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Me and my nation against the world.


Me and my clan against the nation.


Me and my family against the clan.


Me and my brother against the family.


Me against my brother.


Somali proverb








There is but one mind in all these men, and it is bent against Caesar. If thou beest not immortal, look about you: security gives way to conspiracy.


William Shakespeare, Julius Caesar




PART ONE


IF I AM DEAD
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Manhattan


IT WILL BE the most dangerous assassination in history. You are to kill the Russian president, Dmitri Morozov, when he comes to meet with the American president in two weeks. The client will pay you twenty million dollars.” Mrs. Claybourne said it all in a rush, holding the gaze of the man she knew as Philip Judge.


Slowly he shook his head.


“I am completely serious,” Mrs. Claybourne said. The two of them were alone in the room, a table between them. The entire office had been fitted to counter any attempt at audio surveillance. Her smartphone lay between them, an app on it constantly scanning the room for bugs. She had pasted special privacy film on the windows as a barrier. It would protect against any snoopers using laser microphone technology to read the vibrations of the glass from their voices and decipher their words. Sound-masking equipment had been installed on the doors, walls, and ductwork, playing a low-level hum to baffle any eavesdroppers. The empty office had been leased through a shell company for the next year, although it would remain empty after this meeting.


In the midst of humanity-packed Manhattan, they were utterly isolated and unwatched.


And she was not joking.


The smile vanished from Philip Judge’s face. It was a handsome face, she thought, despite the sharp edges of mouth and cheekbone and chin. He wore a well-cut black suit, Italian, with a silver tie. Only the slight scar on the left side of his throat, a hard line, marred his good looks.


“This is the one you’ve waited for, Judge, the one you’ve trained for. The one you’ve made all your sacrifices for. You will need never work again.”


Judge shook his head. “You want me to kill Dmitri Morozov. No, thanks. Can you recommend a good bar around here? I could use a drink, since you’ve wasted my time.”


“Did you not hear me?”


“I did. I just did not believe you.” He stood, straightening the suit jacket. “I could have stayed another day in Copenhagen, enjoying that lovely city.”


“Please. Sit.” She gestured at the chair. “I assure you I am serious.”


“The first order of business in my work,” he said, “is don’t get caught. Morozov is an impossible kill. At least impossible for me to survive,” Judge said. “I don’t believe in martyrdom. Good day.”


“Please, sit,” Mrs. Claybourne said.


Judge, after a moment, sat.


Mrs. Claybourne’s poker face wasn’t as effective as she believed it to be. She was in her late forties, in an impeccable dark suit with a soft blue scarf, her brown hair stylish and short, with a streak of gray through it. Her voice was calm and measured. But for all her meticulous reserve, Judge thought, she’s scared.


He cracked another smile, to ease his refusal. “I appreciate the compliment. But no.”


“You said impossible. Let’s just explore it for a minute.”


“There’s no point. The Russians would never give up hunting me. Ever. I could never work again. I could never have a moment’s peace. And frankly, I’m ready for some peace.”


The teakettle whistled. “Let’s have tea and talk it through.” Mrs. Claybourne stood, walked to the office’s small kitchen, prepared two mugs of oolong, set the cups on the table, and sat back down at the table. She glanced at him. He had not moved a muscle in her absence and was lost in thought. That beautiful brain of his, she thought, can’t resist chewing on the challenge.


“Thank you for not leaving while I was gone.”


“That would have been rude.”


She sipped her own tea. “I know you don’t often read the papers or news sites. So: The Russian president has been invited by the American president to have an economic and peace summit at the vice president’s ranch near Houston. President Morozov will first visit Washington, and then go on to Texas, close to two weeks from today. He’s also been specifically invited to bring his inner circle—the men who help him run Russia.”


“Those men are all billionaire oligarchs,” Judge said. “They’ve been targeted again and again by the West with economic sanctions over the past couple of years. They won’t come to America.”


“Actually, they will. A source inside the State Department has confirmed this for me. This will be a singular moment in history,” Mrs. Claybourne said. “And the sanctions are being lifted. Relations between Russia and America have been abysmal for too long, and now there is an impetus to improve them. The Americans hope to make the Russians less of an authoritative government, and to open up new markets there. The Russians need Western markets and they need the West to not be undercutting Morozov’s legitimacy.”


“Then that ranch will be more secure than Fort Knox,” Judge said. “I’d never get close. The Russians in that inner circle are all ex-KGB. They are not soft American executives; they are robber barons. They have their own private security force, mostly ex—Special Forces people. Add to that the American Secret Service. Drones in the sky. A security perimeter greater than any bullet’s range.” He stared at her. “Not to mention the elephant in the room. A Russian president killed on American soil? It would likely mean war.” He paused and took a deep breath. “I don’t have any desire to cause a war,” he said.


“Ah, yes, your rule book.” She smiled but he didn’t smile back.


“Tattered and worn and it’s only on one shelf.” Here he tapped his temple. “It dictates that I care about the aftereffects of a kill. Every death causes a ripple.”


“And the ripple here is that Morozov dead might open Russia to a more moderate leader. One who will not micromanage and manipulate Russian democracy for his own gain and greed, and put the world at greater risk of conflict.” She spoke with confidence. “If such a result fits into your sacred rule book, eases your decision, and helps you sleep better.”


“Who’s hiring me?” he asked her.


“You know better.” She sipped at her tea.


Judge got up and paced the room.


Dmitri Morozov had been president of Russia for two years, the immediate and controversial successor to his older brother. Viktor Morozov had ruled Russia for nearly twenty years, robbed the nation blind, slashed freedoms, built up (at least in his mind) a Russia that was a counterbalance to the decadent West, and made himself a billionaire off the country’s resources. He called, without irony, his Russia a “careful democracy”—one careful not to criticize him or his inner circle. One careful to check rights, to control all media, to return Russia to its former glories. And one careful to shape and name enemies of the people—journalists, Muslims, gays, atheists, musicians, intellectuals, business leaders who argued for openness and fell out of favor, the individual-obsessed West—all supposedly dangerous forces that the Morozovs, to save Russia, would defeat. Viktor, however, could not beat the Reaper. He’d died from cancer, from chain-smoking. His younger brother Dmitri, who was nicknamed the Little Czar and who served as premier, stepped into office as his successor. The Morozovs weren’t czars, but they were close. The Russians kept electing them, again and again, for the sake of stability, and Morozov and his blood circle of billionaires ran the country like their own private company. “Russia, Inc.,” as Judge had heard critical Western journalists refer to it.


He stopped his pacing. “Why only two weeks’ warning? It wouldn’t be enough time to plan.”


“That is the time frame.”


Twenty million, he thought. Freedom. The rest of his life to live in quiet perfection.


Mrs. Claybourne leaned forward. “Approach the challenge as you see best. You get five million up front, so hire the help you need. If you need to recruit and pay a team, you can. If you choose to act alone, that’s your concern.”


“It can’t be done,” he said. “Not on American soil.”


“He has to die on American soil.”


Die on American soil. He felt a little tickle in the back of his brain. An idea, looking to breathe, struggling for life. A bit of room to move.


Mrs. Claybourne watched him. “You were not my first recommendation to the client. I felt a team approach was best and you work alone. We approached another professional assassin. She and her team thoroughly studied the situation, but she could not see a way to it being done.”


Judge raised an eyebrow.


“That said, once I described you to the client, you were the only candidate of interest. You speak fluent Russian. You can pass for an American. And you don’t exist. The man with no past.” He blinked at this. “And you are a superb mix in your thinking: methodical, yet intuitive, and still able to cope when disaster strikes. You are right: To approach this as a conventional assassination will be to fail. You will not be conventional.”


“I would need to know how he moves. Where he will be. Where he is going. Without that …”


“I can offer you one more advantage, one I did not share with the first candidate for the job.”


“I’m flattered.”


“I trust you in a way I did not trust the other. Our long history …” she began, but then she stopped for a few moments. “We have someone inside President Morozov’s inner circle. Someone who could apprise you of his movements, his habits, his security detail, even the last-minute changes. You would have regular contact with this person, if needed.”


“Who? One of the billionaires?”


“I cannot say. The contact has only a code name. Firebird.”


“That’s a nice, generic Russian symbol,” Judge said. He thought: I’ll bet the contact is the client. But he said nothing.


“I can serve as a conduit, or you can talk to Firebird directly via text. No face-to-face, obviously, and we’d use encryption and masking technology to protect you both.”


“I need to know who Firebird is.” Everyone inside Morozov’s inner circle could afford a twenty-million-dollar kill fee. They were all billionaires several times over who controlled the most important aspects of the Russian economy and were in turn controlled by Morozov.


And one of them apparently wanted Morozov dead.


“I don’t even know,” she said.


Judge knew his life would be in the informant’s hands. It was an unsettling thought. But Firebird, if exposed, was dead as well. “An informant inside is not such an advantage.”


“It’s up to you to make the most of your advantages. After all, you don’t exist, do you? Not like a normal man does.”


His skin felt cold. He would have to say yes or no.


“Just so you know … if you take the job and kill Morozov, but are killed in turn, the remaining fifteen million would be placed in escrow for your named heir.”


“An heir, for a man who doesn’t exist.” He finished his tea. “I think we both know you’d just keep the money.”


“You wound me, Mr. Judge,” Mrs. Claybourne said. “Everyone has someone they love. Perhaps even a man who doesn’t exist. A wife? A child? A parent?” She paused. “A sister? A brother?”


He didn’t look at her for a long moment; then he set down the mug and met her gaze. “Not having someone to love is how I can do what I do,” he said evenly. “No one can be a target for revenge. What if I undertake the job and decide, after further deliberation, it cannot be done?”


She frowned. “You will present me with an itemized list of your expenses, and you will be paid a reasonable fee for your time. You would refund the remainder of the initial five million payment. But … I beg you not to decline. You’re my best hope, Mr. Judge. I do not want to disappoint Firebird by refusing this most generous offer.”


It was a threat and he ignored it. He would not be bullied. He had killed fearsome, powerful men and women before, but Morozov was an entirely different level of target.


“Call me when you’ve decided,” she said. “Since you’re in town for another job, I would suggest you complete that one quickly, and then give your full attention to making your decision. Time is already short.”


He’d thought she’d cancel the job she’d brought him here to do in light of this much greater offer, but no. Fine. He stood.


“Thank you for the tea.” They didn’t shake hands. He turned and left the soundproofed office. He headed to the elevator and a minute later he was on the streets of Manhattan. He walked, thinking, watching for watchers. He got on and off the subway five times, took a cab to Bryant Park. No one was following him. He got out of the cab and headed down the street and saw the name of a bar he recognized.


The Last Minute. Well, that seemed an apt name, given the decision he faced. He almost couldn’t go inside. What if … Why did you come here?


He ignored the impulse to turn away and he walked inside. The bar was handsome with an old-school feel, rich mahogany and a patterned tile floor. Well-dressed office workers and a few tourists drank martinis and craft beers. He sat at an empty table. A handsome older gentleman in a bespoke suit—the manager, Judge assumed—saw that he hadn’t been served, stopped, and glanced for a moment at Judge’s face. Judge thought, I’m no one. I don’t look like anyone you know. And … don’t let him be here.


If he could take this risk, he could take any. Including the Morozov job. Walking into this bar was the most terrifying step he had taken in years. He felt his thundering heart grow steady in his chest.


“What may I get you, sir?” The manager spoke with a slight Haitian accent. He wore a small, elegant name pin that said BERTRAND.


“I’d like a martini. I don’t even know how to order one properly. Whatever is the most classic way, please. And with your best gin and whatever else is in it.”


“Vermouth, sir.”


“Yes, that. And olives, or lemon twist, or whatever. You pick for me.”


“Very good, sir.” Bertrand went to the bar.


Judge surveyed the room. In the back of the bar there was a staircase, roped off from the public. He had been trained to spot surveillance and he could see cameras, tiny, hidden, watching the bar. He moved his chair around the table to the optimum position to keep his face off tape. He wondered how long the tapes were kept before being erased with a new day’s recording. If he walks in …


It was madness to come inside this bar. Yet so was the Morozov job. Sometimes you embraced the madness. He had, and it had made all the difference in his world.


He sat very still, watching the stairs for feet coming down them, but they remained empty.


He’s not here. You’ve gotten this out of your system. Drink your drink, and never do this again. Ever.


Bertrand returned shortly, carrying a chilled martini with two olives speared. Judge tasted it. Icy steel. “That is excellent,” he said.


“Thank you, sir. Would you like to run a tab?”


“No, thanks. I’ll pay my tab now.”


Bertrand nodded and, a few moments later, brought Judge his bill and left it with a polite smile.


Judge turned his thoughts back to the proposal. He thought of various political assassinations through history. The Kennedys, Lincoln, Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Benazir Bhutto, Archduke Ferdinand and his wife, Sophie. Nearly all the assassins ended up dead or in prison. Even Gavrilo Princip, the archduke’s killer, a teenager too young for the death penalty, rotted away in jail from sickness and malnutrition; he’d lost an arm to skeletal tuberculosis. Judge wondered if it was Princip’s shooting arm that died before he did, because then there was some karma. And Princip had known, from his prison cell, that he’d caused the unprecedented suffering of World War I. Princip’s cheap little bullet had claimed far more victims than the archduke and his wife. Judge might ignite a war, too, but he didn’t think he’d get to ponder how he’d changed the fate of the world from a prison cell. He’d most likely be dead.


But he hated to think that he couldn’t find a way.


To strike from a distance on American soil, via a rifle or a fired weapon, would be incredibly difficult. To strike close, with knife or gun, would be suicide. You’d have to penetrate that inner circle; then you’d have to vanish during the moment of greatest suspicion. His escape route would have to be laid carefully: not only a way to get physically away from the scene, but also a way to disappear. Multiple identities would need to be created—fallback upon fallback upon fallback—even more than he had now.


Twenty million dollars. But Mrs. Claybourne’s client Firebird could eliminate him as well. He would be the world’s greatest loose end. Judge would have to protect himself on every front.


His mind danced.


He drank the martini with slow appreciation. He would think about the problem purely as an intellectual exercise. But he could not let it distract him from tomorrow’s job. He finished the drink and stared at the glass on the small granite-topped table, lost in thought. If he had left even two minutes earlier, perhaps he would not have gotten the inspiration. But then the loud foursome at the table next to him were talking about attending an off-Broadway revival of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar starring three famous film actors as Caesar, Brutus, and Mark Antony.


Judge had little interest in theater; he would rather read a play than sit in a darkened room with strangers. Crowds made him nervous when he didn’t need them for cover. And people mentioning, even for a moment, a play in which a leader is murdered in the simplest of manners when Judge was puzzling out an impossible assassination—it struck him as a troubling omen. He left a handsome tip for Bertrand and headed out into the evening. Life roared all around him, and he was pondering death. Three minutes later, as he was walking through Bryant Park, the idle conversation of the theatergoers shook a thought loose in his head.


He saw, with the sudden certainty of the songwriter who hears in her head the first strains of a beautiful new melody, the beginnings of how it could be done.
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Islamabad, Pakistan


WHERE WAS HE held captive? Answer me!” Sam Capra gripped the man’s neck and held the combat knife to the man’s throat.


The answer was a gasp. “The village doesn’t even have a name anymore.”


“Then the GPS coordinates. I want an exact location.”


The man tried to jerk away from Sam’s knife, reaching toward his own gun on the table. Sam lowered the knife—a 5⅞-inch Böker Applegate-Fairbairn, double-edged—to the man’s groin and he froze.


“I don’t want to hurt you,” Sam said, “but I will. I have very little to lose right now. You tell me the coordinates for this village.”


The man whispered the coordinates.


“Thank you,” Sam said. He heard a noise, feet outside the door. One was not often alone in the katchi abadis—the slums of Islamabad where thousands were crammed and piled atop one another in dried-mud-and-stone hovels and makeshift shacks, criminals and refugees and outcasts packed together unwillingly. This was the Afghan Basti, a shantytown of thousands of escaped Afghans and poor Pakistanis. “The Brothers of the Mountain. Are they still using the village?”


“It’s … it’s a place to sleep, only, on a smuggling route. No one lives there. It’s cursed.”


“Why did you talk about the Brothers of the Mountain on your phone?”


“How did you know …?”


“The American NSA has very big ears.”


The man blinked as if he didn’t understand. “The Brothers … They’re not extremists. They’re businessmen. Heroin.”


Sam steadied the knife. The room was cramped, just a table and a chair and a small filthy stove. Two cots in the other room, buckets to carry water, and to Sam’s surprise, a modest amount of heroin stored in the next building. These guys didn’t live here; this was a working space to move cash and drugs. But there were lots of people nearby, and if the man yelled for help … Sam would have a very hard time getting out of the katchi abadis if this man’s friends came to his aid. Most of the people in the Afghan Basti were honest laborers just trying to survive and avoid deportation to Afghanistan. But many criminals, and worse, hid among them. A few weeks ago a Pakistani narcotics agent had been captured while undercover here, and tortured for days, left headless at the gates of the fences the government was building to keep the katchi abadis isolated from the rest of the city.


“Six years ago, were you there? The Brothers of the Mountain took two Americans. They killed them …”


Then a second man came through the doorway, his gun raised. Sam moved more quickly than the second man, who was pivoting, trying to get a bead on Sam in the dim candlelight. Sam whirled, the first man now his shield, the combat dagger back at the throat.


“Shoot him, Adnan,” the first man urged. “Shoot him dead.”


“Cooperate,” Sam said, “and you both live. Don’t, and you die. This is a simple choice.”


“Let’s all stay calm,” Adnan said, teeth gritted. He kept trying to lock his aim on Sam’s head, but Sam kept the first man positioned so he wasn’t willing to take the chance. “Let him go.”


Then Sam noticed the hat the man was wearing. It was a beret, with the blue Islamabad Territory Police badge stitched at the front—but riddled with bullet holes, ragged, and stained. An obscene and brutal fashion statement. I killed a policeman, it said.


“I will cut his throat,” Sam said. “Put down your gun, raise your hands. I’ll let you both live if you cooperate.”


“Put down the knife,” Adnan said. “Or I’ll blow your brains out.”


Sam let the blade bite into the man’s throat, just enough to draw blood. “Put the gun down. I got what I came for, and now I’ll go.”


“You will die here,” Adnan said. “It’s just choosing how you die. Slow or fast.”


“He’ll die fast,” Sam said. “Put down the gun.”


Sam could see the decision play across Adnan’s face: the certainty that even if he put the gun down, there was no way for Sam to get out of the Afghan Basti without being caught by Adnan’s friends. So Adnan nodded, very slightly, toward the hostage and set the gun down on the table next to the doorway.


“Raise your hands, away from the gun,” Sam ordered.


Adnan hesitated but finally did, his right hand against the wooden support frame that climbed to the ceiling, his left up in the air.


“He asked about two Americans, six years ago, in the Hindu Kush. Aid workers,” the man Sam held said. “He wants to go to the dead village.”


“The aid workers,” Adnan said. “The two men. Yes.”


Sam froze.


Adnan decided to press, to unnerve. “Ah. I wasn’t there. Sorry. I only heard the stories. About how they cried, wept, begged for their lives … I don’t think you’ll easily make it there. I think you better let him go; otherwise, you will die. You have nowhere to go, much less that place.” He tapped at the police beret, as if it evoked a memory.


Sam yanked the man off balance and threw the combat knife, straight like a spear, none of that showy spinning. It thunked hard into the wall, piercing Adnan’s right hand to the wood, and he screamed. Sam set his feet, wrenched the man backward, and broke his neck. The man dropped soundlessly, eyes open and staring. Adnan kept screaming in agony and shock and didn’t have the presence of mind to pull the knife out of his hand. Sam picked up Adnan’s gun off the table and shot Adnan through the head.


It was over in ten seconds.


Voices raised in the neighboring shacks, men yelling. Sam slipped through the window. The skyline of the Afghan Basti was a jumble: stone huts of varying size, roofs mostly of dried straw, some of tin, haphazard wires strung along improvised, jigsaw streets. The air reeked of waste and garbage. Sam ran, jumping from roof to roof, aiming for the broad wooden planks that held the straw in place. If he missed … The night was falling, lights coming on in the more fortunate shacks.


A bullet zipped close to his ear.


He jumped, landing on a straw roof that parted under his weight. He fell onto a stone floor, an old man in the corner hollering in rapid Pashto. Sam scrambled out the door, desperate to get back onto the roofline and away from the crowds. In the street, people lined up with buckets at a single water faucet, some staring at him, others yelling and pointing, calling to his pursuers.


He ran through the street, past vendors, past old women, and vaulted up back onto the roof. The edge of the slum lay close, and he could see the cleared land where the authorities were laying out the frame of a massive fence, a wall to keep the poor refugees and the criminal and extremist elements away from the cleanly planned city of Islamabad. As if you could seal away darkness and despair as a cure.


On the roofline, on the higher, taller shacks ahead of him, lights gleamed as the sun faded below the horizon. Behind him, men roving on the rooftops, hunting him.


And he was silhouetted against the glow.


They opened fire, careless of the danger to others, intent on the kill. Bullets parted the air around his head. One light shattered just ahead of him. Sam hunkered low and ran, seeing a mass of cables ahead. They were tied to cars parked in a flat lot to his left. Much of the electricity here was run off automotive batteries. He grabbed the cables, yanking hard; a flash sparked, and the lights illuminating him went dark. He heard angry calls. He swung down the bunched cables, using them as a rope, stepped onto the roof of an idling car, and jumped to the ground.


An angry man tried to grab him, yelling in furious Pashto. Sam punched him hard and bolted for the open area where the fence was being slowly erected.


A soldier stopped him. Sam slipped him a paper with the stamp of the Pakistani interior secretary. The soldier let him pass, and Sam ran into the night.


A kilometer away on the road, a Mercedes pulled up to him and he got in.


“They’re sending the police into the Afghan Basti,” August Holdwine told him. “Well done, you.”


“Don’t,” Sam said.


“Please tell me you got what you needed.”


“I did. Thank you.”


“Did you kill anybody?”


“Only the people who tried to kill me.” Sam leaned back. His normally dirty-blond hair was dyed black, and he wore contacts to turn his eyes the rich dark hazel seen in many Afghan faces. “No one will know I was there.”


“We don’t need an incident. I called in every favor for you on this. Getting the NSA trace on the Brothers of the Mountain chatter, getting you that pass, letting you stay at a safe house …”


“These men knew where my brother was held. And … killed.” He hadn’t told August his suspicions that his brother was still alive. “It’s in the Hindu Kush. So I need to get to Kabul. I assume the CIA would be willing to investigate a lead on two missing Americans.”


August, Sam’s oldest friend from his former days in the CIA, said nothing for a minute. “I could call Bob Seaforth, but I heard he’s leaving the CIA soon. He’s in Kabul.”


“Thank you.” Sam stared out at the night as they drove through the carefully laid out streets of Islamabad, back toward a safe house in a wealthier district. “I think I’ve overstayed my welcome.”


“I don’t think you were at all welcome in the katchi abadis,” August said.


Danny, Sam thought. I’m going to find you. Dead or alive. For six years he’d thought his brother dead, until he’d found a burned file in an abandoned secret prison, and his brother’s picture, time-stamped well after his supposed murder. He had told none of this to August, just that he had a lead on the group that had kidnapped and executed his brother.


It was only an hour-and-fifteen-minute flight from Islamabad to Kabul, but he knew that direct flights ran only five times a week, usually on Thursday and Sunday, and cancellations happened as a matter of course. After six years, he was so close, and any delay seemed agonizing, but he’d have to calm himself, spend the night here, and figure out his next move.


“You haven’t mentioned your son,” August said.


“Oh. Daniel’s fine.” Sam’s voice was distant.


August glanced at him in the rearview mirror but said nothing.


At the safe house, Sam washed the black dye out of his hair, removed the dark contact lenses, restoring his eyes to their normal green color, and put the clothes he’d worn in a burn bag to be destroyed, so there would be no trace of the killer who came into the Afghan Basti. He thought about the two men he’d killed, that if they’d just not fought him he would have tied them up and let them go. About why people chose to die, why people chose to live. His brother was a man the world thought dead and yet … there was a chance.


August came to the door as he was getting dressed. “Seaforth said come to Kabul and you two can talk. Frankly, I’m surprised.”


“I’m still a pariah to a lot of the agency,” Sam said. Being accused of treason, and your wife actually committing it, were bad for the career. His name being cleared had not changed his refusal to rejoin the agency’s Special Projects team, a secret group focused on fighting overseas organized crime where it threatened national security.


“If he wants to help me, he must have his own reasons.” Sam expected the CIA to take his information, push him aside, and handle it themselves. But the fact he had once been wrongly accused of treason and forced out of the agency gave him a certain traction in his dealings with them. They owed him. But that, he knew, would not last forever, and their help depended on the capriciousness of the person he approached. Bob Seaforth was a good man, but he was not someone Sam considered a friend eager to do him favors. “But if he doesn’t help me, I’ll go into the mountains alone.”


“What about your son, Sam?”


“I told you. Daniel’s fine.”


“He won’t be if you end up dead in a Pakistani slum or a Taliban village,” August said. “Daniel already lost his mom. I know you want to find your brother, but he’s likely dead and if he isn’t … Well, he doesn’t need you.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“You have a wonderful kid at home who needs his father.” There was a steel in August’s tone that Sam had never heard. “A kid who’s been through so much … He can’t lose you.”


“I’ll be careful.”


“This is not healthy.”


Sam turned and stared at him. “If it was your brother, you’d have to look for him.”


“If it was my brother, I’d tell the CIA what I knew and let them find him.”


Sam finished dressing. “I have my reasons.”


“You need to worry about being a father more than a brother,” August said.


“Look, I appreciate your help …”


“And this is the cost of it. You, listening to me. Have you told your parents or Leonie that you’re looking for Danny?”


“I can’t. Not until I know.”


“Where do they think you are, Sam?”


“I told them I was checking on my bars in Europe.” Sam’s voice went flat.


“So you’re lying to your parents, to the woman who takes care of your child. What do you think your parents would say about you being over here where they already lost him?”


“I … I have to do this. I have to find Danny.”


“Why? If he’s dead you can’t bring him back. And if he’s alive all these years, why hasn’t he contacted you?” August let the awful question hang in the air, unanswered. “Maybe you can’t bring him back either way.”


Sam didn’t look at August. He just stared at the floor. Finally he said, “I know what I’m doing. The sooner I find him, the sooner I’m home with Daniel.”


“Grab your bag,” August said. “I’ll drive you to the airport now.”
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Afghanistan


THE MI-8T HELICOPTER rose into the bright blue sky from Bagram Air Force Base and roared east. Its tail markings indicated it belonged to a humanitarian relief agency based in Morocco, which it did not. Inside the security team of ten soldiers watched their young passenger, sitting in the back of the chopper, staring at his phone. His face was gaunt, as though whatever played on the screen was a private nightmare.


He was a mystery.


Sergeant Will Allen, the squad leader, watched the young passenger out of the corner of his eye. He guessed the passenger was in his midtwenties. They’d been roused to take on this unexpected escort duty on a day they thought they’d have off to watch movies or read books or exercise. Instead they would now have tomorrow off, and spend today flying Seaforth, a senior intelligence guy, and this young passenger out to a “Sleepy Hollow”—an abandoned village in the mountains of the Hindu Kush. It should be a “milk run,” an easy, no-stress operation, but Allen knew that milk runs could turn deadly. You had to expect the unexpected.


This passenger was the unexpected.


Allen played a game in his head, and he thought the rest of the squad did the same: trying to figure out who the young passenger was and if today’s trip was another example of “combat tourism,” where they escorted a dignitary to a safe, insulated spot far from danger where he inspected the locale while wrapped in a bubble of protection, had his picture taken, and then went home to tell his audience that he understood the situation in Afghanistan, having been “on the ground.” Such VIPs were usually older. And this guy wasn’t a famous actor or musician here to entertain the troops. He seemed too young to be in Congress. Maybe an aide to someone important? Allen decided he wasn’t a media guy because they—newspaper reporters, photographers, TV hosts—always mentioned who they worked for, and often wore a bulletproof vest with PRESS on it. So maybe an administration appointee, Allen thought, from a think tank or a university, some desk-bound geek who had read books and blogs on terrorism or the Islamic world or Afghanistan’s endless misery but never risked the reality. Those guys were nicknamed “Fobbits” because they never left the Forward Operating Base, lest their safety or opinions be challenged by reality.


After the passenger’s initial firm handshake and hello to each squad member, thanking each of them for his help today, he hadn’t tried to make small talk or buddy up to the soldiers like a guy who had never known a moment’s danger sometimes tried to do. The passenger carried a reinforced Pelican backpack, the kind with metal plating to make it crushproof and waterproof. Maybe a photographer? He wore a dark-navy baseball cap with no insignia. Lean, with darkish-blond hair, a boyish face, but a gaze that seemed older than his years. As they had departed Bagram he sat silently, staring ahead, not even making small talk with Seaforth. After a few minutes he took out his phone and seemed to be studying something on the screen, his mouth a tight line of anger.


Allen was impressed with how clean and nice the MI-8T was on the inside. The CIA guys always did it right. He asked Seaforth, “Where are we headed, sir?” as the intel chief came back from conferring with the pilots.


Bob Seaforth was fiftyish, thick hair graying, with the stern face of a demanding schoolmaster. He had been at Bagram several times before, although Allen was unsure of his exact title or area of responsibility. Did he work for the CIA, or one of the many other intel agencies? He kept those details close. Seaforth surveyed the squad. Allen saw the young passenger put away his phone, and he gave Allen, after a moment, a polite nod.


Seaforth said, “Gentlemen. Several years ago, two young American humanitarian workers were kidnapped near Kandahar. Danny Capra, the son of longtime relief workers who’d served all over the world, and Zalmay Quereshi, an American whose parents emigrated from Afghanistan after King Zahir was deposed in 1973. Both were twenty-three years of age. Zalmay Quereshi was fluent in Dari, Pashto, and Arabic and worked for charitable organizations as a translator. Capra and Quereshi were college friends. No ransom demands were made to the government or their families”—here Allen saw Seaforth glance at the passenger—“and our sources could not determine which tribal group had taken them. A few weeks later, a video was sent to the American embassy, showing the two prisoners and a few men in balaclavas. Only Capra spoke on the video; Quereshi was gagged and blindfolded.”


Allen glanced at the passenger. He sat, listening, staring at the floor of the helicopter.


“The group who had taken them called themselves the Brothers of the Mountain, a group that we had not heard of before, and haven’t heard much about since. The speaker briefly demanded that all Allied forces leave Afghanistan. Danny Capra gave a short statement echoing that demand. Then his throat was cut”—Seaforth’s tone lowered—“and he was pushed to the floor, out of camera range, and decapitated. The executioner momentarily raised Capra’s head, but with its face turned away from the camera. Quereshi’s throat was then cut and he was shoved out of camera range. Their bodies were never recovered.”


The squad was quiet.


Seaforth glanced back at the passenger, whose face betrayed no emotion. “This is Sam.” Sam nodded again at the men. “He brought us new information last night as to the location where the two men were held. First break in the case ever.”


“How do you break a case like this?” Allen asked. He didn’t expect an answer.


At this, Sam, the silent man with the boyish face, looked up at Allen and met his gaze. “With a Böker Applegate-Fairbairn combat knife.”


One of the younger soldiers made a kind of half-laugh, half-cough that he smothered in the sudden silence. They had seen civilians try to impress soldiers with their toughness, and fail. Sam said his words in a tone that did not try to impress. He had answered the question. Allen, though, gave him a slight smile.


Seaforth said, “The NSA picked up phone chatter in Pakistan, mentioning both the Brothers of the Mountain and this location. We’re going to a long-abandoned village in the Hindu Kush. For a number of reasons of state and national security, this excursion is classified, and you will not talk about it.” His gaze met each of theirs. “That’s why we’re flying on a helicopter marked as belonging to a humanitarian agency. That’s why the records will still show you all were off duty today. You were chosen because you’re a top squad, and your leader vouched for you all that you could keep your mouths shut until the time comes, hopefully very soon, when this can be spoken of. Gentlemen, we need to bring these two Americans home.” Again he glanced over at Sam. “I can’t give you orders, but that is what I need you to do, and that is what I respectfully ask of you.”


“Then that’s what we’ll do,” Allen said. “And we’ll keep our mouths shut.”


The squad seemed to gather themselves as one, with sudden purpose and focus. So this wasn’t combat tourism. This was important work now.


“So this is to recover the victims’ bodies, if possible?” Allen asked. He wondered why the recovery of long-dead prisoners had to be top secret. This would be big news back in America.


“This is to take an initial look. Find evidence to confirm the story. If we find the bodies we’ll bring them back today. I had the appropriate forensic gear loaded on the copter. If not we’ll bring another team tomorrow. Your job, gentlemen, is to secure the village and to protect this young man while he gathers the evidence we need to find these Americans.”


Allen glanced again at Sam. He seemed awfully young to be an intelligence agency field operative—Allen thought of such people as older, in their forties, a bit world-weary and grizzled—but in a world of suicide bombers and cyberhackers and ever-younger and more vicious drug lords, perhaps the agency needed a kid like Sam, a peer to the new, younger, bolder breed of criminal. He was lean and spare, but Sam had an intensity about him that made Allen think he’d be good in a fight. He wondered what kind of hellhole this kid had gone into to find the execution locale. Prying information from hostile Afghans or Pakistanis was a difficult and delicate job. But this kid had done it. Allen’s respect for him, and curiosity about him, inched upward. He wondered what happened to the man who had faced Sam’s blade. This Sam looked like he might flick the knife over a throat and not blink.


The helicopter roared over a mountain pass. A teenage boy looked up from the shade of overhanging rock, where he’d been reading the book his uncle brought him back from Pakistan. He’d come up to the pass to get away from the nagging of his grandfather. It was a beautiful, clear day and he loved the quiet, which had been broken only by the groan of the wind and the sound of the approaching helicopter. He raised the binoculars he wore and read the markings. A relief agency from Morocco. He wondered who they were coming to help. Then he watched its descent, lowered the binoculars, and hurried down the trail toward his own village. His uncle had given strict orders that he be told of any strangers or visitors heading toward the village of ghosts. He stopped only to reposition the AMD-65 rifle he wore on his shoulder. It had once belonged to an Afghan policeman his uncle had killed. The boy eased the weapon to the center of his back so he could run faster.


The helicopter pilots took no chances; they descended toward the village in a “yank and bank,” a stomach-churning, nose-high descent to minimize the risk of taking a shoulder-fired missile. The helicopter corkscrewed downward and Sam fought not to vomit.


The MI-8T settled on a flat clearing above the village and the squad disembarked, dividing into two teams. Allen told Seaforth and Sam to stay aboard the copter with the pilots until they had done a recon and secured the area. The soldiers were armed with M4 carbines, one man on each team lugging an Mk 19 grenade launcher.


There were outposts like this scattered throughout the Hindu Kush, built on the steep slopes, the roofs of one stone structure serving as the terrace of the next one up. Sometimes such settlements were used seasonally, depending on how high up the mountains they were. The soul of a village was its people, and people had long left this place. Maybe no one cared about it anymore. Or, Allen thought sourly, maybe it was cursed, blighted. Which would take some real doing, in this country of unending grief.


The squad worked methodically through the deserted village, down the stairstep pile of buildings, the mountain air cold and sharp against their skin. Allen couldn’t help wondering if they’d find headless corpses in one of the rooms. But they didn’t.


After the sweep, Allen returned and gestured Sam and Seaforth out of the copter. “Sleepy Hollow is both hollow and sleepy,” he said. “No one’s here, and it doesn’t look like anyone’s been here in a long while. Where to?”


Sam said, “I just want to walk through all of it first. Then if there’s a room with red-painted walls—”


“We found that,” Allen said. “Follow me.”


They traipsed through the village, which had at most fifteen buildings, with one steep road down the mountain snaking through them, some falling in disrepair, others holding as firm as the mountains themselves. Sam breathed in the air extra hard, as though he could catch a scent, breathe in a memory.


“Why is this place abandoned? Do we know?” Allen asked.


“Well, war, generally,” Seaforth said. “But there was also an accusation made long ago against the village that they had allowed Soviet prisoners to escape, to buy their freedom, during the war with the Russians. More likely the Russians forced their cooperation under threat of death. Regardless, the nearby villages and the rebel forces did not take any news of collaboration kindly.”


“So they killed the whole village? Even if the village had no choice?” Allen asked.


Seaforth shrugged. “Yes, they did. This is a bad place; you can feel it.”


“It was used as a way station in smuggling,” Sam said. “Opium.”


“Well, there’s no drugs here now,” Allen said. He pointed at one of the bigger intact buildings. “The room with the red wall is there.”


In the front room in the building, one wall was painted red. The red of blood, the red of fear and terror. Old, abandoned brackets were mounted on the ceiling.


“That’s where they put the lights for the cameras,” Sam said quietly to Seaforth. And for the first time, Allen heard the kid’s voice shake. He reached out and touched the kid’s shoulder. He did it before he thought about it. Sam looked back at the soldier with gratitude and nodded, and the steel came back into his gaze. And he went to work.


Sam went to the wall. Allen followed, stepping onto a thick plastic sheet that covered the floor, anchored into place by four heavy hooks in each corner. Allen wondered why someone had laid a carpet of plastic down over the dirt. Why did dirt need to be protected?


Bullet holes marred the red wall; Sam, aloud, counted four.


“I thought you said they cut their throats,” Allen said.


Sam knelt in front of the bullet holes and he opened his rigid Pelican backpack. He pulled out a camera and photographed the wall. Allen glanced down into the backpack: a camera, a ruler, a heavy knife, an assortment of brown paper bags and envelopes, a marker pen, a laptop with a jumble of cords, and what looked like a medical kit. Sam dug out the bullets from the wall with a tool that looked like a tweezer and, to Allen’s surprise, he put each bullet into a plain coin envelope. He wrote with the marker on each.


Then he stood and paced off the steps from the wall. He stopped and looked at his phone’s screen. Over the kid’s shoulder, Allen could see the execution video playing: another young man, blindfolded, a knife at his throat, a few men standing behind him.


In front of a red wall, with four bullet holes in it. The shooting had happened before the execution.


Allen glanced at Seaforth but the older man just watched the kid. He got up again, looked at the room. As if calculating, putting people in it who were no longer there, watching shadows, watching ghosts.


He went into the back room. Concrete had been poured on the floor, and there were three sets of chains leading from the center of the room, shackles at the end.


“Three prisoners?” Seaforth said.


“Accomodations for three. Doesn’t mean there were three.” Sam took photos from every angle. Then he walked the perimeter of the walls and knelt by a stone on the far side. He ran fingers along the stone and then he gasped and stopped. He took a picture.


Allen and Seaforth stepped closer and Allen saw initials scratched into the stone: DWC. ZAQ.


“Are those initials …,” Seaforth began.


“Yes. Danny’s and Zalmay’s.” For a moment he leaned against the wall, as if exhausted. They had tried to leave a trace of themselves here. A sign. He took pictures of the initials, forcing his hands to be steady.


“Sir?” one of the soldiers said, coming into the room. “We just found something, in another building. You better come see.”


“American soldiers, at least ten of them,” the boy’s uncle said. A team of his men were close behind him as they peered down into the village.


“So not a relief agency,” one of the men said. “Unless they are checking it out to set up camp?”


“Not how they operate,” the uncle said.


“Why are they here?” the boy asked. “Pretending to be something they’re not?”


No one answered him, and this stung. He thought it a fair question. And after a few minutes his uncle moved forward, the men following, fanning out as they had practiced in case they ever needed to reclaim the village of ghosts.


*   *   *


It was a hole in one building’s floor, covered with a thick, worn wooden door. The door had been made flush with the floor and Sam saw strands of cloth caught in its hinges. A carpet that had covered the door had been pulled to the side.


“I pulled the carpet,” the soldier said. “It just seemed odd, that everything else in the room was gone … but that the carpet was still here.”


“Check for booby traps,” Seaforth said. “I want to open that door.”


The soldiers did, with care, and found no telltale signs of wires or triggers along the door’s edge. Allen waited for Sam to go outside but he didn’t move from his position. In fact, he knelt to pull the door open, waiting for a nod from the men checking it for traps.


The door creaked open. Stairs led down into darkness. Allen flashed lights into the pit. It was a room, a large one.


They went down the stairs. Sam ran his flashlight along the shelves and froze. On the shelf lay what looked like strips of skin.


Sam picked up one of the strips. It looked like Caucasian skin, gummed with blood. It was horrifyingly realistic. He studied it.


“What is that?” Allen asked.


“I think it’s latex,” Sam said. He put it in one of his brown envelopes, sealed it, and marked it with a pen. On the table lay a scattering of what looked like hair, and the hacked remains of a wig of dark hair.


“Wigs are generally forbidden in Islam,” Seaforth said.


“Yes,” Sam said. “If made of human hair, or if the purpose of wearing one is disguise or deceit.” He put the strands in a brown envelope and marked it with the pen.


He put the flashlight up to the top shelf. Heads, molded out of plastic, a half dozen of them, empty of wigs. Sightless eyes stared back at Sam and Allen. They were not crude models, but carefully sculpted to look realistic in proportion and with a range of skin colors. Sam felt cold. The heads were of very high quality, the type that might be used in Hollywood special effects. They had been carefully crafted. One had a false neck with a narrow tube underneath it, dried a dark red inside the plastic.


“What is this place?” Allen quietly asked. “How did a guy in the middle of nowhere have stuff like this?”


“It’s a theater,” Sam said. Below was a box, with a return address in Pakistan scrawled on a label. The name on the address was Mirjan Shah. He pulled the box toward him. It held recordable DVDs and their cases. The DVDs were still on a spool. Sam photographed the box and the address.


“Can someone look at these and see if they’re blank or recorded?” Sam asked. One of the soldiers took the box back toward the copter, where a laptop awaited. Sam ran a finger along the shelf. Dust and dirt.


“A laptop,” Seaforth said. He pointed to a table. Sam picked up the laptop, an old Windows model. The hard drive had been removed from its bay. Nothing to be recovered. Sam slipped the laptop into the backpack.


A soldier who’d been stationed outside entered the building. His face was pale under his helmet. “At the back of the village is a shed, and beyond it are mounds. Marked. I think they’re graves. Two of them.”


And at the word two, Allen saw something break in Sam’s face.


The mounds, barely evident except to an eye looking for graves, lay fifty yards behind the village. They had been marked with a simple wood stake, weathered and worn.


Sam wondered if he was standing on his brother’s grave. All the hope bled out of him. What if there was another reason Danny’s picture had been in that prison file in a forgotten corner of the Brazilian jungle? What if he had never been in Brazil? But only here, buried in this alien, lonely quiet?


Allen brought two shovels from the copter. He ordered his squad to keep a perimeter up; this was still a very dangerous place to be, and they wanted no surprises.


“Sam, let me,” Seaforth said, reaching for one of the shovels.


“No,” Sam said. “I’ll do it.” Then Allen and Sam rolled up their sleeves and dug.


The graves were shallow and Sam carefully removed the soil. A musty scent rose from the graves, despite the dry, cold air. Allen braced himself for a stench but it wasn’t ripe; it was more like the smell of rich dirt.


Under the final layer of dirt lay a cocoon of cloth, spanning the close-together graves. Dried blood marred the canvas.


Sam and Allen lifted the canvas and eased it onto the ground. “Let’s unroll it …,” Seaforth said.


They did, slowly. Two bodies lay inside, mummified by the arid mountain, with the waxy decay of adipocere present on the faces. They looked misshapen, nightmares of death. The faces were not recognizable.


“They both have their heads,” Sam said. “Those aren’t the clothes my bro …” He took a steadying breath, turning his face into the cool mountain breeze. “Those aren’t the clothes that Danny Capra was wearing in the video.” His voice was steady again. He knelt by his trusty Pelican and put on latex gloves.


“You’re right,” Seaforth said. “They’re not. Is one …”


“I think this one is Zalmay,” Sam said. The clothes appeared to be the same as those Zalmay wore in the video. The throat, even decayed, bore the mark of a slash.


The other corpse was also dressed. Sam eased open the shirt the corpse wore and cut away the bottom of it. He inspected a care label and then placed it into another evidence envelope and marked it. Then he took the scalpel and prodded at the corpse’s stomach, where he’d pulled the shirt away.


Seaforth watched. “Bullet holes, maybe?”


Sam gave no answer. He cut an inch away from the hole; Allen tried not to gag. Sam dug out a bullet. He put it in another coin envelope.


“Here. Shot to death. And that looks like a knife wound in the shoulder.”


“Maybe they were wounded when they were captured,” Allen said.


“The knife wound that appears to be missing,” Sam said, “is a cut throat.” Sam removed an RSID—a rapid stain identification—blood detection kit from the Pelican. He clipped off a bit of the fabric of the canvas, using a disposable scalpel from the kit, and applied the reagent to it. He stood and measured the canvas with his eye. Then he looked again at the screen of the smartphone, backed up the video. Stared again.


“What is it?” Allen asked.


“This canvas was on the floor in the video. It must have been over the plastic.” He moved to the opposite corner of the canvas and repeated the RSID blood test. “It’ll tell me in ten minutes if this is human blood,” he said.


“Is there much doubt?” Allen asked.


“Yes,” Sam said. “There is.” He sank to his knees by the grave, his face grimed with dirt. “He’s not here.”


Seaforth glanced at Allen. “We have body bags in the copter. Would you please have the men bring two? We’ll bag them and then go. I don’t think we should stay much longer.”


Allen stepped away and spoke into his mike. Two dead bodies, but clearly … one that was expected to be here wasn’t.


They collected the bodies, zipping them into thick cadaver bags with fabric handles on the sides. Sam sealed them with tamper-resistant zipper pulls that would maintain a chain of custody. The grave, empty, looked forlorn. He looked at the RSID blood test results. One sample confirmed human blood; the other sample said it was not human blood. One man had bled on that canvas; another had bled fake blood.


Zalmay was dead, and Sam’s brother wasn’t here.


The execution video—at least Danny’s part—was a fake. Why did the extremists kill Zalmay, but not Danny? Why make the world think Danny Capra was dead?


The soldiers were carrying the bodies toward the copter, Allen and Sam and Seaforth following, when the thud sounded behind them.


Allen turned and saw it: an RPG-7 grenade, skidding across the dirt toward them. But it didn’t explode.


The soldiers reacted as one, those not carrying the body bags raising their weapons and firing, calling out to each other, laying down suppressive rounds. Sam could see the militants, above the landing zone, trying to work their way down the jagged rocks above the village. They retreated as the Americans responded with force. The man holding the grenade launcher retreated behind a shelf of stone. The others were armed with old Kalashnikovs, sputtering and roaring.


The men carrying the two body bags ran, drawing weapons, covered by the rest of the squadron. Allen started to shove Sam and Seaforth—they were civilians, after all—toward the chopper, covering them. Sam drew his Glock 9 millimeter.


“Run, just run!” Allen ordered.


The squad, Seaforth, and Sam clambered aboard the MI-8T. The copter lifted up from the dusty ground.


“Missile!” the crew chief yelled and Sam saw flares streaming out from below the helicopter in case it wasn’t another RPG but a laser-guided weapon. But the flares would do nothing to protect against a rocket-propelled grenade. The copter veered violently in evasion, throwing Sam into Seaforth. The body bags, unsecured, slid hard along the floor. The silence was intense: no one screaming, every man bracing himself for the impact.


And then crowding into Sam’s thoughts, his son’s smiling face. He closed his eyes.


The evasion worked: the copter climbed hard, aimed west, and steadied. Allen took command, making sure every man was uninjured and had his gear. The copter appeared undamaged, but it would have to be thoroughly checked on arrival.


“Just mountain punks,” Allen said to Sam and Seaforth. “They like to shoot at anything.” He sounded far calmer than he felt. “They know this isn’t a military copter. Our job is to get you back safely, and these bodies. Otherwise we might have stayed a bit longer, made some new friends.”


Sam nodded and he and Seaforth secured the body bags. Sam kept his hand in his pocket. He had one more job to do.


*   *   *


The boy watched the flares dissipate, the American copter speeding away. His uncle gathered the men. One was hurt, a bullet through the shoulder, but he would survive. They marched back to their own village in silence. At home the boy told his aunt of their adventure. She glanced at her husband.


“We ran them off!” the boy said with glee.


“They dug up bodies? Why?” the aunt asked.


“Maybe their people,” the boy said.


“Maybe,” his uncle said. He turned to the aunt. “Bring me the box in the cupboard. At the top.”


She did and he opened it. A satellite phone, with instructions that had been left for him, a preprogrammed number to call, with an offer of money. The uncle put the phone in its charger and let it power up, and then he dialed the one number in it.


In case anyone ever came to the village of ghosts, there was a man who wanted to know.


The ride back to Bagram was quiet. Sam returned from the back of the helicopter, where he had excused himself to have a moment to gather his thoughts. He handed Seaforth a smartphone with a scuffed protective case. “Is this yours, Bob? I found it on the floor back there. You must have lost it during the evasion attempt.”


“Oh, thanks,” Seaforth said. In the chaos he hadn’t noticed he didn’t have the phone in his pocket. He tucked it back into his jacket. Sam sank onto the seat next to him and clutched the Pelican backpack close to his chest, as if overwhelmed in thought.


“Sam,” Seaforth whispered. “Your brother …”


“My brother is alive,” Sam said. “The question is why? What did the Brothers of the Mountain hope to gain from faking his death? They needed the world to think he was dead.” They? Or Danny? The question stabbed at his heart.


“Then they had a use for him.”


Sam said nothing. The bullet marks in the wall. The latex shreds that looked like skin, the blood that maybe wasn’t blood, the clipped hair left behind on the floor. The elaborate heads straight from a special effects studio. A hard drive taken, without its laptop. A box of DVDs, proven to be blank, abandoned in a place that barely had electricity. But there had been a shipping label on the box. Mirjan Shah. It was a thread. The truth was hidden in these impossible clues. Forensics tests would tell him more.


“If he’s alive, he let you think he was dead.” Seaforth could not imagine putting his family through that kind of hell.


“Maybe he had a good reason,” Sam said.


“I cannot imagine what that would be.”


“I think one is Zalmay,” Sam said. “The other one … The clothing tag on the shirt is written in Russian. Why was a Russian here?”


“Another captive? We’ll search the records, but I don’t recall Russians being taken at the time Zalmay and Danny were. The Russians stayed out of Afghanistan at that point. Maybe they were old clothes. Prisoners don’t get to choose what to wear.”


“It’s odd his captors had Danny talk, isn’t it?” Sam said.


“Why?”


“Well, Zalmay was of Afghan descent. His family had fled Afghanistan, and then he’d returned with the conquering Americans. A traitor, right? A symbol they could have used. Yet they gagged him.” Sam stared at his feet. “You would think their ire, their hatred, would be at him. Not Danny.”


Seaforth said, “A lot can happen in those weeks of captivity.”


“I once spoke to a former CIA ops chief who claimed my brother’s execution wasn’t what it seemed to be. He said, and these are his exact words, ‘Your brother. In Afghanistan. Wasn’t a bunch of Taliban hash smugglers that killed him. It was a Nine Suns job. Initiation …’”


“Nine Suns doesn’t exist anymore. It fell apart.” Nine Suns had once been a dangerous syndicate of top criminal bosses around the world, working together when needed for common purpose against law enforcement, the people behind the destruction of Sam’s life in the CIA, who had kidnapped his family and framed him for treason. Sam had—eventually—rescued his infant son from them and exacted a devastating revenge. “And that man was trying to cut a deal with you. He’d have told you any lie to get your cooperation.”


Sam glanced at him and Seaforth said, “Yeah, I know about what you went through with certain rogue elements in the agency. I’m sorry.”


“If you’re sorry, then help me, Bob. I want to talk to the analyst who was responsible for intelligence in this area during the time Danny and Zalmay were taken.”


“She’s retired now. The Magpie—that was her nickname. Margaret Granger. She lives in New York now. I’ll ask her to meet with you. But what she shares with you, Sam … it remains confidential.”


“Of course. Thank you.”


“We’ll send the remains to my labs in New York; we’ll put a rush on them. I’ll escort the evidence there myself.” Bob Seaforth was the Eastern European chief for Special Projects, the shadowy division of the agency that Sam had once worked for. “I assume you’ll come with me?”


“I’ll follow you in a day or so. I’m going to Budapest and then New York.”


“Why Budapest?”


“I have another lead there. I can keep working while you’re running tests. I can’t lose momentum on this.”
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