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      "Sargeant."  Grant Casey resisted the urge to put his hand up like a grade-schooler.  The first day with his new command, he'd done that, earning a wave of laughter from the fifteen men around him: older to a man, mostly thickly bearded, dressed in a combination of worn-out camo and cast-offs, scarves wrapped over their heads or draped at their shoulders, waiting for deployment. A couple were black, a couple white—like the Sarge—the rest a dozen shades of brown, like him, the better to blend in with the Afghan insurgents they were tracking.

      Gonsalves turned from the map tacked to a couple of tentpoles and aimed a hard, green stare in Grant's direction.  "Something to add?"

      Grant stood up, and a few of the guys groaned, others snickering.  Nick, one of the snipers, made a visible effort to stifle his annoyance. Welcome to the Unit, kid, now shut the fuck up. "Sniper ring, in case anybody makes a run for it. Smoke grenades to confuse and distract, infiltration team to take the objective. That's what you've got?"

      Gonsalves flashed a grin as sharp as those green-glass eyes.  "Thanks for listening. I'll be here all week."

      "What if she's already dead?"  Grant put his hands at his back, parade rest, even out of uniform. Hard habit to break.  He tipped his head toward the photo above the map Dr. Marzia Sadiqi, a middle-aged woman in a headscarf, her frank gaze staring out of the image, the caption describing her achievements in nuclear threat mitigation, exactly what made her valuable to the UN delegation—and half of why she'd been taken.  Her eyes seemed to be watching him, urging him on.

      "Trying to be optimistic here, kiddo.  They've had her for eighteen hours already. We need to get in there, get her, get out.  We don't have a lot of time for strategy."

      "Understood, Sargeant.  But the Unit's been making inroads with al Ahman's gang for six months.  You send in the goon squad for a dead target—or if they toast her the minute they smell the attack--you blow all of that.  Anybody gets out to tip off al Ahman, and all the work you've done is gone in moments, for nothing."  Deliberately using "you" not "we."  He'd only been there a couple weeks, only because they lost four guys on another raid.  God knew how long it would take before they thought of him as their own.

      Nick indicated the rifle leaning by his feet.  "Nobody gets out on my side."

      Gonsalves stalked closer, taking advantage of the three inches and thirty pounds he had over Grant.  "Look, kid, you're so green the Boston Celtics should hire you for a mascot."  Good line, got him a laugh from the rest of the Unit.  "You've been out of ranger school what, four months?  Until the brass recalls you for kitchen duty, or whatever the Hell you're good for, maybe you should keep your opinions to yourself."

      Grant gave no ground.  Gonsalves wasn't stupid, just a hard-liner about his command.

      "You're native, right?  Can you even grow a beard?"

      Native:  not an identity he claimed since he'd fled his grandfather's house on the Rez, but as good a way as any to brand the new guy.  He refused to let the sergeant rile him.  Not worth it:  not when the lives of their comrades and the success of their mission could be at stake.  "Hear me out, Sarge. I'm trying to save you some trouble."

      "Okay, Chief, what's your better plan?  Five minutes or less 'cause we gotta roll this thing."  Gonsalves pivoted aside with a wave of his hand toward the map, the marked sniper locations, the small compound at the center, angles of approach for the infiltration team, the single road along the ridge.  Grant had memorized it half an hour ago.

      "Single rider, open carry.  Go straight for the gate and make a pretense to get inside.  If Dr. Sadiqi is still alive, keep her safe through the raid. If she's not, get the Hell out.  Sadiqi's got four strikes against her already:  female, educated, minority, foreign affiliation.  What are her chances?"

      Nick cocked his head.  "Only one reason they took her alive when they hit the convoy:  female."

      Gonsalves's jaw hardened and his eyes tracked over Grant's face.  "Did I just hear you volunteer to ride into enemy territory, Chief?"

      He hesitated an instant every time he used the title, adding an underscore.  Kinda made Grant want to drop him with flying kick. Not a great attitude to have toward your CO.  "Yes, sir."

      Gonsalves swept his gaze over the rest of the men. From the corner of his eye, Grant could see hands raised: thumbs up, thumbs down, flat palms, a few more sophisticated signs.  A silent poll on Grant's insanity.   Gonsalves faced him and switched to Pashto, the majority language.  "There's twelve guys inside that compound who hate you more than we do.  If you blow your cover, there won't be enough of you left to bury.  You up for that?" He had a distinct inflection to his words—he spoke the language, but it didn't come naturally.  "We don't have any assets in there to help you out."

      Grant could ace that test, easy.  He answered in the same tongue, letting it curl over his lips.  "Sargeant, that's what I signed on for after 9/11.  Wasn't planning on a big funeral anyhow."  Who would even come?  Cousin Cece?  "Besides we do have an asset—if she's still alive."  He pointed toward Dr. Sadiqi, the one person who'd want out of there even more than he did.

      Gonsalves registered a note of respect and switched back to English.  "Nick, what's our time on target?"

      "Three hours and thirty if we gear up now."

      "Okay, Chief, that gives you three hours to get up there and get in.  You ride back out the gate within half an hour, I call off the—what did you call us?  The goon squad?"  His eyebrows rose.

      "Sargeant."  Grant flicked him a salute, and Gonsalves snorted.

      "Get moving—all of you."

      Grant led the movement out of the tent. A handful of other tents, drifted with enough dust to be invisible from more than a hundred yards, concealed their quarters and gear. As the other men broke in a wave around him, he paused and whistled.

      From down the narrow valley, the echo of hoofbeats and a bright bay mare cantered up, ears perked forward.

      "What the Hell, Chief, did you bring your own damn horse?"  Gonsalves stopped short as Grant caught her reins.

      With a pat on the horse's neck—the briefest admiration for her strength--Grant swung up into the saddle, a high-backed Afghan military model, and checked that his Kalashnikov rifle still hung at the back.  "I'm native, sir, every horse I ride is my own damn horse."  He pulled up the scarf that wrapped his neck to keep the dust out of his face as he rode.

      "Good luck out there, Chief.  I bust your balls 'cause that's my job—doesn't mean I don't care what happens next."  Gonsalves flicked a salute.  Grant wheeled his mount and cantered into the rugged wilderness.  Three hours gave him barely enough time to cut toward the northern road and come in from the right direction.  And come up with a cover story. Thankfully, between the two of them, Nick and Gonsalves had already given him the idea.

      The three hour mark found him trotting up to the iron gate of the small outpost.  Two structures—barn occupied by a jeep and two motorcycles, and the single-story house, estimated six rooms—surrounded by a chest-height wall crumbling to waist-high toward the back where an impact crater marked the yard. On the approach he'd been stopped at a Taliban check-point and gave the right answers, even with the four black voids of their gun barrels trained on his face.  Crazy-stupid to feel most alive when you were staring down death.

      Every mile, every moment he breathed out the tension and replaced it with an unnatural calm.  Like a sniper pulling the trigger between heartbeats, it only worked when you could feel the pace of your own blood.

      Two men on the gate, two more on patrol in the yard.  One of those stopped when they saw him.  Three rifles pointed at him now.  The ratio shifting in his favor.  "What do you want?" shouted one of the men on the gate in Pashto.

      Too green, his CO said.  Grant took it on, projecting the mixed discomfort and enthusiasm of the raw recruit. He left his own gun where it hung on the saddle.  "I rode out from al Ahman, sir. He wants me to check on the prisoner."

      The man spat on the ground.  "The infidel.  Should've finished with her already."

      "I haven't finished yet," said the other guard, and they shared a laugh.

      Grant joined in, letting his laughter go a little high-pitched and nervous.  He swung down off of his horse, gripping the reins in one hand.  "Do you think—"He broke off, ducking their gazes.

      "We don't think, that's al Ahman's job."  They laughed again, then the leader said, "How long have you been out here?"

      "Forever," Grant told him.  "Maybe six weeks."

      The laughter coarsened.  "Six weeks? Explains why you don't have any sand between your teeth.  Or probably anyplace else worth worrying over, eh?"

      Grant shrugged awkwardly.  "About the woman, though, the infidel. . ."

      The leader leaned in toward him.  "What is it you really want, boy?"  Beardless child, Grant translated more literally.

      "Just. . .a few minutes with her?"

      "A few minutes?  Are you sure you'd last that long?"  A grin split the man's beard, then he shouldered his rifle.  "Come on, then—any man of the cause should get some part of the spoils."

      "Thank you."  Grant led his horse in through the gate, under the watchful eye of the other guard. The man on patrol shouldered his gun and strolled off in the other direction.  "The horse?" called the gate guard.

      "She's fine for a little while."  Grant led her a short way toward a water trough in the front corner of the yard and draped the reins over the horse's withers. He stroked her neck and left her taking a well-earned drink.

      His companion brought him in through the door to a close kitchen full of antique appliances and a batch of metal chairs around a beat-up table that reminded him uncomfortably of his grandfather's house.  Two men lounged there, playing cards, with four more in the living room beyond. One of them sat with his head tipped back on the couch, softly snoring while the afternoon sunlight bathed them all in a golden glow.  Eyes flicked up at Grant's entrance, then away again almost immediately.  He had adopted his role, and once the guard accepted it, the others had no need to worry themselves on his account.  He made himself young and harmless and randy, not just one of them, but the least of them.

      Above the couch hung a framed photo of Osama bin Laden, a ragged flag, and another photo showing a half-dozen men gathered around a pair of bleeding corpses.  The men grinned at the camera, two of them holding up disembodied heads that still oozed from their ragged necks.  Enough left to bury. Could even fit in a smaller box.  His own neck itched and restrained himself from rubbing it.

      A short corridor led toward the back. From a room at the side, the sound of more snoring, a few different notes as other insurgents slept the day away, resting up for their own patrols and duties.  Sounds like sawing and grinding that made him weary just to listen.  Another man stood guard over the last door.  Grant framed his position in relation to the house as seen from the outside. He'd be at the south-west corner by the impact crater.  Nick covering the house to the west, the insertion team waiting to the south, not far away now.  Twenty-two minutes left.

      The man said, "Here for the infidel?  Better to become a martyr, eh?  Seventy-two virgin brides."

      "Allah willing," Grant replied, glancing up as if their god were listening.

      "But for now, it's what we got, eh?"  He unbolted the door with a groan of metal and shoved it open.

      "Wake up, bitch—you have a visitor!"  The guard gave Grant a friendly push through the door.

      Small room, two high, grated windows met in the corner—no glass, probably blown out in the same blast that broke the back wall.  One of the grates showed signs of scraping and broken mortar around half the frame.  In that corner stood the only piece of furniture, a low wooden bed, the posts grey with age, the blanket askew, one loop of a pair of handcuffs locked around the ball at the top of the near post, the wood to both sides of it already splintered from wear.  A short chain, then the woman's arm, her wrist scraped and bloody.  Her headscarf was gone, her face bruised, and one eye nearly swollen closed. The other stared back at him, that same dark, direct gaze he'd noted in her headshot.  Ragged dark hair framed her face. Her other hand clutched a torn dress at her shoulder as she pressed herself into the corner.

      Terrified, yes, but defiant still: she had been scraping at the window over her head, maybe inspiring them to chain her to the bed.  Even then, she'd been using the cuff to saw into the wood.  He liked her already, but any smile of his would be far from reassuring.

      Three choices: One, wait outside the door, making nice with the locals and do what he could when the attack began.  Except she needed to know what to prepare for. Two, barricade the room with the bed against the door, count on being able to hold off all the men inside the house for the next twenty-one minutes. He still had a heavy knife at his back, a smaller one at his ankle. Nothing in that room would shield them from gunfire except each other. Option three, more appealing, if it worked: yank the loose window grating and get the both of them out of there before the Goon Squad hit.  Try for three, fall back to two.

      "Get out of here!" Dr. Sadiqi shouted, her voice painfully hoarse.  "Allah have mercy on you—get away from me."

      "Shut up," the guard answered, and he started to push by, but Grant lunged toward the bed.

      Sadiki jerked away with a shriek.  He drew his knife and slammed it into the bedpost below the cuff.  "Don’t speak of mercy, infidel!" he shouted.

      The guard gave a grunt of approval.  Grant pushed onto the bed, looming into her space.  She tried to escape him, but the cuff held her. He slipped his arm her cradling the back of her skull and hating the terror that tightened her body beneath his touch.  She screamed, a blaze of fury and fear.

      His body blocked the view from the door as he brought their heads together.  Her hair tangled over his arm, her cheek hot against his own, he let his voice drop to nothing. "I’m an American, I'm here to rescue you." At his words, she gasped, a tiny silence and he whispered, "Don't forget to hate me."

      As he drew back a little, their eyes met, hers wide and damp, her lips parted as if she could breathe in hope itself.  She whimpered, then let out another wail, and he flashed a grin.

      He straightened, reaching for his belt, then half-turned from her, glancing toward the door where the two men leaned on the frame. "Do you always watch?"

      The guard pushed off, clasping the other man's shoulder.  "Come on—he doesn't want us to see the size of his dick."

      "Only so yours doesn't get embarrassed," Grant hollered back at him, fumbling with the layers of his clothes.  Trading dick jokes in a foreign language: must be a badge for that one.

      The men chuckled and backed away, shutting the door, grinding home the bolt.  Grant twisted his knife and yanked it free, breaking out a long shard of wood.  He tested the knob, then plunged the knife in again.  He beckoned Sadiqi closer.  She flinched a little when their shoulders brushed.

      "A lot of noise, make it rhythmic—can you do that?"  He searched her face, then bobbed a little up and down, one knee on the bed so that it shifted and groaned beneath his weight.

      She blinked glossy eyes, then nodded, her broken wail transforming with a series of gasps.  He gouged another shard from the bedpost and set his hand on the knob. It moved.  Knife in its sheath, both hands on the knob.  A good, hard twist and it broke away in his hands, the cuff sliding free. She caught it in her grip, clutching it like a life-ring.

      "The patrols," she whispered in accented English, "they—sometimes—"she indicated the window overhead.

      Grant let out an excited cry of his own to cover her silence for their presumed audience.  He handed her the knob and stepped up to the head of the bed.  On the ground outside, a shadow moved.  Someone close to the wall, just as Sadiqi had said.  Bastards, every one.

      Silent, he waved her away from the wall.  She retreated to the far end of the bed, but kept rocking it, making his balance a little tricky. Worth maintaining the ruse.  He locked the fingers of both hands into the grate, set one foot to the wall, then fell backward, letting his bodyweight haul against the broken mortar.  A crack, a groan, and the grate pulled free, dropping him onto the bed.  She caught her breath, her voice rough with the screaming, then took the grate from his hands and set it aside.

      Grant leapt back to the headboard, holding the window frame for balance. Thick cinderblock wall under his palm.  He braced his other hand on the ceiling, pushed himself up against the other wall.  Shattered mortar tumbled outside as he leaned through.  A man leaned against the wall there, one hand on the strap of his gun, the other—he twitched at the sound from above and looked up.

      Chest down on the frame, Grant reached down. He caught the man's chin, hauling up, the man's head scraping the wall, his mouth clamped shut.  He clawed at Grant's hand, but the knife flashed down, a hard, swift stroke across the man's undefended throat.  Grant held on a long moment, blood spilling as the man's hands flailed and his body jerked, then he let the body fall. Knife back to the sheath, he lowered himself to balance on the headboard.

      "All done?" someone called from the door.

      "Almost—a little more!"  Grant reached his hand back, and Sadiqi dove toward him. He caught her hand and guided it up to the window frame, bent a knee to make her a step, then she was up, clambering over and tumbling to the outside with a muffled cry.

      The bolt groaned against the door.  Grant pulled himself to the window frame.  As the door popped open, he kicked the bed hard slamming it against the door to the cursing of the men within.  The momentum rocked him up toward the window.  He scrambled out headfirst, grabbed the top of the window frame, and dropped on the outside.

      Inside, someone shouted. Outside, running feet. Sadiqi wrestled the corpse, freeing its gun and swung about as the second patrolman ran around the corner. He brought up his gun while she shook, the barrel of her weapon weaving—had she ever held a weapon before?

      Grant gave a sharp whistle.  He reached for the stolen gun, caught the barrel in time to steady it as she pulled the trigger.  The insurgent rocked back, blood streaking his side, his own shots going wild.  Then his body punched forward, and fell to the ground a small red hole blossoming at his temple. Nick.

      The mare galloped up, tossing her head. Grant caught the reins and pulled himself into the saddle. "Doctor!"  Sadiqi dropped the gun like a snake—wish she hadn't done that, but too late to stop her--and ran toward him. He leaned down, sliding his arm around her waist, and brought her up before him.  "Hang on."

      Her arms wrapped him in turn, her head pressed to his chest as he kept her stable and kicked his mount into motion.  Two surging strides, then bunching for the leap.  They jumped the broken wall, struck the ground hard on the other side.  The mare stumbled, and Grant shifted their weight, trying to help the horse recover, then they galloped into the scrub.

      At his back, the compound scrambled toward the bedroom, from both inside and out.  Exit strategy?  The burdened horse couldn't handle the rugged slopes around them.  He made for the road.

      She galloped flat-out, ears back, mane streaming against Sadiqi's side, flickering in his face.  Keeping his arm wrapped to the woman, Grant transferred the reins to the same hand, reaching for his gun.  "What's happening down there?"  a voice from the checkpoint.

      They wouldn't make it.  No way he could handle four insurgents, the horse, and the doctor.  Shit.  In the distance, a motorcycle gunning up the road from the north, from the direction of al Ahman's encampment.

      "Stop!  Stop!"  commands in Pashto echoed around him.  "Fire!"

      As if in answer, automatic weapons fire exploded into the four men's perch.  They cried out and tumbled to the road, blood streaming.  The motorcycle rushed past him, spun about and roared up beside as Grant turned his mount down a spur trail.

      "What d'you think about the Goon Squad now, Chief?"  Gonsalves shouted. Rifle raised in one hand, the other expertly guiding the bike. Guns spat behind them in the mountains, but Grant left them in the dust, letting his mare slow to a trot, then a walk as they cut behind the ridge, putting distance between them and the cleanup.

      At the ruin of a crossroads shop where a well still stood, Grant drew to a halt. Gonsalves pulled alongside and killed the engine.  He assisted Sadiqi down from the pommel, but she stiffened away from him, leaning into the horse.  Grant dismounted at her side. He slipped a hand under her elbow and brought her the few steps to sit on a stone alongside the well while he drew up a bucket of water.

      Gonsalves came out with a camp cup and filled it for her to drink.

      Grant sank down beside her.  "May I?" he indicated the cuff at her wrist. He set the blade of his knife against the closure.  A solid hit against the spine and the metal bent so that he could work the bar free and toss the cuffs aside.  Sadiqi's shoulders shifted back, opening herself to the sun.  Still in the company of men but safe, at least for now.

      "Dr. Sadiqi. We're with the US army,"  Gonsalves told her. Not the whole truth, but not actually a lie.  "We'll get you to the nearest UN outpost, but we're pretty far into Taliban territory.  It'll be an operation and a half to get you to safety."

      She looked up at Grant, and a smile tipped her mouth.  "The chief, I think, could get me anywhere."  She took another long drink and let some water spill over her face.  "May I have some privacy to wash?"

      The two men retreated to the shadow of the damaged building, where Gonsalves regarded him with a calculating stare. "Guess you made an impression."

      "Thanks for the back-up, Gooney."

      Gonsalves snorted.  "Fuck you, Chief!  No way you're sticking me with that."

      "Watch me," Grant muttered.

      "Oh, I will be," said Gonsalves, then added, "Chief."
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