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PROLOGUE


Erfurt, East Germany
December 1972


‘We’re running behind schedule. I can’t be responsible for the weather.’


Christian Dresner nodded and continued to gaze through the Trabant’s dirty windshield. Outside, everything was hung with ice. Decayed houses glistened on either side of the narrow road, tangled power lines sagged with the weight, and the cobblestones glared blindingly in their headlights.


‘We should go directly to the rendezvous,’ the driver continued nervously. ‘It’s almost midnight.’


‘You took our money,’ Dresner said. ‘Now you’ll do the job according to our agreement.’


The man leaned over the greasy steering wheel, scowling as he tried to coax a little more speed from the car without losing traction.


A quiet rustle came from the backseat, followed by a voice barely audible over the sickly, communist-made engine. ‘Christian?’


Dresner twisted around and looked at the thin man clutching a briefcase to his chest. At twenty-six, Gerhard Eichmann was two years his senior, but his physique and manner made him seem perpetually trapped between adolescence and adulthood. Despite that impression, though, he was a brilliant psychologist – something highly valued by Soviet politicians obsessed with controlling every aspect of their people’s lives. More important, though, Eichmann was a true friend – a rare treasure in a world full of zealous apparatchiks, secret police, and desperate informants. Perhaps the frail man would be the only friend he would ever have. But it didn’t matter. One like him was enough. More than most people could hope for.


‘Don’t worry, Gerd. Soon, we’ll wake up in a warm bed in the West. We’ll be free to do what we wish. To become what we wish. I promise you.’


Eichmann gave him a weak smile and held the briefcase tighter. It was the only thing they were taking with them, the only thing they possessed of value. It contained records of the research done at a remote facility they’d been all but imprisoned in for the past four years. The currency they would use to start their new lives.


The vehicle slowed and Dresner faced forward again as they started up a winding road, the moderate slope of which quickly proved too steep for the car’s bald tires.


He stepped out before they fully stopped, finding his footing on the ice and starting forward as the falling snow swallowed up Eichmann’s panicked entreaties.


The building began to reveal itself as the slope leveled – the cracked and faded arches clinging precariously to the facade, the peeling tower that sagged like everything and everyone around it.


A dim light coming from the upper window looked exactly as it had the day he’d been taken away but he averted his gaze, afraid that it would pull him into the past. That the frightened, desperate child he’d been would return and overwhelm him.


The gate he remembered was gone now and he felt his breathing turn shallow as he passed through the empty space where it had been. The swing set still stood, trapped in the frozen mud of the yard along with a teeter-totter snapped in the middle and a set of climbing bars. In his childhood, they’d still had paint clinging to them – patches of bright red and yellow that recalled the days before the war. Before the Soviets. On rare clear afternoons he’d lose himself in their glow, trying to transport himself to a time when children with homes and families clambered over them laughing.


Now even that was gone, swallowed by rust or obscured by the soot from coal fires people used to beat back the cold.


He pulled his coat closer around his neck and walked across the silent yard, stopping at the front door and pounding on it with a bare fist. When there was no reaction, he grabbed the shovel leaning against the railing and used the handle to hammer the unyielding wood. The fog of his breath obscured his vision as he continued to attack the entrance, years of repressed anger, helplessness, and hate resurfacing so easily.


A light came on inside and he stepped back, gripping the shovel in a shaking hand.


But when the door opened, it wasn’t the man he’d come for. It was the woman who had seen him off more than fifteen years ago. Her bowl-cut hair and puritan style of dress were unchanged, but now the skin hung loose from her chin and her eyes had trouble focusing.


‘Hello, Marta.’


The recognition came quickly, followed immediately by the fear he had been too consumed to anticipate. Dresner had no desire to inspire that in her and he suddenly felt ashamed. She had never been an evil woman. Just weak. And numb.


He brushed by her, the cold not dissipating at all as he passed in front of a broad staircase leading to the second floor. At its top, the orphans imprisoned there would be hiding in the shadows, just as he had every time an unexpected visitor came. They would be perfectly still, holding their breaths, telling themselves that this time it would be a long-lost parent or cousin or sibling. That it would be someone who would take them away.


He plunged into the darkness, avoiding scattered furniture by memory and starting quietly up the spiral stairs that wound their way up the tower. The door at the top was framed by gray light flickering from the gap around the jamb and he stood in front of it for a few moments, trying to separate the sensation of being there at that moment from being there before.


‘What do you want?’ he heard from the other side of the door. ‘You’ll get out of here if you know what’s good for you!’


Instead, Dresner reached for the knob and went through, feeling the warmth of the kerosene heater that they had all known about and dreamed of. At first, he ignored the bulky, half-dressed man on the sofa and looked around at the room illuminated by the glow of a small black-and-white television. He’d never been inside – none of them had – and their imaginations had built it into a palace of gold and jewels and candy. In reality, it was just another disintegrating relic of a Germany that no longer existed.


Finally, Dresner’s eyes fell on a cane in the corner, still black in places, worn down to bare wood in others. He wondered how much his own back was responsible for the polished gleam of it. And if the broken tip was a relic of the eight-year-old girl who had slipped away in her bed, a victim of a beating she’d received for knocking over an old lamp that had never worked.


‘Who – ’ the man said, pushing himself to his feet with the same anger he’d had so many years ago, but not the same speed or vigor. Recognition wasn’t as quick as with Marta.


It was understandable. Dresner’s eyes, slightly magnified by thick glasses, were the only things that remained unchanged. The other researchers at the facility had been perplexed when he’d insisted on subjecting himself to many of the same protocols as the athletes they trained. He’d told them it was in the interest of science, but it was a lie. It had been entirely in the interest of this moment. His frail, half-starved body had been replaced with something more fitting for the occasion.


‘Christian?’ the man said, wet eyes widening as much as the half-empty bottle of vodka sitting on the table would allow.


Dresner nodded silently. Despite so many years planning for this day, he couldn’t remember what he was supposed to say.


‘You’ve grown strong.’ The man thumped his drooping chest. ‘I made you that way. I made you strong.’


For the first time, fear was clearly visible in him. And why not? He was just a broken-down soldier drinking himself to death in a forgotten orphanage. But Dresner had been embraced by the party. He was one of the generation who would show the world the superiority of communism and the Soviet system. He was the future and this old man was part of a distant, irrelevant past.


‘Don’t worry,’ Dresner said, walking to the corner where the cane leaned. ‘I’m not sending the Stasi for you.’


‘With what your parents did …’ the man stammered. ‘I had to make you ready for the world. To be able to resist the people who would be against you.’ He paused for a moment and then quickly added. ‘For something that wasn’t your fault.’


‘And is that what you’re still doing?’ Dresner said, picking up the worn piece of wood. As with the playground outside, he remembered photographically the condition it had been in when he’d left, and now he ran his hand along every new scratch and gouge, every place where there had been paint that was now polished away. ‘Making them ready for the world?’


The old man saw it coming, but the years and alcohol had made him slow. The cane cracked across his cheek, causing him to spin and collapse against the grimy arm of the sofa. When it came down again, this time across his back, a low groan escaped him.


Dresner’s mind lost its ability to track what his body was doing and he struck again and again. The man slipped to the floor and tried to raise an arm in defense, but the brittle bones in it snapped with the next blow. He soon went motionless, but it didn’t matter. Dresner continued to beat him.


Only when his shoulder became too exhausted to rise and fall did he stop, staring blankly down at the body and trying to will his strength to return.


But, in truth, there was nothing left to do. The blood was pooling around the soles of his boots and the man’s dead eyes were staring into him as though they could see the terrified child he’d once been.


Dresner dropped the cane and staggered down the stairs, stopping at the bottom where the children had dared to come out of hiding.


He blinked hard, bringing their faces into focus and trying to control his breathing, once again visible in the absence of the kerosene heater.


‘I wish I could do more,’ he said finally. ‘I will someday. I promise you that.’




CHAPTER ONE


Khost Province, Afghanistan


Aditya Zahid lay flat on his stomach behind the long-abandoned stone building, easing past its crumbling edge to scan the village of Sarabat.


The collection of square, dust-colored dwellings was small, even by the standards of this part of rural Afghanistan, and he felt the same shame that his father and his father before him had felt for allowing it to exist. The feud between these people and his own had burned for longer than anyone could remember, though the reason for it had faded with the years. Some said it was over stolen livestock and others a broken promise of marriage. Now it just was.


In truth, it no longer mattered. What did matter, though, was that despite outnumbering these people almost two to one, the fighting always ended in a bloody stalemate that resolved nothing. It was an ongoing humiliation that the elders of his village believed was about to be resolved. Zahid was less certain.


He retreated under cover and closed his eyes, picturing what he’d seen. Seven people in total were visible: two women, a child, and four men watering their goats at a well built by their good friends the Americans.


The sun was directly overhead and he squinted against it as he searched the walls of the shallow canyon. By now his companions would have completely surrounded the village, but he could find no sign of them. They had become part of the desert.


The anonymous foreigners who had made this moment possible insisted that the raid come now – not under the cover of darkness or even in the shade the cliffs would provide in only a few hours. And it was for this reason that Zahid didn’t share the elation of his people at the prospect of wiping these dogs off the face of their land. All he felt was fear and suspicion.


Still, the faceless men had lived up to every agreement they had made. Zahid was holding a new AK-47 they had provided as well as a silenced American hunting rifle that he had used to take down the sentry now lying next to him.


He looked down at the dead man and then propped him against a shattered section of wall. His head easily cleared the top and would offer a reassuring silhouette, keeping the unsuspecting men in the village complacent.


The digital watch on his wrist – also newly provided – didn’t read out the time, but a countdown. It would be less than two minutes before it reached zero. Before what could be their final victory began.


Again, Zahid closed his eyes. He had spoken against this. He didn’t trust faceless men or their weapons or their money. It smelled like a trap – a CIA trick. But the elders didn’t fully understand the new world they lived in. And their hated for the people of Sarabat burned much hotter than their hatred for an invader that would soon leave in defeat and be forgotten. Like all the others.


He wrapped his hand around his new assault rifle and prayed to Allah for success until he heard the quiet click of his countdown timer reaching zero. His men would be moving now, the younger ones too quickly – driven by adrenaline and the stories of glory they had heard from the day they were born. He was slower to rise, staying low as he approached the village, watching the ridgeline for American soldiers and the sky for attack helicopters. But there was nothing.


The silence was finally broken by the high-pitched scream of a child followed by the familiar roar of automatic rifle fire. A woman was hit from behind as she tried to escape, thrown forward with her arms spread wide, landing in the dirt with the unmistakable stillness of death. One of his own men appeared from behind a building, attempting to sight in on a running villager before a boy of eight or nine knocked his barrel aside. Zahid accelerated to a full run, putting himself on a path to intercept the fleeing man as the boy’s skull was crushed by a rifle butt.


His quarry was probably in his mid-twenties, straight and strong, but also seemingly confused as to what to do. He sprinted and then slowed. He looked forward toward his escape route and then back at the massacre taking place in his village. He reached behind him for the ancient rifle on his back but then seemed unable to close his fingers around it.


Zahid stopped and knelt, bringing his AK-47 to his shoulder and squeezing off a careful volley. The disoriented man wavered and then dropped to his knees, staring blankly at the sky. But still he didn’t reach for his weapon.


Fearing a trick, Zahid approached cautiously, scanning the empty landscape that stretched out in every direction. Was he being drawn into an ambush? Why would they wait? Why would they let themselves be slaughtered like animals?


He stopped two meters away, keeping the barrel of his new rifle trained on his enemy’s unlined face. He was bleeding badly from a wound in his leg and the ground beneath him had gone dark with it. He wouldn’t live much longer.


‘Why don’t you fight?’


He didn’t answer, instead focusing on Zahid’s face with eyes that contained no hatred or fear. Only emptiness.


‘Why don’t you fight?’ Zahid repeated, glancing behind him as the rate of fire slowed and the screams went silent. The Americans hadn’t come. The village of Sarabat was gone from God’s vision. After more years than anyone knew, honor had been restored. But how? Why?


‘God is great,’ Zahid said, tightening his finger on the trigger as he turned back to his enemy.


The injured man’s brow furrowed and his chin rose until he was staring directly into the intense glare of the Afghan sun. ‘There is no God.’


Claude Géroux swept the massive lens north, focusing on one of the last living inhabitants of Sarabat: an old woman trying uselessly to escape a horseman raining blows down on her with a primitive club. Blood spattered across the animal’s fur and she fell, covering her head as she was pulled beneath its hooves.


He zoomed out, taking in the entire battlefield – if it could be called that. He’d fought in Congo, Iraq, and Bosnia, to name only a few, and thought he’d witnessed every way a human being could die at the hands of another. But never anything like this.


He turned his lens on one of the attacking force crouching next to the body of yet another armed male villager. They hadn’t used those weapons, though. Some had fled, but most had just stood there and allowed themselves and their families to be butchered.


The gunfire went silent and Géroux kept filming for a few seconds more, documenting not the customary pumping fists and elated shouts, but silent confusion as the victorious warriors wandered among the bodies of their fallen enemies.


He finally pulled away from the camera and shut it down, but the recorded images stayed trapped in his mind. They would be added to the others, he knew. The ones he couldn’t escape.




CHAPTER TWO


Las Vegas, Nevada, USA


Jon Smith made his way through the cavernous Las Vegas Convention Center toward a dense knot of people at its heart. The air-conditioning was already drying the sweat that had soaked through the back of his shirt while he was stuck standing in the desert sun. It had never occurred to him that security for the function would be so tight – metal detectors, multiple ID checks, bomb-sniffing dogs. By comparison, the TSA and Secret Service were downright easygoing.


When he reached the crowd, the reason for the over-the-top scrutiny became apparent. It seemed to consist of a Who’s Who of the tech industry. He spotted familiar faces from Amazon and Facebook right away. The new CEO of Apple was also there, embroiled in a heated discussion with two gangly young men he didn’t recognize but whose presence and spectacular basketball shoes suggested they were probably worth a billion dollars each.


Feeling more than a little out of place, Smith skirted the crowd’s edge, examining the hundred or so chairs lined up in front of a stage framed by a twenty-meter-high video monitor. Finally, he reached his objective: an enormous table straining under the weight of an impressive ice sculpture and an even more impressive spread of exotic food items.


His first sample turned out to be a deeply unfortunate combination of dates and caviar, so he headed toward the bar to get something to wash the taste from his mouth.


‘Beer,’ he said to one of the men handling a line of taps that must have been ten meters long.


‘My pleasure. We have Fat Tire, Snake River Lager, Sam Adams, Corona—’


Smith held a hand up, certain the man could recite them all but concerned that the flavor of those dates was starting to gain a permanent foothold. ‘I’ll trust your judgment.’


The voice of a woman behind him rose above the drone of the crowd. ‘You look like a Budweiser man to me.’


He turned and she planted herself in front of him, red lips crossing pale skin in a broad grin. Mid-twenties, thin but shapely, with a pixie haircut and bangs that she pushed from her eyes to get a better look at him. Her name tag read ‘Janine Redford/Wired Magazine.’ His, as she had undoubtedly noticed, just read ‘Jon Smith.’


‘I’ve been watching you.’


‘Me?’ he said, accepting the beer and then pushing back through the people mobbing the bar with her in his wake. ‘Why? I’m not anybody.’


She pointed at his name tag. ‘And you’re not afraid to put it in writing.’


‘Family name. Could have been worse. My father had a falling-out with my uncle Gomer right before I was born.’


She seemed unconvinced. ‘I either know or recognize everyone here. You don’t seem to fit.’


‘No?’


‘No. You’ve got your geeks, your scary business power-houses, and your skinny, middle-aged Internet gazillionaires …’ Her voice trailed off for a moment. ‘Then there’s you.’


There was no denying it. His shoulders were a bit too broad, his black hair a little too utilitarian, and his dark skin starting to show damage from sun, wind, ice, and the occasional unavoidable explosion.


‘Maybe they sent my invitation by accident?’ he said honestly. At this point, it was actually his most credible theory. But why look a gift horse in the mouth? A good quarter of the world would have cut off their pinkie toe to be here. And he was firmly in that twenty-five percent.


She gave him a suspicious little smile and took a sip from her Martini glass. ‘Christian Dresner doesn’t make mistakes.’


‘Okay. Then you tell me why I’m here.’


‘You’re military.’


‘I’m a doctor,’ he said evasively. ‘Microbiology. But these days I work with the physically impaired.’


‘Okay. I’ll buy that. But you’re a military doctor and the impaired people you work with are injured soldiers. No point in denying it. I’m a prodigy at this.’


He considered his options for a moment but then just stuck out his hand. ‘Lieutenant Colonel Jon Smith.’


‘So does the military know something?’ she said, demonstrating a surprisingly firm grip. ‘Like, for instance, what Dresner’s going to roll out today?’


‘Not a clue.’


Her pouting frown combined with the sagging of her shoulders made it clear she wasn’t buying a word he said. When she spoke again, he wasn’t sure if it was to him or if she was just thinking out loud. ‘Dresner’s more of a save-the-world kind of guy than a blow-up-the-world guy …’


‘And I don’t work with weapons, Janine. I really am a doctor. If I’m not here by mistake, my best guess is it’s another medical breakthrough. His antibiotics have been really important to us on the battlefield, and retired soldiers are a huge market for his hearing system.’


She crinkled up her nose. ‘My grandpa was an artillery guy in Vietnam and he has one of those hearing aids.’


‘It’s an amazing technology.’


‘Yeah. I used to shout “Hi, Gramps!” right in his face and he’d say, “Oh, about eleven o’clock.” Now he can hear a pin drop in the next room.’


People often made the mistake of comparing Dresner’s system to Cochlears, but the technology was an order of magnitude more advanced. Dresner had figured out a way to bypass the ear entirely, using a magnetic field to communicate directly with the brain. Children being born today would never even understand the concept of hearing impairment.


She pointed to the left side of her head. ‘The problem is that he’s bald and he’s got these two shiny silver receivers screwed right into his wrinkly old skull. I love the guy, but it’s disgusting.’


‘You know the VA will pay to have those painted to match his skin.’


‘He says the government has better things to do with its money than try to make him look pretty.’


Smith raised his glass to the old soldier and took a long pull.


‘I think we can both agree that it’s not going to be better hearing aids,’ she continued. ‘So what then?’


‘I can’t tell you what it is, but I can tell you what I hope it is. I’ve been working on developing prosthetics for injured troops and we’ve made some strides toward allowing people to control them mentally, but the technology is really basic. If there’s anyone in the world who could crack that nut, it would be Christian Dresner.’


Her eyes crinkled up as she considered the possibility. ‘We did a story a while back on a monkey that controls this huge mechanical arm with his brain. Doesn’t seem to understand it’s not his. Creepy.’


‘I’ve actually met that monkey,’ Smith said. ‘And it is kind of creepy.’


She shook her head. ‘It’s not going to be that.’


‘No? Why not?’


‘First of all, because you’re the only doctor here – everyone else is straight-up technology. And second, because a few years back Dresner overpaid for a Spanish search start-up that was doing augmented reality for cell phones.’


‘Like the astronomy app I have on my iPhone? You just hold it up to the sky at night and it shows you the stars behind it with their names. I love that.’


She seemed less impressed. ‘Dresner didn’t want the company. He wanted their technology guru. An old hacker named Javier de Galdiano.’


‘And what’s de Galdiano do now?’


‘No one really knows. What I do know, though, is that Dresner’s bought up more than a few hardware companies and patents that would be complementary to what Javier was trying to accomplish at his start-up.’


‘You know a lot.’


‘Keeping tabs on what Dresner is doing is pretty much my job. And I’m saying he’s getting into computing.’


‘Seems like a pretty saturated market. These days everything is just a bigger, smaller, or lighter version of something that already exists. Steve Jobs was amazing at taking existing technology and making it useful, but I see Dresner more as someone who’s looking to blow people away with something they’ve never even thought about before. I mean, the guy’s completely changed our understanding of how the mind and body communicate. His work in immunology has saved hundreds of thousands of lives and headed off a health disaster that I guarantee was coming. I can’t help thinking this is going to be something … amazing.’


She hooked an arm through his and tugged him toward the people moving to the seating in front of the stage. ‘Then let’s push through all these geeks and get you into the front row. Maybe we could sit together? I’d feel safer having a military man close. You know, in case the Russians invade.’


He grinned and responded in that language as they tried to do an end run around one of Google’s founders.


‘I’m intrigued. What did you say?’


In fact, it was an old proverb about the benefits of beautiful young women, but he decided to equivocate a bit.


‘I said, “Can you give me directions to the bathroom?” It’s the only Russian I know.’


‘Still, you sold it. And that’s what’s important.’




CHAPTER THREE


Khost Province, Afghanistan


‘What the hell happened down there?’


Randi Russell swept the helicopter over the village at about 120 meters, passing through the haze created by still-smoldering buildings. She kept her attention on the controls and let the redheaded soldier next to her survey the scene through a set of binoculars. It would have been more practical to just come in lower, but there was a stiff wind blowing upcanyon and she was admittedly not the best pilot in Afghanistan. Truth be told, she might not have been the best pilot at your average Cub Scout meeting.


‘What are you seeing, Deuce?’


‘Weird shit – so, basically, the same thing I see every day. I vote we head back to base, get a drink, and forget all about this. It’s almost happy hour.’


Randi risked a look down at the bodies strewn across the sand and the bizarre blooms of blood growing from the tops of about half. Weird shit? Definitely. But not your everyday weird shit.


‘I’d like to get a closer look.’


The man turned toward her, alarm visible on his face. ‘Whoa now, girl. You’re not going to try to fly low, are you?’


She gave him a withering glance. ‘I was thinking more about landing.’


‘Come on, Randi. There’s not so much as a lizard alive down there and those canyon walls are sniper heaven. Happy hour. I’m buying.’


‘When did you turn into such an old lady?’


In truth, Lieutenant Deuce Brennan was one of the most talented special forces operatives the U.S. military had ever turned out. She’d been unimpressed by his Howdy Doody looks and frat-boy demeanor when he’d arrived in country, but now used every excuse in the book to make sure he was the one watching her back.


‘Look, I love you, Randi. You know I do. You’ve given me a whole new respect for you useless CIA types. But I’d like to leave here with all my body parts intact one day. And the longer I know you, the less likely that seems.’


‘Five minutes,’ she said, slowing to a hover and easing back the power. ‘Then the margaritas are on me.’


It wasn’t a bad landing by her standards, though some of the credit went to the soft sand. They jumped out immediately, a bit of an odd couple with him in full combat gear and her in khaki cargo pants and a matching T-shirt.


A scarf hid the short blond hair that made her stand out so badly in this part of the world, and she reached up to make sure none was peeking out as Deuce moved north. His eyes swept smoothly across the shadows thrown by the burned-out buildings that yesterday had been a thriving village mildly sympathetic to America’s fading occupation.


Confident that she was covered, Randi started toward the body of a young woman and crouched for a moment, examining the bullet wound in her chest and the fear still frozen into her face.


The next corpse was ten meters away and was an example of what had interested her so much from the air. There was a similar bullet wound in the chest, but the body had been decapitated and in place of the head was a circle of sand stained black by blood.


She moved from body to body, finally drawing her Beretta when she found herself among the blackened buildings. Deuce was visible about a hundred meters away and gave her the thumbs-up. Obviously, he was finding the same thing she was. Death.


Randi ducked through the door of a tiny cube of a house, holding her breath against the stench of burned human flesh and finding two charred bodies in the still-glowing embers. Both had managed to keep their heads and, judging by their size, both were children.


She reemerged into the fresh air and sunlight, continuing her search but finding no break in the pattern. No weapons. Decapitated men. Intact women and children.


She’d been sent there by Fred Klein to investigate what he had characterized – with customary vagueness – as ‘suspicious mercenary activity.’


She saw no evidence of that, though. The attackers had worn traditional local footwear and there were visible gouges from horse hooves – hardly standard merc gear.


That wasn’t to say that this was the result of one of the normal rival village skirmishes that had been going on in the area for a thousand years. Beyond the bizarre decapitations, she couldn’t make sense of the story told by the tracks of the village’s male casualties. A few seemed to have run a short distance but not at the full sprint warranted by the situation. And none showed any evidence that they’d tried to defend themselves or their families. How was that possible for a people who had slapped around everyone from Alexander the Great to the Soviet Union?


A quiet crunch became audible to her right. She spun smoothly, bringing her pistol level with the sound.


‘Don’t shoot! It’s me,’ Deuce said, appearing from around a mud wall.


She holstered her weapon. ‘Anything?’


‘They must have been taken by surprise,’ he said with a shake of the head. ‘Whoever took them out also made off with their weapons and hauled away any of their own casualties. That is, if there were any. I can’t find any unaccounted-for blood or footprints of attackers that look like they took a hit.’


‘You find the heads?’


‘Nope.’


She let out a long breath and shaded her eyes from the sun sinking in the west. She’d known these people. In fact, she’d convinced the agency to fund a project to get them clean water. They were good Muslims, but had no love for the Taliban.


‘Hard to believe that they’d get caught flat-footed like this,’ Deuce said.


‘Impossible to believe. They were good fighters and they knew damn well they had enemies – some that go back hundreds of years and some new ones who know they sided with us a few times. There’s no way in hell someone just rolled in here and wiped them out.’


‘Looks to me like that’s exactly what happened.’


A gunshot sounded and she ducked involuntarily, drawing her weapon and listening to the clang of a round hitting metal.


‘Shit!’ Deuce said. ‘It’s coming from the south wall of the canyon. They’re going for the helicopter!’


Randi slid her back against the sooty building as more shots rang out. The wind was picking up and the sniper could only manage a hit every two or three times but the chopper was pretty much devoid of armor. One lucky hit and they’d have to decide between the humiliation of calling in a rescue and a long, dangerous walk home.


She came to the edge of her cover and strolled across a dirt track to a wall on the other side. The deliberately slow pace had its intended effect and she saw a round kick up dust a meter or so to her right. Hopefully, the sniper would forget about the chopper now that he knew flesh-and-blood targets were on the menu.


‘I’m guessing that guy has friends,’ Deuce shouted. He fired off a volley in the general direction of their attacker, but his weapon wasn’t designed for that kind of range. ‘Word’s gonna get out about our visit pretty quick.’


Randi pointed at a headless body about halfway between them and the helicopter. ‘We’ll go on my mark. But on the way, we’re picking up that body. I want an autopsy.’


‘An autopsy?’ Deuce said incredulously. ‘I mean, I don’t have a medical degree or anything, but I’m pretty sure the cause of death was the bullet in his chest or the fact that his freakin’ head is gone!’


‘I didn’t come all this way to leave empty-handed.’


He fired a few additional rounds, more out of frustration than from any hope they would dissuade the sniper trying to zero in on them. ‘I swear, Randi. Someday, when no one is looking, I’m gonna kill you myself.’




CHAPTER FOUR


Las Vegas, Nevada, USA


True to her word, Janine had gotten them seats four rows from the front. She had a natural pushiness that, combined with her youth and beauty, tended to part a crowd pretty well.


‘I wonder if he finally got new glasses,’ Janine said, putting her hand on Smith’s forearm. ‘We have a pool at the office and it’s up to more than five hundred bucks.’


Her question was answered a moment later when Christian Dresner strode onto stage and stalked toward the lone lectern at its center. The Coke-bottle glasses he’d been wearing since the eighties were still there, as were the suit and tie that he seemed to have bought around the same time.


The truth was that Dresner looked as out of place as Smith did in this crowd. Not only the clothes, but the graying blond hair worn in such a shaggy, haphazard style that many people believed he cut it himself. In Smith’s mind, though, everything seemed carefully calculated to diminish the almost cartoonishly square jaw, the heavy shoulders, and the still-narrow waist. With contacts, a decent tailor, and a coupon to Supercuts he would look like a spectacularly successful Nazi eugenics project.


A light applause erupted and Dresner seemed a little uncomfortable, losing himself for a moment in securing a Bluetooth headset to his ear. In fact, this was only the fourth public appearance in the notoriously shy genius’s career.


While comparisons to Steve Jobs had been obvious, Smith had always thought Willy Wonka was a more apt analogy: an odd recluse who suddenly burst on the scene with something incredible and then retreated to the safety of the factory.


‘I want to thank you for coming,’ he said in the slight German accent that he’d never shaken off. ‘I hope you’ll be as excited about my new project as I am.’


The screen behind him came to life with an image of a hand holding a device that looked a little like a gray iPhone with no screen.


‘Electric cigarette case?’ Janine said, nudging Smith in the ribs as a confused murmur rose up around them.


He honestly didn’t know. A tiny switch and a blue indicator light were visible on the right side, but other than that it was just a graceful piece of plastic.


Dresner pulled his jacket back and showed an example of the real thing hung on his belt. ‘I’d like to introduce you to Merge. The next – and maybe final – generation of personal computing devices.’


‘Oh, God,’ Janine groaned, actually slapping her forehead. ‘He’s invented the cell phone. And he’s carrying it in a holster.’


‘How many of you out there use augmented reality systems?’ Dresner continued, blissfully unaware of Janine’s sarcasm. ‘You know – astronomy apps, something that tells you how good the restaurant you’re standing in front of is … anything.’


More than half the audience raised their hands and Smith joined them. Janine just folded her arms across her chest and scowled.


‘And how many of you really find them practical?’


His hand dropped along with everyone else’s. As much as he loved his $2.99 constellation finder, holding a phone at arm’s length and looking past it at the sky wasn’t exactly a seamless experience.


‘GPS has definitely moved that technology forward, but we’re still stuck with an interface that isn’t all that much different from the one we had when the first personal computers came out more than thirty years ago. It’s that, and not the software, holding the technology back. It’s not particularly hard to imagine augmented reality’s potential, but almost no one is pursuing it because of the lack of a workable hardware platform. I’m hoping to change that.’


He walked back to the lectern. ‘Let me switch you over to what I see.’


The screen behind him faded into a video of the crowd as he scanned across it. Along the left side was a series of semitransparent icons glowing various shades of red and green. Across the top was some general data – that he was connected to the Las Vegas Convention Center wireless network, the temperature inside and outside, as well as a number of abbreviations and numbers that Smith couldn’t decipher.


Janine leaned into him again. ‘That actually looks pretty good. I tried the Google Glasses prototype and they just have a cheesy head-up display at the top of one of the lenses.’


Smith nodded. ‘I tested a prototype from a British company that projects onto your retina, so it can work with your entire field of vision and create that transparent effect. Great idea but the images were blurry and every time the glasses moved on your face, the image would break up. Maybe Dresner’s nailed it.’


‘I’ll admit it’s a little cool,’ she said with a shrug. ‘But hell if I’m spending the rest of my life walking around in glasses that make me look like I’m using a chain saw.’


Dresner looked down from the stage and focused on a man in the second row, his surprised face suddenly filling the screen. ‘Let’s make a phone call. Bob, why don’t you stand up?’


He did, looking self-consciously at the crowd behind him. Either he was a damn fine actor, or this wasn’t a setup.


‘Now, I know that Bob is a good citizen and turned his cell off before he came in. But could I bother you to turn it back on?’


Dresner looked out over his audience again. The phone icon at the edge of the screen expanded and the address book went immediately from names starting with ‘A’ to names starting with ‘S,’ finally scrolling to ‘Stamen, Bob.’ A moment later, the tinny sound of Blondie’s ‘Call Me’ filled the room.


The increasingly nervous-looking man answered and his voice was transmitted through the PA system by Dresner’s Merge. ‘Hello?’


‘Hi, Bob. How’re things?’


‘Good.’


Janine leaned forward, squinting at Dresner as he chatted. ‘How is he controlling those icons and scrolling through the names? Is it tracking his eye movements?’


Smith had been wondering the same thing. ‘I don’t think so. You’d see the screen image moving around. He was looking straight at the crowd when that app opened.’


‘Maybe this was all set up beforehand. Maybe the system’s just in some kind of demonstration mode.’


‘I don’t know. Maybe …’


Dresner pulled out his Bluetooth headset and laid it on the lectern before walking back to center stage. ‘I’ve always hated those things. They hurt my ear. How about you, Bob?’


‘Um …’ Stamen said, missing a few beats as he wrestled with the same thing everyone else was – why was Dresner’s voice still being picked up by the PA and why could he still hear the phone call? ‘I don’t like them.’


‘Exactly! Me neither. So I thought, What if I just had a tiny microphone built into a custom cap that clamps to one of my back teeth? And on top of that, what if I had a much smaller and more sophisticated version of my hearing implants route sound directly to my brain?’


There was complete silence in the auditorium for a few seconds before everyone started talking at once. The tone wasn’t necessarily excitement, though. More of an impressed skepticism apparently shared by the young woman sitting next to him.


‘Okay, he’s definitely into cool nerd territory now, but if you find your Bluetooth so uncomfortable, there are a bunch of companies that will make you a custom earpiece. That’s gotta be cheaper and easier than getting a dentist to make something that fits on your tooth and getting studs screwed into your skull.’


‘I dunno,’ Smith responded. ‘I’ve worked with a lot of people who use Dresner’s hearing system and they all say it aches a little for a couple of days and then you forget the studs are even there until they need to be recharged. And he’s saying he made them even smaller.’


She scowled and leaned back in her chair, arms folded across her chest again. If there was any great truth, it was that her generation was virtually impossible to impress where technology was concerned. They always wanted more.


‘Thanks, Bob. I’ll talk to you later,’ Dresner said. The color drained from the phone icon and it tucked itself back into the side of the massive screen.


He started pacing again, the audience following his every move. ‘I’ve had terrible vision my entire life and I know I look ridiculous with these huge lenses but I’ve never been able to get comfortable with contacts.’


He took his glasses off and let them hang loosely in his hand. Instead of the screen behind him suddenly tracking the floor, the image of the audience held steady but turned distorted and blurry.


‘I don’t get it,’ Janine muttered, but Smith ignored her. He was pretty sure he did understand, but he was having a hard time believing what his mind was telling him.


Illegible words appeared across the top of the screen and he concentrated on them as they slowly came into focus.


PROCESSING VISION CORRECTION


Confused silence prevailed as Dresner returned to the lectern and leaned against it. ‘So then I thought, if I can send sound to my audio cortex, why can’t I send images to my visual cortex?’


This time there were no voices at all. The only sound was of a hundred people attacking their cell phones in a desperate effort to be the first to text word of Dresner’s new miracle to the world.




CHAPTER FIVE


Marrakech, Morocco


Gerhard Eichmann slid his chair farther into the shade and tried again to wave off a shoeshine boy who wouldn’t take no for an answer. A few stern Arabic words from a waiter finally got the job done and the boy retreated into the road, dodging the chaotic traffic in search of a less resistant customer.


Despite having lived in Marrakech for more than a decade, Eichmann had never been to this particular outdoor café. Most of the tables were surrounded by local men drinking tea. The only other white faces belonged to a French couple battling the midday heat with bottles of overpriced local beer.


Eichmann nervously examined the people flowing by on the sidewalk, occasionally making eye contact that gave him hope this would soon be over. Every time, though, he ended up watching them hurry off toward the walls of the old city and the crowded markets beyond.


It was the constant motion, the tumult, the mix of modern and ancient that had convinced him to make Marrakech his home. It offered anonymity to those who craved it, without stripping away all the trappings and conveniences of the civilized world. It allowed him to be a ghost suspended between the past, present, and future.


A man in a sweat-stained linen shirt and blue slacks emerged from behind a cart piled with oranges and jogged onto the sidewalk. This time the eye contact was more than fleeting.


‘Can I join you?’ he said, pointing to an empty chair pushed up against the tiny table. ‘I twisted my ankle shopping in the souks.’


Eichmann’s mouth went so dry, he found it difficult to respond. ‘Of … of course. The cobblestones here can be treacherous.’


He hated this – leaving the tiny world he’d so carefully closed around himself, coming into contact with these types of men. But he’d been forbidden to use the Internet. It was too uncontrollable, too populated by clever and curious eyes.


‘Do you have it?’


The man – Claude Géroux – waved a muscular arm in the waiter’s direction and used French to order a sparkling water.


‘Do you have it?’ Eichmann repeated, hiding his fear but letting his irritation come through. He was scheduled to leave for North Korea in less than three hours and after everything he’d gone through to get permission for the trip, he would not let this meeting delay him.


‘Of course,’ Géroux said, switching to accented English. ‘And you?’


‘Yes.’


The Frenchman didn’t display his fear either, but in his case that was likely because he felt none. Why would he? Eichmann knew he looked like exactly what he was: an academic reaching an age when thin became frail and pale became sickly. Géroux would look on him with little more than amusement.


Comfortable that he had the upper hand, the Frenchman casually handed a thumb drive across the table. Eichmann pulled a small laptop from its case and slid the drive into the USB port. After a quick glance to confirm that the only thing behind him was a cracked wall and the feral cat perched on top of it, he entered the agreed-upon password and opened the video file that appeared.


Skipping through the violent footage for a few moments, he felt the strange mix of fascination and revulsion that had become so familiar to him over the last quarter century.


‘I didn’t think there was anything new under the sun,’ Géroux said, accepting a bottle of water from the waiter and falling silent until he’d moved on. ‘They didn’t fight back or even try to save themselves. The Afghans always fight. In fact, you could say that it’s all they do.’


Eichmann ignored him, connecting the laptop to the Internet and pulling up a bank account in Yemen.


‘Was it the plastic boxes they had strapped to their waists – the ones that were taken from them? Was it drugs?’


Eichmann continued to concentrate on what he was doing, acting as though he hadn’t heard. The boxes Géroux was referring to did not contain drugs; nor did they still exist. He had confirmation that they’d been delivered to an obscure military outpost and incinerated more than twelve hours ago.


‘It’s done,’ Eichmann said, shutting down the laptop and slamming the lid shut.


Géroux kept his dead eyes on him and took another sip of his water before pulling a smartphone from his pocket. A nearly imperceptible smile broke across his lips as the screen registered the funds transferred into his account.


‘You’ll have to excuse my curiosity,’ he said, beginning to rise. ‘I’ve fought in many wars, in many places. And this …’


He shook his head and threw down a hundred-dirham note before standing and weaving through the busy tables. Eichmann watched him wade into traffic, jogging athletically past a rusting cab as he made his way toward a median crowded with people waiting for an opportunity to cross the remaining lanes.


He was almost there when a truck piled with mattresses lost control and swerved out of its lane. It crossed into the median, catching him dead center in its grille with enough force that his head shattered the windshield. The entire vehicle listed right as terrified people dove out of the way and oncoming traffic veered onto sidewalks crowded with pedestrians.


Everyone in the café was on their feet, surging toward the accident and then retreating when a pickup slammed into a car parked at the curb. Eichmann, now completely forgotten by everyone around him, stood, fighting off a wave of nausea and slipping the precious flash drive into his pocket.


He stayed close to the wall, clutching his laptop to his chest until he was able to slip into an empty, urine-scented alleyway. He increased his pace, daring a glance behind him at the frantic people swarming the road and the bloodstained front of the mattress van.


Apparently, Géroux’s curiosity had not been excused.




CHAPTER SIX


Las Vegas, Nevada, USA


Christian Dresner beamed from the lectern as the dull click of thumbs on cell phones filled the convention center. Smith didn’t have anyone to text since he still had no idea why he was there, so he just sat quietly and tried to wrap his mind around the potential of Dresner’s new hardware.


To call it revolutionary was an almost laughable under-statement. Smith was one of the few people who had recognized Dresner’s hearing aid for what it was: a first hesitant step on the road to changing humanity forever. What made it so new – so extraordinary – was that it had been the first prosthetic that wasn’t a wildly imperfect facsimile of what had been lost. Instead, it was an order-of-magnitude improvement over what evolution had spent millions of years creating. In the end, his great accomplishment hadn’t been helping impaired people to hear. It had been demonstrating that we were entering a world where Mother Nature could be beaten at her own game.


This step, though, was in no way hesitant. Dresner was throwing humanity headlong into what could be the next phase of its existence. Where would it go? Where would it stop? Hell, where should it stop?


Smith looked over at Janine, but she was completely immersed in her iPhone – a device that had seemed so sophisticated a few minutes ago but now seemed a little like a steam-powered stone tablet.


Having said that, a few critical questions needed to be answered. First, did it really work? Innovative technology was great but if it was hard to use or impractical, it tended to fade pretty quickly. Touchscreens, headsets, and standard voice interfaces already worked pretty well.


The second was about the body modifications. He’d spent his life trying not to be perforated and, with the exception of a few stray bullets and a knife or two, had been fairly successful. Would average people want to have bolts screwed into their skulls for the privilege of getting rid of their smartphones?


He glanced at Janine again, noting the diamond nose stud and the colorful tattoo on her upper arm. There was his answer. The generation after his seemed to look at body modification with the same trepidation he felt when changing his shirt.


The sound of thumbs on plastic died down and Dresner began pacing again, the screen behind him following along as though it were connected to cameras embedded in his retinas. ‘As all of you know, a piece of hardware is only as useful as the software available for it. In the end, the Merge is just a platform. It’s what we’re putting on that platform that really interests me. Of course, we have all the basic apps you’d expect: phone, email, social networking, GPS, and the like. But we’ve also created applications for the financial services industry and politics – two areas that are critical to society and I think everyone agrees need help.’


‘Oh, God,’ Janine mumbled, a look of horror overcoming her youthful features. ‘He may have invented the coolest technology since the printing press and he’s going Boy Scout on us.’


Dresner seemed to read her mind. ‘But don’t worry. We’ve done some fun stuff too.’


On screen, the doors of the convention center burst open and a horde of blood-drenched vampires rushed in. It was realistic enough to elicit more than a few screams from the audience as they spun in their chairs to take in the empty room behind them. When they turned back to Dresner, he was holding his hand like a gun, happily picking off the ghouls as they charged up the aisle.


‘No way!’ Janine said, attacking her Twitter account again. ‘That’s the best thing I’ve ever seen in my life. And I once saw George Clooney in a Speedo.’


The monsters faded and Dresner looked out over the slightly ruffled crowd. ‘The strange truth is that the main idea here wasn’t the hardware – I just needed something to run the search engine I had in my head.’ He paused for a moment, seeming to ponder his next words. ‘The problem with the Internet – and the world in general – isn’t the availability of information, it’s that there’s too much information. And most of it’s nonsense. But what if we had a way of instantly vetting the quality of what we’re taking in? And I’m not just talking about things we look up on the ’net, I’m talking about everything around us.’


He motioned to Bob Stamen again. ‘Could you stand up one more time?’


He did, if a bit reluctantly, and an icon on the screen that looked like a listing wedding cake activated. Suddenly Stamen was surrounded by a hazy green aura, and his name hovered over his head in subtle lettering.


‘We’ve managed to crack the facial recognition problem by hijacking the brain’s built-in software for it. So you can see that my new search engine – LayerCake – knows who Bob is and gives him a nice green glow to tell me that he’s a good guy. Based on what, you’re probably asking. Well, based on everything available in the public record – Wikipedia, news articles, and so on. LayerCake goes through all those things, combines them to some extent with what it knows about my own personal values, and then gives me the benefit of its analysis. Now, why did I pick on Bob? Because he’s the very image of the person you want to marry your daughter – he runs a terrific charity, he has no criminal record, he has a perfect credit rating, and so on.’ Dresner grinned. ‘Not everyone here would probably get quite that deep a shade of green.’


The laughter from the crowd was polite, but also a little nervous. Everyone was obviously pondering the same thing Smith was. What would LayerCake think of them?


The color of the icons running down the left side of the screen now made more sense, too. The stock market icon that had been pale green a few minutes ago darkened perceptibly, undoubtedly reflecting the real-time movement in Dresner Industries’ stock price as the texts and tweets of people in the crowd flew around the world. The weather icon went from green on the left to red on the right, probably reflecting the current sunny skies over Las Vegas and the storm front predicted to arrive that night.


‘But it doesn’t just work on people,’ Dresner said, walking back to the podium and looking down at the headset he’d discarded earlier. It had the same warm green glow as Bob Stamen.


‘So why does LayerCake like this headset? I just said you shouldn’t trust the Internet, right?’ The icon expanded and a list of hyperlinks appeared: ‘reviews,’ ‘value,’ ‘details,’ and ‘where to buy.’ The ‘reviews’ link expanded and a list of sites including Amazon, ConsumerSearch, and CNET came up. The stars were gone, though, and their ratings were displayed through the glow around their logos.


‘You’ll notice that some of the colors are more transparent than others. That tells you how much data LayerCake has and how authoritative it thinks it is. For instance, it’s going to feel pretty good about Consumer Reports no matter what. But with Amazon, it’s going to take into account the number of reviews and weigh each one based on feedback.’


It was a concept with incredible potential. Smith wondered if one day he’d be able to glance at patients and determine how they were doing just by the color of their aura – confident that LayerCake was taking into account everything from the blood workup entered seconds before by a basement lab tech to a related illness that occurred twenty years before.


Dresner put down the headset and strode back to center stage with a hundred sets of eyes locked on him. ‘Obviously, there’s too much to fully explain here today, so the user manual for both the hardware and the software we’ve developed will be released on our website after the conference. In the meantime, let me open it up to a few questions.’


Smith threw his hand in the air, as did every other person in the convention center.


Dresner pointed to a man at the back and a microphone was passed down to him. On screen, a name popped into existence over his head, but it was a neutral color. Dresner had turned off the judgment system, probably to save people the embarrassment of pulsing blood red.


‘You used the term “user manual.” When will you have the approvals you need to release this product to the public?’


‘I don’t need any approvals, Jeff. The system runs off existing wireless and cellular data networks. The tooth mike is a removable piece of electronics installed by a licensed dentist and the skull implants fall under the existing approvals for our hearing system. The only difference is that instead of two pickups seven millimeters across, you’ll have six about half that size. But to answer your question, the Merge will be on sale next week.’


Another furious round of texting ensued and the icon for DI’s stock price deepened further in color. Smith used everyone’s temporary distraction to put his hand up again. He was just a bit slower than a woman in the front row, though.


‘Do you have to have the implants for the Merge to work?’


‘Absolutely not. We have headsets with built-in electrodes, which we’ll include with every unit, but I’ll warn you that they look a little strange and both the audio and visual resolution is degraded. Also, it obviously isn’t very practical for using with the sleep function.’


Hands went up again and Dresner pointed.


‘Sleep function?’


‘Did I forget to talk about that?’ A sly smile spread across his face. ‘I think some of you are probably aware of the partnership DI has with the sleep research center at Stanford. And with the success we’ve had in creating a non-pharmaceutical sleep aid that works by manipulating brain waves. Up until now, the machine needed to deliver the therapy’s been about the size of a small car, which has left us in a position where we can only provide inpatient care to people with severe disorders. What we needed was a more practical hardware platform and it turns out that the Merge is perfect. I’m sixty-seven years old and I can tell you that I now sleep like I did when I was twelve.’


Again, Smith took advantage of the other audience members’ obsession with instant communication, and this time it worked. He stood as his distracted seatmates passed the microphone across.


LayerCake immediately tagged him with his name and rank, as well as designating him a medical doctor. For a man who went out of his way to avoid the spotlight, it was a bit disturbing. On the other hand, he was grateful as hell that the judgment system was turned off. That would definitely cross the line into too much information.


‘You seem to be able to mentally manipulate the interface’s icons. Could this be used to control artificial limbs? And – kind of unrelated – could the Merge be used to cure blindness?’


‘Excellent questions!’ Dresner said, sounding genuinely excited that someone was interested in aspects of his invention that didn’t relate to the billions of dollars it would inevitably rake in. ‘The short answer on eyesight is yes, absolutely. Assuming normal brain function, two small cameras built into a pair of glasses can transmit excellent binocular vision. Of course, we’ll be providing those units free of charge to people in need. With regard to the icons and prosthetics: It’s something we’re working on. Output has proved to be a tougher problem than input, unfortunately. Control of the icons is still fairly rudimentary – opening, closing, scrolling, and simple selection. So this is going to be something that happens, but on a five- or ten-year horizon.’


Hands shot up again, but he waved them off. ‘Look over the manual and if anything is unclear let us know so we can fix it. Or better yet, buy a Merge next week and try it for yourself.’




CHAPTER SEVEN


Khost Province, Afghanistan


‘You! I knew it.’


Randi flashed her most innocent smile as Dr. Peter Mailen squinted menacingly at her.


He’d just celebrated his fiftieth birthday but still looked pretty good, with thick, sandy hair and a mustache that he thought made him look like Magnum PI. That probably also explained the Hawaiian shirt peeking from beneath a canvas apron that had faded to the same color gray as the tile walls, but lacked the scattered bullet holes.


‘Took you long enough,’ Randi said. ‘Did they row you over in a dinghy?’


She skirted past a wall of plastic covering a hole made by a mortar round the week before. The goal was to keep the impromptu morgue cool, but it wasn’t working quite well enough to beat back the creeping stench of decay.


‘The cargo hold of a plane. Nothing like spending endless hours bouncing around with nothing but ten thousand bottles of water to keep you company.’


She shook her head sympathetically and wandered up to a gurney containing a body covered with a bloodstained sheet. ‘I specifically told them first class.’


‘I’m a doctor, Randi. I work with live people.’ He pointed to the tag wrapped around a toe that was starting to darken from the bacteria working on it. ‘And while I want to be clear that I’m not an expert in this particular area, the guy on this table doesn’t seem to qualify.’


‘Come on, Pete. You’re a genius and I trust you to be discreet. That’s why you’re here.’


His expression softened perceptibly. Mailen had always been a sucker for flattery and beautiful blondes – weaknesses Randi had no qualms about exploiting. Besides, it was true. He really was a genius. The fact that he hated doing something he was so good at was just a nasty twist of fate. And not her problem.


‘Tell me what you found out and I promise you more legroom on the way home.’


‘And a stewardess?’


‘Long legs and pouty lips.’


Other than a suspicious frown, he didn’t move – obviously wanting to display a respectable amount of defiance before caving. She’d flashed another sparkling smile and waited for him to decide when honor had been served. It was the least she could do after dragging him from his cushy gig in DC to a crumbling morgue in the middle-of-nowhere Afghanistan.


They stared at each other for longer than she would have predicted, but he eventually let out an exasperated breath and whipped back the sheet. The chest cavity of the headless body had been opened up and Randi crinkled her nose as the smell intensified.


‘I can’t believe you flew me out here for this, Randi. Did they tell you we took fire on the way?’


The story she’d gotten from the pilot was that they’d seen a rocket contrail a good thirty miles away, but she still managed to conjure an expression dripping with empathy.


‘I could have been killed,’ he mumbled to himself as he scanned a pad full of his own illegible handwriting. ‘Saw my life pass right before my eyes …’


‘The body, Pete?’ she prompted.


‘Well, if you look very closely you’ll see that his head is missing and there’s a bullet in his chest.’


‘Everyone’s a comedian. Which killed him?’


‘The bullet. He was dead when he was decapitated.’


‘Toxicology?’


‘Spotless. Not so much as an aspirin.’


‘You’re sure,’ she said, still bothered by the strange behavior she’d reconstructed from the battlefield. Killing field, really.


‘I wouldn’t have said it if I wasn’t sure. And why are you so interested in this guy, anyway? It’s not like the Afghans have never decapitated anyone before.’


‘Sure, they’ll occasionally hack off a head or three. But this was different. It was every man in the village. And it looks like they didn’t try to defend themselves. Not at all.’


His irritated expression faded a bit as he pondered that scenario. ‘How many?’


‘Seventy give or take.’


‘Did you bring me one?’


‘A head? No. It looks like they carted them away.’


‘So this wasn’t some kind of ceremonial mass execution. They actually wanted the heads.’


‘Seems like it, but I don’t know why. Maybe they’re working on a jihadist promotional video. But something about this feels wrong to me.’


‘Well, it was obviously incredibly important to them.’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘Because they planned ahead. The spine was sawed through first before they finished the job with a serrated knife. And heads aren’t light. Seventy of them would be upward of six hundred pounds.’


‘How long to saw off a head? Hanging around after doing something like this would be risky.’


‘Hard to say exactly.’


‘Is there a body around here that no one’s using? And a saw?’


‘No, Randi. Besides, we’re not talking very long. This wasn’t a handsaw. The chipping suggests a powered circular saw.’


Randi looked down at the mutilated body and tried to work through what she was being told. ‘Look, I’m pretty sure I know who’s responsible for this – there’s a neighboring Taliban village that the people of Sarabat have been going at it with probably since before Jesus. But it’s hard to imagine them stopping by the local Sears and buying a battery-powered saw. Last I heard, they didn’t even have the electricity to charge it.’


‘Who knows why people do the things they do,’ Mailen said with a shrug. ‘It’s a crazy world.’


‘That’s not helpful. Why this? And why now? After a couple thousand years of back-and-forth, the Taliban just roll in with no special weapons and kill everyone without taking a single casualty?’


‘Who cares? Pretty soon Afghanistan’s just going to be a bad memory and a few yellowing pages in a history book.’


‘I need to know, Pete.’


‘That’s easy to say. But how exactly are you going to find out?’


‘I figure I’ll go ask them.’


‘Them? You mean the Taliban? I’m not sure they’ll be all that happy to see you.’


‘Maybe not. But this is the kind of thing that keeps me up at night.’


Mailen threw the sheet back over the body and began pulling off his apron. ‘As your doctor, I’d advise you to buy one of those Dresner units instead. I hear they make you sleep like a baby.’




CHAPTER EIGHT


Prince George’s County, Maryland, USA


Lieutenant Colonel Jon Smith pressed the accelerator to the floor, but didn’t get much of a reaction from his ’68 Triumph. He’d given a lot of time and love to its restoration, but his mechanical skills had never quite lived up to his enthusiasm. The passenger door still had an annoying tendency to fly open when he turned left and the hesitation in the motor seemed to be getting worse now that fall temperatures were descending on the area. Time to swallow a little pride, step away from the tools, and take it to a shop.


He eased back on the gas and slowed to fifty, catching an occasional glimpse of the mist-covered Anacostia River through the trees. To anyone else, that image, the empty road, and the cool air flowing through the window would have been calming. For him, though, it was a drive that usually led to getting shot, stabbed, or thrown off something disconcertingly tall.


He flipped on the radio and used a worn knob to move through the stations. The news was typically depressing and he scanned past it, settling on a morning DJ until the show devolved into something about a juggling stripper. A few more turns took him to NPR and he was surprised to hear a familiar voice emanating from the static-ridden speakers.


‘I’m telling you that it’s going to be completely transformational. Normally I don’t like to make predictions but there you go.’


It was his new friend from Vegas. Janine Redford.


‘So when you say transformational,’ the interviewer said, not bothering to hide his skepticism. ‘Are we talking automobile transformational or just iPod transformational.’


‘We’re talking about fire and agriculture transformational.’
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