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Today you are 

			driving me from the land,

			and I will be

			hidden from your presence;

			I will be a restless

			wanderer on the earth,

			and whoever finds me

			will kill me.

			Genesis 4:14





			CHAPTER
ON​E

			The Hindu Kush, Afghanistan, 2006

			The satellite moved with the steadiness and speed of a tiny white pencil point being drawn across the deep, black bowl of the sky. It crossed the seven burning pinpoints of the Pleiades, skimmed the edge of the Milky Way—a billowed, luminous cloud in this dark place—and continued, unblinking, on its steady journey south.

			Blake Kershaw watched as it crossed the sky, wondered whose satellite it was and what it saw as it looked down—whether it was gauging drought or counting troops, whether its visit was just one more entry in a climate survey or the prelude to an attack, to mayhem and destruction.

			It was his job, always, to assume the latter.

			Turning so his back was to the valley beyond, Blake flipped the night-vision goggles down from his helmet and examined the object before him. It was not large—about the same width as the netbook computer in his tent back at the compound on Bagram Airfield. Across the device’s curved surface were raised block letters: “FRONT TOWARD ENEMY.” He opened the two scissor-legs on the bottom, turned them so they supported the three-and-a-half-pound device like the legs of a miniature sawhorse, aimed it in the general direction of the sloping terrace in front of him, and placed rocks behind and to the side of it to lessen the chances of something knocking it over. 

			The object was a Claymore mine, “M18A1” in the military catalog. It was old-school—Vietnam era—but remained a reliable means of defense, capable of firing seven hundred steel ball bearings across a sixty-degree, fan-shaped kill zone at something like three-and-a-half times the speed of sound. When an operation called for a half-strength, six-man Special Forces team to defend a fairly exposed position, it was a reliable, low-tech way to protect a perimeter. Old-school or not, Blake liked the Claymore mine.

			Working by the green glow of the night-vision image, he unscrewed the cap on the mine’s top and attached one end of a cable. On the other end was a small radio receiver, duct-taped to the plastic-wrapped circuitry out of the mine’s usual clacker-type trigger. The whole thing, marked with a hand-painted yellow “6,” looked jerry-rigged and homemade, which it was. But when he and another weapons specialist tested the multifrequency system back at Fort Bragg, it proved to be an excellent way to defend a broad perimeter with devastating firepower.

			Blake switched the receiver on. A small, low-power LED began glowing, a bright nova in his night-vision goggles, and he covered the tiny light with a piece of electrical tape. Then he set the receiver on the ground next to the mine.

			Flipping up the goggles, Blake stood and inspected his work, nothing more than a dim, black oblong in this dark place. He stretched to get the kinks out of his back and looked once again at the cloudless, moonless sky.

			Where he was, the mountains of southern Afghanistan, near the Pakistani border, was nearly the same latitude as the southern Virginia farm where he’d grown up, so the autumn constellations were all familiar. And what they were telling him right now was that it was early—still another five hours to go before dawn. Blake exhaled, the fog of his breath curling and dissipating in the cold air of high altitude. 

			Wouldn’t want to live here. Having placed six Claymores in twice as many minutes, Blake stooped, carried his long-barreled rifle at quarter arms, and kept his silhouette hidden as he made his way back up the ridge to his team.

			“Blue,” he half-whispered as he drew within hearing range of the first man.

			“Moon,” came the reply.

			Blake straightened up a bit and joined the other seven men positioned around the ridge.

			“Fifty percent alert, Blake.” The team’s captain, Puerto Rico born and bred, was a West Point graduate and spoke English—as well as five other languages—like someone from the heartland. 

			“Sir.” Blake flipped the night-vision goggles down again. His team had already prepared rudimentary “hasty fighting positions”—shallow, body-size fortifications, made from low walls of stacked rock and whatever natural cover they could find. The team’s master sergeant, its engineer, and the medic were already curled up on thin foam pads in these small trenches, using poncho liners to conserve what heat they could as they slept. Blake walked up the hill to where Harry Chee, the communications specialist, was working with the two Signals Intelligence people—the specialists the Special Forces team was escorting on this night mission.

			The SigInt men brought two pieces of gear with them. The first, a signals survey unit, had immediately been dubbed “the sniffer” by the rest of the team. The term was descriptive; the unit continuously sampled airwaves across all frequencies and stored what it found on a built-in, ruggedized hard drive. 

			The other piece of electronics, not nearly as exotic, was a much more sophisticated version of a police scanner, designed to allow the team to listen in on any voice transmissions in the radio and wireless phone spectrums.

			Other than Pakistani Army traffic from across the border, any signals intelligence in the region was assumed to be Taliban; the local people were goatherds, for the most part—strangers to radios and satellite phones. They lived in huts devoid of electricity, primitive homes even by Third-World standards. As an American officer once quipped when someone mentioned bombing this part of Afghanistan back into the Stone Age, “That wouldn’t be much of a trip.”

			The two Signals Intelligence soldiers were hunched over the scanner unit as Harry tinkered on it with his field kit.

			“There,” the junior of the two SigInt men was saying as he pressed a pair of stereo headphones to his ears. “That fixed it. Strong signal, five by five.”

			Harry nodded wordlessly, put his tools away, and moved off into the darkness. Blake was walking away as well when he heard one of the SigInt solders—the one wearing the headset—whisper to the other, “Old Sitting Bull don’t say much, does he?”

			Blake turned, came back, leaned close to the man, made a “come here” motion with his finger.

			“Yeah?” The man lifted one side of the headset away from his ear.

			“Four things, soldier,” Blake said, his voice low. He began to count on his fingers. “One, Sitting Bull was Lakota Sioux; the man who just fixed your equipment is a member of the Navaho Nation and third-generation Army—fact, his granddaddy was a code talker in the Pacific. Two, you probably talk a little louder than you think you’re talking when you’ve got those cans on your ears. Three, the people on this team probably hear better than most.”

			Blake fell silent.

			“That’s three,” the SigInt guy finally said. “What’s the fourth thing?”

			Blake leaned closer. He was almost whispering in the other man’s ear. 

			“Special Forces are tight, soldier,” he said. “We know one another’s families, know one another’s houses. We even know one another’s blood types. So if you go talking crap about one of us, there are people here who will take it as a reason to open up a giant-size can of whoop-ass. Me, I’m prone to give a man a second chance, let him say he’s sorry.”

			The younger man straightened up and glanced at his partner.

			“Hey.” The more senior man held up both hands. “You want to dance with the Green Berets? Sorry, dude. You’re on your own.”

			The guy with the phones glared at Blake. Then his face softened in the starlight.

			“I’m sorry,” he said.

			“Don’t sweat it.” Blake picked up his rifle and moved off down the ridge.

			The rifle Blake Kershaw carried was an M21—technically, the “M21 sniper weapon system,” the highly accurized, rifle-scoped version of the M14. Like the .45 on his hip and the Claymores down the slope, it was a decades-old design, long since superseded by modern, more sophisticated weapons. But, like the .45 on his hip and the M18A1 Claymores, the M21 was extraordinarily robust and would function perfectly even in environments like the mountains of southeastern Pakistan in midautumn, which was pretty much like the dead of winter anywhere else. While it could not reach out and touch someone at the extreme ranges of the bolt-action rifles used by conventional army snipers, the M21 was semiautomatic, meaning Blake could engage several targets in rapid succession—a necessary ability for a weapons specialist in a Special Forces team deployed in open country.

			One concession to the nocturnal nature of this mission was that Blake replaced the rifle’s usual Leupold riflescope with a bulkier Bushnell nightscope. The optics weren’t as good, but it was still able to pick out objects almost to the limits of the rifle’s usual range, and it could do that under dim starlight. 

			Sitting down, he draped a poncho liner over his head and shoulders; the viewing end of the nightscope put out a soft green glow—not much but enough to illuminate a man’s face and give him away to a careful observer. Then he switched the scope on and canvassed the slope below him, moving the rifle in discrete, ten-degree arcs.

			Stones and rises. That was all it showed. But that didn’t make Blake relax. To a soldier with his training, stones and rises were cover. And there was enough cover on the mountainside beneath him to conceal a well-trained platoon.

			“Kersh?”

			Blake switched off the scope and emerged from beneath the poncho liner. He turned, nodded wordlessly at the team’s engineer.

			“Your turn to stand down.” The six-man unit, half of a conventional Special Forces team, was itself operating at 50 percent alert—three people on watch and looking for possible threats, the other three asleep or resting for two-hour shifts.

			Blake nodded again. He pointed to a distant yellow spark, perhaps five kilometers distant. It flickered as someone or something walked past it. “Nothing but that fire down on the flats, probably goatherders. Got me wondering, though. Doesn’t feel right.”

			Tony glassed the distant spark through his nightscope. “I’ll watch it.”

			He looked at Blake, his head tilted. “Kersh . . . you have never been much into fire, have you?”

			Blake shrugged. “Seems to me a fire comes with bad news more often than it comes with good.”

			Rather than getting into his fighting position, Blake put his sleeping-pad against a shelf of rock and leaned back, the rifle at his side and within reach. 

			He tried to close his eyes but kept opening them and gazing out at the distant campfire that was the only light in the landscape, the only thing glowing other than the stars. After about ten minutes, a thin stream of orange sparks shot up from it: somebody just threw on another piece of wood, goat dung, or whatever they’re burning.

			He watched it for more signs of activity, but it remained nothing other than a tiny, flickering, yellow point of light.

			Five minutes later he sat up and gave up—he wasn’t going to sleep. Not this shift. He grabbed the M21 and walked up the ridge to where the junior SigInt guy sat alone, headphones on his head. Blake touched him on the shoulder and he looked up, lifting one phone from his ear.

			“Sorry I walked on you back there, soldier,” Blake said.

			“I deserved it, Sergeant.” The SigInt man shook his head. “Running my mouth before my brain’s engaged.”

			Blake sat. “Listen; I’m not doing any good grabbing zees. If you want, I’ll listen to that for you, let you rest.”

			The other man brightened. 

			“Really?” Then his face straightened. “Any traffic’ll be in Urdu. You speak it?”

			“Kuch,” Blake said. A little. “Did the language school before we deployed.”

			“You certain you don’t mind?”

			“Give me something to think about besides the cold.”

			The SigInt man handed the warm headphones to Blake, who put them on and settled back to listen.

			Every ten seconds or so there would be a soft, fuzzy shtick as the scanner crossed to a frequency with distant, faint, background static. But that was it. If there was traffic out there, it was data, not voice. After fifteen minutes or so, he understood why the SigInt guy was so eager to hand over the phones.

			Then five minutes later he heard a single word over the headphones.

			“Tayyar.” 

			Ready. 

			Ready for what? Blake sat up, noted the frequency and the signal strength, and turned up the volume.

			“Intezar kama huku dayna mayra. Yaad radhna . . . Zindaa ek. Hukm dayna sarbaraah.” 

			Wait for my command. And remember—take one alive. Comman-der’s orders.

			Blake nudged the sleeping SigInt man with the toe of his boot.

			“Wha—?” The groggy man stretched. “What’s the sit?”

			“Balloon’s going up.” Blake handed him the headset. 

			He grabbed his rifle and crab-walked swiftly down the hill. The captain was sacked out, but the master sergeant was up, scouring the slope beneath them with night glasses.

			“Traffic, Phil,” Blake told him. “Real clear signal, right in the neighborhood. Said to hit us, take one for intel, whack the rest.”

			“How soon?” The master sergeant was already shaking his captain awake.

			“Any time. The signal was . . .” 

			A brilliant white flash erupted, as if the fabric of the night was being ripped in two, and a wall of noise flung Blake headlong down the slope.





			CHAPTER
TWO

			Blake flinched. A dozen points of searing, burning pain radiated torment from places up and down his right leg. He blinked at the dirt in his eyes and swallowed the coppery taste of blood. The ground beneath him quivered; white light fogged the sky about two hundred meters down the ridge. But he barely heard the explosions. 

			He blinked more dirt away. Then he put together the white light, the burning wounds, and the fact that, even though he could now hear automatic weapons firing all around him, they seemed distant, muffled.

			Mortar. I’ve been mortared. By the freaking Taliban. 

			If it didn’t hurt so much, it would almost be funny. The joke around Special Forces was that the safest place to be when a Taliban fired a mortar was wherever they happened to be aiming. This guy had put his first round right on target: What were the odds?

			Blake worked his shoulders, his hips. Everything seemed connected. His M21 was lying at an awkward angle underneath him, and he fished it out, checked it over by feel. Reaching for the night goggles on his helmet, he touched gritty forehead and hair.

			Helmet’s gone. Blake rolled over onto his stomach and reached for the switch on the nightscope. But he didn’t need it. Automatic weapons fire, the distinct metallic staccato of a Klashnikov, muffled by his now-ringing ears, echoed off the rocks around him; and the attacking force was near enough that he could make out the muzzle flashes less than a hundred yards away. Red tracer rounds flashed against a rock fifty feet to his right and ricocheted into the midnight sky. A steady rhythm of return fire drummed above him, the team’s M249 Squad Automatic Weapon painting the landscape with rounds.

			Blake gritted his teeth. The M249 SAW fired a 5.56-millimeter round, and a 5.56 round was the same size as a .223 Remington, the kind of ammunition he would have used for picking off hedgehogs back home. People were another story. When the team expected to fight, they brought the bigger M240G, chambered for the larger 7.62 millimeter. But this mission was clandestine.

			At least it was.

			Twin white flashes strobed far to his right and his left, and the ground shook again.

			Somebody’s been teaching these boys. The attacking force was lifting and shifting its mortar fire, moving it to either side of the team’s position, creating an avenue through which to attack. 

			Time to move. Ignoring the searing barbs of pain in his leg, Blake scrambled to his feet and bolted up the hill.

			“Blue! Blue! Blue!” Blake shouted, resorting to the running password. “Me! Blake! Don’t shoot!”

			Crossing the perimeter, he stumbled over something, fell, touched an arm in fatigues. 

			Body. He didn’t know who. Sniper rifle at quarter-arms, Blake hurled himself into his hasty fighting position. He flipped on the rifle scope and took a look at the slope below, where all the shooting was coming from.

			Men in pairs were running up the hill, crouched low: two there . . . six . . . twelve. He sighted on the left man in the lead pair, squeezed the trigger, and felt the butt of the stock shove back against his shoulder. Then he shifted to the man on the right and fired again.

			Both went down, but nobody behind ducked for cover. The other ten were still charging uphill like the Light Brigade, so he fished the radio trigger out of its cleft in the rocks, turned it on, and set the selector dial to “1.”

			His first mine placement was far down the slope, aimed into a shallow ravine a running man would naturally see as partial cover. They did; all ten Taliban hustled into the kill zone. Blake lifted his eye from the nightscope and popped the first Claymore.

			Red fire erupted into the night, shook the ground with a resonate thump. Over the ringing in his ears, Blake could hear the screams of the two or three people who did not die instantly in the wall of shrapnel. He swallowed and swiveled his head. All fire from directly in front of him abruptly stopped. But it picked up off to his left.

			Flanking attack. Probe. Rifle in one hand, radio trigger in the other, Blake got halfway to his feet and limped toward that side. 

			In the center of their position, the senior SigInt man was sprawled on his back; in the sporadic light of the distant mortar rounds, Blake could just make out a dark, wet stain covering his entire chest. The younger SigInt soldier was crouched over his equipment, hunkered down. 

			Blake ignored him, crouched low, and dashed past, falling in next to the team engineer, who was sending three-round bursts downrange. The engineer glanced at Blake.

			“Clacker?”

			Blake held the radio trigger up.

			“Two and four—now!”

			Blake popped both Claymores, one right after the other. He raised his rifle scope: clouds of dirt and mine fragments were billowing downhill. But farther to his right there was movement—riflemen popping up from under cover, taking a snap-shot, and then dropping back down. One was a little too regular in his prairie-dogging; Blake sighted on his position and squeezed as the man’s head was coming up. The rifleman dropped, and when one of the Taliban’s comrades rushed to his aid, Blake led him with the reticle of the scope, squeezed off a round, and heard a scream.

			Not clean. Up a click next time.

			He barely heard the tink of a grenade bouncing off the rocks below him; both he and Tony ducked as it detonated harmlessly downslope.

			They’re close. Grabbing two hand grenades off his own web gear; Blake laid them on the ground next to his shoulder and checked through the riflescope. Sure enough, five people were threading uphill through boulders, not a hundred feet away.

			Rising to his knees, Blake pulled the pin on both grenades and threw them, one in front of the running men, one behind.

			The lead attacker jumped back as the grenade bounced before him. It slowed the runners, gathering them together just as both grenades went off.

			More screams. The incoming fire died off.

			“I’m checking the other side,” Blake said. “You good?”

			The engineer nodded and Blake fell back. An M16 was lying on the ground, and he slung his own rifle and picked it up. The younger SigInt man was still cowering over his gear. Blake shook his shoulder and handed him the rifle.

			“Man down there needs supporting fire,” Blake shouted, nodding in the direction of Tony.

			The young soldier just looked at him.

			“Now!” Blake shouted. “Move!”

			The SigInt man got to his feet and ran toward the engineer. Crouched over, Blake sprinted the other way and dropped in next to his captain. But before he could say a word, the officer stiffened, his head popping back, as if punched.

			Something warm, wet, and thick slashed across Blake’s face. He put his hand there and found a thin splinter of bone lodged in his cheek.

			He crabbed right to where the team sergeant was. The medic was there, bending over him.

			Blake swallowed—had to work to do it.

			This is going in the fan. We are running out of rounds, and we are running out of people and this is going in the fan. 

			He froze for a second. Took a breath.

			Radio.

			Harry, the communications man, was dug in on the side of the perimeter with the best shot at the communications satellite. It was right next to the ridgetop, just a few feet from the steep drop-off. So Blake scrambled back there. Got there. Stopped.

			The radio was gone.

			So was Harry.





			CHAPTER
 THREE

			Harry’s helmet was lying on the ground. Blake picked it up, felt blood, sticky but still warm on the side. He put it on—the odd feeling of wearing someone else’s gear—and tried the night-vision goggles. They worked.

			Blake looked around. The team had two men dead, the captain and the senior SigInt man; and the medic had stopped working on the master sergeant and was returning fire on his side. The SAW was still raking the slope in front. Tony and the younger signals man were side-by-side, holding off the disrupted force on their perimeter.

			No Harry.

			The only place he could possibly have gone was over the back. But that was one step short of a cliff. He thought about it just a moment and then ducked down next to the medic, handed him the Claymore trigger.

			“Three, five, and six are still good to go,” he told the medic. “Pop ‘em if you need ‘em.”

			The medic nodded, not questioning Blake: the intrinsic trust of men who’d trained together. 

			Blake put a fresh magazine into the M21 and went back to the edge of the ridge, peering down through the night-vision goggles.

			It took ten seconds for him to pick out the movement, four men moving as a unit. It took even longer to realize they were on a barely visible goat-trail that snaked its way through a series of switchbacks down the extremely steep ground. And they were half-carrying, half-dragging something as they went.

			Harry.

			“Take one alive.”

			What would I do if I were them? Get Harry back behind my probes and then . . .

			And then what?

			And then shift my mortars back on center. Get heads down. Use the mortar fire to get close. And throw every grenade I had in there.

			Kill everything. That was the only end-game to this. One side was going to annihilate the other. 

			Blake plunged down the slope, rock rolling ahead of him, slipping and sliding until his heels hit the level ground of a foot-wide path. He was being too noisy, and he knew it, but the Taliban had too much of a head start. He needed to make up ground, and all he could do was hope the weapons fire up on the ridge masked the sound of him moving.

			He was halfway down the slope when he realized it hadn’t. One Taliban, his hair and beard a mass of darkness even in the night-vision goggles, stepped out from behind a boulder and fired one shot. Blake fell.

			Arm. Left. He tried moving his left hand: nothing.

			A click. The Taliban was reloading.

			Blake sat up, drawing his .45, right thumb snapping off the safety as he brought the pistol to bear, lined the softly glowing Tritium sights up, put them center-of-mass on his attacker, and fired two shots, one right after the other.

			The Taliban collapsed without a sound.

			Blake sat, the pistol in his lap. 

			Arm useless. Can’t hold the rifle. Three of them left. 

			He thought of the team sergeant, unconscious last he’d seen him.

			That means I’m in command. Team needs me. 

			But they have Harry.

			More small-arms fire from up above on the far side of the ridge.

			Lord, I need wisdom.

			There was a pause in the fire on the other side of the ridge. Maybe three seconds, then it started up again.

			Take one alive. 

			And then his strategy became clear. Once the enemy had Harry back and clear, there would be no reason to leave anyone alive on the ridgetop. To help his team, he had to get Harry back.

			Blake pushed himself to his feet with his good hand.

			He didn’t follow the switchbacks this time. Half-scrambling, half-sliding, he stayed high on the slope and worked in the direction the Taliban was going. He came to a gap in the ridge, crossed it, and realized he was now coming out off to the side, but in front, of his team’s position.

			He checked through the goggles. The goat path was about forty feet below him. And nobody was on it.

			I’m ahead of them.

			Holding his left arm, he slid down to the path, raced ahead on it, and found a low boulder he could lie behind. He looked around its base, felt for a new magazine for the pistol, and then stopped.

			People were coming. Coming down the trail toward him.

			Three people. Six rounds left in the pistol. Double-tap each one?

			He thought about it a second and rejected it.

			One apiece. Three in reserve if I need it.

			The Taliban were all wearing the long vests and soft pillbox hats men wore in this region. None spoke. They were grunting with the effort, two dragging Harry with a hand under each of his armpits, and one carrying the radio and all three men’s rifles.

			That made things simpler.

			Blake waited until they were less then ten feet away. Then, without moving from his prone position, he put two rounds in the man carrying the weapons: head and chest.

			The dead Taliban’s friends moved faster than Blake would have imagined, dropping Harry and reaching for the rifles on the ground. But Blake was the one with a gun already in hand, and he shot each one once. The first dropped silently. The second screamed. 

			Blake shot the screamer in the head, the shriek stopping like someone hit the “Mute” button.

			Pushing up off a rock, he scrambled to Harry and pinched his ear until the Navajo came around.

			“Huh? What’s . . .” He blinked, trying to focus. “Situation?”

			“It’s Kershaw, Harry. Stay down.”

			Harry blinked. “Where are we?”

			“Around the ridge. Three hundred meters below our perimeter.”

			Harry sat up, tried to get to his feet, but collapsed on a broken leg.

			“Harry, take it . . .”

			The Navajo’s eyes opened wide. “You need to be on the move. Now.”

			“What?”

			“Go. Get back up the ridge.”

			“What . . .” Then Blake stopped, understanding. “Air strike?”

			Harry nodded. “Team sergeant called it. ‘Danger close.’ Inbound now. Pilot said ordnance was cluster bombs.”

			Cluster bombs. Capable of punching a thousand thumb-size holes through armored personnel carriers. For people in the open . . .

			Blake scrambled back to the radio. It was in pieces, struck by one of the rounds he’d fired in the ambush. 

			Time for Plan B. Whatever that is.

			Blake thought for a moment. Then he began unclipping and unbuckling, shedding his web gear. He opened the first aid kit as he lightened his load, taking out something small and hiding it in the palm of his good hand. Stooping over Harry, he offered the Navajo his forearm.

			“On your feet, Harry. Now.”

			Gripping Blake’s arm, Harry got up with the resolve of a man accustomed to obeying orders, groaning as he did it. Then, once he saw Blake without his gear, he shook his head.

			“No way, Kersh. Can’t take us both. No time.”

			Blake popped the cap off the object in his hand.

			Harry backed up, gritting his teeth involuntarily. “You stupid cracker. Get moving.”

			“Will do.”

			Neck’s exposed. Just don’t hit the artery; you’ll stop his heart.

			In one quick movement Blake jabbed the morphine syrette into the exposed skin at the base of Harry’s neck and squeezed the plastic bulb, injecting the entire contents. He bent and put his good shoulder at the Navajo’s waist, catching the 180-pound soldier as he sagged. Wounded leg and shoulder roaring, Blake straightened up and started back up the hill.

			Running was out of the question. Walking was virtually out of the question. The only viable way back was the goat path, and it was uneven, covered with deep sand in some places and loose rock in others. The best Blake could manage was a staggering shuffle, and even then he dropped to his knee once. As he struggled back to his feet, his vision narrowed.

			No, Lord. Please. I cannot black out right now.

			Blake staggered up the goat path, aiming toward the gap. The scream of jet engines sounded in the valley behind him. 

			Go. Go. Go.

			He staggered faster, slipping, almost falling again but using the inertia to pick up a little speed. The sound of the engines got louder.

			The gap in the ridge loomed ahead, dark sky behind it. Blake lurched through, spilling Harry and himself into a depression, back of a boulder.

			Behind them the sky lit up, orange and white, with a sound like a building falling, the sound of the world coming to an end.





			CHAPTER
FOUR

			Interstate 495, Virginia, 2006

			Light rain streaked the windshield, and Grant Reinbolt toyed with the pickup’s intermittent wiper settings, trying to find a speed that could keep things clear but wouldn’t make the wipers squeak over dry glass. There didn’t seem to be one.

			He punched the knob on the stereo and hit “Find.” The first station to come up was playing “Do I Make You Proud” by Taylor Hicks.

			Grant scowled. If you asked him, Taylor Hicks had a squeaky, whiney voice. That and the gray hair made him look old. True, American Idol raised the age limit to twenty-eight, but Taylor Hicks did not look twenty-eight. The dude looked forty, easy. 

			Not everybody thought so. Grant’s last girlfriend thought Hicks looked “sexy, like George Clooney.” Which didn’t help Grant’s opinion of Taylor Hicks any. 

			Then again, she hadn’t really been a girlfriend. They’d only gone out three times before she’d dropped him. With a text message, no less. Said that she was looking for someone with “more maturity.”

			Like Taylor Hicks, maybe, with his old-man gray hair. 

			Well, if that was what she was after, Grant was definitely the wrong one for her. His hair was sandy brown, not a strand of gray in it yet. He pushed his hand back through it, and his hand came away slightly damp.

			And besides, who listened to that soul-pop stuff Taylor Hicks sang anyhow? Old black women, maybe. Grant hit “Find” again, and the radio went to the next station up: Brooks and Dunn singing “Neon Moon.” He settled back in his seat. They were a little old-school for his tastes, but at least they were country.

			He lifted the Mountain Dew bottle and shook it.

			Empty.

			That was the problem with doing meth. It gave you dry mouth. He knew he shouldn’t be doing the stuff anyhow. He’d heard about a guy in Norfolk who snorted it so often the cartilage in his nose dissolved. So he didn’t really have a nose anymore, just this flap of skin in the middle of his face. And depending on who was telling the story, it bled all the time. This pasty flap of skin hanging in the middle of his face, dripping watery blood. 

			Gross.

			But he’d gotten the call right as he was getting off his shift at the Home Depot, and he’d been out partying the night before, and besides, he owed Diego—that was the dude’s name. Grant owed Diego money from the five hundred he’d fronted him to get the CV joints fixed in Grant’s girlfriend’s Taurus.

			The girlfriend who’d dropped him like a hot potato after the third date.

			Which made him wonder if she had only gone out with him because the front end on her Taurus was thumping and bumping in the turns. But how would she have known he was going to do that? Then again, she was way hotter than any woman he’d ever asked out before, and hot women seemed to have a radar for suckers.

			One thing was sure; he’d texted her back and said okay, that was cool, she could go look for somebody with more maturity, but in the meantime, when was she going to pay him the five hundred back? And when she hadn’t replied, he called her, and some guy answered the phone.

			Game over. The five hundred was gone, and this Diego didn’t seem like the type who wanted to wait too long for his money, and you didn’t necessarily have much cash laying around if you earned it an hour at a time, mixing paint down at the Home Depot. 

			So when Diego called and said, “Hey man, how’d you like to make that five bucks I floated you go away and get another ten on top of it?” . . . When Grant heard that, he was all for it, lack of sleep or not; and besides, he knew where his roommate kept his meth.

			Fifteen hundred bucks to drive a pickup truck to Baltimore. And he was already almost to Silver Spring. Drive it up, leave it locked in a McDonald’s with the keys in the ashtray, and catch a Greyhound back. Diego even gave him an extra hundred for the bus.

			Sweet.

			Of course it wasn’t legal. No one in the whole world gave you fifteen hundred—sixteen hundred with the bus fare—to take a little drive if it wasn’t illegal. 

			Drugs was Grant’s first guess. After all, this Diego dude was Columbian, and it didn’t take a lot of imagination to put “Columbian” and “illegal” together and come up with “cocaine.” And it wasn’t as if Grant was all that antidrug. He was doing the crank, wasn’t he?

			But when he’d asked Diego, straight out, if he was running drugs, the dude laughed and said, “Naw. Not this trip, bro.”

			So then Grant figured maybe the pickup was hot, but Diego showed him the lease papers, and they were in the name of a car wash Diego owned. So finally Grant just asked him what the deal was. Diego took a key out of his pocket, opened the hard tonneau on the pickup bed, and then he’d opened up a seabag lying in there; and it was packed tight, full of money—twenty-dollar bills in thousand-dollar wrappers, shrink-wrapped into bricks of fifty thousand. It was one of those take-your-breath-away moments.

			“Counterfeit?” Grant asked when he could finally talk again. But then Diego gave him one of those pens like the chicks had at the 7-11, and he drew on one, and it marked it in yellow, rather than black, just like it was supposed to. And when Diego held one up to the light, Grant could see the little polyester strip running through it.

			“It’s just freakin’ money, man,” Diego told him. “And I got to get it up to Baltimore. And you won’t have no key to the bed cover; and besides, it’s all counted; and if there’s even one bill missing, man, even one . . . Well, I mean I know where you live, you know? You’re driving money to Baltimore, man. That’s all. You’re like, you know, one of those Brink’s dudes. Nothing more. Except you don’t ever want to tell no one about this. Not ever. Because if you do business with me, I expect you to keep it quiet; and besides, like I said, man: I know where you freakin’ live.”

			Which rattled Grant a little. So he drove the truck back to his trailer first and—keeping the trailer door open so he could keep an eye on the truck—he went back into his roommate’s dresser drawer and got out the nine-millimeter Ruger the dude kept there.

			After all, that was one big seabag, and he wasn’t sure about how many shrink-wrapped twenties it took to fill one, but he was thinking a couple million, easy, maybe more. Maybe a lot more. And Grant Reinbolt might have been just a dumb, down-home white boy from rural Virginia, but he sure wasn’t no dumb white boy that was going to go driving around with two million dollars in a pickup truck and no way to protect himself. So he got the gun and stuck it in his waistband, under his shirt, and pointed the pickup north, toward Maryland.

			Static began crowding in on the country station, and Grant pushed “scan” on the radio. A contemporary Christian station came up, and he cursed before pushing the button again. This time it came up vintage metal, which was not really Grant’s style, but it fit him better than soul-pop and Taylor Hicks with his old-man hair, and it certainly fit him better than contemporary Christian.

			“Hypocrites,” Grant muttered under his breath. It was an unusual word for him, one he might have been challenged to define back when he was in school, but he was pretty sure it fit when it came to Christianity—at least the brand of Christianity Grant Reinbolt grew up with.

			He shook the Mountain Dew bottle again. Nope. It hadn’t miraculously replenished itself. And now he was getting really dry-mouthed. An exit was coming up on the right. He took it.

			Methedrine was supposed to be an appetite suppressant, and Grant Reinbolt wasn’t the least bit hungry, but as long as he was in the 7-11, he picked up some pork rinds and a big bag of Reese’s Pieces along with the Mountain Dew—a two-liter out of the cooler section. The meth wasn’t going to last forever, and he figured he’d get the munchies eventually, and besides, he wasn’t sure how often he’d be able to find pork rinds in Maryland. The fact he was headed for a McDonald’s didn’t enter into the equation at all because Grant didn’t eat at McDonald’s; he was a Burger King man. 

			At the counter in the 7-11, Grant wound up going through all of his pockets, looking for change, which struck him as semi-hilarious because Diego gave him the hundred for the Greyhound up-front, and it was sitting in the console of the pickup, and besides, there was enough cash to stock a hundred ATMs under the tonneau, in the bed of the pickup. That got him snickering. The gun almost fell out of his waistband while he was digging for the last quarter, which stopped his snickering because showing a gun in a 7-11 would have brought everyone there to the wrong conclusion.

			Still, he was chuckling a little as he left the carry-out, and that was when he saw the Maryland state trooper in the parking lot, looking over the pickup.

			Grant’s chuckle evaporated.

			“This your truck?”

			Just like that, Grant was sweaty under his arms. “Uh, I’m driving it, sir. It belongs to my . . . boss.”

			The trooper nodded, squinting at the back plate. “Southern Virginia, huh? What brings you to Maryland?”

			“Uh, my boss. The dude runs like, a car wash, you know? Needs parts for it. Gotta go to Baltimore to pick ‘em up.”

			The trooper lifted his head, the brim of his Smokey-bear hat coming level as he did it. “Running for parts? At eleven o’clock on a Saturday night?”

			Grant felt hotter. “Car wash can’t run without ‘em, officer. Dude’s losing money. People like to wash their cars on the weekend, you know?”

			The trooper nodded. “Got your license on you, sir?” 

			Grant nodded and dug the wallet out of his hip pocket, conscious of the gun sagging under his waistband in front. He fished out his license and handed it to the cop.

			“Well, Mr. Reinbolt, I was keeping pace with you for about a quarter mile there, just before you got off at the exit, and I was showing you running eighty-one, eighty-two miles an hour there.”

			“Was I?” Grant’s mind raced. “Sorry, sir. I was needing to get to a restroom.”

			“Understood,” the trooper told him. “But just bear in mind that, while most law enforcement will give you five, ten miles an hour over the limit, nobody has to do that. And I’m pretty sure the fine would wipe out anything you’re making doing this parts run tonight, even if you’re on overtime.”

			Bet not, Grant thought. But what he said was, “I’m sorry, sir. I really should have stopped a couple exits back.”

			“Keep ‘er down to the limit.” The cop handed him his license. “Roads are wet from these rains that’ve been passing through. Real easy to lose it if you’re runnin’ even a little too fast.”

			“Yes, sir.” Grant slipped his license into his shirt pocket and buttoned the flannel flap.

			By the time Grant got back into the truck, set the Mountain Dew and the pork rinds and the Reese’s Pieces on the passenger seat, and buckled his seat belt, he was feeling half-ready to hurl.

			Man! A couple million bucks he couldn’t account for in the pickup bed, a gun that wasn’t his in his waistband, and he’d almost blown it by getting stopped for speeding.

			Not cool, man. Not freaking cool at all.

			Grant wiped his hands on his shirt, opened the Dew and took a swig of it, and then put the top back on the bottle and started the pickup. He backed out of the spot in front of the 7-11, crept to the entrance, put his signal on, and turned onto the road. 

			He looked at the mirror. Sure enough, the trooper was leaving the carry-out as well. Then again, he said he had followed Grant off the interstate. Maybe he was just going back to work.

			Maybe.

			The gun was the real problem. If he got stopped again and the police searched the truck, he could just tell the truth. Sort of. Say that he had been hired to drive the truck up to Baltimore for a friend. Fudge on the amount he’d been promised to do it. Say he didn’t know anything about no seabag in the pickup bed. Say he didn’t even have the key to the tonneau. Which he didn’t.

			But there was nothing he could say that would explain the gun in his waistband. And he’d already carried the piece across a state line, which he was pretty sure made it worse. A lot worse.

			So he needed to get rid of the Ruger. Sure, his roommate would get torqued, but he could pay him for it. Or maybe even not pay him for it because as far as he could remember, the dude won it in a poker game. If things worked out right, he might not notice it was missing for a while, and Grant could just replace it with another one just like it. Or not replace it and just play dumb when the dude mentioned it.

			But right now he had to get rid of the stinking gun, and it wasn’t as if he could just toss it out the window because the Maryland trooper was rolling about a 150 yards behind him, and if he saw a pistol come out the window, he’d arrest Grant for illegal transportation, illegal possession, carrying without a license, and littering to boot.

			So the next exit he had to pull off and toss the gun.

			No. Not the next exit. The trooper had just seen him pull off at the last exit. If he got right off at the next, what would be his excuse? It wasn’t as if he’d have to stop to pee twice in eight miles.

			Stay on for an exit or two. That would be the ticket. State troopers didn’t usually patrol that many miles of roadway; maybe in a mile or two, the dude would drop down into the median and turn back or something.

			But he absolutely had to get rid of the stinkin’ gun.

			A dumpster, a trash can outside a Mickey D’s, a Goodwill collection bin, a mailbox that wouldn’t be collected from for a while, a bridge over some country creek, undergrowth, weeds, a sewer grate with wide enough openings . . . any of that stuff would work. It didn’t have to stay gone forever, and he didn’t care if it got found tomorrow, as long as it couldn’t be tied to him.

			Man. Why did he bring the stinkin’ gun?

			He glanced at the rearview mirror. 

			It looked as if he was catching a break; the state trooper’s headlights were receding in his mirror, like maybe the dude was slowing down to do a turn-around in the median.

			Yeah, man. Do it. Turn around. Go back. Go write somebody a ticket.

			If the cop turned around, all Grant had to do was wait for a gap in traffic and toss the pistol into the wet grass in the median. He wondered what the chances were that the gun would go off when it landed, because that would not be cool.

			Grant pulled the pistol out from under his shirt. He’d never shot it; his roommate told him not to touch it. The dude could be a jerk like that. Which was a load because Grant’s roommate never even had weapons training, was never in the military.

			Grant, on the other hand, was a Marine. At least, for a few months he was. Long enough to get some sidearms training.

			In the darkness of the pickup cab, he felt around for the magazine release on the pistol. But the Ruger was different from the Beretta he’d been trained on, and he couldn’t find a way to drop the mag. 

			Not a prob. He could just cycle the slide, eject the rounds one at a time until the mag was empty. Keeping his finger well clear of the trigger, Grant pulled the slide back and then released it.

			Nothing happened. Either the gun was already unloaded, or he had just loaded it. 

			Grant worked the slide again, and this time a bullet flew out and hit the passenger’s-side window with a loud click.

			Oh, man. The ejector in this thing was like a catapult.

			Grant wasn’t sure if being found with bullets in the car was as bad as being found with the gun, but he didn’t want to take a chance. He fished around and found the bullet on the passenger’s seat under the pork rinds. 

			Tilting the gun so the next bullet would land in his lap, Grant cycled the slide again. Another bullet.

			He worked the slide five more times, and each time a bullet, small and heavy, fell into his lap.

			Man! How many rounds are in this sucker, anyhow?

			Forget it. He was just going to toss the gun and the bullets. If they landed in the grass, it’d be soft. Sort of. He didn’t think there was much chance anything would go off.

			The cop was way back now. Two sets of headlights were coming up behind Grant in the passing lane.

			Let them pass. Then toss the piece.

			The vehicles went by: a gray Ford Fusion and a black GMC Suburban. Grant hit the button and lowered the window; a cold, fine spray of rain blew in. How hard would he have to toss the pistol to be sure it landed in the median? He hefted it in his hand.

			He paused. That Suburban that passed: there was something hinky about the wheels, the tires.

			Ahead of him, taillights flared as both vehicles hit their brakes and began sliding on the wet pavement. Grant hit his brakes as well, nine-millimeter ammunition spilling out of his lap and onto the floor mat.

			Lights! Lots of flashing lights. Blue. Red. In the rear windows of the two sliding wheels ahead of him. In the taillights. Atop the trooper behind him, who was coming up fast, his spotlight playing bright, blue-white all over the interior of the pickup.

			Oh.

			Man.

			The two vehicles ahead were sliding to a halt, cocked toward the centerline, forming a “V” in the road. Grant slid to a stop twenty feet behind them, the gun still in his right hand.

			Behind him a loudspeaker blared: “STAY IN YOUR VEHICLE. PUT BOTH HANDS OUT THE WINDOW.”

			Trees crowded the roadside. Grant would only have to cross fifty feet of shallow ditch to reach them. He released the seat belt.

			Run.

			Grant threw the door open and hit the pavement in a sprint, feet scrambling in the wet. Men in ballistics vests were pouring out of the two unmarked vehicles. The trooper was outside his patrol car as well, gun trained on Grant.

			Everyone was shouting at once, terse commands: “HALT! DROP THE WEAPON! ON THE GROUND!”

			Grant ran.

			Feet pounded the pavement behind him. 

			The surface turned from asphalt to gravel. Then grass. Headed downhill. Grant ran, gun still in his hand. 

			He tripped over a clod of earth, came up running again, looked back at the jumpsuited man closing in on him. Grant extended his hand, aiming the gun.

			From somewhere behind Grant’s pursuer, a pair of white-orange flashes lit up the night. His left arm felt as if he had been struck with a crowbar. Grant spun, and the nearest of the two agents hit him with the kind of flying tackle that reminded Grant why he’d never gone out for the football team back in high school.

			He had the briefest glimpse of a gloved fist flying into his face.

			Blackness dropped in like a heavy blanket.





			CHAPTER
FIVE

			Hampden-Sydney, Virginia, Present Day

			Both hands on the pistol, Blake focused on his front sight and squeezed off a double tap—two shots in rapid succession. The report of the .45 sounded hollow through the foam and plastic of his hearing protection—more like a nail gun than a handgun. 

			He dropped his left hand to his belt and did the next two shots one-handed. Then he switched the pistol to his left hand, fired until the slide locked back on the pistol, removed the empty magazine, set the .45 on the shelf before him, and flipped the little silver switch on the wall of the shooting station. The paper target bowed, like a sail, as it rode the wire trolley back to him. In its center ring, only slightly low and left, the seven shots formed one ragged, oblong hole.

			“That’s good shooting.”

			Blake turned. Behind him, carrying a handgun case, and wearing a set of plastic earmuffs nearly identical to those on Blake’s head, was a broad-shouldered, square-jawed man well over six feet tall. He was dressed in khaki slacks and a polo shirt, but he had the bearing and posture of someone who’d spent a lifetime in uniform, his white hair the only clue he was well into his eighties. 

			His was a familiar face. General Sam Wilson was more than the head of the leadership program at Hampden-Sydney College. He was unofficial mentor to most of the men at the school.

			“General! Good morning, sir,” Blake wiped his hand on his jeans to get the gun oil off, and then the two men shook. “Didn’t know you shot here.”

			The older man hefted his gun case. “Perishable skills, son. Have to keep ‘em up.”

			“Exactly.”

			General Sam tapped his earmuffs. “I’m headed out. You about finished?”

			“Yes, sir.” Blake held up an empty cartridge box before dropping it in the trash. “Only shoot a hundred rounds a week—student budget.”

			He dropped the paper target into a trash bin at the shooting station and cased up his pistol. The two men stepped out into the prep area and took off their headsets. The general nodded at Blake’s pistol case.

			“Don’t see many of the younger fellas shooting one-handed. Then again, I suppose you’ve learned the merits of practicing that way.”

			“Sir?”

			“I read your commendation. Two years back when you applied for admission. How’s that shoulder doing?”

			Blake moved it without thinking about it.

			“The bone’s grown back pretty close to 100 percent, sir. I’m using it, and I’ve got close to the full range of motion. Took a while, though—just glad it was my left.”

			Muffled gunshots tapped hollowly on the range they’d just left.

			“You’re a brave man, Blake.”

			“Sir, I was just scared—scared and trying to save my . . . my skin. You ask me, our master sergeant deserved the Distinguished Service Cross more than I did.”

			The general raised a single eyebrow. “You ask me, you deserved the Medal of Honor. But Congress doesn’t give them out to young men who live through their actions these days. The people on the Hill vote pork until they’re blue in the face, but when it comes to giving a hero a special pension and taking the chance they’ll have to send his kids through one of the academies, it seems to scare them silly.”

			Blake laughed. Then he shook his head. “I’m no hero, sir.”

			“The real ones always say that.” The general smiled. “Had lunch yet?”

			“No, sir.”

			“Me either. How about keeping an old man company?”

			The River Hunt Inn was on the Appomattox River, the border between Prince Edward County and Appomattox County—site of the famous battlefield. The Inn looked old enough to have followed that battle by less than half a century, and both it and the surrounding woods and hills looked as if they were meant to go together; the place at once both gentile and rustic. 

			As he swiveled the kickstand down on his Harley and set his helmet on one of its rearview mirrors, Blake took in the antique, multipaned windows, weathered shingles, and slate roof of the building. A bronze fountain, its metal faded green with age, burbled in the forecourt; and more than a few Jaguars and Range Rovers were resting in the parking spaces. He took the card case out of his left front pocket, checked to make sure his debit card was there, and then locked the fork on the bike.

			The inside of the restaurant looked every bit as upscale as the exterior: lots of dark wood paneling and a décor that leaned toward paintings of Irish setters, Labrador retrievers and Springer spaniels, and fine old shotguns displayed in gilded shadow boxes. Blake took off his sunglasses and stood in the lobby for a moment, letting his eyes adjust to the darkness. A squeeze on his shoulder brought his head up.

			“Booth all right with you? I have one in the back: better view of the river there.”

			Blake turned and smiled. “A booth is fine, sir.”

			General Sam nodded and the two men walked, the general leaving his hand where it was, steering the younger man gently.

			“First time here?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Most of the college men save this place for when they’re trying to impress a girl. As for me, I just come because I like the quiet.”

			The general stopped them at a booth in a niche on a slightly raised platform. It looked out over one end of the dining room, and the north-facing windows lining the far end offered just a hint of a river view worthy of a nineteenth-century landscape artist. The two men sat.

			“How about you?” The general took a napkin from its ring as he spoke and smoothed it on his lap. “No girl serious enough for the River Hunt?”

			Blake grinned. “No girl at all, sir. Not at the moment.”

			“Strapping young fellow like yourself? What’s the story on that?”

			Blake opened his hands, clasped them. “There used to be a girl, sir. Lasted through my first deployment but not my second. I think she loved the idea of a man in uniform but not where the uniform took him.”

			The general nodded, keeping his eyes on Blake. “That’s too bad. Better to find that out when you did, though. I’ve seen too many men get married and watch it all go into the fan later on.”

			“Way I looked at it, sir. I figure the best thing for me to do right now is concentrate on my studies, get my degree.”

			The general nodded again, two quick nods. “I remember reading your application. You’re going back into Special Forces, becoming an officer. That your plan?”

			“Yes, sir. If they’ll have me.”

			“They will. I watched you last semester in the leadership class. Men who’ve seen combat usually do better there, but you’re beyond that. You’ve got a good head on those shoulders.”

			Blake glanced down for a moment. When he looked up, the general was smiling at a middle-aged woman. Like all of the River Hunt staff, she was dressed in a white shirt with a dark vest and bow tie.

			“You a beef eater, Blake?” When Blake nodded, the general turned to the waitress. “Two prime ribs on the rare side of medium, Minnie. Loaded baked potatoes and the asparagus. Leave the sauce off, please. Sweet tea. Oh, and two cups of French onion soup.”

			He turned to Blake. “Sound good to you?”

			“Lot more than I’m used to for lunch, sir.”

			“What’d you have for dinner last night?”

			“Leftover pizza.”

			“I rest my case. Two prime ribs, please, Minnie.” The general smiled as the waitress left. Then he turned back to Blake. “Tell me something. . . . Been wondering about this ever since we admitted you. Man with your goals, seems as if West Point would have been a natural first choice. Your aptitude, not to mention your decorations, I’m sure they would’ve put down the red carpet. Why Hampden-Sydney?”

			“West Point was my first choice, sir. But my injury kept me from passing the physical.” He touched his shoulder for a moment as he said it, then realized he was doing it and stopped. “They said they could start me when I’d recovered, but that would have been two, maybe three years. I didn’t want to wait.”

			“Sounds familiar.” The general crossed his arms and nodded. “I was in the 5307th Composite Unit in Burma during the war . . .”

			“Sure—Merrill’s Marauders.” Blake fell silent for a second, realizing he interrupted a general officer. He covered up by continuing. “You got the DSC there as well, didn’t you, sir?”

			General Sam laughed. “Sure did. Got malaria, too. And that’s why I couldn’t enroll in the Academy. Wound up going to Colombia instead, majoring in Russian language and culture. It all worked out.”

			He tapped on the table. “That still doesn’t answer the question of why here, though.”

			Blake lifted his hands, dropped them. “Three reasons, really, sir. One, it’s an all-male school and after Carla—that was the girl—I figured there’d be fewer distractions. Second, I’d heard about the Hampden-Sydney code of honor.”

			General Sam rubbed his chin. “Other schools have student courts, student justice systems.”

			“Yes, sir. But at other schools, it’s based on a rule book. Here, it’s based on integrity: ‘I will not lie, I will not steal, and I will not tolerate anyone who does.’ That tells me any degree a man gets here is more than just a line on a résumé; it’s a symbol of something greater. It means you have not only been educated; you have been judged by other men of character to be a man of character yourself. And that means something.”

			“Indeed it does.” General Sam cocked his head just a bit. “That’s two things, Blake. What’s the third?”

			Blake looked down for a moment. Looked up. “It’s you, sir. I’d heard about your leadership class. Many of the officers I’ve known have spoken highly of it.”
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