against his breast. He held her until the tears stopped falling, even though he knew it was only because her tear ducts had run dry.

      “What should I do?” he said softly. “The village is angry. They know if we give the Taliban what they demand, we will all die. But if we don’t, then they will kill us all and take everything we own. We can’t win.”

      Lila pulled away from him. She looked up, eyes flashing, then jabbed her finger at where Yasmin lay, shivering on the mattress. “They are killing us anyway. At least if we fight, we might die with honor.”

      The pair lapsed into silence for a few moments, each staring into the other’s eyes as an understanding, a seed of silent resolve passed between them. Ali felt something stirring in his breast that he hadn’t felt for a long time. Whether it was desperation or pride he wasn’t sure, but he clutched on to it with the ferocity of a drowning man.

      “What about Yasmin?” he finally said after the spell broke.

      “We must do whatever we can,” Lila said, staring down at the girl once again and stroking her hair where it wasn’t covered by the thick, homemade bandage. “Perhaps the doctor in the valley can help.”

      “It will be expensive,” Ali warned, thinking of the mouths that needed feeding this winter. Was it right that many might die so that one girl could live? He cursed himself for even contemplating the possibility of denying her care. But they had so little.

      “Whatever the price, it’s worth it,” she said, and he knew that his wife was right. Her voice turned bitter. “And besides, better she benefits from it than them.”

      She left unsaid whom she was referring to.

      Ali struggled to his feet. Strangely, his shattered knee didn’t pain him so badly now. He shuffled to the other side of the cramped hut that he shared with his wife and his brother’s child, then stooped by the stove. He grunted as he lifted one of the heavy stones that surrounded it, picked up a spoon, and started to dig. His efforts made a scratching sound that first competed with, then easily overpowered Yasmin’s shallow, pained breaths.

      The spoon clanked against something hard and metal. He switched to use his fingers instead and excavated the small tin by hand. He pulled the dim, dirty canister out of the earth and twisted it. The lid opened with a little effort. Inside was everything they had to their name. A few hundred dollars in dirty, well-used notes. A bundle of Afghanis, worth a fifth less now than when the Americans had left. The last remaining piece of Lila’s wedding jewelry.

      He pulled out several notes. A hundred dollars. A quarter of everything they had. He hoped it would be enough.

      “Go,” Lila pressed him. “Every second counts. I will hide it away.”

      Nodding, Ali left the hut. The daylight outside seared his pupils. He thrust the money into his pocket, made sure that it was secure, then limped down the mountainside. His first thought was to go himself, but he quickly realized that this was foolish. For all his renewed energy, he was broken and slow.

      A boy ran past, reminding him of the lithe, wiry child he’d once been. He was the son of a goat farmer. Twelve years old. Ali called him over.

      “Karim, I need a favor from you.”

      “Of course, Uncle Ali. Anything.”

      Ali stopped for a moment to question whether he was making the right choice. Was it safe to send the boy down the mountain? He decided it was. Probably safer than keeping him here. And besides, he was young, light on his feet, his lungs well-accustomed to the thin air after a lifetime of knowing nothing else.

      “I need you to find a doctor. In the valley. Tell them that Yasmin has an infection in the blood. Tell them to bring antibiotics. I can pay.”

      Karim looked at him uncertainly. “My father—”

      “I will tell your father,” Ali assured him, hiding a wince as he realized that this would cost him too. “It’s for Yasmin, Karim. She needs your help.”

      The appeal to the boy’s pride did the trick. He straightened, puffing out his chest and cocking his head as he asked, “Now?”

      Ali nodded. He handed the boy half the money and told him to tell the doctor there was more. “Now.”

      The boy shrugged, paused for a moment, then began to run. It wasn’t a sprint, but an easy, practiced jog, the kind that could eat up mile after mile with ease. He bounced from rock to rock, rarely taking the easier path. Ali watched until he disappeared, and then watched some more.

      It was foolish, he knew. Karim would be gone for hours. Perhaps longer. There was no telling when he would find a doctor, or whether one would even be convinced to attend a single patient in an isolated village in the mountains. But it was the only shred of hope that Ali had left.

      “I won’t let her die, brother,” he whispered, hoping it wasn’t a lie.

      Finally, he turned back toward the village and took in all the activity he’d missed before. Men and boys, uncles and grandfathers were hard at work building walls and digging shallow trenches overlooking the mountain road, disguising them with brush and debris. Others squatted on the rocky ground cleaning rifles that were older than their owners. For too long, his fellow Hazaras had been the victims of the many predators in this harsh land. It pleased him to see that some were ready to take a stand.

      It was time to excavate his own, Ali knew. He’d dug a hole for it when he returned from the war, vowing he would never use such a thing again. It was a foot deep in the soil, wrapped in a greased cloth. It was a modern machine of death unlike the museum pieces he saw around him. He’d never thought he would see it again.

      But this time was different. Perhaps that was what all leaders told themselves in times of conflict. And yet he felt it was so.

      I won’t let any of them die.

      I can’t.
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      Trapp searched through the saddlebags on each side of his pony as he walked alongside it to give the animal a rest. The beasts’ trail had been easy to follow, and he’d found them a couple of miles down the mountain, chomping happily on a thick green bush that poked out of the snow, apparently having completely forgotten the events that had caused them such panic.

      “You just needed a break, huh?” he murmured, giving the animal a gentle slap on its neck. “I’m guessing you’re hungry, too. I’m sorry, I haven’t got anything for you.”

      The pony whinnied. In his mind, it sounded irritable. He smiled to himself at the thought. But then, what little he knew about horses could be written on the back of a playing card in marker pen with room to spare. Maybe they ran the whole gamut of human emotions. Irritation, anger, lust, avarice… Why not the whole pack?

      Rafi was slumped over his own pony. His earlier burst of energy had given way to exhaustion. The shock had probably washed over him. He barely reacted now when the animal jolted his wounded shoulder. Trapp hoped that it was the painkillers’ doing, not anything more serious.

      The saddlebag on the left was stuffed with fresh rifle magazines—two dozen of them, he guessed—and more than half a dozen hand grenades. It was a hell of an arsenal. He would’ve traded half the grenades for as many apples right now, since he couldn’t put Rafi on the back of a hand grenade, and the ponies couldn’t continue forever without sustenance.

      Trapp darted ahead of the pony to switch sides and searched the other bag. It contained food—enough MREs to last the two of them at least a week—and sufficient water for several days.

      No radio, though. Nor any form of communication device that was powerful enough to contact anyone in a position to help. There was a cell phone, but no signal. There was probably none for miles.

      He glanced toward Rafi’s animal. Like his own, it carried a pair of worn leather saddlebags draped over its back. He hadn’t checked what was inside yet. The translator seemed to have lulled himself into a half-waking, half-asleep trance as he swayed with every step the pony took, and Trapp didn’t want to disturb him.

      They’d traveled a dozen miles that day, making good time in the sections of the mountainside that weren’t covered in blown snow as they snaked down the path to the valley floor. Frustratingly, they would have to climb all the way back up again to reach Rafi’s brother’s village.

      But that was a problem for another day.

      Trapp realized with a start that the gloom of evening was closing in around them. He hadn’t noticed, but now it made sense why with every step he took it felt like his boots were sticking to the ground. He paused for a moment, and his pony obligingly copied him, flicking its tail and dropping its neck hopefully to the ground in search of nonexistent sustenance.

      “I’ll find you something,” Trapp promised again, feeling foolish for talking to the animal as if it was human, and yet finding that it calmed him. “Don’t you worry about that.”

      More immediately, though, he knew that he had to find cover before the night closed in. Rafi might’ve been born in these mountains, but he was injured and weak. He needed to get a hot meal inside him, and a proper night’s sleep. It wasn’t no replacement for proper medical care, but it would have to do.

      Trapp guessed that it would be less than an hour before the night sky above was black. He tugged his pony’s reins, and it trotted alongside him once more. He caught up with Rafi easily, keeping his eyes peeled in search of shelter.

      It didn’t take long before he found something suitable. The path down the mountain kinked to the left, dying in a field of boulders deposited by some long-ago rock fall. One huge section of the cliff had tumbled in one piece and lodged itself against the rock face. It seemed precarious yet stable, in a manner reminiscent of the balanced rocks tourists took photos of in the Grand Canyon.

      “That’ll do,” he muttered underneath his breath.

      He came alongside Rafi’s pony and started by placing his hand across the animal’s chest. It stopped and pawed at the ground once, its neck drooping with exhaustion.

      You and me both.

      Blinking, Rafi mumbled, “Where are we?”

      His eyes were glassy from a combination of sleep and painkillers, and probably not a little pain.

      As he tied up the two ponies, Trapp replied, “We’ll rest here for the night. If we leave at dawn, we should make it to your brother’s village by nightfall tomorrow.”

      He carried Rafi to the makeshift cave, wobbling on several occasions and almost losing his footing, and lowered him gently to the ground. He returned a few moments later with the ponies, who were significantly more comfortable on the uneven ground. The animals immediately attacked the foliage that had grown against the cliff face. It wasn’t much, so Trapp went looking for more. It took almost half an hour to collect enough armfuls of shrubbery from the surrounding area to satisfy them. Every time he returned with another, they had already devoured the last.

      Raising his eyebrow as he stopped in front of them one last time with an arm full of greenery, he said, “You done?”

      He tossed the plants to the ground, and though his pony eyed this latest course with interest, it made no other attempt to touch it.

      “I’m not going out for breakfast,” Trapp warned. “You eat what you’re given.”

      He watched as the two animals nuzzled each other contentedly and wished his own life was so simple. Then he unsaddled them and carried the saddles, reins, and saddlebags into the camp.

      “What about you?” he said, speaking to Rafi mainly to check how he was getting on. “Hungry?”

      “Huh?” came the mumbled response.

      Trapp squatted in front of the saddlebags and leafed through the one containing the MREs. “Chicken noodle or spaghetti Bolognese?”

      “Chicken,” Rafi finally muttered, raising his head with what looked like considerable effort. “Thank you.”

      Trapp activated two sets of flameless ration heaters and put them to work. “Chow’s coming right up,” he said.

      He busied himself collecting twigs and logs that must have been blown off the mountainside above. He picked the driest pieces of wood and prepared a small fire, sheltering it as much as possible from view behind a pile of stones. Rafi inched toward it as he flicked a lighter he’d pulled from a pouch and held it by the tinder, blowing slightly until the flame caught.

      “Not much I can do about the smoke,” Trapp remarked. “But if anyone is close enough to smell it, they’ll find us anyway. And I think we could both do with the warmth.”

      “It’s for me,” Rafi said, fixing him with a clear-eyed stare. “I know. You don’t need to hide it.”

      Clapping his hands theatrically for warmth, Trapp said, “It’s for both of us. Although I’d be lying if I claimed you didn’t play a part in my thinking.”

      The moment the meals were ready, the two men ate like ravenous animals, not exchanging a word as they huddled around the fire until their clothes stank of wood smoke and their lungs were black with the stuff. Trapp barely tasted his pasta, and he suspected that the same held true for Rafi’s noodles.

      “That was good,” Rafi finally mumbled, tossing the meal pouch aside and picking up a pack of crackers, which he started munching through.

      “You’ve got some color in your cheeks,” Trapp observed. “See, who needs doctors? There’s nothing the military-industrial complex can’t fix.”

      He selected an apple jelly from the pile of sachets and pouches for his own dessert and tossed it back in just a couple of mouthfuls, screwing up his cheeks at the cloyingly sweet aftertaste.

      Rafi laughed. “It’s not that bad.”

      “Try spending half your life eating the damn things,” Trapp replied.

      “It’s food.”

      “Yeah, I guess it is,” he said, thinking of the decrepit conditions of the hamlet in which their ill-fated summit with Salman Haqqani had been conducted and how often its inhabitants must’ve gone hungry.

      “Tell me about your daughter,” Trapp said, changing the subject.

      Rafi frowned almost suspiciously, which he found strange even if he couldn’t put a finger on the reason. “Why?”

      Shrugging, Trapp replied. “I just want to know.”

      The suspicion faded so quickly from the translator’s face that Trapp started to second-guess whether he’d seen it at all. “She’s the most beautiful girl you’ve ever seen,” he said with a zealot’s gleam in his eye. “And clever, too. She could speak after only a few months.”

      “What would she say?” Trapp grinned.

      “Whole sentences!” Rafi protested. “She was naughty, but I never had the heart to stop her. Not after what happened to—”

      After sufficient time had elapsed that Trapp was sure he wasn’t going to continue, he said, “Her mother?”

      Rafi nodded, the motion numb and jerky. “Yes. Sorry, it still hurts.”

      “Don’t apologize.”

      “Yasmin looks like me,” Rafi whispered. “Before she was born, I always expected her to take after my wife. Maybe I’m glad she doesn’t. It would be too painful.”

      An ember in the fire started to fizz then abruptly popped, sending a spark shooting out into the darkness. One of the ponies looked around, the glow of flames reflected in its eyes, but turned back without displaying much interest. It pressed itself against the other for warmth, or perhaps just comfort.

      Staring into the fire, Rafi asked, “What about you? Is there anyone waiting for you back home?”

      Trapp laughed to lance the weight of memory from the conversation. It was obvious that Rafi was trying to change the topic, but he couldn’t blame him. “No. Not anymore. Maybe not for a long time.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      Gesturing into the empty nothingness, the vast black abyss beyond their small cone of light, Trapp said, “This life isn’t exactly conducive to holding down a steady relationship, you know?”

      “I thought the same,” Rafi murmured. “After my wife passed. That was four years ago. Perhaps I pushed myself into my work too much. I thought I would never find a woman again, so why not try and help my country? I haven’t found one, not yet. I’ve not even started looking. But for so long I believed that by not moving on I was protecting Yasmin, when really I was just hiding. From my pain. From the future.”

      He didn’t extend the thought, but he didn’t have to. Trapp stared into the fire himself, the image of Eliza washing over his vision. Was there a future there? How could there be, given the course on which each had set their lives?

      Or someone else?

      Trapp shied away from the thought, though even as he did so he reflected on Rafi’s words from a moment before. Was moving on from a relationship that was long since dead really a betrayal? Was he too simply hiding, too afraid to confront the pain?

      “How long has it been since you last saw Yasmin?”

      “Months,” Rafi said, reaching forward to toss a stick into the fire. He winced from the pain of the effort and then did it again. “Almost a year. I wonder if she’ll even remember who I am.”

      “You remember,” Trapp said. “And so will she, given time.”

      “I had to do it,” Rafi said out of nowhere. In the reflection of the fire, his face appeared wrought with pain, or maybe even a guilt that Trapp did not understand. “To get her back. Just to see her once again. I had to return, no matter what it cost. Can you understand that?”
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      When dawn broke, the mountain was shrouded in a fog so thick Trapp could barely hear the scrape of the soles of his boots on the rock underfoot. He inhaled deeply, and the atomized droplets of water hanging in the air filled his lungs like a thick, icy smoke.

      Rafi was already awake. His jaw was gritted from the pain.

      “That bad?” Trapp asked.

      Nodding, the translator replied, “It comes in waves.”

      “Have you taken more painkillers?”

      “They make me feel too sluggish.”

      They shared a quick, cold breakfast, after which Trapp broke down the small shelter he’d erected the previous night and stowed away the supplies. He saddled up the ponies, and they resumed their trek, both on foot for now to save the animals for the climb once they reached the foot of the valley.

      Trapp peered out into the fog as the skeleton of a tree emerged out of the gloom, its leaves fallen for winter. “Will it lift?”

      “Slowly, then all at once.” Rafi nodded. “After lunch, probably. It will be thickest in the valley.”

      “I can barely see my own feet,” Trapp remarked.

      “You get used to it,” Rafi laughed.

      One of the ponies whickered quietly, and even that sound seemed dulled by the time it reached Trapp’s ears. He adjusted the weight of his rifle, and the two men kept trudging. Rafi was clearly in pain but made no mention of it, as though he was serving some kind of penance by bearing the burden.

      Trapp frowned as he noticed the ears of both animals twitching simultaneously as if alarmed. He rotated his neck, scanning in every direction both in front and behind, but neither saw or sensed anything of concern.

      “What is it?” he murmured. “You hear something?”

      Rafi looked at him and shrugged—subsequently wincing as the wave of pain rolled up from his damaged nerve endings. “Not me.”

      “Yeah, me neither,” Trapp murmured. “It’s probably nothing.”

      The gradient of the path down the mountain was steadily becoming shallower and shallower the closer they got to the bottom of the valley. To their left, it was hemmed in by a thick covering of trees that blanketed most of the mountain—hemmed so closely together it presented an almost impenetrable wall of wood. About five yards to the right was a shelf of earth and rock.

      Trapp paused, his own subconscious warning of a five-alarm fire.

      But where?

      He spun around, quickly bringing his rifle up to his shoulder as an indistinct mechanical hum erupted behind them. It seemed to come from everywhere and yet nowhere, all at once. Was it an extraction helicopter? Had they already been located?

      No, it was too quiet for that.

      Then what?

      Trapp barely had time to react as a ball of light emerged from the thick blanket of fog. His eyes widened as his brain tried to process what the hell his optical stem was showing it. By the time he saw it for what it was, it was already too late.
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      The motorcycle punctured the fog in an instant, passing across Trapp’s vision in a series of camera flashes. The rider, swaddled in a thick white blanket, yanked his handlebars to the left as he saw the obstruction ahead of him and skidded off the edge of the path.

      A series of stones thrown by its wheels skittered across the loose, rocky surface and followed it. The roar of the speeding engine shattered the stillness of the morning air with the shock of a murder in a house of God.

      Trapp’s pony reared up, kicking out with its front hooves and nearly tearing his shoulder out as he desperately hung on to its reins.

      His bad shoulder.

      He lost his footing and stumbled to the ground, letting out a pained grunt as his chest took the impact of the fall. He finally relinquished his grasp of the reins as he stared up at the sky, groaning with pain. For a moment, all he saw was a wall of white fog. It looked like heaven, too peaceful a place to harbor such agony.

      The reverie didn’t last long. It couldn’t. Because sure as night follows day, what goes up must come down—and that evidently included Trapp’s pony, which after swaying on its hind legs for a few moments, rocked forward and started to fall. The underside of the animal suddenly dominated his vision, and he realized that if he didn’t do something fast then its hooves would turn his skull into a jar of jelly.

      Adrenaline surged through his veins, seeming to slow the procession of events that threatened to end his life and buying him precious time to think. There was no telling where the animal would land. Rolling left was about as likely to spell disaster as turning right. He threw his chest forward instead, kicking up with his feet and hurling himself like a breeding salmon away from the danger zone.

      As the shadow above him faded away, he kept rolling, his rifle clattering against his frame with his own momentum. Deciding he was finally safe, he jumped up onto one knee and brought the weapon up to his shoulder, finally able to suck in a painful breath of desperately needed oxygen as he did so. His lungs were screaming from the demands placed on them in the thin mountain air.

      The world was surprisingly still. The motorcycle was gone, lodged somewhere in the trees down the slope off the edge of the path. He saw no sign of its rider. His own pony had settled somewhat from the initial shock but was craning its long neck as it searched warily for further signs of danger.

      “Rafi?” he called out loudly.

      The sound of hooves galloping farther down the mountain finally became audible now that the initial roar of the motorcycle’s engine had faded away into a gentle chug. Rafi called back something indistinct that he couldn’t catch, and he figured that the translator’s pony must have panicked and carried him on its back as far away from the danger as possible. Trapp decided it was probably for the best.

      What the hell just happened?

      Trapp rose cautiously to his feet. He made sure that his weapon was ready to fire, then inched toward the edge of the path. It sloped sharply downwards about five feet before meeting the first of the practically impenetrable line of trees that covered the mountainside.

      He peered over the edge. The motorcycle was somehow upright, lodged between two narrow trunks of pine. The front wheel was still spinning on its axle, and strangely, the left blinker was on, flashing over and over.

      There was still no sign of the rider.

      “Hello?” Trapp called out. “You okay?”

      He felt stupid for asking the question. Not just because it was highly unlikely that the motorcycle’s rider would understand a word of English, but because it was entirely possible that the man wanted to kill him. He pulled back a few inches, just in case, so that most of his body was shielded by the steep bank of rocky soil.

      The decision probably saved his life.

      Half a dozen angry gunshots spewed from inside the cover of the tree line, mostly burying themselves in the side of the bank below his feet. Trapp, already soaked with adrenaline, jerked back instinctively and threw himself to the ground for extra cover.

      Scrambling backward, he reached into a pouch by his waist and pulled out a grenade. He pulled the pin, counted two steady breaths, and tossed it over the edge of the path. It detonated a moment later, throwing up a hail of stones and twigs, then a cloud of dust.

      “Take that,” he muttered.

      He rose to his feet for a second time, now significantly more cautious than before. With the rifle pressed to his shoulder, he edged back toward the edge of the path. This time, no gunshots greeted him. He emptied half the magazine into the tree line, then the second half for good measure.

      Only quiet greeted him in response.

      Trapp stepped back and reloaded. He jogged over to the pony, which was pacing around, eyes half-mad with panic, and grabbed its reins to avoid it running off with the majority of his spare ammunition. He tied it hurriedly to a nearby branch, always keeping half an eye on the tree line behind him.

      His chest heaving, he turned back to the edge of the path. The pony tugged at its reins but was unable to pull itself free, no matter how hard its hooves beat against the rocky ground.

      “Easy, buddy,” Trapp murmured. “It’s over. You’re all right. It’s going to be okay.”

      Crack.

      Another burst of gunfire rang out, one of the rounds whipping past a few feet—though it sounded like only a couple of inches—from Trapp’s head. He dropped instantly to his knee, pivoting as he realized that the bullets were spewing from a different direction than before. Somehow the gunman had climbed up from the tree line and emerged onto the path.

      Trapp scanned left and right to work out where the hell his opponent was. Behind him, the pony brayed in agony. He heard a thump as it came crashing down to the ground. A spray of tiny droplets of blood caught him on the cheek.

      A wave of anger rushed through him. The animal hadn’t hurt anyone. It was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. He squeezed the trigger of his rifle, and the weapon bucked against his shoulder. He wasn’t firing at anything in particular, just to keep his enemy’s head down for long enough to buy himself some time to think.

      “Where the hell are you?” he muttered under his breath.

      A flash of movement attracted his attention. The gunman, clad in now-dirty white robes, was pressed against the right-hand side of the path, shielding half his body behind a large boulder. The two men caught each other’s gaze at the same time. The Afghan was young, barely out of his teens. There was a streak of blood on his robes, possibly from an injury sustained in the crash. He looked terrified.

      But he brought his weapon up. And so Trapp didn’t have a choice.

      He squeezed the trigger again. The first two rounds went awry, chewing chunks of dirt out of the side of the mountain. The third found a home in warm flesh, and so did the ones after that. The gunman fell to his knees and collapsed on top of the boulder he’d been sheltering behind.

      Dead.

      For a few moments, Trapp felt nothing. What was one more life lost in this accursed country? Who was this kid? Why was he here, why had he opened fire? So many questions, so few answers.

      He dropped the muzzle of his weapon to the floor. His shoulder ached from where the pony had tugged him to the ground. His ribs felt bruised. His tongue was coated in dust. But he was alive, even if he didn’t feel that way.

      Rafi emerged from the fog on the other side of the path, running in an uneven, jolting gait, clutching his pony’s reins with his injured left hand and carrying a pistol in his right. He stopped, his focus consumed by the body in front of him.

      “It’s over, Rafi,” Trapp sighed. “You can put that thing down. He’s not going to hurt anyone. Not anymore.”

      “I’m sorry,” the translator panted. He gestured helplessly at the animal. “I got caught in the reins. It dragged me—”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Trapp said.

      He felt weary now that the adrenaline was fading from his veins. He still tasted the acrid metal at the back of his tongue, but the energy it had imparted was gone. He turned and limped toward his own pony. It was lying on its side, blood seeping from two separate wounds, one near its left hind leg and the other through its rib cage.

      Its legs kicked feebly as though it was attempting to rise, but it was too late for that. The pool of blood underneath it was too large. It matted the animal’s hide. Pink mist pumped out of its lungs with every labored breath.

      Trapp wearily brought his rifle back up to his shoulder. He selected a single shot burst. That was all it would take. The poor creature was dead already. This was only about sparing it unnecessary pain.

      “Please,” Rafi said, his face wrought with emotion as he came alongside. He stuck his arm out and pushed Trapp’s rifle down. “I should be the one to do it.”

      Trapp didn’t question why. He didn’t have the energy. Maybe it was guilt from having avoided the fight. Maybe he felt a kinship with these creatures. It didn’t matter. He turned away and made it two paces before the shot rang out.
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      Rafi was quiet the remainder of the day as they limped down to the base of the valley and then began the trek back up. Trapp started to wonder whether a taciturn personality was a symptom of growing up in a place as harsh as this. It was the middle of winter, but still it was hard to believe that the mountainsides could flourish even in the depths of summer. They were chased by a biting wind that never seemed to let up. Maybe that made men tight-lipped, and careful with whom they opened up.

      After tailing back to check whether they were being followed—he’d been on edge ever since the incident that morning—Trapp raced to catch up with Rafi. The young Afghan was setting a punishing pace, his jaw tightly clenched, his eyes pointed straight up.

      “You should rest,” Trapp said, to his slight shame panting from the exertion of the climb. “We can finish the journey in the morning.”

      “We’ll get there tonight,” Rafi stated without even turning around. He tugged at the pony’s reins. It was now carrying the burden of two animals, and they’d decided not to add the weight of a human to it as long as Rafi could remain on his own two feet. That had been almost 12 hours back, and though the translator was evidently exhausted, he hadn’t let up once.

      Trapp considered attempting to change his mind, but he knew before starting that it would be a fruitless task. There was something about his demeanor—a cold, unyielding determination—that said it was so.

      He squinted up as the gloom of yet another frozen evening started to settle on the peaks of the mountain range. The darkness made depth perception difficult and judging distances even more so. But it was pointless. He was taking Rafi’s word that there was a village up there at all. If there was one, he couldn’t see it.

      “You’re the boss.”

      Periodically, Trapp stopped for a few moments as Rafi kept climbing to ensure that nobody had picked up their tail, or instead jogged farther up the dirt road to scout ahead.

      He’d made a couple of hundred yards on Rafi when the road intersected with a narrow, deeply worn mountain path—the kind scarred into the land over centuries, not mere decades. It was a shortcut straight from the valley floor. Trapp glanced up and was glad they’d chosen to take the easier road instead. He was fitter than most, but the track was so steep it was better suited to those who’d grown up in air as thin as this.

      He brought his rifle scope to his eye and scanned farther up the mountain with it, not sure what he was searching for. A speck of light maybe—anything to indicate that this wasn’t just a fool’s errand, that there was any life here at all.

      Nothing.

      As he dropped the rifle back down onto its strap, Trapp stiffened. A slight shiver ran down his spine—a warning, but of what he wasn’t sure. Then he heard it. Footsteps. Light, barely audible. Not Rafi’s. Those he could still hear in the distance.

      He spun and raised his rifle back to his shoulder. The noise was coming from the lower part of the steep trail, which was mostly obscured by a low hump on the mountainside. Trapp dropped into a crouch, moving his finger into the trigger guard but not yet caressing the small strip of metal itself. His heart thumped slowly in his chest, pulse slowing as he prepared for combat.

      The noise of footsteps built.

      In an instant, a shape emerged over the brow of the rise and flew onto the road. It was human, so slight it was barely visible in the gloom. It skidded to a halt a few feet in front of him, clearly as shocked to see Trapp as Trapp was to see it.

      Him. It was a him.

      “Easy, kid,” Trapp murmured, slowly dropping his rifle to his chest and raising his palms in the universal signal that he meant no harm. “I’m not going to hurt you. Just stay calm.”

      He studied the boy closer. He was looking up at Trapp warily, his eyes dancing from left to right as he searched for an escape. Trapp knew what he was thinking, the angles he was considering. In his shoes he would do the same. As a child, he’d been involved in enough scrapes to be sure of it.

      “Where are you, Rafi?” he muttered under his breath.

      The boy said something in response. His voice was high-pitched. He was perhaps twelve years old, not yet through puberty. He was clearly fit. His chest was scarcely heaving despite the intensity of the climb. He was clutching what looked like several worn banknotes in his left fist. As he noticed Trapp watching, the kid hid the money behind his back.

      “Do you speak English?” Trapp said softly. “I’m not here to rob you.”

      He received only a blank, wary stare in response.

      Deciding it was best to keep talking to demonstrate that he wasn’t a threat, Trapp shrugged and continued in a calm, measured tone. In the absence of a common language, it was the best tool he had to work with. “I guess it doesn’t matter. You know, it’s ironic. I was just searching for a sign of life up here, and along you came.”

      The boy’s eyes continued darting. He had the same slightly Asiatic features as Rafi, a Hazara trait. Trapp remembered hearing on the grapevine that they were the scattered remnants of Genghis Khan’s invading army many centuries before. He wondered if that was why they were so persecuted. Afghans could be world champions in holding a grudge.

      Trapp glanced to his left, willing the translator to hurry the hell up. He decided to chance his arm and called out the translator’s name.

      “I’m coming,” Rafi called back, and the sound of the exhausted pony’s hooves did seem to quicken.

      The boy and Trapp resumed their uneasy peace. It lapsed into silence as Trapp ran out of things to say. The child was poised on the balls of his feet, quivering with anticipation. Trapp feared that any move he made would only spook the kid into running.

      Finally, a shadow emerged out of the gloom on the road to his left. Rafi was panting heavily—less from the exertion than the pain it provoked, Trapp suspected.

      Rafi squinted as he approached and said, “Who is this?”

      In the instant it took for Trapp to turn his head, the boy took off, sprinting hell for leather up the track, not looking back once. He peeled up the slope with remarkable speed, and within seconds, he was invisible to the naked eye.

      “Dammit,” Trapp grumbled. He slapped his palm hard against his thigh for the rookie mistake. “Did you recognize that kid?”

      “I’m—” Rafi started. “I’m not sure. I didn’t get a proper look. Sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault. I should’ve told you what was happening. I just didn’t want to spook him.”

      “There’s nothing up here except my brother’s village. That must be where he came from.”

      “Then at least they’ll know we are coming,” Trapp said.

      He just wasn’t sure whether that was a good or a bad thing.

      Darkness fell in earnest. The morning fog had faded throughout the course of the day but now returned with a vengeance in the form of a thick bank of cloud that shrouded the moon and stars and made it impossible to see more than a few feet ahead.

      “Not far,” Rafi said, his voice weighed down with exhaustion.

      Trapp glanced at his watch. The dial’s faint green glow told him it was a little past midnight. “You said that an hour ago.”

      “I thought I could walk faster,” Rafi said. “I was wrong.”

      The road kinked once more to the right, and they rounded a large outcropping of rock. Snow crunched underfoot, thicker with every step they climbed. An indistinct shape squatted about two hundred yards further up on the mountainside.

      Rafi’s arm snapped up, and he pointed at it. “There!”

      “It’s dark,” Trapp observed, frowning as he squinted at the settlement. “Are you sure anyone lives here?”

      “There’s no electricity this deep in the mountains,” Rafi said, practically bursting into a run now that he could see his home. “And candles are expensive. My people don’t waste their money on them this late at night.”

      The answer shouldn’t have surprised Trapp—he’d spent enough of his life in countries as austere as this one to know that life wasn’t all white picket fences and slices of apple pie. But for someone born into and marinated in all the little luxuries of modern life, it was momentarily difficult to even conceive that people still existed who didn’t have access to so basic a thing as electricity.

      “Sure,” he finally said to fill the silence. “I didn’t think.”

      They picked up the pace yet further, mostly due to Rafi’s evident enthusiasm. Trapp wondered how he was feeling, knowing that he was about to lay his eyes on his daughter for the first time in months. Was it pure joy, or laced with guilt from having left in the first place?

      He thought he knew the answer to that one. He’d felt the same often enough.

      “I’m surprised there’s no welcoming party,” Trapp joked. “It’s like your brother doesn’t know you’re coming…”

      “Ali—”

      A flash in the distance caught Trapp’s attention a fraction of a second before he heard the telltale crack of a gunshot ringing out. It seemed to be the signal for half a dozen more weapons to open up, their muzzles flashing in the darkness like a line of red carpet photographers. All the gunfire was coming from about thirty yards ahead of where the settlement appeared to be.

      Trapp catalogued all this as he threw himself to the ground. Rafi remained standing even as gunshots whipped all around him—as if stunned by what was happening.

      “Get the hell down,” Trapp called, scrambling into the small ditch at the side of the road. It didn’t provide much cover, but the gunfire was wild and poorly aimed. Even trained soldiers often struggled to hit the target when shooting at night. He suspected that it was just untrained villagers behind those guns.

      But it would only take one lucky shot to ruin their night.

      Rafi finally reacted, moving sluggishly as he hauled his pony toward Trapp. The animal dug in its hooves, but he finally pushed it into place.

      “Why are they shooting?” he mumbled.

      “I’m guessing the kid told them to expect trouble,” Trapp muttered, cursing himself for not foreseeing this scenario. “Dammit.”

      The gunfire slowed and became ragged, reminding Trapp of a line of musket fire. He realized they must be using bolt action rifles and pictured weapons that had been handed down from father to son for generations, wooden stocks gleaming with a loving, worn patina. Still, a bullet fired from an old World War I rifle was just as deadly as one fired from an M-16. They might take a little longer to reload, but that would be cold comfort when you were bleeding out on the ground.

      The incoming rounds were wayward, but occasionally one kicked up a puff of dust and shards of stone a few yards away. Trapp guessed the village’s defenders had no idea where in the darkness their enemy was lurking.

      “Maybe we should wave a white flag or something,” he said, speaking softly to prevent his voice carrying.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Why not?”

      Rafi grinned, his teeth flashing white in the darkness. He was surprisingly calm under fire for someone who’d already been shot. “Well, one: it’s the middle of the night, and they wouldn’t see it. And two: what color is the Taliban flag?”

      Trapp’s cheeks flushed. “Oh. Right. Well—you got any better ideas?”

      Cocking his head to one side, Rafi seemed to consider the question in great detail. Finally, he murmured, “Well, I don’t know if it’s a good one…”

      “But you have something?”

      Instead of answering, the Afghan stood upright, his limbs seemingly fired with fresh energy from finding himself this close to home. Or maybe it was a strange reaction to the adrenaline that had to be flowing through his veins. As he cupped his hands around his mouth, wincing at the pain the action generated from his wounded shoulder, Trapp grabbed Rafi’s leg and started to yank him down.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he hissed. “You’ll get yourself killed.”

      Rafi shook him off, single-mindedly staring up the mountainside at the silhouette of the village. The gunfire slowed yet more, and Trapp guessed the defenders were wondering if there was an enemy out there at all.

      Well, they’re about to find out.

      Rafi yelled loudly into the dark. Trapp had no idea what he was saying, but he could make an educated guess. “Brother, it’s me. Stop shooting. It’s me.”

      The cry echoed across no man’s land, punctuated by a single gunshot that fired a few seconds after Rafi fell silent. After that, the guns fell quiet. Trapp’s jaded mind knew better than to give in to the flicker of hope in his breast that someone up there had recognized Rafi’s voice. He was sure they were only staying quiet to aim at the sound of the crazed man yelling into the abyss.

      “You fool,” Trapp muttered. “Are you trying to get us both killed?”

      Rafi glanced down used his own words back at him. “You got any better ideas?”

      Trapp found that he didn’t. Still, what Rafi was doing went against all his better judgment.

      “Brother,” Rafi shouted, taking up his cry a second time, now in English. “Did you hear me? It’s me, Ali. It’s Rafi. I’m hurt, brother. I’m here for your help.”

      The darkness was still with an oppressive silence. It went on, and on, and on, until Trapp was certain that it could harbor no good.

      “Rafi?” an uncertain voice yelled back before turning to a language that Trapp didn’t understand. He yearned to ask Rafi what the hell the man was saying but knew better than to disturb the first shoots of an understanding.

      As if guessing what Trapp was thinking, Rafi muttered, “He wants to know if it’s really me.”

      “Then tell him!”

      Another sequence of shouts rang out as Trapp listened, still pressed against the ground with his gun in his hands. He felt increasingly foolish the longer the truce lasted.

      “We are to walk up to the village,” Rafi said, beaming with anticipation. “He knows it’s me.”

      Trapp gestured at his rifle. “Is that safe? What happens when they see us walking up with these?”

      Rafi blinked several times in quick succession. Then his eyes sprang open. “We leave them here.”

      “No way.”

      “My brother isn’t going to kill me,” the translator snapped, giving in to his own evident desire to be reunited with his loved ones.

      “It’s not your brother I’m worried about,” Trapp warned.

      “He’ll control his people,” Rafi promised.

      “He better,” Trapp muttered under his breath. “Why the hell are they shooting anyway?”

      His face falling, Rafi replied, “Times must have been hard since I left.”

      Trapp grudgingly leaned his rifle against a nearby rock but didn’t touch either the pistol lodged in his plate carrier nor the grenades secreted around his frame. If he had to use either, then all hope was already lost. But he took comfort where he could.

      Rafi took off up the slope, and Trapp followed him with all the enthusiasm of a condemned prisoner, expecting a bullet at any and every moment. But one never came. As they approached the village, its defenders came into view, first as silhouettes, then as men. All men. They were armed with collector’s items and museum pieces. Only the man in charge—the one at the center, a tall, lean man with a pronounced limp whom Trapp immediately identified as Rafi’s brother—carried a modern rifle.

      The two men approached the village’s makeshift defensive wall. Trapp noticed that it looked freshly hewn out of the ground and wondered if all that activity had taken place after the boy had warned of their arrival. It didn’t seem possible.

      “Ali!” Rafi exclaimed in English as they closed in. “It’s really you!”

      “Who is this man?” Ali demanded, his suspicion evident as his hard eyes flashed toward Trapp. His accent was thicker than Rafi’s, but the sibling resemblance in their voices was uncanny. “Why did you bring him here?”

      “He’s an American,” Rafi said. “I was told to help him, that if I did the man I used to work for would get you and Yasmin to safety.”

      Ali seemed to flinch at the use of Rafi’s daughter’s name.

      “What’s wrong?” Rafi asked, his voice sharpening.

      “It’s Yasmin…” Ali whispered. “She’s sick.”
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      Ali led them into the village. Trapp felt the villagers’ suspicion burning a hole in the back of his head as he trailed the two brothers at a respectful distance. Several of them were clearly unhappy about Ali’s decision to admit the two outsiders, despite the fact that Rafi was family. He’d been gone a long time—and returned with an American, no less.

      All around, he saw evidence of a hasty attempt to fortify the settlement. Even now, men, women, and children were carrying baskets of stones toward the makeshift fortifications that overlooked the dirt road up from the valley. They kept working despite the late hour, despite the freezing gusts of wind and the flurries of snow that coated their clothing.

      It was undeniably curious.

      The fact that they were still working even after the earlier scare indicated that it wasn’t his and Rafi’s impending arrival that had caused all this effort. They were worried about somebody else.

      But who?

      That line of thought was momentarily interrupted as Ali opened a creaking wooden door into a low-ceilinged mud brick building lit only by the light of a single flickering candle. It was warm inside but stank of sickness.

      Rafi let out an involuntary moan the moment he was inside.

      Trapp reached out as the translator swayed on his feet, as if his brain had briefly lost control of his limbs. Rafi batted his hands aside and stumbled toward a small figure lying on a sweat-soaked mattress. It was a little girl. Her forehead was soaked in sweat, and her skin was frighteningly pale despite the gloomy lighting.

      Yasmin.

      Rafi hesitantly touched his daughter’s face. He recoiled the instant his fingers made contact with her skin, turning to Ali and asking a question that Trapp didn’t need to speak the local dialect to understand.

      The girl was burning up.

      “Talk to me, Rafi,” Trapp said to calm the distraught translator. “What’s wrong with her?”

      “Sick,” he said, stumbling over his words. “An infection. She hurt her head. The Taliban did this.”

      “Has she had any medicine?” Trapp asked, glancing quickly at the girl then back at Rafi. “Antibiotics?”

      Rafi shrugged helplessly. Ali interjected, speaking English once more. He clearly still wasn’t sure what to feel about Trapp’s presence but did so for his brother’s sake. “No doctor. I sent the boy to the town in the valley to get one, but he refused to come.”

      Trapp parked the question of why that had happened for now. It didn’t matter. The girl was knocking on death’s door, and if he didn’t get her help soon, then it was clear she wouldn’t make it. “What’s wrong with her? Sepsis?”

      Ali nodded. “We have no antibiotics. We’re trying to keep her cool, but…” He shrugged helplessly.

      “The pony,” Trapp snapped. “Where is it?”

      “What?” Ali frowned. “I don’t know what—”

      “The fucking horse that carried us here,” Trapp said. “Where is it?”

      “Why?”

      “There’s a combat med pack in the saddlebag. It should contain intravenous antibiotics. But we need to get them into her quickly, or—” He pulled himself up short so he didn’t vocalize what they were all thinking.

      “The pony, Ali,” Rafi moaned, sinking to his knees in front of his daughter, silent tears rolling down his cheeks. “Please, get it.”

      Ali limped toward the door, stuck his head out, and shouted instructions into the darkness. He waited there for a few seconds, then returned, imploring Trapp with eyes that were now devoid of suspicion. “Someone is bringing it. Can you help her?”

      “I’m not a doctor.” Trapp shrugged awkwardly. “I can give her the medicine. But it’s up to her.”

      “You have to help her!” Rafi sobbed.

      “I will, I will,” Trapp murmured, squeezing the translator on the shoulder. He shot Ali a look, and the brother came and pulled Rafi reluctantly away from his daughter’s bedside.

      Trapp replaced him, kneeling by Yasmin’s mattress and resting the back of his hand on her forehead. Her skin was on fire. He fumbled with the much more basic first aid kit on his plate carrier and pulled it entirely free. He unzipped it and pulled out a small digital thermometer, which he placed in her mouth. It took the readout several seconds to come to a deliberation, and when it did, the news wasn’t good.

      “104.4,” he said quietly.

      “How bad is that?” Rafi asked, breathing heavily.

      “She’ll be okay,” Trapp lied. “You said she was a fighter, right? She can make it through this.”

      He didn’t know whether Rafi had said any such thing, but it was something that the man needed to hear right now. The truth was it didn’t matter whether she was a fighter or not. Either her body could overcome the tiny, invisible microbes laying waste to it, or it couldn’t. Only time would tell.

      Seconds ticked past like hours as they waited for the medical kit to arrive. When it finally did, it came swaddled in the entire saddlebag, which a boy handed to Trapp after crashing through the front door. He quickly rifled through it and pulled out the large bag he was looking for, which was emblazoned with a tan-colored medical cross to indicate its purpose.

      Trapp opened it, then cursed as he realized he couldn’t see a damn thing. He pulled a flashlight from a pouch on his vest and handed it to somebody nearby without even looking. “I need light.”

      The beam flickered then stabilized as Ali stood overhead, guiding the aim of the flashlight to illuminate the medical bag. Trapp quickly catalogued the items he needed: a clean hypodermic syringe and wrist catheter, both in individual sterile packaging, and a bag of IV saline fluid.

      “What are you doing?” Rafi asked.

      Without turning around, Trapp snapped, “Trying to save your daughter.”

      He regretted the harshness of his tone the second the words left his mouth, but the pressure of the responsibility on his shoulders was almost crippling. He was no doctor, no medic, just in possession of enough first-aid training to be dangerous. He’d bandaged men on the battlefield before, put pressure on wounds, held them as they died. But he’d never felt a burden like this.

      He’d never before had to treat a child.

      Trapp unzipped the left-hand section of the medical bag. It contained the various medicines that might be needed in the field, from basic painkillers to vials of morphine. He found the pouch marked antibiotics and tore it open. Inside were a couple dozen individually blistered pills, as well as two glass vials which both contained a white powder. Alongside the medicine was a small booklet with dosing instructions and medical interactions.

      He picked up both glass vials. The girl was too far gone to swallow oral antibiotics. If he couldn’t stop the infection now, it would be too late. Studying the labels, he read the words cefotetan and ertapenem respectively. Neither meant anything to him. He wracked his brain to try and remember if he had ever sat through a lecture on which antibiotic targeted which bug, but nothing came to mind.

      “Dammit,” he muttered, switching his gaze between the medications in his hand and Yasmin. She was shivering in her fevered sleep. A droplet of sweat rolled down her temple. He didn’t have time for this.

      Setting both vials down, Trapp extracted two additional items from the med bag: a small metal tray and a pouch of distilled water. He tore the wrapping of the first, then picked up the first of the two antibiotic vials. This one was cefotetan. He glanced at the dosage chart, then eyeballed a gram of the medicine from the markings on the glass and shook it into the sterile metal tray. He sealed the vial, and then reached for the bottle of ertapenem. His hand trembled as he picked it up.

      Could her young body handle both drugs at once? He didn’t know. Perhaps the dose was already too high. The charts were designed for adult men and women, not a kid this young. He’d halved it, then taken a little extra off for good measure.

      But the prospect of an error of omission haunted him more. What if he gave her just the cefotetan and it turned out it didn’t work? He couldn’t have that on his conscience. He twisted open the vial of ertapenem and tapped the same amount out into the metal tray, then squirted a small amount of the distilled water in and mixed the compounds until the solution ran clear.

      He unwrapped the hypodermic syringe, depressed it, then drew as much of the antibiotic solution into the chamber as it would take. He tapped it for bubbles, squirted a little out, then injected the entire solution into the bag of saline. He attached a length of plastic tubing to the bag and handed it to Ali.

      “Hold this,” he grunted.

      After connecting the catheter, he used an iodine wipe to clean Yasmin’s wrist. It was probably a futile gesture given the infection already raging through her body. He almost didn’t do it. But then, what if? What if that was what killed her?

      So he cleaned the injection site. He ran the catheter in.

      And it was done.

      “How long will it take?” Rafi said, his voice panicked and fearful. “How long until it works?”

      “I don’t know,” Trapp sighed, suddenly exhausted. He sank back onto his boots, his knees aching from the stretch. “Keep the bag high. The sooner it gets into her blood, the better.”

      “But how long till it works?” Rafi repeated dully.

      “All we can do is wait.”

      The room fell silent. The three men stared at Yasmin’s face and prayed and hoped. Trapp realized for the first time that there was a woman in there with them. Her head was uncovered, her hair unkempt.

      “My wife,” Ali explained, noticing Trapp glancing at her. “Thank you for doing this. I sent for a doctor but…”

      Embarrassed to have been caught watching, and in truth desperate for rest, Trapp closed his eyes and finished the man’s sentence. “He wouldn’t come.”

      “No,” Ali choked.

      Trapp didn’t want to ask. But the images of the men with guns outside, the defensive fortifications, the frantic, hurried efforts to protect the village flashed across his mind. “Why?”

      Ali didn’t reply immediately. When he did, his voice was strained, small, as if he was tired of bearing the weight of his people on his shoulders. Trapp understood the feeling well. He snapped his eyes open and focused on the man’s face, curious.

      “Men came to the village several days ago. Taliban fighters. They were looking for my brother. They have come many times for this purpose.”

      Rafi looked up from his own misery for the first time since entering Ali’s home. He said nothing, but yet greater pain flashed in his eyes.

      “The Taliban wanted to know where my brother was. They knew I was caring for Yasmin. They wanted me to send word to Rafi, to let him know it was safe to return.”

      “Why?”

      Ali opened his mouth, but Rafi cut in first. His voice was hollow. “I was in the NDS. The National Directorate of Security. Like your CIA and FBI rolled into one. That’s how I came into contact with Mr. Landell. As the country began to fall, he promised he would help me save my family. He lied.”

      Trapp widened his eyes at the invective in the usually mild-mannered Afghan’s voice. “You helped kill the Taliban. And now they’re looking to repay the favor.”

      He knew enough about the NDS to know that it was an organization the Taliban had once both hated and feared. It had been the Afghan government’s most effective counterintelligence and counterterrorist agency for almost two decades, racking up a body count of high-value targets matched only by the coalition itself. It was no secret that since the fall of Kabul, the Taliban regime had begun hunting for members of the former government, military and security services in the dark of night. They usually turned up dead, their hands tied behind their backs, bodies beaten until they were almost unrecognizable.

      Rafi rose to his feet, fists clenched, swaying much as he had before, only this time Trapp suspected because of rage. “They did this to her,” he spat. “Didn’t they?”

      Ali nodded sadly. “It happened so quickly. They hit her once and she fell to the ground. We tried to clean the wound, but…” he spread his hands. “Allah was not merciful.”

      “There’s more, isn’t there?” Trapp asked, sensing an urgency in Ali’s tense expression.

      “When I told them my brother wasn’t here, they wanted food, money, everything we have. They took what they could see and said they would come back for more. Before, during the war with the Americans, they fought for religion, for Allah. They relied on charity. Now the country is starving, and they too are fighting for their own survival. Their clerics tell them they aren’t stealing, that what they take is merely a tax. But it’s a lie. They won’t leave us enough to survive. They would let us die because of who we are.”

      “And this doctor you sent for, that’s why he wouldn’t come?”

      “The boy I sent down into the valley saw them assembling. He thought they would come at first light. But when he saw you and Rafi…”

      Trapp finished the sentence grimly. “He thought he was already too late.”
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      “Not in here,” Ali’s wife Lila said in halting, uncertain English. She pointed at Yasmin, who had started to whimper in her sleep. “She needs rest.”

      Ali nodded to his wife and handed her the saline bag. It was already a third empty, which meant the IV antibiotics were even now infusing into the girl’s blood. Trapp wondered how long it would take to see results. Hours? Days? The dosing chart indicated that he should repeat the infusion every twelve hours. But there was only one more bag of saline in the medical kit. If she didn’t respond enough by then to start a course of oral antibiotics, he would need to improvise.

      He shook his head to clear it. It was unpleasant to admit, but they had more pressing concerns right now than the life of a single child.

      The three men shuffled outside, followed by the boy who’d brought the saddlebag. He hung around for a few moments, then slipped away into the darkness after catching a disapproving glance from Ali. Rafi kept looking over his shoulder even as the door to the home swung shut.

      Trapp shook the translator by the shoulder and stared into his eyes. “Listen to me, Rafi. You can’t do anything for her in there. But I need you by my side, okay?”

      “What if…”

      “If we don’t protect this village, then it doesn’t matter whether the medicine works, you understand? They’ll kill her to hurt you. You know it. That’s how these people work. That’s why they were prepared to let this whole village starve. Are you going to let them?”

      Shaking his head, Rafi muttered, “No.”

      “Say it again.”

      “No!”

      “Good.”

      Convinced by the resolve in the man’s voice, Trapp turned to Ali and addressed him next. “You think they’ll come in the morning?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you were going to fight them when we arrived?”

      Ali pumped his chin. “Of course. They call themselves Muslims, but they are no such thing. They are thieves, bullies, evil men. That is not the religion I know. Honor demands that we fight them, no matter the cost.”

      Trapp nodded, impressed by the strength of feeling in Ali’s tone. In his opinion, all they could do was fight, but he needed it to be the choice of the village, not his alone. That was a mistake that America had made in this land for two decades. He didn’t want to repeat that error.

      “We have three choices: Rafi and I can leave—”

      “I’m not leaving my daughter,” Rafi insisted with a face of thunder.

      Holding up a finger to forestall the man’s rage, Trapp explained, “If the Taliban find us here, they will kill everyone. Your daughter included. It has to be on the table. But it’s only one of our choices. We can leave and hope they take mercy. I have enough money on me to feed this village for the rest of winter, even if they strip you of everything you have.”

      Already Ali was shaking his head. He pointed down into the black abyss at the bottom of the valley. “And how can we spend it? Only there. And then they will come and take the money from us too. We cannot eat dollars alone.”

      Trapp already knew this. He peeled back a second finger. “Two, we all leave. Tonight. Before the Taliban arrive in the morning. Get as far away from this place as we can and hope they do not follow.”

      “No!” Ali protested once more. He limped a few paces and kicked out at the snow with his crippled leg, stumbling and almost toppling to the ground in the process. “We cannot leave our homes. Not on foot. Not in the snow. This village is filled with children and the elderly. If we leave in this cold, then we die.”

      Nodding slowly to placate the man, Trapp waited for him to calm down then asked, “How did they come before?”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “On motorbikes? On foot?”

      The light of understanding flared in Ali’s eyes, bordered by hope. “In trucks. That’s what Karim saw, fighters gathering by their trucks.”

      “If we fight the Taliban when they come, you will still have to leave,” Trapp said. “So our only hope is to take their trucks from them. And kill them all.”
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      A stiff breeze tugged at the clothing of the male villagers lined up in front of Trapp, their faces lit only by a couple of hand-toted flashlights. They ported arms of varying vintages that shared one unique thread in common: they would be seen nowhere near the armories of any modern military. Just like the men themselves. A couple of boys scurried at the front of the line, laying down a blanket and setting the remainder of the village’s stocks of weaponry and ammunition onto it.

      Perhaps recognizing a flicker on his face that Trapp hadn’t meant to display, Ali spoke softly, in English so that his people wouldn’t hear.

      “So many of our young men went away to the war,” he explained. “Or to make their fortunes in the cities that grew after the Americans came. Some of us come back. Usually the broken ones. And this is what is left.”

      “They’ll do,” Trapp said forcefully.

      They’ll have to.

      In total, they numbered a baker’s dozen. Half were teenagers, scarcely old enough to carry the weapons in their arms or strong enough to keep them off the ground. Three were former military or local police, all wounded in action and discharged years earlier. The rest were old men, lean and wizened, flowing white beards dripping past their chests. These last stood proudly, like soldiers from some long-forgotten army.

      Old soldiers never die…

      Trapp pulled a map of the area out of the pouch on his chest. He folded it open, then refolded it so only the squares adjacent to their current location were on display. He traced a small black line up the mountainside with an extended finger.

      “The road up from the valley is the only one they can take, correct?”

      Ali nodded. “There are other tracks, but they are too difficult to pass in winter. The road is the only way until spring.”

      “And they won’t come on foot?”

      “They never have before.” He shrugged. “It’s a long way. And they are coming for our food and supplies. They won’t want to carry them down the mountainside on their backs.”

      “Good point,” Trapp said, tapping the map as he turned the problem over in his head.

      “What’s your plan?”

      Since he hadn’t yet arrived at one, Trapp thought out loud. “Our problem is we need to capture their trucks, not just destroy them. So we can’t simply catch them in an ambush, which is what I would have preferred. The boy you sent down to the town, where is he?”

      Ali said something in Dari, and the child rushed over. He looked up at Trapp, nervous but eager to please, his hands knotted at his waist.

      “What is it you want to know?” Ali asked.

      “How many trucks did he see? How many men? And how were they armed?”

      Ali relayed the question and conversed in rapidfire Dari with the child. He nodded several times, his face becoming more ashen with every word that escaped the boy’s mouth.

      “Half a dozen pickup trucks,” he said. “Maybe twenty men. He doesn’t know what kind of weapons they had. Guns, Karim says. Rifles.”

      “That’s fine,” Trapp muttered. He fixed Karim with a stare and said, “Thank you.”

      The sentiment didn’t require translating. The boy dipped his head and flashed a smile.

      “We need to get them out of the trucks,” Trapp muttered, aware he was repeating himself. The cogs started to turn in his mind. He glanced at his watch. “It’s a little past midnight. We don’t have long to work. What time do you think they will come?”

      “They are lazy.” Ali scowled. “Not before dawn, that is certain. Perhaps nine, ten in the morning. Maybe later. Perhaps there are other villages they want to destroy before they get to mine.”

      “So we have a bit of time. We need to use it well. Your people need to tear down the wall they built.”

      “What?” Ali asked sharply, his voice raised. “Why?”

      “I need the material,” Trapp explained, raising the map and training the beam of his flashlight onto it as he tapped a section of the road about fifty yards down from the village. “We need to block the road about here. Make it so that they can’t pass in their trucks. If they want to get to the village, they’ll have to do so on foot. If they are smart, they’ll leave a few men to guard the vehicles, but we can handle them.”

      “But they’ll know something is wrong,” Ali said in disbelief. “We’ll lose the element of surprise.”

      “No,” Trapp said, shaking his head emphatically. “We just alter it.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Tracing an L-shape on the map, the short end at the front of the village, the long down a low ridgeline that ran parallel with the road, Trapp explained. He tapped the short part of the L.

      “We leave some of the wall here, leave a few men with guns behind it to attract their attention. But we place most of our force here, behind this cover. If we’re lucky, they’ll focus all their attention on the village, and we’ll be able to hit them from the side. If we do it right, they’ll never see us coming.”

      Ali lowered his voice, though Trapp doubted that anyone else in the village spoke English. “My people aren’t soldiers. Those that were haven’t been for a long time. I don’t know if they can do this.”

      “You have to make them,” Trapp said harshly. “They’re already dead if you don’t.”

      “Okay,” Ali said jerkily, his knuckles tightening around the handle of his cane. “You’re right. I’ll do it.”

      “Good,” Trapp replied, walking over to the motley collection of weapons arrayed in front of the line of fighters. “I think they’ll leave three, maybe four men to guard the trucks. That means we have to deal with at least sixteen or seventeen fighters assaulting the village.”

      “They will outnumber us,” Ali said.

      “Then we have to even the odds before they get close enough to do any damage,” Trapp said, talking about ending the lives of men without a shred of compassion. There was no space for it with what had to be done.

      He stopped in front of the blanket. In addition to the weapons carried by the villages, there was what looked like an old British World War II Sten gun. Stooping, he picked it up and aimed it admiringly into the darkness. It wasn’t loaded and came with only a single magazine. There didn’t seem to be any spares.

      “Where the hell did you get one of these?” he marveled. “I knew a couple of collectors back home that would pay a pretty penny for this thing.”

      Ali shrugged. “It was my father’s. It still works.”

      Trapp set the ancient weapon back down with reverence and squatted on his haunches. Beside it were a handful of pistols, old Colts and Berettas, copies of originals he was pretty sure, handcrafted in the gun bazaars of Peshawar and the Pakistani tribal regions.

      He twisted and looked up at Ali. “Do these work?”

      Shrugging, Ali nodded. “Mostly.”

      There was enough ammunition scattered on the blanket for only a short, sharp battle. Trapp thanked Rafi’s foresight in packing so much into the ponies’ saddlebags for their own weapons. The last item of interest was a rocket propelled grenade launcher, an RPG-7, possibly of old Soviet stock. It came with three antipersonnel rounds.

      “The ammunition is new,” Ali explained. “Well, only a few years old. It should be good.”

      “This will help.” Trapp nodded, tapping the launcher. “It’ll be a hell of a surprise. Who is your best shot with this thing?”

      “Don’t you want to fire it yourself?” Ali asked, sounding surprised.

      “I’ll have somewhere else I need to be,” Trapp said, playing the ambush scenario he’d constructed in his mind once more, testing it for weaknesses. “I need someone I can trust. Someone who won’t aim it long. If one of those rounds hits the trucks, it’s all over.”

      “I can do it,” Ali said. “I was trained a long time ago. I know how it works.”

      Trapp stood. “You’re sure?”

      “I am. I can do it. I need to do it.”

      “Then the job is yours. For now, get your people to work,” Trapp said. “We don’t have long. Dig a ditch in the road and block the other side with rubble. Make sure there’s no way they can drive around it. You understand? That part is critical.”

      “Yes. What will you do?”

      Trapp grinned coldly. “I’m going to set a few traps for our friends.”
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      “Did we make this happen?” Rafi asked. “Are they coming here for us?”

      Trapp shook his head. His legs ached from the previous days’ exertions, and his knees were now sore from hours spent kneeling on the cold ground preparing IEDs for the morning’s expected visitors. “Don’t think like that. The Taliban wanted to steal from this village. You were just a convenient excuse.”

      “I don’t mean that,” he replied, looking around to check whether the conversation could be overheard. “I mean is it possible one of Salman’s men recognized me? Maybe that’s why they are coming here. Maybe that’s why my daughter—” His voice broke.

      “What happened to Yasmin isn’t your fault,” Trapp said, squeezing the translator on his good shoulder. “They came here to shake this place down before we even arrived in country. Like I said before, they were just looking for an excuse to justify what they always planned to do.”

      “Maybe you’re right,” Rafi said. He didn’t sound completely convinced.

      As the morning light continued to strengthen, Trapp squinted out to the side of the road where he’d hidden four grenades, spaced out and secured about three yards from each other in a long line. The sun was still struggling to break through the clouds hanging overhead, but he was pretty sure that the lines he’d attached to their pins couldn’t be seen. The key would be to keep the Taliban’s attention on the top of the village. If they managed that, then maybe they could just pull this thing off.

      Trapp turned to Rafi and slapped the rifle hanging on a strap around his shoulder. “You sure you can fire that thing? It’ll hurt like a son of a bitch. I can give you some painkillers if you want.”

      “No,” Rafi insisted. “I can take the pain. But I need my head to be clear.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Rafi stared directly back at him. “I’ll do anything to protect my daughter.”

      A flash of guilt stung Trapp as he realized he hadn’t checked in on Yasmin all night. “How is she? Any change?”

      The determination on the Afghan’s face broke, and he hunched forward as he replied, “Her fever dropped a degree, but now it’s back where it was. I don’t know if she’ll make it.”

      Trapp glanced at his watch. It was still too soon to give her another infusion of the IV antibiotics. He was itching to do it anyway, but he didn’t know enough about the medication to be sure it was safe. He could as easily kill her in the attempt to save her life.

      “She’ll pull through,” he said, hating himself for saying something he didn’t know to be true. “Your job is to keep her safe until she does. Okay?”

      But he needed Rafi to fight, not to be dulled by grief. There weren’t even half a dozen men in this village with combat experience. His translator was one of them. And so he lied—and hoped to hell that things would work out.

      “Okay.” Rafi nodded. Determination flashed once more in his eyes. “I’ll do anything.”

      “I know you will.” Trapp fell silent for a few moments. A wave of exhaustion washed over him, and he wished he could give in to it, even if only for half an hour to close his eyes and grab a short nap. But there wasn’t time.

      “The women,” he said. “Can I put them to work?”

      Rafi stared at him warily. “What are you asking?”

      “We have more than enough guns,” Trapp explained. “And plenty of bullets. But not nearly enough magazines to load them all into. In a best-case scenario, we catch the Taliban in the kill box, and the crossfire finishes them all. But if a few of them manage to escape, we won’t have time to reload manually. I want the women to do it. We need a constant stream of fresh mags. The second one is empty, I want them reloading.”

      “The men won’t like it.”

      “No?” Trapp grinned, sensing he was being provocative and not caring. “Because I have another suggestion…”

      Rafi raised his eyebrow but didn’t bite. Trapp dived in any way.

      “I was thinking that the men could handle the reloading, and let their wives fire the guns instead. How about that?”

      “I’ll make it happen,” Rafi finally said. “You know, you are correct, but…”

      “I don’t have to be such an asshole about it?” Trapp threw his head back and laughed, but not for long. Soon enough, the exhaustion and tension weighed back down on his joints which creaked like a boat lodging in the mud.

      “Yeah, I’ve heard that before. But if they cause you any problems, just tell them the choice is simple: It’s either this, or we all die.”

      Glancing back at the village, Rafi murmured, “Some of these people I’ve known all my life. They are traditional. They might prefer that.”

      “Well, let’s hope they aren’t all so damn hidebound,” Trapp said, gesturing out at the village’s new defenses. “Or all this was for nothing.”
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        * * *

      

      Trapp lay flat on his belly, the bulk of his powerful frame hidden behind the brow of the ridgeline that ran parallel with the dirt road up the mountain as the second hand on the face of his wristwatch lined up dead on nine a.m. The sky had brightened all morning, and there was barely a scrap of cloud anywhere to be seen, yet still—improbably—a single flake of snow drifted down and settled on the dial.

      He was the furthest from safety of the village’s defenders, at the end of the long edge of the L. Ali was behind the walls that made up the short part, accompanied by three male villagers and a trio of women who’d demanded they be allowed to fight. To Trapp’s surprise, Ali hadn’t stood in their way.

      Rafi was about thirty yards to Trapp’s left. He was to lead the bulk of the fighting party: almost a dozen men, accompanied by half as many women whose role was to shuttle ammunition to where it was needed most. Four more women—two of them aged beyond belief—were perched as high up on the ridgeline as Trapp himself, clutching thin lines of thread that in turn were tied to the pins of as many fragmentation grenades.

      “Remember,” Trapp said after keying his throat mic, “We don’t make our move until all of the bastards are in the kill zone.”

      “I remember, Jason,” Rafi replied. He was the only one with access to the radio net. Ali knew that he was to hold his fire—and that of those with him—until Rafi triggered the ambush. Everything rested on retaining the element of surprise.

      “Good,” Trapp replied. “Make sure you have a handle on your people. I’ve got a good feeling about this. Hangman out.”

      His glittering, heterogenous eyes passed over the two boulders that demarcated the kill box. The first was about twenty yards up from the makeshift roadblock. The second was twenty yards farther up than that. They were entirely innocuous sights on a landscape littered with such stones, but everything rested on what happened between them.

      And then they began to wait.

      Another lone snowflake fell out of the sky. Trapp glanced up into the blue beyond and wondered where the hell they were coming from. He figured they must be blown off some far away mountain peak and carried all this way on gusts of icy wind.

      He blinked the thought away, aware that he was getting tired. His focus was starting to drift. He dropped his eye to the scope of his rifle and panned it as far down the mountainside as he could see.

      Still nothing.

      Far above, a bird circled, little more than a black speck at the edge of his vision. Trapp wondered whether it was a carrion bird—whether it somehow knew of the slaughter that was to come. It was impossible, wasn’t it?

      And then he wondered whether it knew which side would win. For all his outward confidence, he knew that the outcome of this battle hung on a knife’s edge. There was no telling which side would come out on top.

      A flash of movement to his right caught his attention. He shook himself out of his reverie and dropped his eye to the scope. It was the boy Karim, whom Ali had posted as a sentinel to watch the road from the farthest lookout point. He was just a little kid, lean and lithe, and waving his hands madly above his head.

      Trapp keyed his throat mic one last time. “They’re coming.”
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      Sun glinted off the windshields of the Taliban pickup trucks—five of them, as the boy had promised. They were still far in the distance, at least five minutes’ driving time, but the mere sight of them was clearly spooking the locals. Several of the villagers had started creeping up to the brow of the low ridgeline. Trapp turned his head toward them and grimaced.

      “Down,” he grunted, motioning his palm flat to the ground. When they didn’t immediately respond, he snapped, “Rafi—get a hold of them.”

      The translator urged his people to comply, and they settled down, but the tension was thick. Trapp wasn’t immune to the sensation. He knew best how precarious this battle was going to be.

      White flags flapped and cracked in the wind above all five of the pickup trucks. The spidery black writing Trapp knew was inked on each wasn’t visible at this range, but it didn’t have to be. Like a skull and crossbones flying over a pirate ship, the message was clear enough. Trapp dropped his eye to his rifle’s scope and tracked the road below until he had the short convoy in his sights.

      “Shit,” he whispered, spying a factor he hadn’t considered.

      “They’ve got a technical,” Rafi reported through his earpiece, clearly coming to the realization at the same time.

      “I’ll take it out,” Trapp said, pulling his eye away from his scope and eyeing his rifle’s underslung grenade launcher instead. “Just stick to your assignment, understood?”

      They could lose one of the trucks, couldn’t they? There would still—just—be enough space to fit the entire village in the remaining four.

      But the risk was collateral damage. It would only take a few stray shards of fragmenting metal to rip through the others’ gas tanks. And then it was all over.

      Rafi confirmed he understood his instructions, and they settled into an uneasy silence. Trapp raised his eyes to the heavens and sent up a quiet prayer. Not for himself, but for these people who had been dragged into a fight they’d done nothing to deserve.

      And then it began. The growl of the trucks’ engines became audible over the gusting mountain wind first—initially only as a whisper, then as an outright roar. Several of the villagers to Trapp’s left flinched as the exhaust of one of the trucks backfired, and Trapp squeezed his eyes closed and prayed once more that no one mistake it for the signal to open fire.

      He exhaled slowly. His eyes reopened, pupils dilating from the assault of the bright daylight. The trucks came into view, which meant that somewhere out there behind that first windshield, a Taliban fighter was eyeing up the roadblock for the first time.

      The convoy slowed but didn’t turn around. It kept coming. Shouted orders were just barely audible over the engine noise.

      “Come on, assholes,” Trapp whispered. “Do it.”

      The first truck—the technical—braked and came to an angled stop about ten yards in front of the roadblock. The others fell in line behind it. For a while, nothing happened. Then the fighters started jumping out of their vehicles. They were an unorganized rabble, mostly. Unlike the intelligence images and news pictures that Trapp had seen out of Kabul, where the new regime’s best troops patrolled in repurposed Afghan Army uniforms, these were swaddled instead in traditional Pashtun clothing, much like the villagers they had come here to terrorize.

      The man who appeared to be their leader strode to the front, an M4 resting upside down on his right shoulder, the stock pushed so high the barrel swept across the men behind him so frequently that even a boot private would have chewed him out for negligence. But as Trapp swept his scope across the scene in front of him, he noticed evidence that some among his men displayed signs of former military training—fingers flat against the side of their weapons instead of curled around triggers, as well as spacing and separation in their formation.

      With black irony, Trapp realized that it was probably the coalition that had trained them.

      The leader let his weapon fall against its sling, then cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted toward the village. Once he fell silent, he stooped down, picked up a stone, and threw it disdainfully against the roadblock.

      The radio crackled in Trapp’s ear, and Rafi said, “He’s asking what this is supposed to be.”

      Not for the first time, Trapp wished he’d had a third radio set somewhere in their supplies. Being cut off from communication with Ali was like having a hand tied behind his back.

      “Keep him waiting,” Trapp whispered to himself. “Stick to the plan.”

      They needed to get the Taliban riled up, to make frustration and irritation override any residual common sense. It was obvious to Trapp just by looking at the fighters below him that they considered the inhabitants of Ali’s village as chattel, as lesser beings. Perhaps not even human.

      He was counting on it. To be insulted by an equal was one thing. To be mocked by someone below one in the perceived social hierarchy was quite another. And in Afghanistan, the Taliban considered the Hazara the lowest of all.

      The Taliban leader roared again, then lifted his rifle into his air and fired half a dozen shots directly upward before standing with his legs apart and his arms slightly spread in a challenging posture.

      “Easy,” Trapp said into the radio. The villagers closest to him looked nervous but seemed reassured by the calmness in his tone.

      “He said that this is our final warning,” Rafi said. “Either we come out now, or he’ll send his men in to get us.”

      “That’s your cue, Ali,” Trapp muttered. “Time to piss the assholes off even more.”

      A flash of movement to his left revealed Ali himself. The village’s headman was climbing onto the low defensive wall on the short end of the L, just as they’d planned. He was being helped up by one of his people, only just visible behind him. He’d forsaken his cane and was carrying his rifle instead. He cried out, his voice surprisingly powerful. It carried all the way to where Trapp was lying flat on the icy dirt.

      “He’s calling them dogs,” Rafi said proudly. “Telling them their mothers would be ashamed of them. He says he will give them one final warning, and after that he will throw them back down the mountain himself.”

      The Taliban leader listened to what Ali had to say, then turned to his men with obvious disbelief. They started laughing among themselves. One of them raised his rifle and fired several warning shots, the rounds mockingly landing a few feet short of where Ali was standing.

      Ali called out again.

      “He says they are cowards. That they don’t have the stomach for a fight.”

      The mood in the Taliban camp turned angry. Trapp exhaled nervously, staring at Ali, silently willing him to back down. He’d already played his part. But the man kept standing there, silent and proud despite his crippled leg, challenging his attackers through his mere presence.

      The Taliban fighter who’d opened fire before did so again, leveling his weapon and this time shooting to kill. Trapp heard Rafi’s heavy breathing through his headset and didn’t have the heart to tell him to stop transmitting. The whole village held its breath as the bullets cracked around Ali.

      Miraculously, all missed.

      As the fighter hurried to reload, Ali slowly, contemptuously climbed down from where he stood. The Taliban leader urged his men forward. About half of them broke into a jog, some holding their weapons at the hips as though they thought they were extras in an eighties action movie, all staring directly ahead.

      What worried Trapp, though, was what the rest of them were doing. A dozen men had joined the charge, four had remained around the machine gun mounted on the first pickup truck and guard the vehicles, but the remaining five—the ones with trigger discipline that he’d noticed before—were proceeding more carefully toward the village.

      “Rafi,” Trapp warned quickly. “They won’t all be in the kill box at the same time. Don’t wait, you understand? Don’t let that first group get past.”

      “Copy that,” Rafi said, his tone grim. Trapp guessed that if he had a choice, he would walk into the kill box and take on the whole attacking party himself, if that was what it took to defend his daughter.

      With difficulty, Trapp pulled his attention away from what was happening in the ambush zone. He had a different job to do.

      With a thump-thump-thump, the gunner manning the technical’s machine gun opened fire. The first two dozen rounds were impossibly wayward, but the next landed on target on the wall in front of the village. The puffs of vaporized stone dust were the last visuals that Trapp saw before he dropped his eye to his scope and aimed his rifle at the men guarding the trucks.

      Cries of encouragement and anger rang out from the charging Taliban fighters, as well as more measured orders that he assumed were coming from the better disciplined group behind the main party. He blocked it all out, calming his breath, steadying his aim.

      “Now!” Rafi cried out, repeating the order in Dari. “Do it now!”

      After a delay of about half a second, though it felt much longer, the first of the grenades detonated. The next three must’ve gone off as one, because a wave of sound and confusion assailed Trapp’s ears to his left.

      Still blocking it out, he guided his scope’s crosshairs to the technical’s gunner, exhaled, and fired three tightly aimed shots. The fighter collapsed over his weapon, which swung up to the sky, still firing as he coated it in a fine pink spray.

      The other fighters who surrounded him started at once and looked around in panic. Trapp shifted his aim and fired again, hitting the second in the hip. Strangely, this seemed to be the signal the remaining two needed to get themselves to safety. As one of them ran, his dark brown robes streaming behind him, Trapp fired again, but this time missed. The gunshot sparked off the bed of the truck the two men were now hiding behind.

      “Dammit,” he muttered.

      Now that the first moments of contact were over, his situational awareness began to return. Puffs of smoke drifted over the battlefield to his left as he glanced quickly to see what the hell was going on. He looked up just in time to hear a whomp sound a bit like the firing of a potato cannon, and a streak of flame and smoke as Ali rose above the defensive wall and fired the first of his three RPG rounds.

      It covered the distance of only twenty or thirty yards in an instant and detonated short of the main party of Taliban fighters, many of whom were writhing in agony on the ground—or already dead. The villagers had charged to the brow of the ridgeline and were firing a steady hail of mostly poorly aimed shots down onto the road below.

      Trapp winced as he saw how exposed they were, but he forced himself to turn away. He rose into a crouch, twisted to his left, and fired half his remaining magazine into the morass of smoke and destruction caused by the repeated explosions. He saw Ali’s shadow emerge on the other side, rest the RPG launcher in his shoulder, and steeled himself for the shriek and destruction that was to come.

      As the ground shook from the impact, he launched himself into action. The trucks were about twenty yards to his right. The dead gunner was still draped over his weapon, though he would never fire it again. His dead hand had fallen free of the trigger. But behind the technical, Trapp saw movement from the two remaining Taliban fighters. Whatever they were planning, it was his job to stop it. They couldn’t be allowed to get on the big gun.

      He sprinted down the brow of the ridgeline, jumping onto the road and landing heavily with a grunt. His knees screamed out in agony, but he pushed himself on, the adrenaline surging through his bloodstream quickly dulling the pain. Bringing his rifle to his shoulder, he fired the remainder of his magazine left and right into bursts of warning shots to keep the fighters behind the trucks at bay, then quickly switched the mag.

      “They’re coming up the ridge!” Rafi radioed, his voice high and panicked.

      Trapp stole a glance to his left, and his blood froze. Well over half of the Taliban who had attacked were either dead or so close to it, but it made no difference. About seven of them—mostly the better trained ones he’d spotted before—were still alive.

      There is a long-held military truism that the best way to survive an ambush is by not stumbling into one in the first place.

      The second-best way was taught by militaries across the world. You charged into one of the two lines of intersecting fire, pumping every round at your disposal at the enemy to keep their heads down and their aim wild—and you threw as many fragmentation grenades over their heads as possible.

      And that was exactly what the surviving Taliban were doing. He watched as the farthest forward pulled the pin from a grenade and threw it over the ridgeline. Two of his comrades repeated the trick a moment later before bringing their guns back to their shoulders and firing. Trapp watched as one of the defenders on the ridgeline—an elderly man, bracketed by the sunlight—stumbled as though he had been punched in the gut before toppling to his knees and tumbling like a ragdoll down the front of the ridge.

      “Shit,” Trapp muttered. He was caught in no man’s land between the Taliban attacking the ridge and the two by the trucks. If they were smart, they would take the opportunity to end him for good.

      He reacted without thinking, lifting his rifle and firing a grenade from the underslung launcher under the barrel. It hit with a percussive thump a little ahead of the first two Taliban fighters. The explosion threw the first back and peppered the other with a hail of metal fragments. Trapp didn’t blink before following up with two three-round bursts from his rifle, though neither were likely necessary.

      A third and final shriek emanated from the defensive strong point at the front of the village. The RPG round hit behind the group of charging Taliban, causing two of them to stumble and fall to the ground, but as far as Trapp could tell causing no more serious damage.

      Trapp forced himself to turn away from the action unfolding to his left. It wasn’t in his nature to run away from a fight, but in this case, he was running toward a different one entirely. The trucks were the primary objective—the only one that mattered. Everything else was secondary to the goal of securing them intact.

      He reloaded as he jogged toward the front of the convoy of trucks in a low crouch. The empty magazine slipped from his exhausted fingers and fell to the ground, but he didn’t take the time to retrieve it. His eyes never stopped panning left and right.

      “Where the hell are you?” he muttered under his breath, barely audible over the backing track of chaos that was playing out behind him.

      A flash of light caught his attention just in time to throw himself to the icy dirt. The muzzle flash that had alerted him to the incoming gunfire stopped, and he grunted with effort as he rolled to his side to free his rifle from underneath him. He aimed at a point just above the truck and fired a single burst. Whoever had opened up on him was already back behind cover.

      Trapp squeezed the trigger again, and the second the rifle stopped chattering, he jumped back to his feet. He was only ten yards or so from the frontmost truck now. His pulse beat a percussive tune in his head. Adrenaline pulsated through his veins, blocking out his entire vision except for a small cone of the world directly in front of him.

      Movement.

      He took a pace to the left as he saw a glimpse of motion just behind the bed of the truck. Someone was moving in a crouch. Even better, none of the vehicle’s vital parts was in the line of fire—nor any of the trucks behind it.

      He fired. The motion stopped, but there was no corresponding cry of pain. He’d given his enemies no more than a warning.

      “Shit.”

      Another pace to the left. More of the side of the pickup truck came into view. Every inch was as empty as the last.

      “Hey, assholes,” he called out. “Why don’t you show me what you’re made of?”

      An object flew through the air toward him from behind the truck. Trapp’s eyes widened, following the arc of what had to be a grenade. It was going to land a little bit behind him. There was no time to react. He threw himself to the earth for a second time, landing heavily on his right knee, and curled into a ball.

      It detonated barely two seconds later.

      He felt the force moving through his body like an earthquake pushing a wall of ocean ahead of it. His chest compressed. His vision went black. There was no sound.

      And in an instant, the world returned.

      A speeding shockwave of earth and dirt scarred Trapp’s back. A puff of smoke drifted over his frame. He was alive.

      Don’t stop.

      To stop was to give his enemy an opening. To stop was to die.

      His fingers trembling, Trapp reached for his rifle. How many rounds were left in the magazine? Usually he knew almost to a round. Now that information slipped tantalizingly away from his conscious mind.

      He pulled himself upright. Someone was coming from behind the truck. They had to think he was dead. His limbs were still moving more slowly than his brain intended, but he brought the rifle up and squeezed the trigger.

      The Taliban fighter jerked with surprise, then collapsed to the ground. His buddy emerged a second later, smart enough to look down at his friend and try and dive for cover, but not quick enough to succeed. Trapp’s aim came crashing back. He fired a single round, and it entered just below the fighter’s orbital lobe.

      Trapp fell to his knees, sending a jarring pain from the earlier wound running through his body. His ears rang like a clapped bell. He started to shake as the adrenaline flooded from his system.

      No sooner did he stop than the wave of noise from the battle ongoing behind him washed over him. Snatched single gunshots rang out, followed by explosions and the chatter of automatic weapons.

      All Trapp wanted to do was stop. Every bone in his body cried out with the desire. This wasn’t his fight. These weren’t his people.

      The stock of his rifle dropped to the ground. It rested there for a few seconds. Another grenade detonated behind Trapp. He stared down the mountain, at a scene of such picturesque beauty it was hard to believe it was real. Mountaintops studded the distant horizon like the canopies of some frozen forest. Birds circled overhead, and a few faint wisps of cloud scuttled across the heavens.

      He pushed himself upright. These weren’t his people, and this wasn’t his fight. But they would die without him. Yasmin and Rafi would die without him. Maybe they still would.

      But at least this way he could say he gave it his best.
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      A twinge of pain loudly announced its presence through a fog of exhaustion, and Trapp looked down with some surprise to see that his fatigues were torn open near his right kneecap, and a streak of blood was visible on the skin. He stooped to get a better look and came away comforted by the fact that the cut wasn’t a deep one.

      Still stings like a son of a bitch.

      Strangely, the small injuries always hurt the worst in his experience. You could take a bullet to the buttocks, and it wouldn’t cause nearly as much pain as a deep paper cut.

      Trapp looked back up and took in the battle’s aftermath for the first time. The good news was that all of the trucks were in good working order—even if one was scarred with debris from the detonation of an errant grenade.

      The bad was right in front of his eyes. At least half a dozen villagers had been killed, and the same number grievously wounded—most of whom wouldn’t see the light of another day. A decent chunk of the entire settlement was gone, or nearly so. He’d already handed out all the morphine in his medical kit to soothe the remaining hours of those who couldn’t be saved. The rest had to make do with Tylenol, and judging from the expressions of agony he saw all around him, it wasn’t nearly enough.

      Women in headscarves crooned over the bodies of their fallen family members, some wailing in anguish into the empty sky, others still rocking back and forth in their own silent world of grief.

      The ambush kill box was a charnel house. What little snow remained was painted dark with blood. The space was littered with bodies, some of whom seemed barely injured, even as they froze solid on the ice. Others were no longer recognizable as human.

      He was about to look away when he saw an elderly man carrying an even more ancient shotgun with both hands across his chest. He watched as the village elder examined each body in turn, nudging some with his feet to ensure they were dead, barely sparing others a passing glance.

      The man stopped near a scar in the earth left by the impact of one of the RPG rounds that Ali had fired. Two bodies lay at his feet. As Trapp had watched him do over and over again, he reached out with his right foot and pushed against the corpse of the first. It didn’t budge.

      Instead of repeating the same trick with the other body, the elder squatted on his haunches at its side. He bowed his head, and though Trapp couldn’t be sure, he thought he was praying. Then, with astonishing quickness, the elder rose, leveled his shotgun at the corpse’s chest and squeezed the trigger—all quicker than Trapp, or any human, could react.

      The roar of the shotgun blast washed over the morning village. Several of the women and children screamed in alarm, and though many of those who’d been involved in the fight were too lost in their own thoughts for major worry, even they turned around to look.

      The elder completed his rounds but found no more Taliban to kill. He tossed his shotgun contemptuously to the ground and trudged back into the village.

      Trapp knew he’d just witnessed a war crime. And yet he couldn’t find it in himself to care. Rationally, he knew that was the pernicious sickness of combat—it was like a moral acid that ate away at man’s humanity. The Taliban had come here to slaughter this village, and so this villager had repaid the favor with interest.

      He looked away.

      To his left, two boys who looked barely into their teens were struggling over the brow of the ridge carrying a heavy weight between them.

      A body.

      Trapp let his rifle fall against the sling and rushed to help them. As he got closer, he saw that the cheeks of the boy nearest to him were streaked in tears that were cutting channels through the grime on his face. The other’s jaw was set, his eyes staring away into nothingness.

      “Let me help,” Trapp said as he got close.

      The second boy shook his head sharply, jerking his chin in the universal language for, “Leave me alone.”

      And so Trapp did just that. He watched as the boys struggled with their heavy load, carrying the body down the small hill, over the road, and then up a gentle slope toward an area about fifty yards away from the village. He noticed with surprise that he hadn’t registered the place before. Sticks rose out of the ground, and streamers of ribbon fluttered whenever they were caught by any passing wisp of breeze.

      It was a graveyard.

      Minutes passed, and Trapp watched the boys as if lost in a trance. Finally, they settled their burden down on the ground and collapsed by its side, their low moans of anguish occasionally carried by the smoke-tainted wind. He wondered who they were mourning.

      A brother? A father? An uncle?

      What did it matter? In the end, all pain was equal enough. It hurt like a son of a bitch on the way in, with the sharpness of a knife grating through the ribs. But after time, it faded. It healed. You could think of the person you’d lost without the same clutching in your chest, the same prickling at the corner of your eye.

      “They won’t let you help,” a voice said by his side.

      Trapp snapped out of his reverie and saw with surprise that Ali had approached without him noticing—no mean feat on the stony ridge, especially with a cane. He was pleased to see that the village’s headman looked unhurt—at least physically.

      “Why not?”

      “This is a job for our people,” Ali explained. “They appreciate everything you have done for us, don’t doubt that. But this is personal. We will bury them by nightfall.”

      Trapp understood. He acknowledged Ali with a grunt. Finally processing the last thing that the man had said, he looked to his side sharply.

      “We need to leave immediately,” he said. “Sooner, if possible. Tomorrow will be too late.”

      “I think you are more correct than you know,” Ali said, gazing sadly in the same direction as Trapp.

      “I don’t follow.”

      “A storm is on the way,” Ali explained. “A bad one.”

      Trapp frowned. He didn’t remember seeing a radio anywhere in the village, and there sure as hell wasn’t any cell signal this high up in the mountains. “How can you tell?” he asked.

      Ali hefted his cane, took a moment to steady himself on only his two legs, then wrapped the stick against his bum leg. “My knee aches. It never fails.”

      Raising an eyebrow, Trapp replied, “You’re shitting me.”

      Ali grinned, though the amusement died more quickly than it might on another occasion. He raised his arm and pointed out across the peaks of the mountain range to the east. “Yes. But I see a cloud forming that way, a big one, and it’s the right time of year. And my knee really does ache more than usual. It’s usually a sign, though not one I would set my watch by.”

      “If you’re setting your watch by the weather forecast, you’ve got another problem anyway,” Trapp remarked.

      He followed Ali’s arm until he spied the cloud himself. It was so far away it was hard to believe it could cause any real trouble, but there was a brooding tinge to it that he didn’t like. And he knew better than to disregard the views of the people in these mountains. Americans had been doing that for far too long.

      “If it hits, it will cut us off up here for several days, until enough of the snow melts lower down the mountain. But that means our enemies will have the advantage—they will be able to act while we are trapped,” Ali said.

      “So we need to be gone before it gets here,” Trapp mused out loud. “How long do you think we have?”

      “Twelve hours, maybe.” Ali shrugged. “Perhaps a little bit longer. It’s hard to say. We’ll be fine lower down, I hope. But not up here.”

      Trapp looked around, wondering where Rafi had gotten to. His mind was suddenly exploding with the various logistical requirements their escape would require. He couldn’t pull it all together without a translator—and preferably one more mobile than Ali.

      “He’s with my niece,” Ali said, reading Trapp’s mind. “He went there as soon as the fighting stopped.”

      “I’ll go find him,” Trapp said. “I need you to get your people ready as soon as possible. The burials—”

      “Will take place,” Ali said firmly. “Everyone in this village has lost somebody they love. I will not be able to persuade them to leave without saying goodbye, not to speak of entrusting their souls to Allah.”

      “I wasn’t going to ask that,” Trapp said, knowing that he would make the same decision in Ali’s place. “But they need to be quick, otherwise many more will die. I need anyone you can spare gathering weapons, ammunition, and food and setting it by the trucks. No personal possessions. It’ll only weigh us down. Anything they can carry on them is fine, but…”

      “It isn’t the first time some of these people have fled war,” Ali said. “They know what sacrifices must be made.”

      Trapp nodded. “Okay. I will go see Rafi.”

      Ali inclined his head but remained silent. He swung his cane out and began to hobble down the other side of the ridge, toward the village’s burial ground. He seemed smaller than before, somehow stooped, losing everything he knew in spite of a victory against all the odds.

      It didn’t take Trapp long to jog back into the village. The exercise helped take his mind off the laundry list of tasks that needed doing.

      He swung the door to Ali’s home open with more force than he intended. It clattered against the adjoining wall before springing back a few inches. Rafi looked up from where he was seated on the mattress, his daughter’s head on his lap. He leaned forward and grabbed the rifle on the ground by his side but lowered it when he registered who had entered.

      Raising his hands in apology, Trapp muttered, “My bad. How is she?”

      Rafi’s face took a few seconds to lose the tenseness that had acquired. He exhaled deeply, then settled back, resuming a calm, measured pattern of stroking his daughter’s hair.

      “Her fever is breaking,” he said, sounding hopeful despite all the hell that the day had entailed. “It’s down a degree already. I think the medicine is working.”

      He looked up and met Trapp’s gaze, maintaining it for long enough that Trapp started to feel uncomfortable before he finally whispered, “Thank you. You saved her life. I won’t ever forget that.”

      Realizing that he was still standing between the doorframe and allowing gusts of icy wind into the building, Trapp took a step inside and closed the door behind him. It had the added benefit of allowing him to dodge the awkward sensation in his gut for a few seconds longer.

      “I just followed the instructions.” He shrugged through his embarrassment. “That’s all. Be grateful to Big Pharma. Not me.”

      “You saved her,” Rafi repeated. He seemed strangely moved, his eyes cloudy with an emotion that Trapp couldn’t quite recognize.

      But then, he wondered, was there anything strange about a man being emotional as his daughter was lying on what might have been her deathbed? Not really.

      “She’ll need another dose soon,” Trapp said, glancing at his watch. “I’ll prepare the saline bag. You’ll need to give it to her when the time comes.”

      “Of course.” Rafi nodded quickly. “I watched when you did it before.”

      “We’re leaving in a few hours,” he said after a silence had begun to build. “We’ll have to make her as comfortable as possible, lay her down in one of the rear seats maybe, where it’s warm. We can’t risk staying in this place. Not after what happened this morning.”

      “I know,” Rafi replied, bowing his head.

      Trapp grimaced as he looked down at the man, still stroking Yasmin’s hair. He felt like crap for asking, but he had to. “Listen, I need your—”

      “The attack was my fault,” Rafi said, his voice barely rising above a whisper. “I led them to us.”

      Without taking more than a second to compose himself, Trapp fired back, “I’m guessing it’s no big surprise to you to hear that former soldiers have been turning up dead across Afghanistan day after day for months, with their hands tied behind their back, broken jaws, bruises all over their body and bullet holes through their foreheads?”

      “Jason—”

      “Those animals came here because they were hungry. They were hungry, and they’ve been lied to, and instead of admitting it to themselves, they turned on those weaker than them instead. You didn’t—”

      Rafi looked up, but his hands were suddenly knotted in Yasmin’s hair, his knuckles white from strain. “Jason, I’m not talking about what happened this morning.”

      Trapp open his mouth to reply, then closed it again. “I don’t compute.”

      “The attack on the summit. It was my fault. I led them to that village.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Trapp said, his brow wrinkling with confusion. “I was with you the whole time. Unless you’re some kind of magnet for ISIS assholes, you had nothing to do with it.”

      Rafi swallowed. He looked like he didn’t want to give voice to what was on his mind. The words came out in halting English—and not because of any lack of skill on his part. “I—I was carrying a device. It was a GPS, I think. It broadcast our location.”

      Trapp felt as though he’d been hit in the gut. He’d trusted Rafi implicitly, at least since learning of the man’s undeniable devotion to his daughter. Why was he telling him this now?

      “Broadcast our location to who?”

      “The man from the CIA gave it to me,” Rafi said, speaking quickly now, almost rambling. “He made me promise not to say a word. Said he would get my family out if I did exactly what he said. And when I said I wasn’t sure, when I—”

      “He threatened you?” Trapp said, studying the translator’s face closely. No, that didn’t scan. And then the pieces fell into place. Pointing at Yasmin he said, “No, he threatened her, didn’t he?”

      Rafi nodded mutely.

      Cold fury bubbled in Trapp’s gut. “Give me a name, Rafi. Who made you do this?”

      “The man on the aircraft carrier,” came the reply, as though it was the most obvious answer in the world. “Mr. Landell.”

      Trapp blinked in confusion, and images of the days leading up to this operation flashed across his mind. Landell’s antipathy to this mission. Him and Rafi huddled in tight quarters aboard the boat, looking up whenever they were spotted. Rafi’s strange tension, which he’d explained away as fear.

      But why?

      “Do you know what he wanted?” Trapp said slowly, as he tried to work out what possible motive Landell might’ve had. “Why he asked you to do this?”

      Rafi shook his head. “He never said. I thought he just didn’t like not having eyes overhead. The agreement with the Taliban was no drones, remember?”

      “I do,” Trapp said. He hadn’t liked it much either.

      “But then after the ISIS attack, I realized—the only way they could’ve known where we were was if somebody told them. And the only way that somebody could’ve had our location was—”

      “The tracker,” Trapp whispered. His eyes widened. “Do you still have it? The device, I mean.”

      “No. I threw it down the side of a cliff when you went looking for the ponies. I was ashamed of what I did. And I didn’t want you to find out.”

      Trapp ran his palm across the stubble of a beard on his face. That was a blow, no doubt about it. They would need real solid proof to go after a man like Landell. But still, there was something here that he was missing, he was sure of it.

      What the hell was his motive?

      Rocking nervously back and forth, Rafi asked, “What are you going to do?”

      The subtext was clear: he was worried that Trapp intended to exact his revenge for the betrayal on him. But that was the last thing on his mind. Rafi was just an innocent pawn caught in a vise that wasn’t of his making.

      Trapp felt that his senses were unaccountably more alive than he could remember them being in months. He’d stumbled on a thread, a puzzle to which he did not yet have the solution. But one thing was sure: He intended to pull on it until he did.

      “First of all, we need to get far away from this place before the Taliban come looking for their friends. Then we’ll get you and your daughter to safety. And after that… I have some ideas.”
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      It wasn’t much past noon, and already the light was starting to close in on the mountain. The ice-blue dawn sky had given way to a thin covering of cloud that was thickening with every hour that passed.

      Trapp squatted on the ground and splayed the map out in front of him, laying rocks on all four corners to stop it from blowing away in the stiff breeze—another reminder of the fast-moving storm that threatened everything. He beckoned Rafi and Ali toward him. Ali winced with pain as he lowered himself to the ground.

      “Sorry,” Trapp said.

      “I am accustomed to it,” he replied with dignity.

      “We’re here,” Trapp said, tapping the map at the unnamed black dot that signified the location of the village.

      “I’m aware,” Ali said wryly.

      “As the crow flies, Pakistan is only fifty miles. Maybe a bit less. Our only option is to make it to the Torkham border crossing and hope we can sweettalk our way across.”

      Trapp traced the zigzag line of the road down to the foothills that bordered the Spin Ghar mountain range, across the plain at the bottom bordering the city of Jalalabad, and then back east toward Pakistan and its border city of Peshawar.

      He coughed before continuing. “The only problem is that this route is suicidal.”

      Rafi sagged with relief. “There will be Taliban everywhere. Jalalabad is a hotbed of Islamic State activity. Last month they sent in several thousand fresh fighters to flush them out. The roads will be clogged with checkpoints and patrols. We’ll never make it.”

      “Then I’m all ears.” Trapp shrugged tiredly. He blinked, and the map appeared momentarily fuzzy before the wave of exhaustion passed. “I can’t see any way through the mountains, at least not one the trucks can take. And there’s no way we can make the journey on foot. Half of us will die.”

      The strained expression on Rafi’s face indicated that he knew this very well. “There is a way,” he said thoughtfully. “A route we can take through the mountains themselves. It won’t be easy, but the trucks will make it.”

      “Through this storm?” Trapp asked doubtfully, glancing over to the wall of black cloud approaching the mountain from the east. “I don’t see this route. I’ve looked.”

      “I was born in these mountains, Jason,” Rafi said, quietly rebuking the outsider. He studied the map quietly, as if searching for a route he knew by feel rather than as a series of dots on a map.

      Ali reached out first. He prodded the map, and the paper indented under the touch of his finger. “Here,” he said.

      Rafi nodded slowly as if remembering. “Yes, you’re right. We need to go down to the bottom of the mountain. Then around this foothill. It’ll take us toward Jalalabad, but far from the main road. Then there is a path by this riverbed all the way through to Pakistan.”

      Trapp peered down. “You’re sure?”

      “It’s narrow. It’s mostly used by smugglers, and the occasional goat herder. And always in the summer. But it’s there. The trucks have snow chains, I checked. I think we can make it through.”

      Exhaling, Trapp followed the route several times. He wasn’t sure it was any less suicidal than simply walking right into Taliban country and announcing their presence. But what other choice was there?

      “Okay,” he said, slapping his thigh for emphasis. “Then we know what we have to do. Let’s move out in five.”

      As he stood up, he was exposed once more to the bustling chaos of an entire village preparing to flee. The elderly and the infirm had already been loaded into the trucks. The weakest—Yasmin included—were inside the cabins, the others were huddled in the truck beds, covered by layers of thick blankets.

      The Taliban dead had been stripped of their clothing on Trapp’s orders. Other villagers now wore black turbans and white robes—bloodstains and bullet holes artfully concealed. The Taliban flags mounted on each of the vehicles flapped in the powerful gusts of wind. As long as nobody looked too closely, Trapp thought, they might pass for a patrol.

      But it was a hell of a gamble.

      As the village emptied, the flow of warm bodies toward the trucks slowed and then came to a stop. Every ounce of food these people had was either buried or carried on their persons. Whatever meager valuables they possessed had been hastily sewn into their robes. Each of the able-bodied men carried an automatic weapon taken from the bodies of the Taliban dead. They were battle tested now and carried themselves more proudly than before. But Trapp didn’t kid himself that they would be any match for a determined Taliban attack, not without the elements of surprise, favorable terrain, and a well-prepared ambush.

      “You take point,” Trapp said as Rafi approached, pointing at the vehicle at the front of the convoy—the one he knew Yasmin had been taken to. The trucks had already been turned around, their noses pointing down toward the bottom of the valley. “You know the way.”

      Rafi nodded. He turned to the remaining group of villagers who had been designated as drivers and pointed them each to a vehicle in turn. Trapp couldn’t understand a word, but the tension on each man’s face was palpable. They started jogging toward their assigned trucks before Rafi was even done talking.

      Trapp extended his hand when it was just the two of them left alone. “Good luck, my friend,” he said.

      “I think we will need it,” Rafi replied with a thin smile.

      “You’re not wrong,” Trapp said, emitting a short, sharp belly laugh that drained away at least some of his own stress. “But if I was a betting man, I’d put money on us. There’s no doubt about that.”

      The expression on Rafi’s face as the two men parted ways indicated that he wasn’t quite so sure.

      Trapp jogged toward the truck at the back of the convoy—the technical. The machine gun had been reloaded with a fresh belt of ammunition, and one of the defenders, a teenager who had performed admirably in combat, stood proudly behind its armored shield. Ali was sitting in the rear seat so that he could communicate with the kid.

      The setup was janky as hell, there was no disguising it, but it was the best idea that anybody had had so far.

      The passenger door was wide open, and Trapp slowed in front of it. He stopped and turned back to the empty village. It now seemed a sad little place. All of the fires had burned to embers in their hearths, and only the faintest trails of smoke flickered into the sky. At the corner of his vision, he saw the ribbon streamers fluttering on top of a dozen fresh graves. They were almost horizontal from the force of the wind.

      “Anyone left?” he called to Ali.

      “That’s it. Everybody is accounted for,” came the reply. Ali’s tone was mournful.

      Trapp understood but didn’t have time to indulge in his emotions. He slapped the roof of the truck and climbed inside, swinging his rifle around its strap so that it lay flat against his chest. He played with it until he was sure that it wouldn’t catch against anything if he needed to quickly bring it up to fire. “Then let’s go.”

      The driver tapped the gas pedal, seemingly understanding Trapp’s intention even if not the exact words. He was probably just anxious not to lose sight of the rest of the convoy. The truck rolled forward just a few yards before an almighty ruckus sounded from the cargo bed.

      As the driver stamped on the brakes, Trapp muttered, “What the hell’s going on?”

      He caught a flash of movement in the side mirror, and as he twisted to look behind him, saw a dark brown streak haring back toward the village. It was tiny, no bigger than a child.

      “A girl,” Ali explained, twisting in his seat as he tried to converse with the passengers crammed into the cargo bed. “They’re saying she left something behind.”

      “Tell everybody to calm the hell down,” Trapp snapped, reaching for the door handle and pulling it open. He stepped outside, where a brisk gust of wind slapped him in the face and reminded him of the weather system that was fast approaching. “I’ll go get her. Anybody else who gets out gets left behind, okay?”

      He didn’t wait for a response.

      “Rafi,” Trapp said, transmitting over the radio net the pair shared as he jogged back up the slope that led to the village. “Slow it down. We’ve got a runner here. A little girl. It won’t take long.”

      “Copy that,” came the reply. “We’ll wait for you down here.”

      Trapp traced the girl’s path through the village. She’d left a set of tiny footprints in the snow, a consequence of eschewing the dirt paths to take the most direct route possible toward her home. He couldn’t work out what the hell had possessed her to abandon her family and make a break for it.

      He was about twenty yards behind her when he saw her scampering inside a ramshackle, snow-frosted single-story home. He dragged in a full lungful of clean mountain air and made the rest of the distance at a sprint. His chest was heaving as he slowed in front of the front door. It was open just a tiny crack.

      “Easy,” Trapp called out, modulating his tone to avoid scaring her off. “I’m just going to open this door, okay?”

      He pushed it open slowly with a flat palm. The wooden hinge creaked with the movement. Inside was cold and dead. He squinted into the gloomy, unlit space. Only the girl’s eyes gleamed back, reflecting the light from outside. She was kneeling on the ground at the far end of the room, concealing something beneath her.

      “It’s okay, kiddo,” Trapp said, realizing in a flash that she had to be terrified of the rough-faced, heavily armed stranger towering over her. He sank down onto his haunches so that he was closer to her level. “I’m not angry with you. But we need to get going, okay? Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      She kept staring but crawled forward a few inches and seemed to sweep something into her skirts. It made a sound.

      “We need to go, kiddo,” Trapp continued, gesturing toward the open door behind him. “We don’t have much time.”

      The girl shuffled toward the corner of the room, and that sound echoed again. It was a little squeak, like a dog’s chew toy. He frowned as he tried to work out what the hell it was.

      “Please, kid,” Trapp implored. He didn’t want to scare her, but it was getting to the point where he didn’t have any other choice. Time was running out. He took a step farther into the home, making sure that he was still blocking the exit so that he could catch her if she tried to run.

      She stood and swept whatever she’d come to retrieve into her arms. It squeaked again. Her eyes glowed almost amber in the darkness. She took a pace backward and pressed her back against the wall. She was trembling.

      Trapp moved toward her, spreading his arms so that there was nowhere else for her to go. As he closed on her, she lowered the cloth she was clutching to her chest just a fraction, and he saw another set of eyes gleaming back at him.

      It was a damn kitten.

      All this for a damn kitten.

      “No, mister,” she said, probably reaching for the only words of English she knew. “No.”

      “I don’t care about the cat, okay? You can keep it,” he replied, feeling every second that was ticking by. “But it’s time to go.”

      He took another step; she was within arm’s reach now. He pretended to look over his shoulder, and then jumped forward, catching her in his grasp. He squeezed her tight to his chest, kitten and all, and turned back to the front door, shaking his head as the girl cried out in fear.

      “All this for a damn kitten.”
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      The snow started falling within twenty minutes of the journey commencing. Only a few flakes tumbled out of the sky at first, pretty, delicate things that attracted admiration rather than concern. But before long, as the convoy of trucks raced down the mountain, a thick curtain of snow began tumbling from the clouds. The lower they drove, the wetter the snow, but this was no great comfort: the trucks had started to catch on slippery patches and slide in hair-raising fashion to the edge of the road.

      Twice the driver of Trapp’s truck arrested a skid just inches from disaster. The convoy slowed as if by unspoken agreement.

      “How long to the valley, Rafi?” Trapp transmitted, peering out of the windshield.

      He could scarcely believe how quickly the visibility had turned. Just a couple of hours earlier, he could see for what felt like tens of miles. Now his vision was measured in feet.

      “Ten minutes,” came Rafi’s worried-sounding reply. “Maybe a bit less. But it’s going to be difficult to find the right path in these conditions.”

      “We don’t have any other choice,” Trapp replied.

      The passengers in the cargo bed had to be freezing. If he had to guess, the temperature was in the mid-twenties and still dropping. The storm was hitting with a fierce intensity that was hard to believe. He twisted and glanced over his shoulder to see silhouettes covered in a coat of white, barely visible against the matching background.

      “They’re used to the weather,” Ali said, noting the direction of his gaze. “They will be fine.”

      “If you say so,” Trapp said, not completely convinced. No matter how hardy they were, they weren’t moving. Even pressed tightly against each other in the confined space, they wouldn’t be generating much body heat. He wondered how long he could push this escape without risking one of their deaths.

      If you stop, then they might all die…

      That was the trade-off that he was cursed to make. To save one, he must risk all.

      The brake lights of the truck ahead were barely visible now, even separated by just twenty feet. They glowed dully out of the fog of snow like some lurking demon’s eyes. The slope of the road seemed to level out, though it was difficult to tell in the reduced visibility. Trapp sensed it anyway, something in his stomach telling him that they were coming down off the mountain.

      “We’re down,” Rafi confirmed.

      “How far to the turning?” Trapp radioed.

      “Usually? Less than an hour. Today I think it will take longer. We need to go slow. It’s the only route through the mountains. If we miss it and have to tail back, it might already be too late.”
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      Trapp jumped out of the truck’s heated cabin and landed on the surface of another planet. His boots crunched and squeaked on the snow underfoot, which was already ankle-deep and growing thicker with every passing second.

      To his momentary surprise, he found it wasn’t particularly cold. The thick cloud overhead was acting as an insulating blanket, blocking out the worst of the wind, still evident by the diagonal bent of the falling snow. A particularly virulent gust blew a cloud of ice into Trapp’s face, pock-marking his stubbly beard.

      Rafi ran toward him, keeping his injured arm tight to his body. The stiff way he was forced to walk to avoid jarring it unnecessarily made him look like a shuffling yeti stumbling through the snow.

      “I need the map,” he yelled out over the howl of the growing storm. “We’re nearly there, I know it. But everything looks the same.”

      Trapp didn’t give voice to the gnawing worm of concern in his belly. It wouldn’t help. What he wouldn’t give for a working GPS unit. Or a damn satellite phone. The fact that they’d managed to bring neither item with them when they fled the village made Trapp wonder if he was somehow cursed. He pulled the map out from where it was stowed inside his jacket and hunched over it to block out the worst of the hammering snow.

      “I think we’re here,” Rafi said, tapping a spot on the map that resembled the webbing between two fingers, if those digits were in reality enormous spurs of mountain bisected by a long-ago glacier.

      “So let’s drive that way,” Trapp said, raising his voice over the howl of the storm. “It narrows all the way to the river. It stands to reason we’ll find our way eventually.”

      “But if we go too far right,” Rafi said, “we might end up in that river.”

      “Good point,” Trapp conceded.

      A powerful gust of wind howled in the distance, driving a thick curtain of cloud ahead of it and turning the falling snow almost horizontal. Just as Trapp began to fear they would never find their way, the worst of the fog passed them, and the cloud broke. It was as though they were standing in the eye of the storm, though he guessed it was only the borderland between two larger banks of cloud.

      Still, though the snow was still falling, they could see again. They could see the mountain outlined against the fog. It only lasted a few seconds, but it was enough.

      “There!” Rafi pointed even as the visibility began to close in around them once more, his face alive with relief and excitement. “I was right.”

      “Ten points to Gryffindor,” Trapp grunted, though his own face reflected some of the same emotion that his translator was clearly experiencing.

      “What?”

      “Forget it. I haven’t read them either.”

      Rafi shrugged off his confusion and turned away, already beginning to jog back to his truck.

      “I guess you’re done with the map?” Trapp said dryly.

      He climbed back inside the cabin of his own vehicle. The soporific heat started to tug at his eyelids in a matter of seconds. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept. But the way the storm was building, they would have to find somewhere to hunker down sooner rather than later.

      Just not now.

      Trapp reached into his pocket as the driver stepped on the gas once more. The convoy was moving much slower than it had on the way down the mountain as it picked its way through an alien landscape. Each vehicle was driving tighter to each other, the risk of being separated from the pack far outweighing that of a low-speed fender bender.

      He pulled out the cell phone he’d found in the saddlebag for the dozenth time. It was a burner, the kind of device that could get in the way of a speeding bullet and still work just fine. It took thirty seconds or so to power up.

      “Come on,” he muttered. “You can do it.”

      The battery indicator read that it was about ninety percent full. Trapp counted that as a small victory, but only in the Pyrrhic sense, wrapped in a much larger defeat—the signal icon remained resolutely empty, flashing its message over and over again as if to drive its failure home.

      “Shit,” Trapp muttered. He dropped the cell phone onto his lap, hoping against hope that it simply needed a little bit of time to warm up.

      He hadn’t yet considered the larger problem, which was who he could contact for assistance even if he was able to send out an SOS. The operation was heavily classified. The only phone number he was authorized to dial would be routed through an Agency substation—and the person who picked it up would almost certainly be Cliff Landell.

      Which was a problem. At least if he believed Rafi’s story.

      Trapp glanced out of the ice-frosted window as a new thought occurred to him. Was it possible that Rafi had lied to him? It wouldn’t, after all, be the first time. Could the man be an Islamic State operative hiding in plain sight? Maybe the story he’d spun about Landell was just that: a yarn designed to stop Trapp from calling for assistance.

      “That doesn’t make sense,” he said under his breath.

      He’d seen the look on Rafi’s face when he’d admitted his part in the attack on the village. He’d been devastated. Trapp found it hard to believe that the man could fake sincerity so easily. The story was accurate; he was almost certain of it.

      But almost was doing a hell of a lot of heavy lifting.

      Rafi’s devotion to his daughter was so blindingly obvious it didn’t need mentioning. Trapp believed that he would do anything to save her life, go to any length, cross any line. But that inexorably included the bad as well as the good.

      Was it possible that the translator was working for IS-K under duress, instead of out of choice? This province was a hotbed of Islamic State activity. He had said as much himself. Was it possible that some of the organization’s operatives had decided to leverage his relationship with the Americans and had threatened his daughter in order to extract an outcome they desired?

      It was at least within the realms of possibility, Trapp conceded.

      A whistle behind him caught his attention, but he paid no heed. It jogged him some of the way out of his reverie, and he glanced down at the cell phone screen. It had darkened somewhat to save battery, but he could just see the signal icon.

      One bar.

      Trapp started upright. He was so surprised by the sudden appearance of a lifeline to the outside world that it took him a few seconds to react.

      “We’re coming up to the turning,” Rafi transmitted over the radio. “No more than a mile.”

      The vehicle ahead slowed, reacting in exactly the same way the one ahead of it had done, and the driver of the vehicle Trapp was riding in followed suit. Trapp keyed in the number he was authorized to dial. He’d memorized it on board the Essex, never expecting to need to use it. It was a Pakistani number, not one that would attract any attention from Afghan—now Taliban-controlled—intelligence, given the volume of cross-border trade and extended family networks that were so common to the region.

      He heard Ali’s voice behind him, saying something in a reassuring tone, even if he couldn’t understand what exactly was being said. He blocked it out of his mind as he finished dialing the phone number. The signal bar flickered, and Trapp held his breath expecting it to zero out once again.

      Instead, it hit double.

      “Must be my lucky day,” he said.

      The driver glanced over his shoulder, reacting to something happening in the rear seat. Trapp was so wrapped up in his discovery that he wasn’t paying attention. He hit dial and pressed the phone against his ear. He’d decided to follow his SOP instead of attempting to back channel a message to someone in a position to help. He still had no evidence that Landell was crooked, which meant it would be impossible to cut the man out of the loop.

      For now at least, he had to hope that somebody else would be in the room when Landell picked up the phone—or better yet, that somebody else would be the one to answer.

      A click sounding behind Trapp was the only warning—at least the only one he’d so far registered—that something was very wrong.

      All at once, the passenger door behind him swung open, and the driver stamped on the brakes. The truck’s backend fishtailed left, then right as the man struggled to bring the vehicle back under control. In the chaos, Trapp lost his grip on the phone, which tumbled into the footwell.

      “What the hell is happening?” he yelled.

      Twisting his seat, he saw that the old man behind him was attempting to launch himself Superman-style out of the skidding truck. The only thing keeping him inside was that his left arm was still hooked inside his seatbelt, and Ali had a grasp on his leg.

      As the truck slowed, the passenger door swung back, colliding with the old man with a sickening crunch.

      “Dammit,” Trapp hissed, twisting to the extent of his reach and grabbing hold of Ali as he unbuckled his own seatbelt to better be able to help haul the other man back inside the speeding vehicle.

      The brakes locked up underneath the truck, and the vehicle entered an uncontrolled skid. The driver attempted to guide the steering wheel in the direction it was already going, but spun the wheel too quickly, and only resulted in making the momentum more pronounced. Misjudging the direction of the vehicle, Trapp’s scraped knee smashed into the center console hard enough to make him exhale in pain.

      “What is he doing?” Trapp called out over the roar of the storm outside. The truck’s cabin had gone from soporifically overheated to ice cold in the blink of an eye. Snowflakes whirled around the enclosed space, and Trapp’s lungs filled with air that was cold enough to make his eyes water.

      The only piece of good news was that the pickup truck had finally begun to slow, and the driver was steadily regaining control.

      “Having a panic attack,” Ali finally replied, each word punctuated with a grunt of effort. “He has asthma. When he gets stressed…”

      He tailed away, unable to both hold on and speak. The truck’s momentum swung again, this time pulling the old man back toward the cabin of the truck. Ali took the opportunity to pull him further back in, and as he did, the door slammed shut.

      Trapp sagged with relief. “Can’t you give him his pump or something?”

      Panting, Ali replied, “He doesn’t have one.”

      “Of course not,” Trapp said before his eyes widened. “Shit!”

      “What’s wrong?” Ali asked as he dived into the foot well, scrambling around in search of the fallen cell phone.

      “No, no, no,” Trapp muttered frantically to himself. Where the hell was it?

      He reached underneath his seat, and his fingers brushed against something hard and plastic. He closed his eyes in relief, inching his index finger forward until it came into contact with the cell phone, then pulled it sharply backward. The phone came sliding out, and he clutched at it thankfully before bringing it to his ear.

      “Hello?” he barked, the exertion forcing the air out of his lungs and uneven, harsh breaths. “Are you there?”

      There was no answer. Not even a dial tone.

      “Hello?”

      “Who are you talking to?” Ali said.

      Trapp pulled the phone away from his ear. He didn’t want to look at the screen but forced himself to anyway. Both bars of signal were gone, and the icon had returned to mocking him, flashing white then black, white then black.

      “No one,” he finally sighed. “The old man, is he okay?”

      Ali whispered something to the man beside him. He was clutching Trapp’s headrest, and his breath was shallow and panicked, but he seemed to be calming.

      “He will be.”

      Trapp’s earpiece hissed, and for a moment, he thought the transmission was coming from the phone in his hand. It took his exhaustion-addled brain several seconds to process what it was hearing.

      “It’s here,” Rafi said, clearly completely unaware of the chaos that had unfolded at the rear end of the convoy. “I’m making the turning now. We made it.”

      The relief in his voice was evident.

      Trapp forced himself to respond, though the hits kept coming. “Good job. Let’s keep it nice and tight.”

      Through the windshield, night was beginning to settle over the mountains. They had been forced to turn on their headlights or risk losing each other in the storm entirely. Between the gloom and the driving snow, all that could be seen was a train of bright white and red lights against the darkness.

      Trapp checked the screen of the cell phone one last time, hoping that the loss of signal was only temporary, but he knew in his gut that it was not. This deep in the mountains, he’d been lucky to find any at all. Going back wasn’t an option, not when he could only contact one of the four other trucks. At least in the mountains, they would be—relatively—safe. He would have to hope that he picked it up again once they started to descend toward the Pakistani border.

      “Jason!” Trapp’s earpiece crackled again. The relief in Rafi’s voice sounded long-forgotten. It was now tinged with panic. “Are you there?”

      Sagging back into his seat, Trapp reached for the transmit button. “What’s wrong?”

      “There’s something—someone—up here,” Rafi replied. “I think a checkpoint, maybe.”

      “A checkpoint? Who—”

      The pieces fell into place. This route through the mountains was well known. Rafi had said that it was frequented by smugglers. The Taliban would’ve known that—hell, maybe they’d made use of it in the past themselves to smuggle in weapons or get drugs out.

      But now they were the government. Now they were the ones who needed tax revenue. And so they couldn’t let this hole in their borders remain unplugged. Every item smuggled in was one on which customs duties were not paid. And so of course this route through the mountains was blocked. Because why wouldn’t it be?

      “I see men with guns,” Rafi said, his voice tight. “Two of them. They’re waving at me to stop. What do I do?”

      “Whatever you do, don’t stop,” Trapp commanded. “Keep going. They’ll think we’re Taliban too. They won’t open fire.”

      He left the last part unsaid.

      At least, I don’t think so.
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      The Taliban checkpoint flashed past so quickly that both sides could have been forgiven for assuming that the incident had never taken place at all. Trapp’s driver stomped on the gas pedal, and after a moment of sliding, the snow tires on the purloined pickup truck found purchase, and the vehicle rocketed past the small hut.

      Trapp reached into his chest pocket, fumbling with the pouch containing his thermal scope. By the time it was out and powered up, twenty or thirty yards of distance had already opened up between the two camps. Except for the pallid red glow the truck’s brake lights shone out onto the snow, the only illumination visible was coming from inside the small wooden hut. It flickered like candlelight—though Trapp guessed it was probably generated by the fire they were using to keep warm. He punched the window button and cursed at how slowly it opened up. A tiny LED flashed on the scope’s plastic shell, indicating that it was running low on battery.

      With every passing yard that opened up between them, the hut became more difficult to see. Trapp twisted and stuck his neck and shoulders out of the truck’s window as he pressed the thermal scope to his right eye. Ordinarily the device would’ve flattened his sense of depth perception, but the thick falling snow had already put paid to that.

      Warm bodies glowed in the freezing night like flashlights, pyres of heat burning in a spectrum of light invisible to the naked eye. The shack glowed white where its door was open to the elements.

      “Three of them,” Trapp transmitted to Rafi. “All armed. No, make that four.”

      Five, he counted silently to himself as another fighter spilled out.

      “What’s the plan, Jason?” Rafi replied, his voice strangely faint, as if the batteries in his radios, too, were fading out. The only surprise was that they’d lasted this long. With every day that passed, their failing technology took them another decade back in time.

      “We keep going,” Trapp replied. It was the only thing they could do. “Slow and steady, okay? Did you see a vehicle back there?”

      “No,” Rafi conceded. “But it happened so quick…”

      Ali spoke up from the rear seats. He wasn’t privy to the conversation over the radio but answered anyway. “I didn’t see a truck. Out here I don’t think they would have one. Motorcycles most likely. Not good in the snow.”

      “Thank God for that,” Trapp remarked.

      “Thank Allah,” Ali replied, though Trapp detected a hint of wry amusement in his voice despite the strain of the situation.

      “Hell, thank the whole damn lot of them,” Trapp grinned, the rush of adrenaline the situation had pumped into his body, making him feel slightly tipsy. “I would pay my respects to Zeus on Mount Olympus if it helped get us out of here in one piece.”

      “I would join you.”

      Over the next hour, the small convoy’s pace dropped significantly. At certain points, Trapp glanced over to the glowing speedometer behind the steering wheel and saw that they were barely traveling faster than a mile or two per hour. But it wasn’t like they had any other choice. Yasmin’s health might be looking up, but she was still bedridden, and even her prognosis was probably better than some of the other wounded.

      “Jason,” Rafi transmitted, his voice barely audible now. Trapp’s driver tapped the brakes, though he barely needed to. The truck came to a stop behind the one in front of it. It seemed the whole convoy was now halted. “I think you need to come see this.”

      “That’s never good news,” Trapp muttered as he unbuckled his seatbelt and pushed his door open.

      There were pros and cons to their journey into the mountains, Trapp observed. On the plus side, the rising hills around them served to block the worst of the wind. On the downside, this meant the snow wasn’t blown away and instead had the opportunity to settle on the ground.

      He stomped toward the front of the convoy, where Rafi and a couple of the villagers were standing, discussing something among themselves. As Trapp approached, they turned.

      “We won’t make it any further without snow chains,” Rafi said, gesturing farther up the track. “Look.”

      Trapp followed the path of his arm and raised his eyebrows in matching concern. “Great,” he said.

      The path ahead was blocked by a snowdrift that rose to about halfway up a man’s thigh. Trapp was pretty sure that the hardy pickup trucks would be able to punch their way through the obstruction, but Rafi was right—not without chains. In drifts that deep if they lost momentum for even a second they would get hopelessly stuck. Worse still, only a couple of yards to the left the track plunged at least fifteen feet. The field of snow underneath was straight and flat, which Trapp guessed meant it had to be the riverbed—now completely frozen over.

      “We need to get every able-bodied man and woman out of the trucks,” Rafi said. He turned to the man beside him and relayed what was presumably the same message to him before turning back. “The more weight we can get out, the better.”

      “You’re the boss,” Trapp said, raising his hand and irritably brushing a few flakes of snow off his nose.

      Within a couple of minutes, almost two dozen warm bodies were shuffling around the trucks. To Trapp’s surprise each contained a fully working set of snow chains. Apparently somebody in the Taliban’s vehicle maintenance department was up to their job.

      The problem presented itself immediately. Rafi, Ali, Trapp, and a couple of the other Afghans knew how to lay the chains out on the ground, drive a few feet forward, then wrap the metal links around the icy rubber tires. But most of the rest of the village had rarely seen a working vehicle, let alone driven one. The concept was as alien to them as light to the blind. It wasn’t that they couldn’t grasp it; it was that they simply didn’t have time.

      After half an hour, only the rear two trucks were suitably kitted out. Trapp chewed his lip as the main working crew moved to the third. This was taking too long. But they simply couldn’t load the trucks up any more than they already had. There wasn’t space.

      Turning to Ali, he said, “You’re sure those motorbikes won’t work in the snow? Dirt bikes manage it just fine back home.”

      “Not quickly,” he replied with a certain shake of his head. “They will be old, with small engines. They struggle in conditions like this. I’ve ridden such things all my life.”

      “I don’t doubt it,” Trapp replied. His gaze flickered toward the rear of the convoy. “But I’m still going to go keep watch back there, all right? We traveled so slowly that a determined tracker could almost have kept pace with us on foot.”

      “You think anyone is following us?”

      “I think that’s a damn good chance,” Trapp said. “If those guys had a radio, then they might heave learned that a foraging convoy went up into the mountains and never came back. And now it’s spotted here of all places, where it was never supposed to be. Don’t you think that would at least raise suspicion?”

      Ali pursed his lips together. His black beard was already frosted with ice. He nodded curtly. “You’re right.”

      Trapp trudged back toward the technical at the rear of the five-vehicle procession, stepping in his own footsteps, already half-filled with fresh snow. He was pleased to see that the kid assigned to the technical’s machine gun had the weapon aimed in the direction from which they’d come. He looked alert, even as the other passengers in the truck bed were huddled underneath blankets that were coated with inches of thick snow.

      He shot the kid a thumbs-up and received a wide, white smile in return. Trapp was surprised by his enthusiasm. A green private from Arkansas fresh out of boot camp his same age would’ve been grousing about freezing his balls off, but this teenager looked like he wouldn’t rather be anywhere else in the world.

      He supposed it came hand in hand with saving the lives of everyone you knew.

      Bringing his rifle scope up to his eye, Trapp swept as far back on the track as was visible for movement. It was pointless. All he could see was a zoomed-in field of snow. He dropped the rifle back to his chest and stared out into the blizzard.

      Hearing a voice behind him, he turned to see the gunner was saying something. The kid pointed out into the snowstorm, still speaking, then shot Trapp another thumbs-up.

      Frowning, Trapp asked, “You’re telling me there’s nobody out there?”

      The kid matched his own puzzled expression. Trapp grinned. It was like playing charades, except even if he managed to guess the right answer, he would never know for sure. He aped the gunner’s gesture, pointing out into the snow, then sticking his thumbs up.

      Nodding furiously, the gunner smiled again. He bent his thumb and forefinger together and communicated with another gesture that Trapp knew well. He wondered where the boy had learned it.

      Everything’s going to be A-OK.

      “I sure hope you’re right.”

      They stood watch in silence together another half hour, spotting nothing, before an engine roared up ahead. Trapp spun around and watched as the convoy’s lead vehicle plowed into the snowdrift ahead of it, which had gained an extra half foot in the hour they had been stopped. The truck’s wheels spun violently and churned the shower of snow into the air that even outmatched the stuff that was falling from the clouds. It barreled into the snowdrift.

      Trapp held his breath. He suspected that everybody watching was doing the same.

      The truck kept going. It wasn’t fast, but it was moving. And that was all that counted.

      He was half tempted to raise his rifle into the sky and fire off a few shots in salute, Afghan style. Everybody in sight started celebrating, raising their fists into the air or letting out piercing whistles.

      The truck stopped, and Trapp’s heart skipped a beat as he wondered whether it had managed to get stuck. But he exhaled with relief a second later as he watched a figure—Rafi—climb onto the roof of the vehicle, cup his hands around his mouth and start bellowing orders. The villagers responded with alacrity, turning straight for their vehicles and climbing back in. Within a couple of moments, it was like the enforced halt had never taken place at all.

      Time to go.

      He climbed back inside his own assigned vehicle, and they plowed back into the storm. Their truck had the easiest job of all, since it only had to follow a path that had been forged by four other vehicles ahead of it. By the time its chains gripped the snow the road ahead was as close to pristine as a freshly laid four-lane highway.

      They only made it another mile before disaster struck a second time.

      Rafi’s now familiar voice echoed in Trapp’s earpiece, becoming more of a whisper with every passing hour. “Jason—”

      “Yeah, I get it,” he said. “Something else went wrong.”

      He glanced at the truck’s fuel gauge before he climbed back out into the snow. It was a little under half full. They had enough to make it to Pakistan, he hoped. But not if they kept stopping like this, forced to idle their engines for hours to pump out enough heat to stop the injured and the infirm from succumbing to the elements as they negotiated yet another obstacle.

      Trapp jogged through the snow and quickly understood the problem before even arriving at the front of the convoy. The track they were following, which clung to the walls of the mountainside hundreds of feet above the bottom of the valley, now narrowed inward precipitously as it climbed toward a large outcropping of rock. In a matter of a couple of dozen yards, it went from twice as wide as the trucks behind him to barely a few inches.

      Ali was limping through the snow, opening truck doors and chewing out the ears of the able-bodied until they once again emerged from the warmth. Several pulled tools—shovels and even simple wooden planks—and moved ahead of the convoy’s first vehicle, pushing snow over the edge and down into the abyss. Trapp listened for the slight thump of the landing over the background hum of the truck engines. It took a long time to reach his ears.

      Rafi was leaning against the hood of his truck with his arms crossed. His expression said it all.

      “Not good,” Trapp murmured.

      “No.” He shrugged. “But what option do we have?”

      “Fair point.”

      Trapp reached into his map pouch and retrieved the folded wad of paper. He smoothed it out and dropped it low enough that the glow from the headlights provided enough light to read by.

      “There’s a clearing up ahead,” he said, gesturing to where the track disappeared behind the side of the cliff to the right. “Maybe eighty yards. If we can make it there, we can hunker down for the night out of sight.”

      “I know it. There’s a cave there. Narrow, but deep. Space enough for all of us.”

      The longer he stood in the snow, the more Trapp realized that a deep, abiding exhaustion was tugging at his bones. He wanted to press on despite the conditions, wary of the Taliban following them through the storm. But he knew it was getting too dangerous. It would only take a truck’s wheel slipping a few inches in the snow to bring it toppling over the edge. No one could survive that fall.

      Behind them, Ali whistled to attract their attention. Trapp looked around and spotted the village headman directing one of the trucks to edge out to the side of the wider part of the track and put its headlights on to full beam to light up the way.

      “Good idea,” he noted.

      “We should keep going,” Rafi said, gesturing up ahead where the villagers had cleared enough of the snow from the sides of the track for the drivers to be sure where it ended and empty air began.

      “You first,” Trapp laughed.

      Rafi didn’t mimic him. He climbed back into the truck containing his daughter, white-lipped. Almost immediately, its engine revved, and it started creeping toward the narrowest part of the track. Trapp noticed that the path ahead undulated in width tauntingly every few yards, sometimes comfortably wide enough to accept the vehicle attempting to make it past, before then narrowing with stomach-churning haste.

      The chains on the truck’s tires rattled against the wheel wells above, and the vehicle pressed so close to the cliff wall that on occasions a grinding metallic squeal echoed into the darkness. The noises of men at work clearing the snow ahead was the only other sound as an audience watched Rafi and the near dozen men, women, and children in the truck with him in rapt, terrified silence.

      Come on, Trapp whispered to himself.

      At times, it seemed as though Rafi’s truck was crawling at a rate of just inches per hour, and yet he never stopped. Inch by inch, foot by foot, yard by yard he proceeded, even when visible tread on his left tires edged over the side of the track itself. As they spun, they pushed snow and ice over the edge of the cliff in showers. Once the truck seemed to slip, its tires churning helplessly as the overloaded vehicle slipped toward the abyss. Trapp’s stomach knotted in horror before they finally caught, and the engine launched it toward safety with a throaty growl.

      And finally it was done.

      The next truck followed, and the one after that, and then the rest. Trapp followed behind on foot, flattening the tracks left in the snow with a borrowed shovel so that the fresh flakes would more quickly hide their route.

      He emerged into a wide but short clearing, like a bulge in the banks of a snaking river. Up ahead, barely sixty yards away, the clearing narrowed back into a narrow track like the one they’d just survived. Beyond that was only darkness.

      Trapp exhaled deeply, closing his eyes for a few seconds to luxuriate in the feeling of relief that washed over him. They were through. Though he wished he could remain that way forever, unburdened by the myriad responsibilities heaped on his shoulders, he opened them again and got to work.

      Most of the villagers settled into the cave without help. It took another ten minutes to carry the elderly and wounded inside and make them comfortable, then distribute what remained of the MREs and fresh water. Rafi was already inside organizing defensive positions and assigning exhausted villagers to man watches through the night.

      Realizing that he wasn’t needed here, Trapp stomped back out into the snow. The trucks had been parked flush against the cliff wall at the widest part of the clearing, which was about halfway between the track they’d entered from and the cavern. The technical was parked last, and Trapp noted that the kid assigned to man its big machine gun was sticking to his task with barnacle-like tenacity.

      “Smart thinking,” Trapp observed, watching as Ali directed the draping of tarpaulins over the trucks. The sheets were bright blue, with rips and tears in places, but sufficiently intact that once the snow settled on them, the vehicles would appear to the naked eye to be nothing more than snow-covered boulders.

      “Thanks,” Ali sighed, limping backward and surveying his work. Fresh flakes of snow were already falling, and Trapp guessed that within half an hour, the trucks would be completely obscured by a blanket of white.

      “Get some rest,” Trapp suggested. “We should get moving again at first light. The longer those guys at the mouth of the valley have to think, the more chance they might send someone after us.”

      “You’re right.” Ali nodded. He turned toward the cave—barely visible in the dark—and started walking, following the other villagers who’d already started back. After a few steps, he stopped and shot Trapp a quizzical look. “Aren’t you coming?”

      Trapp gestured at the track. “I’ll take first watch. Just in case.”
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      “What news?” Wintersham snapped the second Landell entered the commandeered ready room on the USS Essex. His beard was messy with several days of extra growth, and his ordinarily pressed shirt was rumpled and creased.

      “The captain wants us out,” Landell replied casually, one hand thrust into his pocket as though he was strolling down Main Street on a lazy Sunday morning.

      “What the hell are you talking about, man?” Wintersham said, screwing up his face in confusion. “I’m asking about Trapp.”

      “And I’m telling you that the Navy is getting tired of playing nursemaid,” Landell replied. “They never wanted to give us the space in the first place. Now they are asking for it back. They’ve got a job to do as well, you know.”

      “Then they can come to me directly,” Wintersham said curtly.

      “That’s not how this works,” Landell replied. “I’m running point on this operation. You were only ever the pretty face.”

      “Well, maybe that’s where we went wrong,” Wintersham fired back.

      “What exactly are you saying,” Landell said, pausing for an extended breath before he finished with, “sir?”

      “I’m saying it hasn’t escaped me that this operation of yours went to shit almost from the word go. We followed your plan, used your people, did everything just as you said—and somehow our cover was still blown. It’s a miracle any of us escaped that place alive.”

      “You’re blaming me?” Landell scowled. “Did you somehow forget that I argued against this foolhardy mission right from the start? It went wrong because it was always destined to go wrong. Because when some suit in DC puts a pin on a map and says he wants to be carried halfway around the world for a cozy chat with a known terrorist, this is what happens.”

      The two men continued glowering at one another.

      Wintersham broke the silence first, exhaling jerkily as the tension flooded from his body. “This isn’t getting us anywhere,” he said. “So let’s go back to the start. What news do you have from Afghanistan? Any sight of them?”

      “None.”

      “Are you looking?”

      “My sources are leaving no stone unturned,” Landell replied dryly. “But Afghanistan is a big place, and it’s a long way away. By the time anything reaches us here, it will already almost certainly be too late for it to be of any use.”

      “What about drones?” Wintersham said, standing up and walking toward the map behind the podium. He paused in front of it for the barest fraction of a second before he began to pace.

      “It’s difficult to get them in the air,” Landell replied.

      “Have you tried?” Wintersham asked acidly.

      “I have.”

      “Then try harder. We need to find them. We need to get them back.”

      Landell opened his mouth to reply, then seemed to think better of whatever was on his mind. “Sir, can I ask you why you care so much?”

      “What in the hell do you mean?”

      “You’re alive, aren’t you? You got out of there in one piece. Jason is a big boy. He knew the risks. This time he didn’t get so lucky. It happens.”

      Wintersham looked at Landell with undisguised distaste. “He saved my life.”

      “And he made a choice. He could’ve come back with you. He didn’t. I was there in the debriefs. He went back for the translator. He didn’t have to do that. He made a choice, and it cost him.”

      “He went back for your translator,” Wintersham spluttered. “Doesn’t that mean anything to you? Have you no humanity left in that shell you call a heart?”

      Landell shrugged. “Rafi knew the risks as well. This isn’t your game, sir, if you don’t mind me saying. Maybe you don’t have the constitution for this line of work.”

      Wintersham bunched his hands into fists. “Stop telling me what I should and shouldn’t do, all right? I’m not listening. All I want to hear out of your mouth is that you’re going to get every surveillance asset in the region into the air and keep them there until you find those two. Do you understand?”

      “That’ll take a lot of pull, sir,” Landell said. “I’m just not sure I have it.”

      “Then find it, and quickly.”

      “And if I can’t?”

      Exhaling—but this time with cold fury instead of anxiety—Wintersham strode toward one of the leather chairs in the front row. His satchel was hanging off its back. He reached inside and pulled out a satellite phone, flicked open the plastic shield covering the keypad, and dialed in a string of digits, each answered with a metallic beep.

      When he was done, he marched toward the Agency handler and shoved the phone’s display in front of his face.

      “Do you recognize that number, Cliff?” he hissed.

      Landell raised an eyebrow coolly. “202 is a DC area code. It could be your wife, for all I know.”

      “It’s the president’s direct line,” Wintersham snapped. “Not the switchboard, not his damn secretary, his direct line. When he put me onto this operation, he gave it to me and told me I could call him at any hour of any day. If there was an obstacle in my way, he promised to clear it for me. No matter what.” He glowered at Landell. “Would you like me to tell him I’ve found an obstacle, Cliff? I can be very descriptive when I choose to be.”

      Landell’s jaw worked furiously as he visibly struggled to formulate a response. Finally, he said, “Fine. I’ll do as you ask. For all the good it will do.”

      “That’s what I wanted, Cliff,” Wintersham said, finally dropping the satellite phone to his side. “But I’ve got one question for you.”

      “Shoot,” Landell replied, his lips thin and white as he attempted—poorly—to maintain an even demeanor.

      “What’s so damn difficult about this for you? We’ve got a man out there—two—who are waiting for us to bring them home. What happened to never leaving a man behind?”

      “It’s a lie,” Landell sneered. “We leave people behind all the time. Because the alternative is sending somebody in after them and putting more young men and women into harm’s way. It’s like that old rhyme about the lady who swallowed a fly. It never stops with the spider.”
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      The Afghan kid’s eyes gleamed back at Trapp as he climbed underneath the tarpaulin into the bed of the technical. Only the barrel of the heavy machine gun poked out from beneath the makeshift shelter. Underneath the cover, it was surprisingly warm. A small red beam flashlight was dangling from a bolt on the side of the gun, which provided just barely enough illumination to see by.

      “Space for a little one?” he said.

      The kid cocked his head to one side and didn’t reply.

      “Yeah, it’s a pretty shitty joke,” Trapp muttered, “but in my defense, I’m beat.”

      Strangely, his new partner seemed to understand. He pointed toward Trapp’s wristwatch, and then pressed his palms together and placed them against his right cheek to indicate sleep, then finally pointed firmly at Trapp’s chest.

      “You’re telling me to get some rest?” Trapp said questioningly.

      The kid repeated the gesture, and this time nodded more forcefully.

      “I’m the adult,” Trapp rejoined. “It doesn’t seem fair. Tell you what—how about we get set up here first, maybe have a bite to eat. Then I’ll think about it.”

      Trapp dusted the snow off his jacket and boots and found a comfortable spot to sit on the bed of the truck. Once he was settled, he poked his head back out of the tarpaulin and looked up to the machine gun barrel. He reached up above him and manipulated the gun on its gimbal, tracing the path as he pushed it left and right from the track they’d emerged from far to the left to a spot just short of the cave in which most of the village was holed up. He ducked back inside the tarpaulin and withdrew a combat knife from a sheath below his plate carrier.

      The kid followed Trapp’s actions with keen interest as he marked the farthest angle that the machine gun’s barrel could traverse to the right—and toward the cave—by carving a deep scratch on the top of the tailgate. He repeated the laborious process of exiting the tarpaulin, slaving the barrel to the track, then scratching a deep mark before he relaxed back, satisfied. His partner was still staring at him.

      “This is our field of fire, okay?” Trapp explained, feeling slightly foolish since he had no idea whether his conversation partner understood a single word of what he was saying. He pointed at the mark he’d made on the right-hand side of the truck bed. “Whatever you do, don’t aim the gun any farther than there. Not unless you want to kill your whole family, okay?”

      Was there a gleam of understanding in the kid’s eyes? Trapp wondered. Or was he just imagining it so that he didn’t feel like such an idiot?

      He grabbed the gun’s sides and rotated it toward the track they’d come from, stopping when the barrel was just in line with the mark he’d carved to the left. “Anything past here you’re just wasting bullets.”

      Trapp let go of the machine gun and waited to see what the kid would do. The answer, at least immediately, was nothing. The teenager looked left and right, seeming to process the garbled instructions. After a short time—and shyly—he reached for the weapon, then paused, looking to Trapp as if for approval.

      “Go ahead.” Trapp nodded.

      He watched as the boy swivelled the weapon on its gimbal, moving it toward the cave. Trapp was about to interrupt when the kid stopped abruptly, just in line with the mark on the tailgate. He took his hands off the gun’s handles, turned toward Trapp, and crossed his forearms in the shape of an X. Not waiting for a reaction, he grabbed the gun again and aimed it to the left, toward the other side of the clearing. Again he stopped just before the tailgate mark and crossed his arms.

      “You got it.” Trapp grinned proudly.

      The kid smiled. He uncrossed his arms, then poked his thumb at his chest. “Mansoor,” he said.

      “That’s your name?” Trapp asked before correcting himself. He pointed at the kid’s chest and echoed him. “Mansoor?”

      Nodding proudly, Mansoor repeated his name several times to hammer home the point.

      “Nice to meet you, kid,” Trapp said. He tapped his palm to his own chest and said, “Jason.”

      Mansoor repeated the name, getting the accent about as correct as Trapp probably had in return. It didn’t matter. Despite the fact that Trapp had been in foxholes just like this one more times than he could count, alongside more soldiers than he could remember, there was still something undeniably joyous about even an act of such basic human communication as sharing one’s name.

      They settled down after that and tore open a couple of MREs. Mansoor said his name a couple more times, but even he seemed to tire of the game after a while. He inhaled the meal like a twenty-hand Shire horse after a hard day on the farm and looked mournfully at the empty packaging when he was done.

      Trapp had his mouth full as Mansoor pinched the top of a sachet he found among the wrapping and twisted it off. He squeezed the sides to open it up, then looked straight down, clearly curious about the contents.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were—” Trapp began.

      Too late.

      Mansoor seemed to give a half shrug, then tipped his head back and poured the sachet’s entire contents into his mouth. He dropped the empty packaging, and Trapp reached across to examine it. Energy drink powder. Cherry flavor.

      The kid’s face went bright red, and Trapp was pretty sure it wasn’t just the red beam of the flashlight that was causing it. He chuckled and tossed him a canteen of water. He emptied it gratefully into his mouth, swilling the highly-caffeinated powder around his mouth several times, then gargling it back. He repeated the process several times to wash the worst of the cherry flavor out of his mouth.

      “I guess that means you’re taking first watch?” Trapp laughed.

      After tidying the worst of the mess into a corner, he arranged a place to lie down. The corrugated truck bed wasn’t the most comfortable, but he was exhausted enough that a bed of nails would have sufficed. He undid the clasp on his wristwatch, then showed it to Mansoor. He tapped the 3 o’clock marking, which gleamed a ghostly green in the dark.

      “You wake me when it hits there, you understand? Don’t be a martyr. Neither of us will be any good to your friends if we can’t see straight.”
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      Trapp woke with a start. Mansoor’s eyes had a demonic red glint as they stared down at him. Squinting, Trapp realized the kid was holding the flashlight, shading most of the beam as he pointed it at his face. He pressed one finger against his lips and sent a shiver running through Trapp’s veins.

      The second Mansoor was sure that his message had been understood, he killed the lights. Trapp’s eyes, already accustomed to the darkness by dint of a couple of hours of rest, acclimated quickly, latching on to the barest scraps of light that somehow penetrated both the thick blanket of cloud in the skies overhead and the tarpaulin a few inches over their heads.

      “What is it?” he whispered.

      Mansoor lowered his head so that it was obvious what he was doing, then cupped his right hand around the same ear and gestured outside.

      Listen.

      So he did.

      Slowly, Trapp rolled onto his front, careful not to knock his rifle against anything in the confined space that might cause a sound, then levered himself upward into a quasi-push-up position. He brought his knees toward his chest and finally came to a halt in a squatting position. His heart was racing, partly from suddenly being awoken from the only restful sleep he’d had in days, partly from a fresh wash of adrenaline flooding from barely restored reserves.

      Once steady, he pulled back the tarpaulin the merest fraction of an inch and paused, barely permitting himself to breathe in order to listen.

      But he heard nothing. He aped Mansoor by cupping one hand around his ear and directing it toward the track, but still he picked up nothing more threatening than the gentle whisper of falling snow, and the occasional cough drifting across the featureless snowy clearing from the cavern in which the rest of the village was peacefully asleep.

      Frowning, Trapp turned to Mansoor, who was squatting on his haunches, yet in a posture that was intently alert, his head cocked toward the narrow track.

      “I don’t hear anything,” he whispered, starting to wonder whether the kid had simply concocted a monster in his mind while the rest of the world slept.

      Mansoor tapped his right ear insistently.

      Listen!

      Grinding his teeth together with frustration tinged by a desperate desire to return to bed, Trapp did as he was bid. He held his breath, forcing his heart rate to slow so that even the thump of that powerful muscle didn’t disturb him. He listened.

      And finally, he heard it. Minutes after Mansoor had managed the same feat. It was barely there, but now it could not be unheard. The growl of engines on the night air.

      Trapp turned back to Mansoor, his eyes wide with respect. “Motorbikes.”

      Whether he understood the English term or not, the kid mimicked holding on to a set of handlebars and pretended to steer left and right. His face was grim.

      “Dammit,” Trapp muttered. His muscles and joints had stiffened while asleep in the cold, and his mouth tasted like crap. He was starting to desire a toothbrush and a shower more than life itself.

      Mansoor turned to him and whispered something that had to mean, “What do we do?”

      Trapp blinked, and no sooner had his lids fluttered back upward than he’d settled on a plan. He tapped his index finger against the kid’s chest, then twisted and pointed at the gun, then back at his own chest. “That’s your job. Don’t pull the trigger until I tell you, okay?”

      As Mansoor scrambled to man the gun, Trapp reached for his radio headset, which was lying by his makeshift sleeping spot. He dug the elastic strapping over his skull and brought the microphone close to his mouth.

      “Rafi, do you read? I need you to wake up, brother. We’ve got incoming.”

      As the roar of the motorbike engines grew in intensity in the background, Trapp’s stomach sang its own song. It twisted and knotted tighter with every second that elapsed in which Rafi didn’t reply.

      “I say again, Rafi, you there? We’ve got bad guys on the way.”

      Still nothing.

      “Shit,” Trapp spat sourly, dropping his finger away from the transmit button.

      He gave up. Either the translator was asleep, or the batteries in his radio had finally given out. They’d been threatening to do just that all day.

      The machine gun’s gimbal squealed quietly as Mansoor rotated it into position, lining it up with the deep scratch that Trapp had carved a couple of hours earlier. Strangely, the kid’s breath was completely calm. It was as though he didn’t fear what was to come.

      That makes one of us.

      Trapp spotted his wristwatch lying on the truck bed, near to where Mansoor must’ve had his head stuck out of the tarpaulin, listening for danger. He strapped it back around his wrist.

      Two hours rest. Better than nothing. Not enough to be of much help.

      “Easy,” Trapp murmured, glancing to his right and noticing that Mansoor was trembling. He wondered whether it was out of fear or anticipation. Perhaps a little of both. He gestured for the kid to calm with his open palm. “Just wait.”

      Mansoor nodded, the movement just barely visible in the gloom. Trapp tried his radio again, but to no avail. He bunched his fist, tensing as hard as possible, then relaxed. Whatever would be would be.

      “All that matters is we protect the cave,” Trapp said out loud as the sound of the motorcycle engines grew and grew, echoing off the sides of the valley. It sounded as though there must be hundreds of bikes, though he was sure that couldn’t be the case. Surely it was just a trick of the hearing.

      Surely the Taliban could not have mustered so many fighters in so short a time.

      Surely.

      Trapp reached his rifle. He flicked the selector switch to a three-round burst and confirmed that the weapon was loaded and ready, and that he was carrying sufficient fresh magazines to get him through the fight. He set it down in front of him and pulled out his thermal scope next. Like everything else, he remembered it was low on battery. He clutched it in his hand without powering it up, wary of jumping the gun and wasting one of their few advantages.

      The engine noise was now deafening, and though rationally he knew that this was a result of the adrenaline sharpening his senses, he couldn’t bring himself to believe it. He pictured thousands of men on bikes speeding into the clearing.

      He almost missed the first of them.

      Mansoor reached out and patted the top of his right shoulder. The touch was enough of a warning. Squinting into the darkness, Trapp picked out a dark shape at the mouth of the track. For a moment, he saw a warrior on horseback, at least until his vision sharpened and he saw a Taliban fighter mounted on top of a throaty dirt bike.

      “I see them,” Trapp whispered. He jabbed the scope’s power switch with the base of his thumb and flinched as the metallic click seemed to him to echo out into the darkness like a klaxon call.

      He brought the device to his eye and swept it across the clearing. The low battery indicator blinked angrily at the corner of his vision, but he ignored it. The fighter on the bike glowed like a Roman candle, his body heat unmissable against the frozen backdrop.

      Just one of you?

      Hearing Mansoor stiffening behind him, Trapp whispered at him to relax. Just like the ambush of the village, they would only get one chance at this. They needed to make it count. Even better if the Taliban just kept going, none the wiser to how close they’d come to their quarry.

      The glowing white fighter fed a little gas into his bike’s throttle, and it plowed a few yards through the snow into the clearing. He twisted on his seat and looked behind him. Trapp learned why as another white shape entered the clearing behind him, then another, and still more, until half a dozen ghosts rested in a loose semicircle in the far left.

      “Is that all?” Trapp breathed.

      Like Mansoor behind him, he too was vibrating with tension. Coming out on top of a scuffle with the Taliban’s hardened fighters once was luck. To expect to do so a second time was madness, especially since the rest of the village was asleep, and their meager reserves of willpower and energy were now severely depleted, even if their armory had been replenished from the bodies of the Taliban’s dead.

      So don’t fuck this up.

      He kept watching. Another few seconds elapsed. No more men on bikes exited the track. Just the six he could see. The low battery indicator started to flash, no longer angry—now despairing.

      “Mansoor,” Trapp whispered, switching the scope to his left hand and holding his right palm up flat. “Get ready to fire.”

      He pulled his eyes away from the thermal optics for a moment, checked that the machine gun’s barrel was aimed in the right direction, and replaced it. He motioned Mansoor to bring it down a couple of inches, then indicated him to stop.

      Perfect.

      The Taliban appeared to be conferring. He didn’t much care what they were talking about. They clearly didn’t plan on leaving. Which meant it was time to end this.

      The thermal scope chose that exact moment to beep one last mournful cry, and then shut down completely. He swore silently and turned to Mansoor as he dropped the scope and reached for his weapon.

      “Shoot!”

      Out in front, half a dozen engine pistons throbbed and coughed as they gratefully swallowed a fresh portion of gas. The Taliban were on the move.

      Mansoor squeezed the trigger, and the heavy machine gun mounted on the back of the technical emitted a deafening, thunderous bark. So close to the muzzle, Trapp could feel the shock wave of every gunshot compressing his chest. Outside the tarpaulin, the clearing was lit up by a series of bright flashes.

      Trapp swept the tarpaulin aside and brought his own rifle up. His night vision was completely fried, first by the thermal scope and then by the strobe effect that first illuminated the clearing, then plunged it into deep black darkness, again and again.

      The flashes lit up dark silhouettes against the snow for a fraction of a second. They looked like stick figures on some Neolithic cave wall, and then they were gone. He squeezed the rifle’s trigger, aiming in the same general direction. His ears rang insistently from the machine gun’s retort and made it impossible to hear any shouts of pain or fear, or any sign that they were coordinating.

      Until it ran dry.

      Trapp turned and cried to Mansoor to reload, but the kid was shaking his head and pointing at the gun’s mechanism, saying something out loud to ears that couldn’t hear. The message was clear nonetheless: The gun was jammed.

      “Shit,” Trapp spat, loud enough that even he could hear it.

      There was only one decision to make. He jumped clean out of the back of the truck, ejecting the half-fired magazine into the snow and pressing a new one home. He sprinted into the darkness, trying to judge the distance that he leapt with every step in the deep, forgiving snow. It was almost impossible.

      Arcs of incoming tracer fire spat from the other end of the clearing, zipping past Trapp and passing so close he thought it impossible that he wasn’t hit. He heard the rounds pinging off the truck’s chassis and prayed for Mansoor’s safety.

      When he guessed he’d traveled about half the distance of the clearing, Trapp dropped to his knee and brought the rifle to his shoulder. He squeezed the trigger once, twice, and two separate three-round bursts rattled into the night. Plumes of snow exploded a few yards to his left, and before he had time to wonder whether they were stray rounds or somebody was zeroing in on his position, he’d sprung up with and charged forward once more.

      He fired again, and his rifle’s muzzle flash acted like the much smaller cousin of the machine gun earlier, lighting up the snowy expense ahead of him for brief instances at a time. He watched a man die one strobe flash at a time, watched him fall backward as if in slow motion, his blood appearing suddenly around him like an ink spill on paper as the weapon kicked once again.

      Trapp’s heart pounded in his chest. He imagined he could hear, it but knew it was gunfire instead. It was impossible to say how many Taliban remained alive. There was no light. Snow billowed down from the heavens, encasing the clearing in a thick icy fog.

      He squeezed the trigger and moved, now firing randomly into the darkness, shifting his position every time as every sense strained to find a target.

      Another round of tracer fire burst out of the darkness. It was coming from a weapon only a few feet away. He heard a bullet snap past just a few inches from his left ear and instinctively jerked his body to the right.

      Twisting, he aimed his rifle in the direction the gunfire had come from and pulled the trigger. The weapon clicked dry.

      Shit.

      He knew that he didn’t have time to reload, so he did the next best thing and swung the rifle off the strap around his shoulder and reversed it so that he held it like a club in his hands. The barrel was warm from the repeated firing, and he was grateful for the gloves on his fingers.

      Trapp charged forward like a Viking berserker, wielding his rifle like a baseball bat and swinging it in wide arcs left and right. The first, second, and third came up empty, yanking the ligaments in his shoulders until they screamed from the effort.

      The fourth landed in a sickening crunch. A man yelped, the sound growing more guttural as the pain crashed home. Trapp drew his weapon back and snapped his torso around, using the additional momentum to thrust the rifle’s stock into the dark. The second blow hit home. He didn’t know what part of the man’s body it had collided with, only that the strike was a good one. His target sank to the ground, finger clutching reflexively at the trigger of the gun in his hands.

      Half a magazine squeezed out into the dark, chewing up the snow around their feet, coming dangerously close to costing Trapp a toe. The flashes of light made for a chaotic scene. Trapp drew his right leg back and unleashed a powerful, violent kick. He felt bones crack and break underneath his steel-toed boot.

      It was over.
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      A low whistle attracted Trapp’s attention. Glancing at his watch, he found that it was somehow already 0500.

      That can’t be right, he thought, slow with fatigue.

      And yet the watch hand remained resolutely in place. Which, added to the fact that he could see the first, faintest tendrils of dawn stretching over the mountain peaks in the distance, suggested it was in fact correct.

      The refugees from Ali’s village were dragging themselves out of the cave and climbing back into the trucks that had carried them to this point. Many were hunched over with exhaustion or glancing around anxiously in search of danger.

      “What is it?” he asked as he made his way to the source of the whistle—Rafi, who was standing over the spot where they’d dragged the bodies of the Taliban that killed last night.

      Somehow, out of pure luck, the only injury that had been sustained in the entire firefight was a deep scratch to Mansoor’s face. The kid had lit up proudly when Trapp informed him that it would open all the right doors with the ladies.

      “This one’s alive,” Rafi explained, nudging one of the bodies with his toe.

      Trapp looked up sharply, instinctively tapping his rifle against his side to make sure it was exactly where it was supposed to be. “What?”

      “I don’t know how we missed it last night. His pulse is weak, but he’s alive.”

      Squatting down so deep that his ass touched the snow underneath him, Trapp examined the face of the Taliban fighter. The man’s eyebrows were so white with hoar frost he looked a hundred years old, and his clothing was stiff with ice—especially a large patch around his left hip that was a dark, frozen red. It was a miracle he’d survived the night.

      “So he is,” Trapp murmured as he gripped the fighter’s wrist and felt for the man’s heartbeat. There was scarcely one to detect. It was easy to see how it might have been missed the previous night. In the cold, his body had probably reserved the majority of its blood flow to keep the vital organs functioning. Blood would’ve been pulled away from the extremities, making his pulse more difficult to catch.

      “What should we do with him?” Rafi asked. He looked over his shoulder, though Trapp didn’t see at what. “Some of the villagers want to finish him off.”

      “That won’t happen,” Trapp said harshly, glaring up at the Afghan. “I want you to make that clear to anyone who asks.”

      Rafi grimaced but then nodded. “You’re right. It’s not who we are. But what are we going to do with him? I can’t ask my people to allow him to come with us. They won’t stand for it. And if we leave him here, he’ll freeze to death before anybody finds him. We’d be killing him by default.”

      Trapp returned his attention to the wounded Taliban fighter. He carefully peeled back the man’s many layers of robes and shawls until he saw exposed, bloody skin. He traced his finger to the open wound in the Afghan’s hip and winced with sympathetic pain.

      “I think this is a problem that will solve itself,” he said. “He’s dying. It won’t take long.”

      He placed two fingers together and pushed down hard on the man’s skin, then studied the color as he pulled them away. He guessed that the bullet had hit his hip bone then cart-wheeled through the rest of his body, doing untold damage to his major organs. It was amazing that he was somehow still clinging on to life. But it couldn’t last.

      “Should we move him inside?” Rafi said, his voice sounding more forgiving now that there was no prospect of having to make a difficult choice. “Make him comfortable?”

      “I think moving him will deliver the final blow,” Trapp said. He’d seen wounds like this before. The bullet was likely lodged near a major organ. The slightest of movements would knock it out of position and twist the knife.

      “Then we leave him?”

      Trapp stood. Instead of directly answering the question, he asked, “What did you find on the other bodies?”

      Rafi shrugged, not following. He frowned as he counted the list off on his fingers. “Two sets of night vision goggles with fresh batteries. Each man carried a rifle, and most a side-arm also. Ammunition, a little bit of food. Radios. Cell phones. What is it that you are hoping to find?”

      “Some idea of who they are,” Trapp said.

      He crashed back down and placed his palm over the wounded man’s lips. It took a while, but he felt the faint tickle of breath against his fingers. Looking up at Rafi, he said, “Come here.”

      “Why?”

      “Just do it.”

      Clearly not understanding, Rafi obliged. He squatted down beside Trapp—if more comfortably.

      “Do you have water?” Trapp asked.

      Rafi nodded and unclipped a bottle from his hip. He handed it over.

      Trapp accepted it and unscrewed the lid. He lifted the dying fighter’s head and brought the bottle to his lips. He tilted it back half an inch, just enough for a trickle of liquid to seep into the man’s mouth. He waited for a reaction—positive or negative. Neither presented itself.

      Tilting the bottle a little further to allow a more powerful dribble of water out, he finally got the reaction he was looking for. The fighter’s tongue twitched, and he swallowed automatically.

      “There you go,” Trapp said gently. “Just drink.”

      Rafi glanced over his shoulder, then looked back. “What are you trying to do?”

      “I have some questions,” Trapp said without turning. He guessed that they were attracting attention from the rest of the village. He didn’t care. He’d proved his bona fides to these people already. “Maybe he can answer them.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “He’ll want to be buried, right?” Trapp said. “To make it into paradise.”

      “It’s not necessary.” Rafi shrugged. “Or so the clerics say.”

      “But it helps?”

      “It helps.”

      “Then let’s offer it to him. Maybe he can tell us something we can use.”

      After setting the bottle upright in the snow, Trapp carefully laid the fighter’s head back down. He dropped his hand to the man’s shoulder and squeezed it firmly. “Are you there?”

      No response.

      He squeezed again and elicited a slight groan. It was encouragement enough to keep pushing. Trapp didn’t feel any guilt about what he was doing. The decision was a simple one. He could cause this man a little discomfort in his final moments—with the olive branch of a proper burial on offer—in return for saving the lives of dozens more.

      It was a trade he would make any day without losing a wink of sleep.

      “Say something to him,” Trapp said, lifting his hand up and tapping the fighter gently on his right cheek.

      “Like what?”

      “Tell him to wake up.”

      Rafi complied, dropping his lips toward the man’s right ear and speaking with surprising tenderness, given his earlier acrimony. As he did so, Trapp closed his index finger and thumb around the section of skin on his cheek and gave him a firm pinch.

      The fighter gasped, his eyes springing open and roving sightlessly in their sockets as he returned to consciousness.

      “Keep him calm,” Trapp said firmly, holding the man down so that he didn’t do any further damage to himself in his death throes.

      Rafi kept crooning. His face was knotted with a mix of emotion. There was guilt there. Distaste, also. Trapp knew the feeling well.

      “Ask him his name,” he said once the man had settled down. He knew they wouldn’t have long. Not now they’d woken him. His body had shut down for a reason.

      “Mohammed,” Rafi relayed after a short pause. His ear was directly over the fighter’s lips.

      “Tell him I want to ask him a couple of questions. Make sure he knows what he gets out of the bargain.”

      Rafi nodded and spoke softly into Mohammed’s ear. Trapp wondered whether the fighter knew where he was or what had happened to him.

      “He knows he’s dying,” Rafi said. “He wants us to end the pain.”

      “I can do that,” Trapp replied. “If he tells me what I want to know.”

      Before Rafi was finished translating the demand, the fighter grimaced. His eyes rolled, then focused and settled on Trapp’s face. As he spoke, flecks of blood flew from his lips and landed on his chin.

      “He says you’re a demon.”

      “Maybe. But if so, I’m a demon who can give him what he wants.”

      Rafi translated the message and waited. Almost thirty seconds elapsed before the fighter spoke. The tension—perhaps also the life—was visibly draining out of his body with every passing minute.

      “What do you want to know?” Rafi communicated.

      “Why did they come after us?”

      “He says we attacked his boss.”

      Trapp frowned. “The man at your village?”

      It wasn’t clear to him why such a character inspired such devotion. He’d seemed like a garden-variety militant leader.

      “Mohammed is talking about Salman, I think. He calls him the Mullah,” Rafi said, frowning as he translated for Trapp. “He says that every Taliban fighter in the province is looking for us.”

      “Well, that’s just great,” Trapp observed in response. “He thinks we were the ones who attacked him?”

      “Yes.”

      “That explains things.”

      Rafi swallowed hard. “He says more will come through the mountains. And they will be waiting for us at the border. There is no escape.”

      Mohammed’s eyes rolled again, and he tried to look back up at Trapp, but the muscles in his neck could no longer support the weight of his head. He started to babble, his voice high-pitched and scared.

      “He wants you to promise that you will do as you asked,” Rafi translated. “He wants to know that you aren’t lying to him.”

      Trapp watched as the breath in the fighter’s chest became shallow and strained. He only had a matter of moments left, he knew.

      “I promise.”
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      They left Mohammed’s body in a stone cairn not far from the cave after completing perfunctory but sufficient burial rights. Most of the villagers wanted no part of the ceremony and loaded themselves up into the trucks to wait for departure. Only a few gathered around the tomb, and fewer still spared a second glance when it was done. The demands of a shared religion had briefly won out over personal antipathy, but only just.

      Trapp watched as Rafi stomped away through the snow toward the cave. He exited a moment later carrying a bundle of cloth in his arms. Dark black hair fell away from his parcel like a waterfall. It was Yasmin. And she seemed to be talking.

      He allowed himself to experience a brief moment of relief amid all the chaos. Yasmin’s survival was a minor miracle. If they’d arrived in the village just a few hours later, the septicemia would probably have progressed too far for the antibiotics to work. Trapp shook his head. There was no point in imagining the worst-case scenario when it hadn’t come to pass. She was alive. That was all that mattered. Others had died, but this child had survived. With any luck, she would live a long, happy life far away from all this pain.

      Rafi carried his daughter to a truck in the center of the convoy, made sure she was comfortable, and then closed the door, waving through the window as he did so. Trapp joined him.

      “How is she?” he asked, ashamed that he’d forgotten to check in on Rafi’s daughter until now.

      “Alive!” Rafi grinned broadly. “Thanks to you. I will never forget what you did for her. For me.”

      “We’re not out of the woods yet,” Trapp muttered. “But I’m happy for you, Rafi. You deserve it.”

      A flash of guilt shadowed the translator’s face. “I’m not so sure about that. But I’m grateful anyway.”

      Trapp glanced down at his watch, mindful of the fact that they needed to get moving sooner rather than later. Time was ticking away, and he suspected that Mohammed’s warnings that more Taliban would come were not just an empty threat.

      “Tell me about Cliff one more time, will you? Anything you saw, everything he wanted you to do. Is there anything you might have missed?”

      Rafi blanched at the mere mention of the man’s name. “Jason, I’m sorry—”

      Trapp held up his hand to forestall yet another apology. “I don’t blame you for the decision you made. In your shoes, I probably would have done the same. But I need to know.”

      “He found me several months ago in a refugee camp on the Pakistani side of the border. I was trying to get back in, to get back to Yasmin, but I didn’t have the money. The smugglers were asking for thousands of dollars, and”—he gestured at his pants pockets—“I didn’t have it.”

      “And he promised to get Yasmin out if you worked with him?”

      Rafi nodded. “I was his personal translator for the last few months. Every day I asked him when he would make good on his promise, and he kept telling me soon. That if I pushed him too hard, then he would go back on his word.”

      Trapp clenched his jaw but said nothing.

      “I think he met with them once before,” Rafi said. “We went a few kilometers across the border into Afghanistan, just me and him. He didn’t want anybody else there. He said it would be safer if it was just the two of us.”

      “Met with who?”

      “Militants from IS-K. It was dark, and I didn’t see much, but one of them was wearing a black armband, with the same lettering as their flag. They weren’t Taliban, I’m sure of it.”

      “You were in the meeting?” Trapp pressed insistently. “What did they say?”

      Rafi shook his head apologetically. “I don’t know. I think their leader spoke English because I was told to wait outside. I couldn’t hear anything through the walls of the hut. I don’t know what they spoke about.”

      “So why did Landell bring you in the first place?” Trapp asked, screwing up his face in confusion.

      “To make it through the checkpoints, I think. We had to get across the border. He wrapped up his face and let me do the talking. He had all the right paperwork, visas that looked like they were issued by the Islamic Emirate in Kabul, Afghan passports, everything.”

      Trapp clenched his fist in frustration. He was so close to the truth, but all he could see was its outline, like those Taliban fighters in the clearing the night before. “Did you hear anything, anything at all?”

      “Not from Landell,” Rafi said. His eyes seem to widen as a memory surfaced. “But I heard a couple of the fighters arguing. One of them didn’t like their leader meeting with an American. He kept calling him the infidel. He said it was un-Islamic.”

      “And the other?” Trapp said.

      “He kept saying that it was all Allah’s plan. That Allah was giving them a way to hide from American drones. I’m sorry, that’s all I heard. I promise you that’s everything.”

      “It’s fine.” Trapp nodded, reaching out and giving the anxious Afghan’s upper arm a reassuring squeeze. “You did good, Rafi. Real good.”

      “Will it help?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      As the convoy moved out of the clearing, Trapp’s mind was consumed by divining Landell’s motives. There was an innocent explanation for the Agency handler’s clandestine meeting with a known terrorist. It was—just barely—plausible that his trip into the Pakistani Federally Administered Tribal Areas was authorized at the highest levels. It was at least conceivable that Landell had turned a mid-level Islamic State operative into an asset.

      But Trapp didn’t believe a word of it.

      He should have trusted his instincts when he first met the man. There had been something off about Landell right from the start. But then there were a lot of people in the gray and black worlds that Trapp inhabited who were damaged, hurting from all the terrible things they’d had to see and do in service of the greater good.

      Or at least that’s what we tell ourselves.

      Many of those people had also rubbed Trapp the wrong way. Yet whatever their personal beliefs, they kept them separated from their professional lives. That was the way it had to be done, or the whole house of cards would come tumbling down and nothing could be done to stop it.

      But Rafi was as good a judge of character as anyone Trapp had ever met—he was a good man in a world where that was a rarity—and the translator’s response to Landell was an instinctive dislike. And that was what sealed it for him. Landell wasn’t to be trusted. Whatever game he was playing here, it was to further his own ends, not those of his country, and certainly not those of the innocent Afghans now suffering under the twin heels of both the Taliban and the Islamic State.

      “Then where does that leave us?” he muttered, drawing a confused glance from the driver sitting next to him. He held up his palms. “Ignore me. I’m just thinking out loud.”

      If Landell was crooked, then Trapp needed proof, and what he had so far was circumstantial.

      At best.

      The IS-K attack on the meeting with Salman Haqqani could easily be explained away as chance. Afghanistan was a dangerous country, especially now. And Salman was a high-value scalp for the Islamic State. Landell would easily be able to claim that Trapp and Wintersham and the rest had simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Rafi’s testimony would be rubbished as inconclusive at best and malicious at worst—the rantings of a man driven mad by grief.

      Trapp was no neophyte. He knew that evidence could and likely already had been concocted by Landell to provide cover. There would be an explanation for the meetings near the border. A narrative backed up by a paper trail that could be massaged into supporting any story.

      And if he went after Landell and missed, he would create a dangerous enemy.

      There was also the not inconsiderable factor that without Landell—and by extension Wintersham—both he, Rafi, and the entire village would be stuck in Afghanistan for good. Or at least until they were successfully hunted down by one faction or another. They couldn’t turn back, especially not after the slaughter in the mountains the previous night. But neither could they simply charge forward. The border between Afghanistan and Pakistan was fenced and guarded by hundreds of the Taliban’s best fighters—as befitted one of the largest sources of the regime’s tax revenue. It was perhaps possible for one person to slip across in the dead of the night. But not dozens. Not the injured or the elderly or the infirm.

      No, he was faced with a double-edged sword. He couldn’t get out without Landell. But trusting in the man could easily cost him everything.

      “Rafi, check in,” Trapp broadcast over the radio net, freshly recharged with the batteries taken from the Taliban dead.

      “The road isn’t far ahead,” Rafi replied. “Half an hour, maybe. An hour at most. It’ll take us down the other side of the mountains. Toward Nangarhar.”

      And toward the border, Trapp didn’t say.

      He glanced out the window and took in an impossibly peaceful scene. The sky above was a sea blue, and the sun, though far away, was beautifully clear. The path through the mountains had snaked a little lower, and the weather had warmed following the storm, causing the snow on the trees to begin to melt, first slipping off branches in heavy clumps before starting to drip. Each droplet caught the light, glistening like a diamond as it fell toward the snow. It was hard to believe that a place so calm could only a few hours before have been home to such slaughter.

      And now they were leaving even this haven of questionable tranquility to emerge into the lion’s den. Nangarhar was the center of the Taliban’s present, brutal battle with IS-K. Thousands of the regime’s best fighters had flooded into the province in recent weeks, eager for a taste of battle after months of semi-peace following the American withdrawal. There was little opportunity for martyrdom as a traffic cop. Don’t pass go. Don’t collect two hundred dollars. Don’t get your seventy-two virgins.

      But in Nangarhar, there was none of the nuance and complexity of governance. Just a squalid little fight in back alleys, torture, interrogations, and murders in the dark of night. Both sides were as bad as each other. Nobody was safe.

      Trapp coughed to cover his loss of focus. “Copy. Stay in touch.”

      Now that they were descending from the mountains, he gave it another ten minutes before checking for cell signal. He popped open a pouch on the front of his plate carrier and pulled out the phone. He turned it over a few times in his fingers, arguing silently over whether this was the right call. Perhaps there was a way through the border without help. Surely there was one border guard who could be bought.

      You’re kidding yourself.

      With a tired sigh, Trapp conceded the point. He was looking at it the wrong way. The question wasn’t whether getting in contact with Landell was a risk—it was whether there was any other choice. Every avenue he turned down was beset by danger on all sides. The phone blinked with three steady bars the second he powered it up. Maybe that was a sign.

      He punched in the number from the briefing book on the Essex, then squinted the screen for a moment and zeroed it out. He repeated it with the digits +92 appended onto the front—the country calling code for Pakistan. He hesitated for a few seconds with his thumb poised over the dial button. There was no turning back from this.

      So he punched it.

      Trapp brought the cell phone to his right ear and held it there with his shoulder as he rearranged his armored plate carrier and undid the zipper on the front of his jacket. The ringer cried the shrill, long, slightly fuzzy tones that he recognized from decades of dialing international phone numbers. One, two, three, the tones stretched out. Five seconds passed, then ten, then longer, and Trapp started to wonder whether anyone would answer after all.

      Until somebody did. A familiar, uncertain voice answered. “Hello?”

      “Cliff,” he said. “Nice of you to pick up.”

      “Jason,” Landell replied. Trapp frowned, wondering if he’d detected a hint of surprise in the man’s voice. Or perhaps not. He was probably too skilled for that. “You’re alive.”

      “Just,” Trapp agreed.

      “Where are you?”

      “I’m not sure it’s a good idea to tell you that over an open line,” Trapp replied. “I’m safe. So is Rafi.”

      “Thank God,” Landell said, and this time there really was a catch in his voice. He would probably explain it away as a symptom of relief, but Trapp knew better. “I told Grover you’d make it out. I know your reputation.”

      “Yeah, but it was a close run thing. Hell, it’s been a real goat fuck down here,” Trapp said truthfully, before quickly rolling into a lie. “It’s real good to hear your voice. There were times I wondered whether I would get this far.”

      “Does anyone else know you survived?” Landell asked—altogether too casually for Trapp’s liking.

      “Why do you ask?”

      “We need to get you out of there, Jason,” Landell said, sounding surprised. He was a hell of an actor, there was no doubting that. But then he’d have to be. “I just wanted to know if I was the first.”

      “I contacted a friend,” Trapp lied again. “To pass a message to Wintersham, just in case I couldn’t get through to you. I’m guessing he’ll find out any moment now.”

      “That’s against protocol. The rules are there for a reason. Did you have some reason to believe he wouldn’t be able to contact me?”

      “I’ll explain when you get me out of here,” Trapp said, thankful he didn’t need to hide the grin that had spread across his face at the nettled tone in Landell’s voice. “We don’t have much time. I’m heading for the border with half the entire damn Taliban riding my ass.”

      “That’s too bad,” Landell replied. There was just the barest hint of insincerity in his voice, so faint that if Trapp hadn’t known what to listen for, he probably wouldn’t have detected it. “You’ll have to dodge them on your own. I don’t think I can authorize a war to get you out of there.”

      “I can handle myself.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I’m sure you can. But you’re in a hell of a bind, Jason.”

      “Don’t sound too excited about it,” Trapp said, forcing out a laugh. “Are you with Wintersham?”

      “Not presently.”

      “Well, get him on the phone. I can wait.”

      “Whatever you need to tell him, I’ll pass along. Don’t worry about that.”

      “This isn’t all about you, Cliff,” Trapp snapped. “He’s probably looking for you already. Just cut the bullshit, okay? I don’t want to have to go through this twice.”

      There was a long pause, and Trapp wondered whether he had overplayed his hand. But finally, Landell relented. “Fine. Don’t go anywhere.”

      Trapp snorted. “Like I’ve got anywhere else to be.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            31

          

        

      

    

    
      “Jason…” Grover Wintersham breathed in his familiar patrician tones, his breath shaky at the end. “You’re alive?”

      The second part wasn’t pitched as a question, but it came across that way regardless. It was as though Wintersham was trying to convince himself of the veracity of what his ears were telling him.

      “Seems that way.”

      “How? I—we—thought you were dead.”

      “I can’t talk for long. I need to save battery.”

      “Of course, it doesn’t matter,” Wintersham said quickly. “The only important thing is getting you out of there alive. And Rafi, did he make it?”

      “He’s alive too,” Trapp said quickly. “For now.”

      He wondered whether Landell had had time to place a trace on the call. Even if he hadn’t, it was still possible to narrow down which cell towers had transmitted the phone’s signal, but it would take longer—and require a skilful network penetration team to pull off. All that would require putting in requests for resources, which risked drawing scrutiny. But Landell might get desperate, and desperate men…

      “How can we get you out of there? I’ve twisted every arm in DC, but without proof of life…”

      “It’s fine. Really. I knew the choice I was making when I turned back.”

      “What can I do to help?”

      This was a question that Trapp had asked himself over and over again during the past two days. He’d finally settled on an answer. “Do you still have your connection with the Pakistanis?”

      “Of course. Why? You think they can help?”

      “If I’m to have any hope of crossing the border, then yes.”

      Landell interrupted. “Since when is it a problem for you to jump a fence?”

      “Since I accidentally got myself tangled up with about four dozen Afghan civilians. I’ve got kids, wounded, grandmothers, you name it. The only way they get across the border is if the Pakistanis let them through.”

      “Jason—” Wintersham began. “Islamabad is already getting nervous about the number of refugees pouring across the border. Heck, that’s one of the reasons they were amenable to my proposal in the first place. I’m not sure how they’ll react if I ask them to lower the drawbridge even further.”

      “You’re the politician,” Trapp said a little more harshly than he intended. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

      “Who died and made you Moses, anyway?” Landell questioned. “Nobody asked you to lead a caravan of Afghans out of the country. It’s their hellhole. Leave them to it.”

      “Shut the fuck up, Cliff,” Trapp snapped. It was probably a little overboard, especially since he was trying to tempt the man into letting out enough rope to hang himself with, but hell if it didn’t feel good.

      “Despite the manner in which it was addressed,” Wintersham said, “Cliff makes a reasonable point.”

      “They’re with me because I put all their lives in danger,” Trapp fired back. “After the mess with ISIS, the Taliban came looking for us. We were holed up in Rafi’s family village. They were going to wipe it out, down to the last man, woman, and child. So I made a choice. Either stand with them or leave them to die. And here we are.”

      “No, Jason,” Wintersham replied, sounding more subdued. “They’re with you because I endangered them. This was my plan. I thought Salman was a reasonable man. I must’ve been wrong.”

      “He’s injured, or dead, I don’t know which. Either way, his people are lashing out like hungry toddlers. I don’t know if he’s the one driving this.”

      “What is it you want me to ask the Pakistanis?”

      Trapp was encouraged that Wintersham no longer seemed so resistant to his plan. “You need to convince them to let all of us through the border. I’ll get you a full headcount as soon as I can.”

      “Now why the hell would they agree to that?” Landell scoffed.

      “They probably won’t,” Trapp agreed honestly. “The only chance of us making it through is if you somehow pull off a Hail Mary. You need to try and reach out to Salman again, convince him that we knew nothing about the attack on the village. It shouldn’t be impossible. After all, we almost died, just like him.”

      “But I thought you just said he was out of commission?” Wintersham asked.

      “That’s why this probably won’t work,” Trapp said. “I’m hoping he’s injured, not dead—and healthy enough to talk. It’s a long shot, I know. But since the alternative is certain death, I’m willing to give it a shot.”

      “Okay, I can do it. I’ll go through the same back channel I did the first time. If we’re lucky, the attack might’ve convinced him we were right about him needing better intelligence on the Islamic State.”

      “Although we didn’t exactly predict they were going to attack in the first place,” Trapp remarked dryly.

      “Good point.”

      “If you can get Salman on board, then the Pakistanis should play ball. It’s still in their interests for Afghanistan not to collapse into chaos—more than it already has.”

      “I agree,” Wintersham said, sounding reenergized by the prospect of being able to resuscitate his deal.

      “But you need to make it happen quick,” Trapp said. “That’s where this gets real dicey. I’ll be at the border inside twelve hours. I’m guessing I won’t be able to hide out much longer than twenty-four before the Taliban find us.”

      “Where do you plan to come across?” Landell asked, his voice sharp with interest.

      Trapp answered as though he had no suspicions about the Agency chief’s intentions. “The Torkham border crossing, on the road to Peshawar. Rafi says there’s a refugee camp on the Afghan side. A big one. A few dozen more warm bodies won’t attract any attention.”

      “Okay. You said I had twenty-four hours?” Wintersham asked.

      “The sooner the better.”

      “If you’ve survived this long, that I’m guessing you’ve left a trail of dead bodies behind you?” Wintersham said.

      “Something like that.”

      “Then I’m going to need to throw Salman a bone. Something tasty enough that he can overlook the death of so many of his men.”

      “In my defense, I only killed people who tried to kill me first,” he protested.

      “Let’s hope that the Taliban are just as understanding,” Wintersham snorted. “They have quite the reputation for tolerance.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “What time is it where you are?”

      “About eleven in the morning,” Trapp replied, watching as the sun danced across the truck’s dashboard. It was almost at its highest point in the sky. Before long, it would start its descent, though at least now they were on the western edge of the Spin Ghar mountain range they would be able to watch it the whole way down.

      “Can you hide out until noon tomorrow?” Wintersham asked. “That gives me as much time as possible to set things in motion.”

      “I think I can do that,” Trapp agreed.

      “Good. If you need to get in touch, dial this number at any hour of the day or night. We’ll pick up.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Don’t thank me yet.”
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      “We’ll have to ditch the trucks,” Trapp said. The convoy was at a stop at the top of a dirt track that wound its way down the far edge of the mountains.

      Below them, a magnificent vista had opened up, an endless dusty plain that stretched out as far as the eye could see. It was carved into enormous sections by narrow valleys of green farmland fed by rivers and streams that tumbled out of the mountains. Already it was noticeably warmer, though they’d only descended a couple thousand feet. Somewhere in the distance, Trapp could hear the trickle of running water. The road underfoot was no longer frozen, but a muddy brown as the previous night’s snow started to thaw.

      “Here?” Rafi said doubtfully. “The wounded will never make it.”

      “No. Down in the valley somewhere. We will drive them as close as possible to the border, but we’ll have to find somewhere to hide them. They are too noticeable. Every Taliban within a hundred miles is probably looking for a procession of five white pickup trucks.”

      “Then they’ll be stopping a lot of convoys,” Rafi remarked.

      Trapp had already explained the outlines of his plan—such as it was. It was probably a three-hour drive to the refugee camp at the Torkham border crossing. It would take them a little longer to make the last part by foot.

      “We should leave them all in different places,” Trapp decided. “You’re right; white trucks are a dime a dozen in this part of the world. It’s the number of them they’ll be looking for, not the color.”

      Rafi let out a low whistle, and a few villagers padded toward him. He relayed a command in Dari, and Trapp watched with interest as the men quickly got to work tearing down the Taliban flags that fluttered over the vehicles.

      “Good call.”

      As they stood there, Rafi shrugged off his plate carrier, then pulled his camouflage jacket up and over his shoulders. He placed it on the hood of the truck beside him.

      “It’s that warm down there?”

      “Warmer than here.”

      “Hard to believe.”

      “You’ll see.”

      Trapp let out a short laugh. “Don’t worry, I trust you.”

      With the decision made, the two men circled the convoy to check for any signs that might betray their identity, then climbed back into their respective vehicles. The road down the mountainside was rough and uneven, and Trapp was jostled like popping corn for the next couple of hours. The closer to sea level they drove, the more the hillside fields thawed. By the time they reached the base of the valley, it had to be sixty degrees out, warm enough that he rolled down the passenger window and surfed the wind with his palm.

      Occasionally, they passed villages and small settlements, though these were confined mostly to the arable gullies fed from water from the mountains. The locals rushed inside at the sight of the white trucks, not sticking around long enough to learn whether or not they were dangerous. That was how you survived in a place like this.

      In order to sidestep the city of Jalalabad, they drove across the desert, finding trails where they could and sacrificing them when necessary. Trapp pinched himself a couple of times, scarcely able to believe how quickly the terrain and weather had changed. It was a bit like driving down from Lake Tahoe in the middle of winter only to find yourself surfing on the beach a couple of hours later.

      “We need to split up,” Rafi radioed as the highway to Pakistan came into view on the horizon. “Three groups.”

      “I agree,” Trapp replied. “You take the lead. Then one truck in the second group. The driver will need to keep his eyes open. If he drives past you we have no way of making contact with him. I’ll take the rear.”

      After a short break to relay the instructions, the convoy broke up. Rafi’s small group peeled away into the afternoon sun, kicking up a cloud of dust behind them. Trapp waved the second group on about ten minutes later—hopefully long enough not to provoke the interest of any searching Taliban.

      And finally, it was his turn.

      He breathed a sigh of relief as they hit the highway. At least thirty percent of the vehicles he saw were painted white—to combat the fierce Afghan summer sun—and most had the same Toyota logo at the front as the one he was riding in. There was a reasonable amount of traffic, but the Afghan drivers still set a pace considerably north of eighty miles an hour.

      Out of the window to the left was a wide sea of green and brown, a body of water snaking through the desert and depositing life wherever it touched. Trapp consulted his map and learned that what he was looking at was the Kabul River. He’d seen it once before, though far from here in the city itself.

      After an hour they turned away from the river, back into the desert. Rafi drifted in and out of radio reception, but it only took two words to sharpen Trapp’s senses.

      “We’re here.”
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      The sun was beginning to set by the time they ditched the trucks. The hiding place wouldn’t fool a persistent search for very long—it was nothing more than a narrow gully in the desert, with boulders piled high enough on either side to make it impossible to see what was inside. Animal tracks in the sand led to a watering hole, where the hardened earth was dimpled enough underfoot to suggest that it watered entire herds of livestock.

      “Can you make it on foot?” Trapp said, turning to Ali, who was standing at the head of a procession that consisted of every remaining able-bodied soul in his village.

      Ali jerked his chin once, proudly. “It’s only a couple of miles. I can make it that far.”

      Trapp reached inside his jacket and pulled out a wad of dollar bills. The hair on the back of his neck was beginning to stand on end from the chill that had followed the retreat of the sun across the desert sands.

      “Find shelter when you get there. Enough tents to hide all of us, and then one more. And if you can, find some ribbon or a flag. Something colorful. The kind of thing that will draw attention. Hang it from one of the tents a little away from the rest, and then leave that one empty.”

      “Why?” Ali asked from behind a puzzled frown.

      “An insurance policy,” Trapp replied, hoping that he wouldn’t have to call on it, that he’d misread Landell from the start—that he hadn’t painted a target on all their backs.

      Ali shook his head but didn’t press the issue. He seemed to trust Trapp that far, at least. “Okay. We should leave now, while it’s light.”

      Trapp nodded. “We’ll see you there. When your brother returns.”

      He watched as the procession limped out of the gully and toward the refugee camp, leaving only the dozen or so who were so wounded or aged they were physically unable to walk. Like wolves, Ali’s group traveled at the pace of the slowest among them, which meant it was a long time indeed before they disappeared from his sight.

      Rafi was back inside an hour, driving an old-fashioned wooden cart hooked up to an old horse with a limp, colorless coat. It was a miracle that the animal was still alive, let alone strong enough to work. It dropped its neck hopefully to the desert floor but found only sand. Its tail whipped irritably against its hind legs.

      “It cost me two hundred dollars,” he said, reaching into his pants pocket and pulling out a crumpled mass of dollar bills which he thrust in Trapp’s direction. “I’m sorry, it’s too much.”

      “It doesn’t matter, it’s only money,” Trapp replied, waving away the cash. “It’s not even mine. But I guess you made some farmer’s day.”

      Rafi nodded his head anxiously. “It’s probably more than he makes in a year.”

      “Let’s hope he’s smart enough not to tell anyone who he sold it to,” Trapp remarked.

      They loaded up the remainder of the villagers, some of whom moaned in pain, others of whom—more concerningly—no longer reacted at all. Trapp climbed up into the cart and sat beside Rafi.

      “Not like that,” Rafi said with a doubtful shake of his head.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Find a headscarf from one of them,” Rafi replied, jerking his thumb at the rear of the cart. “And a shawl. You’re too… obvious.”

      Trapp resisted the urge to bite back a smartass remark, mainly because he knew the Afghan was right. His face was covered in a couple of weeks’ worth of stubble, and he was more tanned than most, but he certainly couldn’t pass for a local.

      “Sorry.” Trapp winced as he crouched over one of the wounded, an elderly man who had been shot through the shoulder. He stared up at him sightlessly Trapp unwrapped the cloth from his shoulders and swaddled it around his own head. Another gave up a robe that he draped around his body.

      “Better,” Rafi judged.

      It was almost dark by the time they arrived at the edge of the refugee camp, an enormous, sprawling settlement that stretched out hundreds of yards across the desert. The tents closest to the border crossing were more uniform—square, white structures arranged in neat rows, probably supplied by the UN or another Western aid agency. Farther out, entire families—perhaps whole villages—sheltered underneath scraps of tarpaulin or corrugated iron.

      “Hot damn,” Trapp whispered. It had been a long time since he’d seen such a concentrated level of pure human suffering in one place. Probably since North Korea. Maybe longer. Children sat cross-legged at the side of the road, staring forward, their cheeks sunken with hunger. Scraps of material torn from sacks of flour and rice, branded with one country’s flag or another aid agency’s logo fluttered in the wind everywhere the eye could see.

      Ali was waiting for them on the outskirts with a boy who Trapp vaguely recognized. Karim, the one they’d happened across on the way to the village. He laboriously kneeled to the height of the kid’s ear, whispered something, and sent him running. That task complete, he raised his arm and waved his cane at the cart in greeting.

      Rafi pulled the obsolete vehicle to a stop beside his brother.

      “I did as you asked,” Ali said, jerking the back of his head further into the camp. “I found enough shelter for all of us. It’s cramped, but it will do.”

      “Good job.”

      The village headman grimaced, then spat into the dirt—an uncharacteristic display of anger from a man normally so measured. “These bastards don’t care if we live or die,” he said. “They would take every last Afghani from our wallets and lose interest the second it was empty.”

      Trapp felt a hot rush of shame on his cheeks. Wintersham’s plan to make US aid conditional on counterterror cooperation—so rational when discussed in a ready room on the USS Essex—now tasted bitter on his tongue. The policymakers in Washington never had to come face to face with the consequences of their decisions.

      He did.

      This only generated more silent embarrassment. He could leave this place. They couldn’t. Not legally, anyway. Not without experiencing hardships the likes of which comfortable people in the West couldn’t even imagine.

      “I need to take a look at the crossing,” Trapp said softly so that his voice didn’t carry on in the light evening breeze. “Can you take the wounded?”

      Ali nodded. He relayed directions to the village’s new home on the outskirts of the refugee camp, then hauled himself up into the cart, refusing all offers of assistance. He ushered them away insistently. “I will be fine. Do what you need to do. But I should warn you, tension is brewing in this place.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Whispers and rumors, that is all. But there are a lot of angry young men here who want to make it across the border. Some are saying they will try tonight.”

      Trapp nodded his understanding. “We’ll see for ourselves. While we’re gone, there’s one last thing I need you to do for me.”

      “Of course,” Ali said, inclining his head. The last rays of the evening sun played across his beard, accentuating gray hairs that Trapp didn’t remember seeing just a few days earlier.

      “I need you to spread a rumor of your own. Perhaps the children can do it.”

      Ali hiked an eyebrow but said nothing.

      “Let it be known that there’s a devil in the camp. An infidel. That he’s sleeping in the big tent you left empty.”

      After a sharp intake of breath, Ali replied, “Is that wise? Those rumors could reach anyone’s ears.”

      “That is a risk we have to take.” Trapp shrugged with a nonchalance he did not feel.

      Finally, Ali nodded, though the grimace on his face as he did so left no doubt as to his true feelings.

      “Thank you.”

      Trapp pulled his borrowed cloak more tightly around his shoulders and arranged the dusty material so that it fell over his forehead and shaded his features. He hunched over, walking with bowed legs to distract from his height. Most of the camp’s residents were rural folk, it seemed, shorter and punier than their richer urban brethren.

      “What is your plan?” Rafi asked quietly as they walked through the camp toward the squat assortment of brick buildings that made up the permanent settlement that had grown up next to the border fence in the distance. They were speckled with electric light, unlike the camp which was beginning to smell of smoke—though what was being used as fuel in the barren desert escaped Trapp.

      “We need to see if there is a way across,” he replied.

      “I thought your friends—”

      “It’s better to be prepared,” Trapp interrupted. “For all eventualities.”

      Rafi nodded grimly, understanding the implication that outside assistance was far from guaranteed.

      As they passed through the camp and neared the village by the crossing, they saw groups of young men in twos and threes heading toward the border road a couple of hundred yards in the distance, jammed tight with trucks and trailers which appeared to be parked for the night. Trapp guessed that the crossing was closed until morning.

      They walked down a street hemmed in on either side by shops and food stalls that had once served only the truck drivers who passed through this place, heading either into or out of Afghanistan. The rich, gamey scent of stewing lamb or goat was thick on the still air in the cramped shopping street. It grew stronger the farther down they walked. Finally, Trapp laid eyes on the source: a large food stall to his right. It consisted of little more than a table loaded with a dozen or so large stewing pots that were filled to the brim with meat and vegetables, about a third of which were bubbling noisily over a gas flame.

      The street seemed thronged by far more people than it had been designed to hold. Almost a dozen Afghans stood in front of the food stall, holding out their bare palms in silent supplication. It was a heartrending sight. Trapp quickly looked away and down to avoid attracting attention by staring. Leaning against one of the wooden uprights that held up the stall’s corrugated iron roof was a man with an M-16 rifle slung over his shoulder. It was dented and chipped. But the real giveaway was that he was wearing a black turban. The Taliban fighter took a step forward, motioning with the stock of his rifle, and the hungry crowd backed away nervously.

      Probably off-duty, Trapp thought. Hustling a bit of extra cash.

      “Just keep walking,” Rafi muttered. “I still have the money from earlier. If anything happens, let me do the talking.”

      Trapp inclined his chin slowly in agreement, and they passed by without incident. He made a note of it regardless. It was another sign that the Taliban’s leadership had something less than perfect control over their fighters—or at the very least they were unable to both feed and pay them.

      And an army you don’t pay is just a gang with lots of guns.

      The two men entered the border road and filed past and around the parked trucks that stood in their way. Several times they passed what appeared to be truck drivers scurrying away from their vehicles. All of the other traffic was heading in the other direction, the earlier groups of twos and threes coalescing into larger, angry posses.

      “Ali was right,” Rafi said, his dark eyes glancing nervously around.

      “They’re sure riling themselves up,” Trapp observed.

      The crossing itself was a relatively narrow pass between two large rocky outcrops, part of yet another range of foothills that intersected the dusty plain and separated Afghanistan from Pakistan. The haunting, melodic tunes of the Islamic call to prayer echoed out of the hills above. Trapp couldn’t see the minarets the noise was coming from, but he appeared to be the only person paying it any mind. Either the young men around him couldn’t hear it, or they just weren’t in any mood to care.

      The crowd of protesters grew thicker the closer they got to the crossing itself. The Afghan side was a more rickety structure than the solid brick-built square gate over the Pakistani side. A huge, limp green and white Pakistani flag hung over the gate, occasionally rippling when it was caught by the breeze. It was backlit—seemingly accidentally—by one of the harsh white security lights that was providing much of the illumination now that the sun had mostly faded from the sky.

      “Stay close,” Trapp cautioned, though the advice wasn’t really necessary. Rafi was sticking to him like glue.

      They pushed through a few stragglers as they approached the end of the traffic jam. The trucks had stopped about thirty yards ahead of the border crossing itself, leaving a large section of empty road that had since been filled by a thick crowd of young men. They were mostly dressed in traditional robes and tunics, though occasionally a more daring—probably urban—kid was to be seen in jeans or jogging bottoms.

      About a dozen armed Taliban border guards stood in front of the Afghan side of the crossing. Like the protesters, they were dressed in a mix of old and new—turbans and cloaks that were accessorized with camouflaged plate carriers, ammunition belts, and automatic weapons. The two groups were separated by an empty space of about ten yards.

      “They’re telling the guards to let them through,” Rafi said after pausing for a moment and cocking his ear to listen to the cries coming from the crowd. “They’re calling them brothers. Asking how they can allow them to starve here without lifting a finger to help.”

      The anger and distrust in the voices of the crowd was evident even to Trapp’s untrained ear. “Those guys are going to need to do something to calm this down,” he said, jerking his chin in the direction of the crossing. “Or it’ll end ugly.”

      “What do you want to do?” Rafi said.

      Trapp blew air out through his cheeks. It was a tricky question. He’d been hoping to collar one of the guards and offer cash in return for a path across the border. For all the Taliban’s claims that they were nothing more than austere religious scholars, he knew better. People were people, and men were men.

      One of the protesters swiftly made the question moot.

      Trapp didn’t see exactly who threw the first stone, but he saw the thing sailing through the air. It seemed to happen in slow motion. Even the border guards looked up, following the track of the rock through the sky. It hit one of them in the chest and skittered across the concrete at his feet. There was a brief, hushed pause, as if both sides were waiting to see what would happen.

      Then another protester dropped into a squat, fished a half-brick from the garbage-strewn central reservation that separated the two lines of traffic, drew his arm back, and flung it into the air.

      That was the signal for the rest of the crowd to riot. The entire mass surged forward as one, sending a hail of rocks and stones and scraps of junk metal into the air. Both Trapp and Rafi were carried more than a dozen feet by the relentless energy of the throng of angry humanity until Trapp managed to step into the central reservation and hang on to a pillar that looked like it had once held up a fence. Rafi grabbed on to his arm, and both men clung on until the rush subsided, their teeth gritted from the strain.

      A crack of gunfire rang out. At least half a dozen individual weapons. Trapp ducked at the sight of muzzle flashes before he realized that the Taliban guards were firing warning shots into the sky. The crowd flung themselves to the ground, then scurried back to their original position. Empty brass shell casings gleamed in front of the row of border guards. One of them stepped forward, shook his rifle angrily in the air, and shouted defiantly at the protesters.

      “Get back, he says,” Rafi translated, mimicking the man’s angered tone. “Next time we will shoot to kill.”

      “We should get out of here,” Trapp said, thumping his clenched right fist angrily against his thigh. “There’s no way we speak to anyone tonight. They’ll circle the wagons, and not let anyone close enough to talk.”

      “I agree,” Rafi said, nodding jerkily.

      Both men turned and started hurrying back toward the line of parked trucks. A few protesters had the same idea, but not many.

      An angry murmur grew from the crowd who remained behind. Trapp checked over his shoulder and saw that the protesters were beginning to amp themselves up again. A fresh hail of projectiles flew through the sky, causing the border guards to retreat a few feet. More of them came jogging out of the brick buildings by the crossing, some even carrying riot shields.

      Before they had a chance to arrange in formation, the crowd surged once more, crying out loudly, angrily—desperately.

      The gunfire followed more quickly this time.

      Bullets sparked off the trucks all around Trapp and Rafi. Both men threw themselves to the ground, adrenaline racing through their veins. Trapp rolled underneath one of the trucks and lodged himself behind a thick rubber tire. It smelled of oil and dirt. He couldn’t see Rafi and called out to check the translator was okay.

      “I’m safe,” came his panting reply.

      The guards stopped firing after just a few seconds. By this time the crowd was in headlong retreat. Sandal-clad feet and lower halves formed a forest as they rushed past Trapp’s eye line, beating a path back to the refugee camp.

      They left half a dozen dead on the ground behind them.
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      Ali’s new village was a small pimple of tents on the western edge of the refugee camp, slightly separated from the rest of the encampment. Three large tents—with just barely enough space for the dozens of villagers who had made it this far—were spaced evenly next to each other. One of them had a large rip in its canvas side, repaired with a copious amount of black duct tape. The others looked like they’d been taken straight out of the plastic wrapping.

      “Good job,” Trapp said as he turned to examine the fourth tent, even further out onto the sandy plain. He watched as a few of the local children scurried around it, daring each other to go inside, before scattering as they noticed they were being observed.

      Trapp didn’t look away as one of the children, a girl with startling reddish-brown hair, stared at him for a long while before joining her friends. He was no longer worried about being seen. In fact, he welcomed the opportunity.

      “Will you tell me what you’re planning to do?” Ali asked, swaying on his feet as he readjusted his grip on his cane. He coughed to cover the silence that ensued.

      “Men are coming to kill your brother and me,” Trapp replied after no more than a second’s thought. Ali had proved his loyalty and discretion many times over. And besides, his own relative was one of those targeted. “I had hoped we might be able to cross the border before they arrived, but it wasn’t to be. So we’ll have to fight.”

      “Why?”

      “That’s what I’m hoping to find out. I need two of your best men, if you can spare them. As young as possible—what I’m planning could get physical. And as brave.”

      “What about us?”

      “You should put armed guards at the entrance of each tent. All night. If anyone enters without giving the correct password, they open fire.”

      Sighing, Ali said, “Okay. I trust your judgment.”

      Trapp laughed. “That makes one of us.”

      “It has gotten us this far.” Ali shrugged. “I could not have made it without you. Nor my brother. You’ve earned our trust.”

      “Thank you,” Trapp replied, inclining his head. He knew that it was not an idle comment.

      “You’re sure they’ll come tonight?”

      “I’m not sure about anything,” Trapp said honestly. “But this is just about the last chance they’re going to get to silence us. So no, I’m not sure. But I’ve got a good feeling. Or maybe I should say a bad one. But one way or another, it will be over.”

      “Then let us hope it goes well for you,” Ali said. “For all of us.”
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        * * *

      

      Trapp ducked his head as he entered the tent that Ali had told him Yasmin was recuperating in. It was cramped with warm bodies and thick with sweat and the smell of days of travel. Even before Ali had assigned guards and shifts, he’d noted that a teenage boy was sitting cross-legged on the dirt ground in front of the tent flaps, an AK-47 that was almost bigger than him across his knees. He nodded respectfully at a fellow warrior, and received a broad, proud grin in response.

      “How is she?” he asked as he approached Rafi, who was sitting with his daughter at his side. He squatted down beside the pair of them. “She looks better.”

      Rafi beamed as he nodded his agreement. “Much! It’s hard to believe now that she was ever ill at all.”

      Yasmin ducked behind her father’s arm, staring up at Trapp from under his armpit. Her eyes were dark, round, and brown. Her skin was still a little pale, but she was up and moving. The antibiotics had performed a miracle.

      “I’m glad,” Trapp said, meaning it. “Really.”

      Though he left it unsaid, helping to save the girl’s life was one of the few memories he was proud of that didn’t involve violence. What the hell did that say about him?

      “I know,” Rafi said, squeezing Yasmin tight to him. “Is it time?”

      Trapp nodded, wincing apologetically at the prospect of tearing him away from his daughter. “We should get in place early. Make sure you dress warm. It’ll be a cold night.”
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        * * *

      

      The four men stationed themselves in a rough diamond around the tent, with enough distance that each was able to see two of the others. To Trapp’s right, Rafi was in sight. To his left, Mansoor. The fourth point of the diamond was made up by a fourth villager.

      They used undulations in the earth along with boulders and scrubby desert plants to provide cover, then laid dark blankets over themselves. This far from any major town or city, there was no light pollution to speak of, and a thin cloud in the sky overhead blocked out most of the glow shining from the moon and stars.

      “Rafi, status check,” Trapp murmured into his throat mic.

      “I’m here,” came the whispered response. “Hell, it’s cold.”

      “And the other guy?” Trapp asked, all business.

      “I see him. He’s awake.”

      “Good. You getting tired?”

      “Of course. But you can count on me.”

      “I know I can,” Trapp replied softly. He killed the radio call and repeated the same check with Mansoor. The enthusiastic teenage fighter managed to hold his wilder instincts in check and responded with a subdued hand signal.

      It was all going to plan. Which usually meant that something was about to go very, very wrong.

      So says the cynic.

      Slowly, so as not to attract attention, Trapp checked his watch. The green glow on the face told him it was 0221. They had been in place for almost six hours. That was nearing the limit of any sentry’s reasonably expected endurance. The human mind wasn’t designed to stay focused for so long, especially at night. In the dark, one’s thoughts drifted. Shadows became monsters. Drooping eyelids were an enemy to be feared.

      That was the point of the check-ins. Every half hour, like clockwork. It gave something for each watcher to hang on to. Nobody wanted to let their teammate down. Fear of doing so was enough to keep them awake.

      Trapp tried to push his apprehension about the night’s work out of his mind. In his heart, he knew it was a foolhardy idea—though he didn’t see that they had any other options. If Landell’s Islamic State allies were going to strike—if they weren’t just a figment of Trapp’s imagination—they would do so at night, just like they had the first time. They were the insurgent group now, just like the Taliban had been during the coalition occupation. That meant they didn’t have freedom of movement. Their operations were restricted to the dark of night.

      And if it’s going to happen in the dark, it has to be tonight, Trapp knew.

      Tomorrow was too late for Landell. If by some miracle they made it across the border, if Wintersham’s contacts in Pakistan came through, then whatever game he was playing would be as good as over.

      The tiniest of sounds attracted his attention, breaking him out of his introspective mood. It was the scrape of a shoe sole on the rocky ground. Trapp’s eyes sprang wide open. He clicked his radio twice to warn Rafi that something was up and cursed the fact he didn’t have two more. Not being able to directly communicate with the two villagers was a hell of a risk. But Trapp hadn’t seen that he had any other choice.

      Any Islamic State assassins were likely to number just two or three. At least, that’s what he’d figured. Groups of young men of fighting age invariably attracted attention—and IS-K terrorists really didn’t want to come across the Taliban’s radar. In the good old days, the American infidels would either shoot them dead or lock them up with three hots and a cot. Paradise or a warm bed. Afghanistan’s new rulers weren’t quite so civilized. Better to rely on surprise and stealth instead of numbers.

      Using a prearranged hand signal, both he and Rafi warned their comrades to be on the lookout.

      Trapp’s eyes each glinted a slightly different color in the gloom as he stared out into the night, searching for whatever it was that had alerted him. Just a desert rodent, perhaps. But he didn’t really believe that. The noise had been slight, but only because of distance. Whatever had caused it was much larger than any rat.

      “I see something,” Rafi whispered, his voice only audible because Trapp’s radio was turned up to full volume. “Two men, coming from my left. No, make that three.”

      Wincing at this piece of news, Trapp slowly rotated his neck in the direction that Rafi had indicated. He saw nothing but kept sweeping his eyes left and right, knowing that if there was something out there, his brain would detect movement before anything else.

      Two faint taps echoed from Trapp’s right, and he turned back toward Mansoor’s foxhole. His eyes widened yet further as he saw what had so spooked the young man that he’d risked making a sound in order to relay a warning.

      Two more shapes in the darkness.

      He relayed this latest disaster to Rafi. Five men. How was it possible that so many had survived the conflagration that the AC-130 gunship had rained down from the heavens?

      His breath felt ragged in his throat.

      If he was operating with three other trained special forces operators, even then he wouldn’t like these odds. IS-K fighters were hardened, deadly warriors. Worse still, they didn’t fear death like normal men. They welcomed it. It was why they fought in the first place.

      His initial plan had been to lure Landell’s co-conspirators into the tent and hit them with one short, sharp, bloody engagement as they exited disappointed and empty-handed. But that was when he thought there would only be two of them. Three at the outside. Even then, the odds weren’t good.

      Now they were practically suicidal.

      No, the only rational option was to disengage. The only way he knew to kill all five men without suffering devastating losses would be to shoot first and with overwhelming force. But even though the tent they’d set up as bait was on the sparsest edge of the refugee camp, there were too many innocents around. If this turned into a free-fire zone, dozens might end up dead.

      Many of them children.

      “We have to pull back,” he whispered to Rafi. “This won’t work.”

      Even as he was speaking, he heard another scrape to his right. He watched open-mouthed as Mansoor rose from his covered foxhole into a low crouch. He was holding something in his right hand, and Trapp was unable to make out what it was until the metal flashed and what little light was available.

      It was a knife. A big one.

      “Shit, what the hell is he doing?” Trapp muttered, still transmitting.

      He kept watching as Mansoor started padding toward the tent. It took his startled mind a few seconds to realize how it was possible that the boy was moving so silently. He was barefoot, despite the night-time chill. Trapp tried to gesture at him to stop, but it was hopeless. The kid only had eyes for the Islamic State fighters converging on the tent’s flaps ahead of him.

      “Dammit,” Trapp whispered. “We have to do something.”

      “Copy,” Rafi replied grimly.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Trapp saw a shadow rising from the desert floor. He copied the movement and began loping toward the tent. Blood pounded in his veins, the pressure causing the one on his temple to pop. Still, he didn’t dare speed up, even though Mansoor was a good five, maybe ten seconds ahead of him. He was wearing heavy boots. Moving any quicker than this was bound to attract attention. And that would ruin everything.

      Up ahead, the assassins split into two distinct groups. Two of them hung back, aiming their rifles at the front of the tent. The other three—the breaching party—prepared to dart inside.

      Trapp knew what they would find. A mannequin of cloth in a makeshift cot. It was only meant to fool them for a second. To throw them off their game. Now he needed every millisecond the deception could buy him.

      The breaching party coiled with nervous energy as two of them pulled back the flaps, and the third charged inside, his weapon raised.

      Mansoor seemed to take this as his cue. He switched from a controlled jog to an all-out sprint. Trapp was surprised the kid could even run with balls that big. He was ten feet away, and Trapp at least twice that behind.

      Then five.

      The young Afghan was laser-focused on the assassin to the right of the opening. As he closed within a couple of feet, he flung himself bodily through the air, leading with the knife in his right hand. The blade flashed once more, then buried itself in the fighter’s lower back.

      Strangely, there was no yell of pain. Only an involuntary gasp, a little like air escaping the lungs of a corpse. Then a grunt.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Trapp saw Rafi approaching fast to his left. He guessed that the other villager was doing the same to his right. He threw caution to the wind and sprinted toward the assassin to Mansoor’s left, who had started to turn his head to the violence erupting next to him.

      Now Trapp was ten feet away. Five. He pulled his own rifle back, coiled his torso, and snapped the weapon’s stock as hard as he could toward the back of the man’s head. It connected at a funny angle, just above the base of the spine. Hard enough to snap the neck.

      The assassin crumpled.

      To Trapp’s right, Mansoor was already bringing his elbow back, pulling the blade out of the fighter’s back and driving it home once more. He flung out his right arm to stop the kid, his mouth dry and metallic-tasting from the effects of the adrenaline flooding through his body. Rafi skidded to a halt to his left. A second later, the fourth member of their party did the same.

      Inside the tent, and over the pounding of blood in his ears, Trapp heard a low, frustrated murmur. The assassins had discovered his ruse. Any second now they would file back out, dejected and angry and scared.

      But was it possible they didn’t know what had just occurred outside?
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      Trapp stared at Rafi in shock as the translator started speaking in a low growl. He had no idea what the translator was saying but looked at him as though he’d gone crazy.

      What the hell are you doing? he mouthed.

      Rafi replied as quietly in English, “Get ready.”

      Feeling as though he was adrift on a river of rapids and fast approaching a waterfall, Trapp realized he had no other choice than to follow the Afghan’s lead. He glanced down at the two bodies near his feet. The man he’d hit with the butt of his rifle was either deeply unconsciousness or dead. He suspected the latter. Since the other assassin’s blood now painted the desert floor, there was less doubt about his fate.

      Urgent voices echoed from inside the tent. Trapp could guess what they were asking.

      What’s happening out there?

      He reversed his rifle in his hands, quickly dropping the right one to his pants leg and drying it. His chest was rising and falling in thunderous gasps as his brain screamed out for oxygen, and his lungs did their best to comply.

      In front of him, he saw the tent material ripple. This thing was happening now.

      A face emerged, eyes glinting in the low desert gloom. Trapp didn’t hesitate before ramming the muzzle of his rifle forward and smashing it into the assassin’s cheek. There was an audible crack as bone shattered, and finally, a howl of pain.

      The element of surprise was now most definitely blown.

      Another shadow rushed out of the tent and barreled toward Mansoor. There was a flash, and Trapp felt the crack of a bullet passing somewhere nearby. Another flash, and another round spewed out into the darkness. The third assassin emerged from the tent and headed directly for him.

      The fight quickly turned old-fashioned. The two sides were too close to one another to effectively wield their rifles, but almost to a man they carried knives.

      Rafi was the first casualty. The IS-K assassin that Trapp had assaulted a moment before, though he was still clutching his face with one hand as blood poured wholesale from a cut just below his eye, reached out and slashed wildly with a long-bladed knife. It caught the Afghan translator in his calf, and he hopped back wildly, barely ducking a second cut.

      Trapp backpedaled as the third assassin came for him. He swung the stock of his rifle like a baseball bat, and it collided with the fighter’s upper arm, eliciting a pained grunt but not stopping him.

      There was another flash in the dark. A body crumpled to the ground. With more than enough trouble of its own to contend with, Trapp couldn’t spare a second to find out who had fallen.

      He pulled the rifle back a second time and drove it powerfully forward as the fighter charged at him, the blade of a knife outstretched. Judging by the strands of cloth and insulation hanging off the weapon, it was the same one that had cut into the makeshift mannequin inside the tent. Trapp didn’t breathe as he saw the blade arcing toward him through the air as the stock of his rifle surged in the other direction. It was as though he was watching two missiles on a collision course.

      The rifle’s extra reach paid off. The stock smashed against the assassin’s chest, crunching against his unprotected ribs. Barely a second later, the knife slashed across Trapp’s own torso, the force less than it might otherwise have been. He hissed as he felt the impact, but out of instinct rather than pain. He figured it would come.

      The fighter let out a low moan and staggered back, his blade dropping out of his fingers and falling to the ground. He collapsed, holding his chest, at least momentarily unable to breathe.

      “Asshole,” Trapp muttered. He glanced down at his own chest and—with sincere relief—discovered that the knife had cut open only a few pockets and pouches and not anything more vital.

      He sucked in desperately needed lungfuls of fresh, cool air as he looked up and cased the scene in front of him. Rafi was back on his feet and appeared to have dealt with the fighter on the ground, who was no longer moving. Mansoor and the other villager were standing over the third assassin. Trapp quickly saw that this was the one who’d eaten the bullet he’d heard earlier.

      “Quickly,” he panted. “We need to get them inside and out of sight.”

      He figured that nobody would have seen what had just happened. Gunshots were hardly rare in refugee camps like this. He’d read plenty of reports of victorious Taliban militants exacting their revenge in late-night raids, even this many months later. It was unlikely that anybody would come looking. Not until the morning. And probably not even then.

      Shouldering his rifle, Trapp briefly held his right hand out in front of him. It was jittery with the adrenaline that was still flooding through his veins. He clenched his fist, then tried again.

      Not much better.

      He put himself to work dragging one of the bodies inside the tent. Two of the five assassins were still alive—the one Rafi had just silenced, and the one who’d rushed at him with a knife. Both were presently out of action, but Trapp made sure of it by pulling two sets of zip cuffs from an undamaged pouch and securing their wrists.

      A minute later, all five were inside the tent and out of view of the rest of the camp. Trapp paused for a moment outside, cocking his ear and scanning for any sound of excitement or activity, but detected nothing. He posted one of the Afghans outside with instructions to warn them the second he noticed anything out of the ordinary.

      “What now?” Rafi hissed, his face white with pain as he followed. Blood was trickling from the wound on his calf, but as far as Trapp could tell, it wasn’t serious. Still, he’d need stitches.

      “Now we get some answers,” Trapp replied grimly.

      He pulled out the red-beam flashlight from inside his jacket and clicked it on. The unsettling glow that flooded out made the place look like even more of a slaughter house than it already did. The three dead Islamic State fighters lay unceremoniously on the ransacked cot, which was the only furniture inside the tent. The mannequin—such as it was—had been slashed and pulled apart by the descending blades of the late-night visitors.

      It was for this reason—primarily—that Trapp had little sympathy for his captives. They had come to this place meaning to do the exact same thing to him. He’d just gotten lucky.

      He looked away from the bodies. He took no pleasure in causing their deaths. Violence only begat more violence, and these men were somebody’s sons. They looked young, perhaps early twenties, but in this part of the world that also meant they were likely fathers.

      “You good?” he questioned Rafi, who had sunk to his haunches gripping his calf and was now breathing heavily, puffing out air through his cheeks.

      “Yeah.”

      “Does that cut need looking at?”

      “It’s not deep,” Rafi replied, rolling his previously wounded shoulder ruefully. “Just hurts like a bitch.”

      The translator’s Americanized accent came out most when he swore, Trapp noticed. He wondered which grunt had provided the man with most of his dictionary of obscenities.

      “Okay. Then let’s do this thing.”

      Mansoor assisted him in dragging the two assassins up, and they rested each men against the other’s back, their legs splayed out on the dirt ground. The unconscious fighter immediately slumped forward, his chin meeting his chest. The other one was able to breathe only in short, pained gasps. He clutched his bound wrists against his broken chest.

      Trapp shone the red flashlight into this one’s face. “Let’s start with him,” he said.

      “Jason,” Rafi hissed, low enough to keep whatever was said between the two of them.

      “What’s up?”

      “It’s him. The one Cliff took me to meet. I didn’t recognize him in the dark. Not until I saw his face.”

      Concealing a smile, Trapp said, “Let’s keep that to ourselves. Just for now.”

      Rafi nodded and started to drag himself toward the prisoners. As he did so, Trapp sank into a squat. He left his rifle on its sling and pulled his knife from its sheath at his belt. The wounded assassin’s gaze tracked the blade, eyes darting left and right nervously, but always ending up back on the weapon.

      Finally, the man pulled his gaze away and stared defiantly up at Trapp. He peeled back his lips and started to speak, sending droplets of spittle flying through the red glow with his vehemence.

      “His name is Faisal. He says to kill him,” Rafi translated. “He wants to meet Allah.”

      “You’re awfully interested in this blade for somebody who wants to die, Faisal,” Trapp said slowly without breaking eye contact.

      Rafi translated the comment, but the prisoner didn’t reply. He swallowed and opened his mouth but then seemed to think better of whatever he was about to say.

      “The way I see it, you have two choices,” Trapp said coldly after he judged that a sufficiently long pause had elapsed. “You can tell me what I want to know, and I will let you go…”

      He waited for Rafi to finish translating and noted with interest the way the prisoner’s eyes flashed with first disbelief, then intrigue.

      “Or I can leave you here with your hands and feet bound and tell the Taliban where to find you. I’m sure they would be interested. It might be enough to get me across the border.”

      He doubted this last part, but it gave the threat more bite.

      “You won’t let me go,” the assassin scoffed—though Trapp had to piece together Rafi’s measured translation with the dripping scorn in his prisoner’s voice. “You’re just telling me what you think I want to hear.”

      “You misread me,” Trapp said. He shrugged. “I don’t care whether you live or die. My only aim is to find out why you came after me in the first place.”

      Faisal’s eyes gleamed. Trapp knew without doubt that he was holding out on something. Finally he dropped the act, and spoke in English, as Trapp had always known he could. “You’re an infidel. It was my duty to God.”

      “You guys always say that. I’m more interested in learning how you knew where we were going to be in the first place. It’s twice now that you’ve found us when you had no right to.”

      “Maybe we got lucky.”

      “Maybe,” Trapp agreed. He tossed the knife up into the air and caught it easily by the hilt. His guests tracked the movement the whole way down. “But it seems unlikely, don’t you think?”

      “Not if it was Allah’s will.”

      “Is it also Allah’s will for you to wear more expensive clothes than the rest of your men?” Trapp asked.

      He’d suspected this guy was in charge even before Rafi confirmed it. It was never going to be one of the two men left outside to guard the opening. That left three, and since two were still alive, that was pretty good odds.

      “I—”

      Trapp interrupted him by sheathing the knife and leaning forward to frisk his prisoner. He’d already checked that the man wasn’t armed, but now did a more thorough job, probing every pocket and every inch of his robes. His fingers closed on something hard and angular, and he quickly deduced he’d found a cell phone. A little more searching turned up a more forgiving round cylinder held together with an elastic band. He pulled both from the man’s clothing and tossed them onto the ground, illuminating the items with the beam of the flashlight. The cylinder turned out to be a tight wad of cash—all American notes.

      All hundreds.

      “What about working for an infidel?” Trapp jabbed as he unsheathed the knife once again. “Is that Allah’s will?”

      “I work for no American.”

      “Did I say American?” Trapp smiled.

      Faisal ground his teeth together and fell silent. He glowered up at his captor.

      “Perhaps your man here”—Trapp gestured at the other unconscious assassin with the knife’s tip—“will be more forthcoming with his answers. Should I find out? Of course, that would bring your usefulness to me to an end…”

      “No,” the prisoner finally spat.

      “No he won’t, or no, you’d rather be the one to tell me?”

      “Do you swear you will keep your word?”

      “You mean nothing to me,” Trapp stated baldly. “And I have a feeling you’ll end up dead soon enough. So yes, I’ll let you go. And your friend, if he wakes up.”

      Rafi grimaced at Trapp but didn’t interrupt.

      “I have what you’re looking for,” the would-be assassin admitted. “It’s on the phone. I filmed our meeting.”

      “How do you know what I’m looking for?”

      The man shot him a contemptuous glance.

      “Fine. Your meeting with who?”

      “The American. CIA, that’s all I know. He didn’t give me a name.” Faisal stopped and frowned. His gaze flickered toward Rafi. He lifted his bound wrists and pointed with them. “He was there.”

      “He was,” Trapp agreed. “Keep talking.”

      Faisal glanced between his captors, his head clearly spinning as he tried to work out what the hell was going on.

      “He offered to keep the drones away from me and my men. In return we took out targets he suggested. Taliban. We would have done it anyway.”

      “But you did it for cash,” Trapp stated coldly.

      “Sometimes. What little he gave me.”

      “But you gave him more, didn’t you?” Trapp probed. “You gave up your own men.”

      Faisal merely glowered back, hate flashing red in his eyes off the flashlight’s glow.

      “Low-level, I’m sure. You told him where they’d be, and when. That way he got to rack up quite the body count. I’m guessing you let him stumble onto operations in progress, too. To make it look more realistic. The more men you sacrificed, the more he paid. Tell me if I’m getting warmer.”

      “Yes,” Faisal finally growled, presumably realizing that his only hope of survival was through telling the truth.

      “And how am I supposed to believe a word of this?” Trapp said. “It sounds crazy.”

      Faisal pushed up and away from his restraints. Spittle flecked from his lips. “I told you. I have proof.”
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      Dawn was only a figment of the day’s imagination when Rafi and Ali began rousing the villagers from sleep. Trapp suspected few of them—mostly children—had actually managed much rest. The pallid complexions and bleary eyes that stared back at him only confirmed that theory.

      “Not long to go,” he said, rubbing his hands together to ward off the early morning chill and trusting in his tone to communicate for him. A few hopeful faces turned to him. More still were caked in dread.

      He’d hoped to beat the rush to the border crossing by moving out so early, but signs of life from elsewhere in the camp and the growls of heavy machinery put paid to that theory. His plan was to use the cart to take the wounded and the elderly as close to the crossing itself as physically possible and then abandon it. They would have to carry the infirm the remainder of the way.

      He left the tents where they were. Inside, the two Islamic State assassins were still bound and trussed to one another so tightly they had no hope of escape. Trapp intended to keep his word and release them, though the idea of returning the two terrorists into the wild gnawed at his stomach. The only small comfort he could take was that the recent pattern of IS-K attacks had tended to be against the Taliban’s military and police targets, rather than civilians.

      “Will he come through?” Rafi asked, referring to Wintersham.

      Trapp glanced at the Afghan, who had stolen up on him so quietly that he could’ve slipped a blade through his ribs before he was noticed. “I guess we’ll find out.”

      “I guess we will,” he agreed.

      “You think it’s a risk worth taking?” Trapp asked after a few seconds’ pause. He regretted the words the moment they left his lips. All he was doing by voicing them was off-loading some of his own doubts and worries onto Rafi’s shoulders. “The border crossing, I mean. Maybe there’s another way. We could do it one by one. I have enough in cash to pay for the children to cross. Maybe a couple of the women too.”

      Rafi shook his head. “I thought the same. But we’re committed now. If Wintersham’s deal falls through, then we are all dead.”

      Wincing in agreement, Trapp inclined his head. “So then a Hail Mary it is. Let’s hope she’s full of grace this morning.”

      He received a strange look in reply but didn’t bother explaining either of the colloquialisms. Some things simply didn’t translate, and he wasn’t nearly as skillful at the task as Rafi. The two men stood in silence for a few moments longer before Rafi cleared his throat and said, “I think they are ready.”

      “Then we’d better get moving.”

      Progress toward the border crossing was slow. The horse was hungry and irritable and made little attempt to hide either emotion—which Trapp found he empathized with. His own body felt increasingly beat up and broken. His shoulder—long-suffering—ached incessantly, and the pain wasn’t helping his mood. Keeping the group intact was like trying to shepherd a herd of ducklings. Every few minutes, a straggler peeled away and had to be corralled back into the herd.

      Like small streams and waterways feeding into a continental river, the hundreds of refugees in the camp were trickling toward the border crossing in dribs and drabs that formed larger groups, then an enormous line. Trapp detected a sullen mood in the air from the previous night’s violence, though he didn’t sense that any further outbreaks were likely to spark. The lesson had been learned. For now.

      A week from now, he suspected that a fresh batch of refugees with fresh grievances but the same gnawing hunger and desperation would charge toward the border gate. He suspected they would be repelled in much the same fashion. And many more would die in the endless cycle of violence.

      “Shit,” he grumbled as the shuffling line first bunched up, then stopped entirely. They were still fifty yards from the pedestrian crossing, close enough to see across the border.

      As Trapp watched, a convoy of about twenty heavy trucks pulled up on the Pakistani side. Instead of heading straight for the vehicle gate that led into Afghanistan, they stopped as one, a long, metallic caterpillar taking a rest. All twenty killed their engines and stopped about a minute’s drive from the crossing.

      He wondered if they were part of Wintersham’s plan. Or maybe he was just overthinking things. It was hardly unusual to see trucks at a trade post, after all.

      “Keep your voice down,” Rafi murmured, walking up to Trapp and glancing around nervously as he did so. “Your voice carries farther than you think.”

      “Noted,” Trapp replied softly.

      “What’s the problem?”

      “Hell if I know. We’ve stopped.”

      Trapp scanned up and down the long line of refugees. There were so close to freedom, to safety, and yet it was as though an iron curtain stood in their way. At the head of the line, he watched as a couple of Taliban border guards quizzed a woman in full burqa and her husband. He couldn’t hear what was being asked at this distance, but the motion of papers being handed over cleared up his curiosity.

      “Looks like a good gig,” he said sourly as he watched one of the guards stick out his open palm in the age-old gesture for a bribe.

      “They aren’t so holy after all,” Rafi agreed. “But maybe I can’t blame them. They are starving just like the rest of us. Their leaders don’t pay them on time. They have to eat somehow.”

      “Not like this,” Trapp said, checking his watch. The display read 0915. Three hours to go. A lifetime.

      “No.”

      The line shuffled forward foot by foot. An hour passed and they’d barely moved twenty. The guards at the head of the line allowed only a meager trickle of Afghans across the border—those who could pay, whether or not they had the right papers. Some were turned back by the guards on the Pakistani side. He could only imagine the sucker punch of despair that such a fate would provoke.

      He powered up the cell phone. No doubt Wintersham had expected him to check in hours earlier, but that was clearly a no-go when he didn’t know whether Landell had any more Islamic State operatives on his payroll, either as eyes on the ground, or waiting to be directed after a cell tower ping. It seemed unlikely—the collaboration with the fighter he’d interrogated the previous night was a sensitive one, almost impossible to repeat. But he couldn’t rule it out, and so hadn’t wanted to give the traitor the opportunity to track his phone’s location.

      But now he had no other choice. Either they went through with this thing, or they had to bail immediately. It was still possible for the group to drift away in twos and threes. But if they got any closer to the crossing, they would run out of time—and a group their size scurrying away from the border guards was bound to attract unwanted attention.

      When the phone was done playing its warm-up animation and had connected to the local cell tower, it vibrated to signal an inbound text message. Trapp punched the old-fashioned buttons to navigate to it. The message was simple.

      Call me.

      It was unsigned. Still, he did as requested and hit dial.

      “Trapp, where the hell have you been?” Wintersham demanded the second the call initialized. “I’ve been moving mountains, and I didn’t know whether it was all for nothing.”

      “Technical trouble,” Trapp lied, not knowing whether Landell was listening in. “I only just got the damn thing working. What’s the status on our extraction?”

      “I’m on the Pakistani side. Do you want the good news or the bad news?”

      “You pick.”

      “I got word to Salman. He’s alive.”

      “Was that the good or the bad?” Trapp quipped.

      “Right. I don’t know which way he’s going to swing. I think I got the Pakistanis to play ball. They’re not happy about it, but they’ll fall in line. But without Salman’s blessing…”

      “The whole thing melts like a chocolate teapot,” Trapp finished, lowering his voice after receiving an elbow in the ribs. Acid burned its way up from his stomach, stinging the back of his throat. He’d hoped that this conversation would bring clarity, but it had only muddied the waters.

      “I’m sorry, Jason,” Wintersham said, sounding truly torn up. “I’ve done everything I can on my end, but I can’t tell you what’s going to happen next.”

      “I know you have,” Trapp said. He bit the inside of his lip. The conversation was drifting dangerously close to emotion, and he couldn’t have that. “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      “There is one option,” Wintersham said, sounding like he was forcing himself to say the words.

      “Oh?”

      “Leave the refugees with the translator. If the Taliban find you there and Salman isn’t in the mood to agree to our deal, then they will likely kill you all.”

      Trapp glanced around to check he wasn’t being overheard, and finally lowered his voice. “You’re telling me to abandon these people?”

      “I’m not telling you to do anything, Jason,” Wintersham replied, sounding stung. “I’m saying on your own, you can make it across the border. You can get to safety, no matter what happens.”

      “I’m not leaving these people here to die,” Trapp snapped back. “That’s final. And you know as well as I do that if they come looking for us and don’t find me here, Rafi’s people will suffer on my behalf.”

      “Okay. You’re right. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      “Damn right you shouldn’t,” Trapp fired back. But already the heat was leaving his voice. He didn’t have time for it right now. “I have to go.”

      “I’ll keep pushing, Jason,” Wintersham said just before he killed the call. “I just hope it’s enough.”

      “Yeah,” Trapp murmured as he dropped his hand from his ear. “Me too.”
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      For hours, nothing happened. Then everything did.

      “Do you see that?” Rafi said, keeping his voice low so as not to startle the others. He jerked his chin across the Pakistani border. Several minutes earlier, the convoy of trucks had started their engines all at once. They didn’t move. In fact, they did nothing except sit there, pumping out thick clouds of black smoke from their exhausts.

      But now a van painted in the olive green color of either the Pakistani Army or border police was hurtling up the road that led to the crossing, chased by a tail of dust. It looked big enough to carry a dozen passengers and was both preceded and followed by a military pickup truck. Both the lead and chase cars were packed full of armed men.

      “Yes.”

      “Should we… do something?” Rafi continued.

      “I’m not sure there’s anything we can do,” Trapp replied. He crossed his arms, resting his forearms on the stock of the rifle clipped to his chest. It was concealed by the large shawl wrapped around his body. The last thing he wanted to do was pull it out and start firing. If the shooting started, then dozens would be slaughtered, most of them innocent men, women, and children.

      He wasn’t certain that he could pull the trigger in that kind of environment.

      Another rumble of engine noise attracted his attention—this time coming from behind him. Three white Taliban technicals were racing up the road toward the Afghan side of the crossing. As he whipped his head around, two more identical vehicles came into sight. The convoy tightened up as the road ahead of it straightened.

      Trapp sensed a change in the mood of the line of refugees. First came a mild ripple of concern. Heads turned, some staring at the Taliban pickups, others pointing in the direction of the Pakistani side of the crossing. Concern swiftly transmuted into outright worry. Voices were raised, then stifled just as quickly, as if the speakers feared calling attention to themselves.

      One of the refugees, a tall man in white robes, began inching away from the line as if physically struggling to tear himself away from the promise of freedom. As Trapp watched, the other side of the battle in his mind won out. The refugee took a few stuttering steps away, then pulled himself upright and started to stride back in the direction of the refugee camp.

      The movement was like the breaking of the tide. Once the other refugees noticed that one of their number had started to flee, the rest soon joined. Groups of two and three broke away first, then whole families, husbands and wives dragging their children behind them. One of the kids, a girl of no more than three or four, stumbled and fell to the ground. She started to bawl from a mixture of surprise, pain, and probably the sheer uncertainty induced by seeing her parents panicking. Her father dragged her up and threw her over his shoulder, not stopping to console her tears.

      “We could join them,” Rafi said, anxiously glancing back in the direction of Yasmin, who was being cared for by Ali’s wife. “There’s still time.”

      Gazing directly at the Taliban technicals heading their way, Trapp shook his head. “It’s too late. We’ll never get out of here without being seen.”

      “But—”

      Trapp gestured at the fleeing refugees, some of whom were weeping, others silent with fear. “Rafi, go if you want. I promise you the Taliban are not looking for these people. Maybe a few of us will escape. But not all. We just have to trust that Wintersham came through.”

      Rafi turned away without replying. Trapp watched as he picked his way swiftly through the crowd—now mostly just the villagers who had traveled all this way—and squatted in front of his daughter. He swept his arms around her, picked her up, and settled her on his hip.

      Another of the village’s children started to weep. The kid was a little bit older. Maybe six or seven, though in truth Trapp had no real idea. He was babbling something through a throat choked with fear.

      “What’s he saying?” Trapp asked, keeping one eye on the fast-approaching Taliban technicals as Rafi returned. Yasmin was clinging to his shoulders, her fingers interlocked as though she was scared he would disappear if she let go.

      “He’s scared of the men with guns,” Rafi said grimly. “I spoke to his mother this morning. She said he hasn’t slept since the attack on the village. Every time he closes his eyes, he hears gunfire.”

      Trapp said nothing because there was nothing he could say. He listened to the child’s cries mixing with the growl of the speeding trucks on both sides of the border and the lower bass chug of the convoy sitting on the Pakistani side. He wasn’t normally the paternal type, but he wanted to wrap his arms around the boy and try and take the pain away. His mind drifted back to his own childhood. His father’s drinking and violence, his mother’s death. All of that pain had shaped him in ways that had made him the man he was. It had led him to a life that he wasn’t always proud of.

      Was this child destined for the same fate?

      There wasn’t time to ponder the answer to that question. The Taliban technicals screeched to a halt about thirty feet away from where he was standing. The last of the fleeing refugees streamed away from the border crossing. Even the truck drivers on the vehicle side were nowhere to be seen. It was like standing in the middle of an old Wild West town as two cowboys prepared to draw.

      “Let’s just stay nice and relaxed,” Trapp murmured to Rafi. “We’ll get out of this if we just stay calm.”

      Rafi didn’t reply. Trapp guessed he probably didn’t believe him.

      Hearing shouts from the border crossing, he snapped a quick glance to find out what was going on. The border guards were advancing, their rifles pointed in the direction of the small crowd gathered around him.

      “Great,” he muttered. Did the Taliban have federal/local dick swinging matches, too?

      Doors thumped open on the short convoy of pickup trucks, and Trapp’s attention was quickly drawn back to the sound of boots beating against the rocky ground. About a dozen men dressed in tiger print tan camouflage fatigues jumped out.

      “They call themselves the Badri Brigades,” Rafi said quietly as Yasmin buried her face in his shoulder. He ran his fingers through her hair comfortingly. “Taliban special forces.”

      “I’ve heard of them,” Trapp said. It was hard not to have. The Taliban trumpeted their tiger-print bad boys at every opportunity, creating elaborate videos perfectly clipped for social media. They weren’t exactly SEAL Team 6, but they were certainly better trained and equipped than the average Taliban foot soldier.

      To his right, the border guards slowed their advance, clearly noticing the uniforms at the same time as he had. They stopped but kept their weapons raised. The Badri fighters advanced with their weapons ready, but with their fingers pressed against the side of their weapons NATO-style. They definitely walked with the same swagger that he was used to seeing in Western special operators.

      The fighter at the head of the Badri group strode toward the border guards with his palm outstretched, completely ignoring Trapp’s small band of Afghan refugees. He called out to them, though the words were carried away by the wind before they reached Trapp’s ears.

      “I can’t hear him,” Rafi confirmed.

      “I guess we just wait and see,” Trapp replied.

      The Badri leader swaggered right up to the leader of the Taliban border guards. He puffed out his chest in an expression of dominance that could have been pulled right out of a nature documentary. Even from this distance, Trapp could see that the display was grating on the other man, whose weapon bucked up dangerously.

      “Easy…” he murmured, not wanting to see this descending into a shooting match in which dozens of innocent Afghans would get caught in the middle. At almost any other time he would’ve welcomed the Taliban descending into internecine conflict.

      Just not now.

      The Badri fighter swatted the second man’s gun aside contemptuously, sending it flying to the ground. Several of the villagers flinched as it bounced off the rocky surface, no doubt expecting a round to cook off in the chamber and come flying their way.

      It’s been that kind of week, Trapp thought.

      Underneath his robes, he closed his hands around his rifle, taking a few pounds of weight off the sling it was clipped to. He casually glanced toward the Taliban technicals and attempted to work out in his head whether he could take out the three or four men they’d left to guard the vehicles before the remainder of the fighters cut him into pieces with their own weapons.

      Not a chance.

      Further commotion to his right pulled his attention back. The Badri fighters were disarming the border guards with scornful ease, forcing them to lie face down on the dirt for the temerity of standing up to their betters. To Trapp’s practiced eye, it didn’t look like an organization at ease with itself. No matter what happened here today, he suspected that Wintersham’s deal would fall apart before the year was out. Just like back home in DC, politics here was a pitched battle of factions and entrenched interests. Only here, everybody had automatic weapons and RPGs and weren’t shy about using them.

      Several of the Badri fighters crouched over the new prisoners, frisking them and tossing knives and pistols aside. One of them shouted out an exclamation and stood up, brandishing a small object in his right hand. He walked it over to his leader, who examined it, then threw whatever it was up into the air.

      Banknotes came scattering down, floating on the breeze and being tugged in every direction. They were the proceeds of the guard’s ill-gotten bribes, Trapp realized. He felt little sympathy for the man.

      “He’s telling them to stay where they are,” Rafi translated after a burst of shouting ensued.

      “I figured that much,” Trapp replied dryly.

      The Badri fighters next turned their attention to the villagers. Instead of splitting the group up and searching them like they’d done with their own supposed comrades they formed a loose circle around the group. They didn’t raise their weapons, but the threat of violence was implicit.

      Rafi started calming his friends and relatives down before Trapp thought to suggest it. He gave the translator an approving nod when he was done.

      “If they were planning to kill us, they would have done so already,” he said with more confidence than he truly felt.

      Once the encirclement was complete, Trapp waited in suspenseful silence for something to happen. But long seconds stretched out with no sign of movement. The leader of the new band of fighters stood with his legs wide and his arms resting on the weapon hanging off a one-point sling clipped to his chest. Trapp had no doubt that the plate carrier the man was wearing had been supplied by one of the coalition allies. Hell, it was probably made in some prison workshop in Wisconsin.

      “What are they waiting for?” Rafi whispered after almost a full minute had elapsed. His tone was clipped and anxious.

      Trapp shrugged. He spared a glance over to the Pakistani side of the border, where exactly the same thing was happening. The transport van had stopped, and the guards in the trucks bracketing it remained in their vehicles. The Taliban weren’t moving.

      Nobody was.

      At long last, a click rang out, then the thump of a car door being opened and closed. He turned toward the sound and realized that another fighter was exiting the row of technicals. This one wasn’t dressed in the same camouflage pattern as the rest. He wore traditional robes and a black turban. The only flash of color on his entire frame was an incongruous orange sling over his left shoulder, inside which his arm rested encased entirely in white plaster.

      “Him, I guess,” Trapp breathed, squinting as he tried to make out the man’s features.

      Was it Salman?

      The new arrival limped around the hood of the white pickup truck and began walking toward them. His gait was taut and jerky, as though he was in considerable pain but didn’t want to let on. He covered the distance in good time.

      Rafi breathed in at the same time as recognition washed over Trapp.

      The face belonged to Salman’s bodyguard, Hamid. It was definitely the same man he’d first seen outside that smoky mountain shack, the same one who’d almost provoked a shooting battle between Wintersham’s Agency bodyguards and his fighters as they attempted to flee the Islamic State attack.

      “Great,” Trapp muttered. “Another well-adjusted diplomat. This should make things easier.”

      Another of the Badri fighters followed close behind. This one looked less of a warrior and more of a scholar, a bit like Rafi—uncomfortable in his battle rattle as though he was wearing his father’s Sunday suit. This second fighter dipped his head to listen, then cupped his hands around his mouth and cried out in English.

      “Where is the American?”

      “Well,” Trapp said matter-of-factly. “They know we’re here, then. Stay here with your daughter.”

      Figuring there was no point in prolonging the inevitable, he tossed the shawl back off his head and stepped out from the crowd. He left the material covering his chest, though he suspected he had at least half a dozen weapons trained on him at that very moment—making any action movie-style heroics pointless.

      Hamid switched up his direction of travel mid-step and turned toward him, his translator scurrying behind. He stopped a couple of feet in front of him.

      “This village has proved very troublesome,” Hamid said via the translator.

      “I would choose the word brave,” Trapp replied.

      “Many of our fighters died attempting to subdue them.”

      Trapp cocked his head to one side. He faced the bodyguard rather than the translator as he spoke, though he was sorely tempted not to. “Remind me, what exactly does the Koran say about theft?”

      Hamid blinked—seemingly stupefied—as the query was relayed back into his native language. Trapp wondered how often anyone stood up to him these days.

      “They were levying taxes in accordance with Islamic traditions and laws.”

      Snorting to display his contempt for this explanation, Trapp replied, “That’s bullshit, and you know it.”

      The translator flinched, and Trapp concealed a smile. He wondered whether this bodyguard had ever heard the phrase Don’t shoot the messenger. Judging by his underling’s response, perhaps not.

      “My Emir has authorized me to make a trade. Your life for the prisoners across the border. A show of good faith.”

      Idly wondering exactly what kind of Taliban lowlifes Wintersham had sprung from Pakistani penal institutions in order to sweeten the deal, Trapp shook his head. He gestured at the assorted villagers. “The agreement was all our lives.”

      Hamid’s nostrils twitched with irritation. Trapp started to wonder whether the man would contravene his boss’s orders. He seemed like the vindictive type. He drummed the fingers of his right hand against the cast around his left arm, seemingly lost in thought. As the tension dragged out, he finally nodded once, sharply, and rattled off a command before spitting dismissively onto the ground. The spittle landed near Trapp’s left boot, but he ignored the insult manfully.

      “Call your Emir,” came the translation.

      For a second, Trapp was at a loss before he realized that Hamid was referring to Wintersham. He concealed the momentary confusion and nodded. “I’m going to reach into my jacket for my phone, okay?”

      He waited for a nod of agreement and for Hamid to raise his arm into the air to forestall his fighters’ aggression before he did so. The last thing he needed was to get popped by some twitchy Taliban operator at the final hurdle. He pulled out the phone, his thumb finding the power switch and depressing it as it moved through the air. It vibrated, and a moment later became active.

      The second the call connected, he said, “I think it’s happening.”

      “Understood,” Wintersham replied tersely. “I’ll send them across.”
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      The Badri fighters marched them to the border, weapons leveled at the bedraggled group of refugees. Trapp wasn’t sure whether they would truly open fire if commanded to do so. Even men such as these had to have a limit—though he wasn’t anxious to discover whether his assumption was correct.

      The shuffling procession was accompanied by frustrated barks of encouragement to hurry up. Even so, it took almost ten minutes to carry the wounded to the border crossing. The pedestrian gates were opened on both sides, and the Pakistani border guards thrust their released Taliban prisoners out at gunpoint as Trapp’s group stumbled out into the no man’s land between the two borders.

      Hamid disappeared back to his vehicle, though whether he was tired from his injuries or disgusted by the prospect of being forced to deal with the hated Americans, Trapp wasn’t sure. He didn’t much care. Things went much smoother without the irritable Taliban commander lurking in the background.

      As they approached the Pakistani side, the engines on the twenty-vehicle convoy of trucks started to growl as one. Thick clouds of black smoke vomited out of ancient exhausts as they drove toward the vehicle crossing.

      It was timed perfectly.

      Just as Wintersham’s familiar face came into view from behind the Pakistani border post, the trucks—which Trapp suspected were packed full of food and other humanitarian aid—rolled into Afghanistan. It was only the tip of the iceberg in comparison with the need, but much more was to come.

      At least, he hoped so. It stuck in the craw a little bit that this first delivery was for all intents and purposes a bribe, but if it was the grease required to get the wheel turning, then he could live with it.

      As the border gates shut behind them, the Pakistani troops relaxed. They kept their weapons close to hand, but no longer seemed concerned that their Afghan cousins would do something stupid.

      Several of the villagers sank to their knees, dropping their foreheads to the ground and laying their palms flat. Some whispered prayers, and others seemed simply catatonic after the demands of the previous few days.

      Pakistani medics emerged from the barracks behind the border crossing. As the regular troops started frisking the armed villagers and removing weapons, these friendlier faces began tending to the wounds of the injured. Rafi was a whirlwind of activity; even with Yasmin glued to his chest, he pointed medics to the most severely wounded, soothed the distressed, and carried water to those too weak to fetch it themselves.

      The village elders sank into squats on the ground to rest. Trapp kept wandering through the crowd, scarcely able to believe that they’d survived. He had thought it impossible for so long that even seeing wasn’t believing. Two of the village’s kids—boys from the edge of town—peeled away in a dead sprint, racing each other. It ended in laughter as one of them tripped and came tumbling to the ground, only to bounce up a second later none the worse for the fall. He hoped that the rest of the trauma washed away as easily.

      He spied Ali a few feet away and moved toward him. The former headman’s knuckles were white around the handle of his cane. Trapp stopped by his side and patted him on the shoulder. The act seemed to startle him from some deep reverie.

      “You made it,” Trapp said. “All of you did.”

      “Not all,” Ali replied, dipping his chin sadly. “But enough. Thank you, Jason.”

      “Don’t thank me.” Trapp grinned, tempered by the reminder of those who hadn’t made it. He saw Wintersham staring at him from several feet away but preferred the company of these rough mountain people to the nuance and backstabbing of Washington, DC. “Thank your brother. It was his idea to come back.”

      “Don’t tell him that,” Ali laughed sadly. He still seemed tense, though his face was smoothing with every passing second. He turned and stared longingly back in the direction of his homeland. Trapp wondered whether he would ever be able to return.

      “I won’t, don’t worry.”

      “Gun,” one of the Pakistani soldiers said in English as he approached Trapp. He pointed at the weapon strapped to his chest and shook his head, then repeated the word “gun” again, just louder.

      Moving slowly, he unstrapped the rifle and handed it over, then did the same with his pistol. He felt naked without even a side-arm after so many days spent in mortal danger, but it wasn’t like there was an alternative.

      Lila approached, carrying two plastic bottles of water. Ali turned to Trapp apologetically.

      “Go,” Trapp said, giving him a light push—regretting it an instant later as the man stumbled, splaying his cane wide in order to stay upright. “And remind me to get someone to look at that knee of yours. Maybe there’s something we can do about it.”

      “Thank you, my friend. For everything.”

      Finally, Trapp judged it was time to press the flesh with Wintersham. The president’s envoy was standing at the edge of the crowd, bouncing from foot to foot—clearly judging it too awkward to involve himself in the celebration of relief. He did the hard part for him by making the first move, the exhaustion of the previous few days heavy in his bones as he stopped.

      “It’s good to see you, Jason,” Wintersham said, hunching forward as he finished speaking as if all his energy had suddenly drained away now that his mission was complete.

      Grim-faced, Trapp replied softly—in case the man was inadvertently wearing a wire, “You may not think that when you hear what I have to say.”

      Wintersham’s eyes widened. “What now?”

      Trapp lifted his finger to his lips to indicate silence, then glanced around for somewhere private to have this conversation. “Not here,” he whispered.

      Spying an empty border post office, Trapp gestured at Wintersham to follow him inside. He figured that the Pakistanis wouldn’t say anything. Not with the spaghetti forest of strings that must’ve been pulled to make this operation go off without a hitch.

      The room contained only a wooden desk, an ancient computer with a CRT monitor that had  hat looked like several decades of work singed onto its screen, and a mess of paperwork and files that covered almost every square inch of floor space. In the corner of the room was a standing fan, which was turned off due to the mild season. Trapp walked over to it, squatted down and plugged it in, then turned it on high. The wind whipped at the shawl that was still draped around him.

      “Come here,” he said.

      Wintersham frowned but acquiesced. “What’s going on?”

      Trapp positioned the man directly in front of the fan, close enough that the wind would drown out almost every word of conversation. Still, he spoke quietly. “Is anybody listening?”

      “What?” Wintersham replied, screwing up his face further. “No, of course not. Why would anyone be? And how?”

      Without replying, Trapp kicked out his own left leg and nudged Wintersham’s feet apart with his toes. He gestured for the man to raise his arms in the air and began to swiftly but professionally frisk him down. He removed both a cell phone and a satellite phone from various pockets and placed them outside but found no evidence that the man had been bugged. The only way to be certain was to use a radio-frequency scanner, but he wasn’t sure there was one to find within a hundred miles.

      “Okay,” he finally relented. “That’s better.”

      “What the hell was that about?” Wintersham said.

      “Where’s Cliff?” Trapp answered.

      “Landell? At the station in Islamabad. He said he wanted to monitor the situation from the crisis center there. It seemed reasonable enough.”

      “Did he have any opportunity to interfere with your phone?”

      “No, we’ve been apart for over 24 hours. I flew directly from the Essex to Pakistan to get the ball rolling. Why?”

      “Because he tried to have me killed. And Rafi, too.”

      Wintersham blanched. “What? That’s ridiculous. He’s many things—an asshole, sure. But he’s no killer.”

      Trapp raised an eyebrow at the same time as he reached into his jacket to remove the phone he’d taken from the IS-K assassin the previous night. He hit the power button, relieved to see it still had some juice when it turned on.

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “Stop playing games, Jason. If you’ve got something to say, come out and say it.”

      “I can’t. It’s something you have to see.”

      He tapped on the phone’s gallery and played the video. It was shot from a surreptitious angle, and so Landell’s chin dominated the screen. He was wearing Afghan clothing, but it was verifiably the same individual Trapp had first met on the USS Essex. He was discussing paying bounties to his conversation partner in return for information on targets, as well as successful hits on the Taliban.

      “If you have a problem,” Landell drawled, “I want to be the one to solve it for you. Give me the coordinates, and I’ll bring you a hammer from heaven.”

      “Who is that man?” Wintersham demanded the second the video ended.

      “An Islamic State leader who paid me a visit last night, along with a few of his friends. Guys you wouldn’t want to meet in a dark alley. You’ll never believe this, but they were led by the same commander who tried to put a wrench in the works that night we met Salman. You remember that, right?”

      Wintersham stared at him in abject disbelief. “You’re alleging that Landell is in cahoots with ISIS? He’s a CIA officer, for Pete’s sake.”

      “This isn’t a fucking court of law,” Trapp spat, remembering how many men had died because of the traitor they were discussing, not to mention the way he’d wrapped Rafi around his little finger and made him do terrible things in order to save his daughter.

      “I’m telling you that Landell is corrupt. He had a good thing going working with this particular IS-K leader. He’d get intel on low-level militants, sign out the cash he claimed he needed to mount an operation, and then split the money with my would-be assassin. He almost killed you!”

      Wintersham blinked slowly, as if remembering the mortal danger he’d experienced that night. “Why would he try and blow up that meeting? It doesn’t make sense.”

      “Of course it does,” Trapp said, more agreeable now that he sensed his argument had at least found fertile soil in Wintersham’s mind in which to grow. “Like I said, he had a good thing going. The more chaos in Afghanistan, the more Islamic State attacks, the more worried the policymakers in DC get that an attack on the homeland is next on the agenda. That’s why you came all this way in the first place, right?”

      He received a curt nod in return.

      “Your plan would’ve had the Taliban dismantling IS-K terror networks using our intelligence. It still will, I guess. Even if his under the table dealings didn’t get revealed in the chaos that would have followed, his access to operational slush funds definitely would have. I don’t think he’s an ideologue, and I’m sure not guessing he’s not on his knees five times a day praying to Allah. He’s just in it for the cold, hard cash.”

      “You think he’d go to all that risk?”

      “I know he would,” Trapp replied vehemently, stabbing his finger at the phone in his hand. “I interrogated his friend last night. He admitted everything.”

      “Then we have a problem.”

      “You’re telling me. If it gets out that a corrupt CIA chief was working with Islamic State, there goes your deal with Salman.”

      “There goes American credibility for the rest of the decade,” Wintersham said, running his hands gently through his hair. “So what do you suggest?”

      “He needs to disappear.”

      “You’re talking about killing him?”

      “I’m talking about justice. It’s not my place to choose his fate.”

      “Do you have a plan in mind?”

      “I’m working on one,” Trapp said, an image of the Taliban’s Badri Brigade operators leaping from their pickup trucks filling his mind. “But I’ll need your assistance to carry it out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            38

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        US Embassy, Islamabad.

        Two days later.

      

      

      

      Cliff Landell stepped out into the embassy’s neatly maintained grounds and reached into his blazer for a pack of cigarettes. They were a local brand—Capstan’s—and they tasted like stale tar. He’d given up the death sticks almost seven years earlier at the urging of his cardiologist, but the previous forty-eight hours of endless debriefings, of having to keep his story straight, had sparked a fierce longing for the things as bad as any he could remember. He’d purchased a pack from one of the embassy’s local janitors. It was already a few cigarettes lighter than when it had passed into his possession that morning. He was already sizing up the next pack.

      The upside of reigniting the addiction that he’d succumbed to for almost two decades after high school was that it allowed him to beg frequent breaks from the intense debriefings. He needed the thinking time to arrange his thoughts. And if he was honest with himself, the nicotine helped take the edge off his growing anxiety.

      “Thanks,” he muttered as he stepped out of the last set of glass doors, his thumb already coming down on the lighter’s flint. The device sparked and caught, and a second later the harsh smoke was scouring the back of his throat. He sucked in deeply, closing his eyes with relief as the nicotine—or just the anticipation of it—flushed through his veins.

      It was almost over.

      He consoled himself with that thought. Langley had nothing. He had no reason to think they suspected his involvement. They were just dotting every i and crossing every t, as was to be expected after an operation that had nearly cost the life of one of the president’s oldest friends. The necessary report would be produced, smartly bound, placed on a file trolley, and conveyed quickly to some dusty sub-basement, where it would never again see the light of day.

      And then he would be home free. He had accumulated a little more than $5 million in untraceable cash taken from the Agency’s operational slush funds in under twelve months, which padded out the pension pot he’d built over the previous decade, not always with licit funds. He’d split about $1 million more with Faisal, his Islamic State contact, all the while assuring him that they were sharing the proceeds 50-50.

      Landell wrinkled his nose. The man was a rube. He despised having to do business with him, detested the risk that he would be captured either by the Taliban or another American intelligence agency and flip. That was the reason for the go-bag that he kept nearby at all times containing several hundred thousand dollars in clean cash, half a dozen passports from as many nations, and a well-maintained side arm. He was prepared to disappear off the face of the earth at a moment’s notice, though he hoped—and expected—it wouldn’t come to that.

      “Where the hell is he anyway?” Landell muttered under his breath, glancing around to see if anyone was listening. The Embassy in Islamabad was one of America’s largest foreign diplomatic compounds. But it was early afternoon, and most staff were ensconced in their comfortable offices.

      He hadn’t dared to attempt to contact Faisal in over 48 hours, not since arriving at the embassy compound. He better than anyone knew that both Pakistani intelligence and American counterintelligence agencies swallowed up every electronic signal that either entered or exited this place. It was too risky, even using a burner phone.

      But what the hell had happened that night in the Torkham refugee camp? Not knowing was killing Landell. He’d given Faisal everything he needed—and impressed upon him the urgency of getting the job done.

      And then… crickets.

      Either the man had decided that his holy war was no longer worth the personal danger—not now he had a million bucks buried in his backyard in Nangarhar—or he was dead. If it was the latter, then the question was: At whose hand?

      Maybe the Taliban had caught him and his men. That would explain the radio silence. Those guys didn’t much care for due process. Faisal would have ended up with his hands tied behind his back and a bullet hole through his forehead. They’d have left his body bleeding out in a ditch. An unexpected end to a profitable business relationship—but not a disastrous one. It tied up a loose end that he’d have needed to sever himself, one day soon enough.

      And Trapp?

      Irritably flicking the ash from the tip of his cigarette, Landell comforted himself with the certain knowledge that if the legendary Agency operative had any inkling of his complicity, then he would surely not be walking free at this very moment.

      Still, maybe it was time to think about retiring. He wouldn’t get his full government pension, but he could go get a job at a private intelligence firm for a few years. Some consultancy gig, perhaps. Something that paid well enough to provide a plausible explanation for his newly accustomed style of living. It was a well-trodden path, and not one that would attract any suspicion. He could do five years there, then retire for good. He’d only be 51.

      And then the world was his oyster. The idea of an attractive woman appealed. He didn’t much care if she was motivated by his looks or the money. Only that she was young—and driven—enough to fake it convincingly.

      The satellite phone in his blazer’s inside chest pocket trilled, momentarily causing him to flinch. He tossed the cigarette onto the floor, angrily stamping it out as he berated himself for being so jumpy. He only had to last another few hours until this debrief was done. Then he could put in for a couple weeks’ vacation. Decompress properly. Come back refreshed—and hopefully give himself enough time to figure out what the hell had happened to Faisal.

      Pull yourself together, he thought as he withdrew the phone. Not immediately recognizing the number, he took a second to compose himself, then hit answer.

      “Cliff, that you?”

      It was Wintersham. What the hell did that stiff suit want now? It was his damn fool plan that had dumped Landell into this mess in the first place. He took a deep breath and steadied himself before replying.

      “Yes sir. Good to hear your voice. What can I do for you?”

      “I need to see you.”

      Landell stiffened. “I thought you were already back in the District, sir?” he replied, adding the honorific at the last moment.

      “What gave you that idea?” Wintersham replied. He sounded exhausted.

      “I don’t know. I just assumed—”

      “I’m still in Pakistan,” Wintersham said. “In an embassy compound in the hills outside Islamabad.”

      “Can I ask why?”

      “The big man wants to strike while the iron is hot. He’s asked me to put together a plan to reassure our new Haqqani allies and degrade as much of the Islamic State’s network inside Afghanistan as possible over the next hundred days. He wants results, and he wants them fast. We are to present to him next week. This is your playground, not mine. I need you to help me put something together.”

      Landell blinked. The nicotine hammering against his blood-brain barrier already felt insufficient. “I’m sorry, sir, did you say the president wants us to present? Both of us?”

      “Of course,” Wintersham said shortly. “Listen, I have another call in two minutes. I’m sending a car to the embassy to pick you up. I’ve been assigned security, so don’t be surprised if he comes with a gun. I’ll brief you fully when you get here.”

      “I’m right in the middle of being debriefed at the moment. It’s not a good look if I–”

      “I’ll deal with that. I told you, this is right from the top. Get here as fast as you can.”

      The phone went dead. Landell kept it against his ear for several long seconds, his brain racing as he tried to come to terms with the implications of what he’d just been told. He was wanted in DC—at the White House, no less. Finally, slowly, he dropped the phone to his side and relaxed fully for the first time in days.

      If Wintersham wanted him in front of the president, then there was no way he was under suspicion. As appealing as the prospect of a long spell on the beaches of Tahiti and Thailand was, he would still prefer not to spend the whole of the rest of his life looking over his shoulder.

      And it seemed that he wouldn’t have to.
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      The car was driven by a stone-faced agent from the Diplomatic Security Service. The man had forearms thicker than Landell’s thighs, or at least it seemed that way. Thankfully, he didn’t say a word throughout the long drive from Islamabad’s tightly hemmed, raucous streets out into the country, which gave him time to think—and to strategize. An hour in, he’d concluded than an ambitious, intelligent man in his position could do very well out of the next hundred days.

      Very well indeed.

      He would still need to do the consultancy gig, but maybe just a couple of years would suffice. Long enough to buy a measure of plausible deniability for his newfound riches. Not long enough to grow tired of his new line of work.

      He asked once about their final destination but was met only with a stone-faced, impassive shrug. “You’ll see when we get there” was the reply.

      It didn’t bother him. He was riding on a high that was better than any cigarette. He’d never tried cocaine but wondered if it could possibly feel this good. Still, nestled in the trunk of the armored sedan car was the sleek, smart black roller case he took everywhere he went. It didn’t look like a go-bag, but that was sort of the point.

      The villa was isolated, about three hours’ drive out of Pakistan’s capital city. It was surrounded by ten-foot concrete walls that had been recently whitewashed, and over a mile from the nearest dwelling. It was screened by a forest of low trees and thick scrub. All in all, it was exactly as discreet a spot as he’d expected. The gates opened automatically as the sedan neared.

      “I’m not really any the wiser,” Landell said dryly as they closed behind the car, referencing his earlier query. He’d last seen a road sign almost half an hour earlier—and since it was written in Urdu, he didn’t have a clue what it meant.

      The car pulled to a halt outside the front door of a palatial villa, just in front of a fountain that burbled pleasantly in the otherwise silent hills. It was a little chillier out here in the country, maybe mid-fifties, and Landell wished he’d packed something thicker than the blazer he was wearing.

      The door opened as he stepped inside, and he was met not with Wintersham’s familiar face—as he’d expected—but another grizzled security person. The man was both shorter and thinner than Landell himself, but also two decades younger. There was no doubt who would win out in a tussle.

      “Welcome, sir,” the DSS agent said agreeably. “Mr. Wintersham is waiting for you in the dining room.”

      “Show me the way,” Landell said.

      “I’m gonna need to frisk you first,” the agent said with an apologetic frown. “Nothing personal. It’s department policy.”

      Behind Landell, the sedan trunk clicked open, and his driver hauled out the roller case.

      “No problem,” he replied amiably. “But that bag’s private, okay? It contains classified papers. You’ll see a pistol and two spare mags if you x-ray it. But I’d rather you didn’t.”

      “Understood,” the agent replied before thoroughly searching Landell’s frame. His fingers brushed over the cigarettes and the satellite phone, but he made no move to extract either. “You’re all good, sir. Let me show you in.”

      They walked through the beautiful villa. The floor was tiled in a colorful baby blue and light green mosaic. Sunlight streamed through the exterior windows. Once or twice, he caught a glimpse of the gardens to the rear of the building. They were an oasis of calm in comparison with the bustle of the big city he’d just departed.

      “How many of you guys are there?” Landell asked to fill the quiet.

      “Me, the guy who drove you here, and one other. He’s doing the rounds outside. We’ll lock up your case in the armory. No x-ray, don’t worry.”

      “I’m not,” Landell replied with a fake laugh. “Just didn’t want to startle you.”

      The agent pointed at a thick mahogany door. “Right through there, sir.”

      Wintersham was waiting inside. His phone was pressed against his ear. He held a finger to his lips as Landell stepped inside and closed the door behind him with a satisfying click. Nodding, Wintersham said, “Yes sir. Immediately. Yes. As soon as I can.”

      Landell was kept waiting a few moments longer before whoever was on the other end of the call signed off. It was definitely that way around, which meant he had a pretty good idea of who Wintersham had been talking to.

      “That was the big man,” Wintersham explained as he set the satellite phone down. “I get the feeling this is his new pet project. His infrastructure bill is running aground in the House, and the idea of scouring a group of medieval terrorists from the face of the earth is helping take his mind off it. I shouldn’t say this out loud, but I think he’s planning on running for a second term. Destroying IS-K would be a good start. He wants us to speed up the timeline.”

      “Then we had better get to work,” Landell said, taking a seat.

      He studied Wintersham’s face carefully to detect any sign of suspicion but sensed nothing. There were bags under the envoy’s eyes, and his fingers were smudged with toner that had brushed off the thousands of printed pages scattered across the dining table he was working on. Landell was certain that things were exactly as they seemed—Wintersham had been hard at work here for the previous two days.

      Which meant he was free and clear.

      They worked late into the night and had food—a selection of pungent but delicious local curries and fried breads—brought in to keep them going. Landell had to admit that Wintersham had a hell of a work ethic. The man’s only concession to tiredness was rolling up his starched shirtsleeves. He glanced at his watch at a quarter past one and almost did a double-take.

      “You think we should break for the night, sir?” he ventured, pushing a printed full-page mug shot of a mid-level Islamic State commander across the table. “This is serious work. We pick the wrong target for the Haqqani boys to go after, and we might put some innocent guy six feet under the ground.”

      “Since when has that ever bothered you before?” Wintersham snapped tightly.

      Landell straightened and shot his superior a hurt look. “What do you mean by that?”

      Wintersham held his palms up in apology. “I’m sorry. The pressure is getting to me a bit. This is a far cry from the work I do back in DC. You’re right. We should get some rest.”

      As he pushed his chair back from the table, every electric light in the villa died.

      “What the hell?” Landell muttered, feeling the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. It had been a long time since he was a front-line intelligence officer, but old habits died hard.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Wintersham said dismissively, tiredly rubbing his eyes. “It happens every few hours. The local electricity supply is unreliable at best. The generator will kick on in a few seconds. Same thing happened last night. I had to brush my teeth by candlelight.”

      “Uh huh,” Landell murmured, only half-listening. He quietly pushed his chair back and stood, glancing around the room as he waited for his night vision to kick in. There was enough of a moon in the sky outside to send a little light trickling in through the room’s large windows and throw several long shadows across the tiled floor.

      He cocked his ear, listening for—and not detecting—the telltale whir of a generator starting up. The handover was usually almost seamless in upscale compounds like this one, but there was still no sign of power. The first pop was just barely audible, quiet enough that he second guessed whether he’d heard it at all. It could have been anything.

      The second he couldn’t miss. It was suppressed weapons fire. There was no doubt about it. Ice flooded his veins.

      “The armory,” Landell hissed, kicking himself for allowing the DSS guys to part him from his pistol. “Where the hell is it?”

      “What?”

      “The guns, man,” Landell snapped, grabbing Wintersham by the lapels and shaking him. “This villa is under attack.”

      “It can’t be…” Wintersham stammered.

      Landell turned away in disgust and strode for the door.

      “Wait!” Wintersham called after him. “There’s a gun in here. A pistol of some kind.”

      “Where?” he demanded, spinning on his heel. He heard another pair of quiet pops outside—closer now. It sounded like they were coming from inside the villa. Then footsteps. The walls felt like they were closing in, the room’s shadows now nightmarish and menacing. He tugged at his collar, barely able to breathe.

      Wintersham stumbled leaden-footed toward the table and pulled a drawer out from underneath it. Inside was a dark shape which came into focus as Landell rushed toward it. It was a lockbox with a digital keypad and readout, about large enough for a pistol.

      “Hurry, for God’s sake!” Landell moaned, adrenaline and terror flooding his veins in equal measure. He gritted his teeth as he watched Wintersham’s numb fingers punching a code into the keypad.

      The device beeped once, and a red LED flashed. Wintersham swore at the same time as another half dozen pops of suppressed gunfire echoed from outside. There were getting louder and louder with every passing second. The envoy shook with terror, and as he picked up the lockbox for a second go, it tumbled out of his hands and clattered against the floor.

      “You fool!” Landell hissed. He ducked down to grab the box from Wintersham, but as he did so, the door splintered around its handle and came flying toward the two men at a terrifying velocity. Its forward momentum stopped as it was caught by its hinges, and whipped against the wall instead, chewing dust and plaster out with the force of the impact.

      Fear gripped Landell’s stomach. He was halfway to the floor but found his muscles no longer obeyed him. Even his neck, which turned unbidden toward the door.

      Half a dozen men in tiger-print camouflage poured through. That fact stood out to Landell even as most of his conscious mind shut down in the face of sheer terror. He’d seen this before. Read reports on these men.

      But how could they be here?

      The assailants formed into a loose semicircle, their weapons raised and leveled at the two men. Shouting filled the room—Dari, which he recognized, even if he didn’t understand the words. One of the men seemed to have a limp. That observation stuck out to him as well. Why would they bring a cripple on a direct action job such as this?

      “Get the box,” Landell whispered as his conscious faculties started to return to him.

      Wintersham stared up at him with terrified eyes. He shook his head subtly.

      The worst of the shouting died away, replaced by only one man’s voice. And then an English translation.

      “Put your hands up!” the voice said.

      Landell turned back to see that it was the man with the limp who was speaking. His accent was thick but perfectly clear.

      Wintersham did exactly as instructed, shaking as he rose to his feet, his hands as far up as they would go. Landell cursed him silently, blaming him for the situation they found themselves in—not the reality that a single pistol would’ve done little to help.

      “Which one of you is from the CIA?”

      “What?” Landell gasped. That was the last thing he’d expected to hear.

      “Which one?” the man with the limp repeated, a vehement bite to his tone.

      “Him,” Wintersham squeaked, jerking his head in Landell’s direction.

      It was the last thing he ever did.

      Before Landell had the opportunity to curse the man for betraying him, the man with the limp spun and aimed his rifle at Wintersham’s chest. He squeezed the trigger twice, and the muzzle flashes briefly illuminated the small, dark room before plunging it back into darkness. Wintersham fell back, clutching his chest.

      As Landell stared down at the fallen envoy in horror, noting the speckles of dark red blood that had splattered the floor and the much larger stain across Wintersham’s chest, two of the larger men in tiger-print camouflage charged forward and grabbed him by either arm.

      They were called the Badri Brigade, he thought absently as they hauled him through the villa.

      None of this made a lick of sense. How was it possible that the Taliban’s special forces were operating here, several hundred miles away from the Afghan border? And why were they looking for him?

      He let out a pained moan as his left arm was crushed against a wall as they dragged him with them. They passed another bloodied body in the hallway, underneath a stitch of bullet holes on the wall. It looked like the man who’d driven him here, but it was too dark, and he was gone too quickly to be sure.

      One of his attackers pulled open a door, and they carried him down a set of stairs into a dark basement. His mind processed each fresh horror in single flashes, as if he was flicking through a camera’s photo gallery one at a time.

      “Please,” he begged, terror rising from within him like volcanic magma as his legs banged painfully against each descending step. “I have money. I’ll give you whatever you want.”

      Neither man answered. It seemed as though the man with the limp was the only one who spoke English, and he was still upstairs.

      The two dragged a chair from against the wall and zip tied him to it. A piece of cloth was shoved into his mouth and a hood dropped over his head. Panic seized his lungs. The last thing he saw before being plunged into darkness was that the basement was split into two rooms. This one was a small, cramped kitchen and washroom area. Perhaps the space was designed as a servant’s quarters. Then the world disappeared.

      The cloth in Landell’s mouth tasted like dried solvent. Bile pushed its way up his throat. He wanted to be sick but was terrified that he would choke on his own vomit if he did. That would be a hell of a way to go.

      Now that his sight was gone, the other senses went into overdrive to make up for it. Nerve endings around his wrists and ankles cried out from the pain of his bounds, and every creaking step, every muttered low Dari word sounded like a foghorn in his mind.

      These men had killed Wintersham. It was possible they hadn’t known who he was—after all, it hadn’t been an official position. He was an old friend of the president’s. But they’d killed him without blinking. And the DSS agents too. They would do anything to him.

      He started to hyperventilate.

      The stairs thumped as the remainder of the assailants entered the basement.

      A voice cried out. “No, please! I have a family.”

      It belonged to the man who’d frisked him as he entered the villa, Landell realized. A surge of anger toward him cut through the fear. How had these State Department idiots allowed this debacle to happen?

      They had one job.

      He heard a grunt, then an instinctive gasp for oxygen. One of the Taliban fighters had just hit the DSS agent. In the stomach, he guessed, and hard. For a few seconds, all that Landell could hear was the man sucking in air.

      Footsteps approached his position on the chair. He pulled himself backward involuntarily, pressing himself against the chair. A hand closed around the hood and yanked it off, taking some of his hairs with it—and bringing tears to his eyes.

      The stinging saltwater made it difficult to see, but he watched as two Taliban special operators dragged the bound Diplomatic Security Service agent into the other basement room. There was a short pause before two gunshots rang out. In the cramped, enclosed space they hit like hammer blows against Landell’s eardrums.

      “Please,” he begged through the makeshift cloth gag which came spilling out of his mouth. Behind, one of the Taliban fighters was setting up a digital video camera. Were they planning to record his execution?

      He whimpered, “I don’t know what you want. I don’t know who you are.”

      The man with the limp dragged his leg as he came toward him. “You know who we are,” he snarled. “And we know the same of you. So let us not play games. You’ve already seen how far we are prepared to go.”

      Wintersham seized on the fragile hope that they needed something from him—that if he was lucky, he could use that fact to save his skin. He forced himself to steady, inhaling before saying shakily, “Okay, I know. Taliban. What do you want?”

      His interrogator turned and said something to the operative just behind him. He was a lean, wiry man, though his face was obscured like the rest of them behind a black balaclava. He appeared to be in charge—and worryingly for Landell, he was staring at his prisoner with a fierce, crackling, almost personal intensity. Finally he spoke, his tone low, gruff, and—it seemed to Landell—somehow affected.

      “We know you have been working with the Islamic State,” his interrogator translated. “You have two minutes to confess your sins, or I will kill you.”

      “This can’t be happening,” Landell moaned.

      The interrogator glanced at his watch. “Your time has started,” he said.

      “I haven’t done what you say. I’m—”

      “We caught Faisal,” the Taliban operative said before following up that damning piece of information with a fierce open-handed slap. “He confessed everything.”

      “He lied!”

      The Taliban leader spoke, and the interrogator waited to translate.

      “He recorded your meeting, did you know that? There is video.”

      Landell’s eyes flared wide. If this was true, then he was toast. “It’s not possible.”

      The interrogator reached into his camouflage jacket and pulled out a cell phone. He flicked through a couple of screens, then showed Landell a still, paused image of his own face. “You have ninety seconds left. Do you want to waste time watching it?”

      Recognizing the meeting location immediately, Landell shook his head in defeat. “You will kill me anyway.”

      “We’ll treat you well,” the interrogator corrected him. “Dead you are no use to us. But alive, you can be leverage. Your country will pay a lot of money to hide evidence of your crimes. And if they don’t, then we will parade you in front of our people to show them that we are right about what we say. Eighty seconds.”

      Seeing that he had no other choice, knowing that these men would kill him if he lied, Landell nodded his head. He stared down at the damp rag they’d used as a gag, now lying on his lap, then looked up. “Fine. I’ll tell you everything.”

      And he did. The interrogation lasted hours, and was if anything more in-depth and probing than the Agency debriefing he’d attended over the previous days. He found it hard to believe that these feudal militants were capable of such forensic examination.

      Finally, it was over. Every secret he knew had spilled out of his lips. Every hidden bank account, every crime he had committed. In the end, he was left with nothing.

      Landell’s chin dropped to his chest as he waited for a final question that did not come. The restraints bit painfully into his wrists. He whispered, “Is it over?”

      There was a pause, a beat as his interrogators seemed to confer silently among one another.

      And then a voice answered. A familiar voice that could not be here. Landell looked up sharply, eyes wide with horror as he realized exactly how he’d been played. The men in masks revealed themselves one by one.

      Trapp.

      Theo.

      Rick.

      “Yes,” Rafi repeated, at last peeling the balaclava off his face. His expression was grim, rather than triumphant. “For you, anyway.”
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        Denver, Colorado.

        3 weeks later.

      

      

      

      The phone in Trapp’s jacket pocket trilled. He reached inside and answered it automatically. A woman’s voice burst into his ear. His instant impression of the speaker was that she was organized and efficient. Probably wore a freshly pressed pantsuit.

      “Please hold for the president,” she said by way of introduction.

      Trapp walked to the side of the road and placed the large black duffel bag he was holding down in a fresh batch of impossibly dry snow. It looked so powdery he doubted that it would be possible to form a snowball out of it. He wasn’t sure how the kids up here in Denver survived. The white stuff didn’t even cling to his boots. He leaned against the glass wall of a storefront and waited.

      The White House didn’t seem to have hold music. He wondered whether that was a power-play—intentionally designed to allow doubts to creep in amid the silence as the call’s recipient waited, and waited, and waited. Finally, the call connected.

      “Jason?”

      “I’m here, Mr. President.”

      “I’m sorry it took me so long to get in touch.”

      “I wasn’t expecting you to, sir.”

      “Even so, it’s bad manners. I wanted to thank you personally for what you did out there.”

      Trapp noted that Nash didn’t explain exactly what it was that he’d done. It was a White House switchboard-connected call, but it was still an open line. “No problem. I was just doing my duty.”

      “That’s not accurate, and you know it. You went above and beyond.”

      “It kept me busy.”

      “I wanted you to know that I’ve sorted out your disciplinary issue. It didn’t seem so important when somebody really took a close look. I’m not sure what all the fuss was about.”

      “Another one of your magic powers?” Trapp laughed, remembering what Nash had said in his private study.

      “Not at all. But problems do seem to disappear when people hear the president is asking about them. I suppose you could call that magic. I would prefer to be able to turn water into wine, but you play the hand you’re dealt.”

      “Can I ask you a question, sir?”

      “Of course.”

      “I wanted to ask about that other disciplinary issue,” Trapp said, obliquely referring to Landell. “What happened?”

      There was a short pause, perhaps as Nash worked out what he could say over the phone. “Not such good news, I’m afraid to say. At least for the fellow in question. He’ll be staring at the same four walls for the rest of his life. Plus fifty.”

      Trapp clenched his fist in triumph, drawing a strange look from a woman strolling past pushing a pram. She maneuvered a few feet around him.

      “That’s good to hear, sir. Real good.”

      “And the ref—” Nash caught himself just in time. “Those strays you helped. I heard about what you did. Everything okay with them?”

      Trapp glanced sideways at the duffel bag on the ground, checking it was still there. “Absolutely. In fact, I’m on my way to see one of them now.”

      “I’d ask you to pass on my best wishes, but—”

      “I’m sure they’re just happy to be here,” Trapp interjected to spare Nash’s blushes.

      “Yes. Well, I’d better go. I just wanted to make sure you didn’t think I’d forgotten.”

      “Never, Mr. President.”

      The line went dead.
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        * * *

      

      “How are you finding it?” Trapp asked as he reached the playground where he’d agreed to meet Rafi, not far from the temporary housing the entire village had been assigned. Their Special Immigrant Visas had been expedited. He’d made sure of that, a condition he’d sold to the chain of command, with Wintersham’s steadfast backing, as a payment for assistance in getting Landell to confess to his crimes.

      Yasmin was playing on a climbing frame about twenty feet away, swallowed up by a bright pink hand-me-down snowsuit. Every few minutes she ran back to check her father was still there.

      He always was.

      Rafi glanced around, glassy-eyed as he took in the scene of peaceful normality. He seemed to have shrugged a decade off his shoulders in just the last few weeks. “Can I be honest?”

      “Please.”

      “I’m still not sure. It’s all so… different. But all that matters is that my family is safe. Ali saw a doctor, did you know that?”

      Trapp shook his head.

      “They say he might be able to have an operation. I don’t know the details, but maybe he will be able to walk properly again.”

      “That’s great.”

      “And next week Yasmin starts kindergarten,” Rafi said, butchering one of the English language’s many adopted German words. “It will be good for her, I think. To be around other children. She already knows a few words of English. More every day.”

      “But it’s not home,” Trapp said. In the distance, Colorado’s soaring peaks were breathtaking, but somehow they didn’t have the same rugged beauty as those he’d seen in Afghanistan. Or maybe they simply hadn’t cost the same toll in blood.

      “No,” Rafi said sadly, shaking his head. “But perhaps one day it will feel that way. I fear it will be a very long time before I’m able to return to my own country. But it is safe here. For her. For both of us. That’s what matters. America is a very lucky place.”

      “Yes,” Trapp murmured. “Yes it is.”

      A silence filled the air between them, a comfortable one. It dragged on for several minutes as they watched Yasmin play in the snow, a bright pink splash against the white.

      “I brought you something,” Trapp said, finally breaking the quiet. He gestured at the bag. “To help you settle in.”

      Rafi frowned. “I have everything I need,” he said. “The people at the Lutheran center, they are very kind. Even though they have a different god, they give us everything we need and more.”

      “Clothes, and food, and somewhere to sleep?”

      “Yes.”

      “Call this reparations,” Trapp said. “I trust you to share it out with everyone in the village.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Take a look,” Trapp said, nudging the bag toward his friend with his foot.

      Rafi did as he was told, dragging the duffel toward him and placing it between his feet. He leaned forward and unzipped it. It took him a few seconds to process what the flash of green meant. He closed it quickly and looked toward Trapp, stunned into silence.

      “A friend of mine will be in touch.” Trapp grinned. “To help you to invest it, pay taxes, that kind of thing. That’s how they got Al Capone, you know. Forget about the Taliban; you don’t want to fuck with the IRS.”

      “It’s too much,” Rafi gasped, finally regaining the ability to speak. “Please, take it.”

      “The strange thing about US intelligence agencies is they’re run by bean counters,” Trapp said. “We recovered all the money that Cliff stole. More than five million bucks, plus interest. A lot of interest. But putting it back into the black budget would require explaining where it came from. And that would open up the possibility of an investigation by the Inspector General, and nobody wants that. So it’s easier to make it disappear.”

      “But I did nothing to deserve this.”

      “That,” Trapp said, patting Rafi on the shoulder as he stood, “is where you’re wrong.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear reader,

      

      Thanks for making it to the end of yet another Trapp novel!

      I found this one quite a difficult one to write. When I started the book, the Taliban had not yet started their final push to take the country, the Pentagon were still giving optimistic briefings about “continuing to work with our Afghan partners”, and even the small community of country experts I follow were predicting the collapse of the Afghan government would be measured in months to years, rather than days to weeks.

      In the end I was forced to junk the story I had planned and replace it with something else. Of course my struggle on this is completely irrelevant compared with the suffering of the Afghan people—and I wouldn’t want to claim anything else. My worry throughout was playing into the “American hero saves the day” trope, which is not just played out, but in this instance kind of misses the point.

      I hope I succeeded in making this story about the grit and determination of the Afghans, not just Trapp—although he obviously has a huge role to play, since his name is on the front cover!

      I was completely amazed by the response of my readers in 2021 when, while writing this book and watching the fall of Kabul happen in real time, I made an appeal to help raise money for a particular translator who had worked with US Marines in Afghanistan. Together we managed to raise about $5,000 in under a week, and this money will go and is going to his and his family’s safe keeping in Afghanistan, as well as in getting his SIV through the State Department’s laboriously slow processes. The largest two donations came from a Grover W and a Cliff L, who you might recognize from this very book! Those readers who wished to be mentioned after donating are listed at the back of this book.

      If anyone reading this happens to be in a position to donate to what is still an ongoing humanitarian disaster, even though it has dropped from the headlines, please consider the International Rescue Committee’s Afghanistan appeal, which is helping feed and house millions of Afghans this winter.

      Drop me an email at jack@jack-slater.com when you’ve done it, and if you beat the top donation so far, I’ll write you into Trapp’s next adventure!

      

      Best wishes as always,

      

      
        
        Jack.

        January 2022

      

      

      

      P.S.

      

      As always, if you haven’t joined my mailing list, you can do so by visiting www.jack-slater.com/updates. I only email when a new book is on the way. If you’re an audiobook fan, they are on this way this year—so sign up to be the first to find out.
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        Jeffrey Z.

        Todd L.

        Frank F.

        Barry R.

        Cliff L.

        Eric J.

        Karen M.

        Thomas M. (Marty)

        Gwen S.

        Rob W.

        Joe P.

        Grover W.

        John E.

        Sgt. Rob P.

        Mark L.

        Andrew B.

        George W.

      

      

      

      
        
        …along with the many others who chose to donate anonymously!

      

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
JAGR =
SLATER"
\IALL{EX EATH

= B e g
: e ] %l""i;“': o
= ~l = ';;.j;,:,

% JASllN THAPPTHHHH&( <





