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  To my family




  







  HISTORICAL NOTE




  One of the most sacred relics in all of Islam is kept in Kandahar, Afghanistan. Carried into battle by the Prophet Mohammed, it is believed by many Muslims to give great power

  to whoever possesses it. Ahmad Shah Durrani, the founder of the last great Afghan dynasty, captured it in the eighteenth century, around the time of the unification of what would become modern

  Afghanistan.




  It has been exhibited in public only three times in modern history. The last time was in 1996, following the withdrawal of the Soviet Union and during a time of civil war, when Mullah Omar, the

  leader of the Taliban, held it aloft before a group of ulema – religious scholars – and thousands of his supporters. Many believed that display conferred legitimacy, and shortly

  thereafter he defeated his primary rival and established the rule of the Taliban. That rule lasted for five years, until the invasion by the United States.




  To this day, many believe that only the power of the relic can unite a nation that is still torn apart.




  







  PROLOGUE




  2002




  Akhtar Hazara crept along the hallways of the mosque at the center of the ancient city of Kandahar. He was thirteen years old, and the weight of the Soviet-era assault

  rifle slung across his back cut into the muscles of his narrow shoulders. It was late in the evening and the day’s last prayers had been said. The world was quiet for the moment.




  The mosque was modest by the standards of the great halls of Islam in Riyadh and Istanbul and even Kabul. It was a smallish cubed structure, its exterior covered in filthy blue-and-gilt

  mosaics. In a city as poor as Kandahar, though, it was considered an oasis of luxury and safety. In the courtyard the goat that kept the grass cropped could be heard braying softly. Outside the

  walls, traffic had ebbed along Khuni Serok – the ‘Bloody Road’ – the main thoroughfare that carved through the area.




  Akhtar slipped along the passageway until he came to the door. He put his ear to it and listened for a moment, confirming that the room was empty. Once he was certain, he took the key from

  his pocket and unlocked the door, pushing it open.




  The anteroom was unfurnished. There was no rug to cover the cold tile floor. The paint on the walls was in need of a fresh coat.




  He stepped in and closed the door. There were no windows, and the room went instantly pitch. He inched forward, his hands raised above his head, waving back and forth until one of his

  fingertips brushed against the naked bulb that hung from the ceiling. Raising himself up on his toes, he switched the light on. The bulb was weak, and it cast a wan yellow light, but it was enough

  for him to find the door at the far end of the room. He moved silently to it and took hold of the knob.




  He hesitated. Breathless. Shaking.




  He turned the knob and pushed the door.




  There was barely enough light from the bulb in the anteroom to see within the small inner chamber. The paint was peeling here as well, but at least there was a threadbare rug covering the

  floor.




  The chest was against the far wall. It was wooden, with ornate carvings and gold inlay, and it rested like a miniature coffin upon a brass base. It seemed to be glowing, though Akhtar

  attributed that to the irregular shadows cast by the deficient bulb behind him. The mere sight of the chest took his breath away. He moved slowly toward it, terrified and desperate.




  He bent down and examined it closely. There was a latch and a set of hinges on the side. With trembling hands he unhooked the latch and reached to pry it open.




  ‘What are you doing!’




  The irate shout came from behind him. Akhtar spun and faced a heavyset man in his late-thirties with a long beard and a thick turban. His face was contorted in rage.




  ‘I . . . I . . . I . . .’ Akhtar stammered.




  ‘You are forbidden to be here!’ the man yelled.




  ‘I only wanted to see it,’ Akhtar protested.




  The man’s frown remained, but his tone softened somewhat. ‘That is not permitted, Akhtar!’ he said. ‘Not for anyone!’




  ‘I know, Uncle. I just thought . . .’




  The man walked over and put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. ‘I know what you thought,’ he said, relenting. ‘Your time will come, Akhtar. Our family has protected

  Mohammed’s treasure for more than two centuries. It is a greater responsibility than you can yet imagine. You must learn to take that seriously. It is one of the most sacred objects in all of

  Islam. It is the beating heart of our nation.’




  Akhtar stared at the chest for a moment. ‘Are you afraid of it?’




  His uncle shook his head. ‘I am afraid for it.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Because it has great power. And power can be used for both good and evil.’ He took his hand from Akhtar’s shoulder and looked down upon him.




  ‘Is that why my father was shot?’




  ‘It is. Men will kill for it. Nations will go to war over it. It is said that he who controls it controls Afghanistan. That is why we must protect it.’




  ‘How do we protect it? We are so few.’




  His uncle smiled at Akhtar. ‘With Allah’s assistance,’ he said. He reached out and tugged at the rifle. ‘And old Russian guns.’ The two of them gazed at the

  chest for another moment. Akhtar’s uncle said, ‘Come. It is time to check on the rest of the mosque and make sure it is secure for the evening.’




  They left, closing the doors and turning out the lights behind them. Inside the inner chamber, a glow remained. Outside, on the Bloody Road that bordered the mosque and beyond, the war for

  control of Afghanistan raged on.




  







  CHAPTER ONE




  2012




  Hassan Mustafa’s heart raced as he walked out into the cool autumn air of the Virginia evening. It was after eight o’clock, and darkness had enveloped the

  neighborhood where the largest mosque in America looked out over houses and schools and lives. The façade was smooth, polished limestone, unbroken by windows or architectural flourish. The

  sides of the building receded into an unadorned dome that rolled to an apex seven stories above the street. The building squatted in the middle of the traditional mid-sized American town like a

  giant riddle.




  Mustafa checked over his shoulder as he hurried along Sycamore Street, where upper-middle class condominiums were marshaled in stentorian defense of the American dream. Warm light fell on the

  sidewalk from inside the apartments, broken only by the occasional harsh flicker from a television set – the great American opiate.




  He crossed the street, looking back behind him again. A light rain had been falling on DC’s greater metropolitan area throughout the day, but it had let up for the moment. The uneven

  bricks that lined the sidewalk were slick and puddled. His feet slipped several times, slowing his pace, and he cursed quietly under his breath. He was tempted to break into a run, but it would

  only draw attention, and he knew that would be unwise. Besides, the coffee shop was only another block and a half away. Once he walked through the door he would be safe. He was so close he could

  almost breathe normally again. He put his head down and pressed on.




  It was hard for him to believe that he felt this frightened again. Growing up in Afghanistan, he couldn’t remember a time when the world around him was not on fire and collapsing. His

  nation had been at war for his entire life, and his childhood had been filled with dangers more profound than most people could comprehend. He’d thought he was immune to fear. He’d been

  wrong.




  The coffee shop was in sight. Through the window he could see the man waiting for him. He had jet-black hair and an angular face. He was less than twenty yards away. It was almost over.




  The figure emerged from the alley in front of him before Mustafa knew what was happening. He was a huge man, broad-shouldered and dressed in a loose waterproof garment with the hood pulled over

  his head. He moved onto the sidewalk so abruptly that Mustafa almost collided with him. He stopped and looked the man in the face. Mustafa recognized him instantly from the sharp features beneath

  his shaved head, and a new wave of terror washed over him.




  ‘Sirus,’ Mustafa croaked. ‘What are you doing here?’




  ‘I thought you were going home.’ The man tilted his head slightly, the way a predator might just before eviscerating its prey.




  ‘I am,’ Mustafa said.




  ‘Your apartment is in the other direction.’




  ‘I am stopping off to get a cup of coffee,’ Mustafa said. He nodded toward the coffee shop. The man inside was looking directly at them.




  ‘It must be very good coffee,’ the man in the raincoat said, ‘for you to come this far out of your way.’




  Mustafa gave a weak smile and a shrug, but said nothing. There was nothing to say.




  The man moved so quickly, Mustafa never saw the gun. It came up from his side, his arm swinging with the speed and precision of a cobra strike, the muzzle pressing into Mustafa’s chest

  between the third and fourth rib and sinking deep. The man pulled the trigger, letting Mustafa’s body deaden the sound, and Mustafa gasped as he sank to his knees.




  ‘You see, Mustafa?’ the man said. ‘The same fate comes to all those who betray us.’ The man was gone as quickly as he had appeared.




  The world tilted as Mustafa fell to his side. He could see the man from the coffee shop rushing toward him. He was shouting into a small cell phone, calling for help.




  The man with the dark hair reached him and rolled Mustafa over onto his back. ‘You’re going to be okay,’ he said, as he ripped open Mustafa’s shirt to examine the wound.

  Mustafa could hear the doubt in his reassurances. ‘It’ll be okay,’ he repeated. ‘Can you talk?’




  Mustafa tried to get some words out, but found it difficult. His lips moved, but he had breath only for a whisper.




  ‘Who did this?’




  ‘They will have it,’ Mustafa lipped. ‘They will have it soon.’




  ‘What?’ the man asked. ‘What do they want?’




  Mustafa’s strength was almost gone. His vision was narrowing, the streetlights going dark around him. Oh God, he thought, realizing that it was over. I’m sorry. He

  could feel the tears running down his face. I’m so sorry.




  ‘What are they after?’ The man’s voice was desperate. He grabbed Mustafa by the shirt collar and for just a moment Mustafa’s focus returned. He could see the man’s

  face, and could sense his urgency. ‘What happened, Hassan?’




  Mustafa struggled to make his lips form words. ‘They . . . must . . . be . . . stopped.’




  ‘Who? Who must be stopped?’




  He could hear sirens in the background, growing in volume. Mustafa reached and took the man’s hand, gripped it for a moment as he fought against the pain – fought to get the words

  out.




  And then the fight was over.




  







  CHAPTER TWO




  Jack Saunders sat quietly at the table in the coffee shop, his head down, his jet-black hair damp. He was in his late-thirties, thin and wiry. So wiry that some mistook him for

  slight, weak even. It was a mistake no one made twice.




  Outside, the lights from the ambulance still flickered, flashing red off the wet pavement and the drops of rain that still clung to the window. The lights were just for show now. Hassan Mustafa

  was dead before any of them arrived. His body still lay out there, underneath a sheet.




  Saunders picked up the Styrofoam cup and took a sip of the coffee that was now stale and cold. He didn’t notice. His mind was racing, going over every moment from that evening, measuring

  out his reactions in seconds and fractions-of-seconds, trying to gauge whether there was anything else he could have done.




  He put the cup down, and a stain on the outer edge caught his eye – a dark red smudge near the rim. He wondered for a moment whether a woman had used the cup before and left a lipstick

  smear. Then he realized it was blood. Looking down at his hand, he saw the dark wet patch near his wrist.




  The door to the coffee shop banged open and Lawrence Ainsworth walked in with one of the local cops. Ainsworth was three decades older than Saunders. He was tall – over six feet –

  and he carried with him the visible fatigue of a man who has seen too much in his lifetime. He paused by the cash register, whispering to the cop as the two of them looked over toward Saunders.

  Then Ainsworth gave the cop a kindly pat on the shoulder and walked over toward the table.




  He slid into a seat across from Saunders. ‘He’s the police chief out here,’ Ainsworth said, nodding to the man with whom he’d just been talking. ‘Name’s

  Quentin. Former fed. They’ll do what they can.’




  ‘They won’t find anything,’ Saunders said. He took another sip of his coffee, avoiding the bloodstain.




  ‘No, probably not,’ Ainsworth agreed. He sighed. ‘Still, it’s good to know we’re not dealing with Barney Fife.’ He sat there in silence for a moment.

  ‘Did Mustafa tell you anything?’




  ‘Not much,’ Saunders said. ‘I talked to him on the phone last night. He said the message came in yesterday. Something important. He said he needed to talk in person.’




  ‘Why did you wait to bring him in?’ Ainsworth asked. His tone was sharp.




  Saunders sat back in his chair and looked directly at Ainsworth. ‘I told you last night, this was how Hassan wanted it. He couldn’t get away until tonight, and he wanted me to put a

  protection plan together for him. He wanted to see that the Agency would stand by him. That’s why I brought you in on logistics.’




  ‘Well, at least he died knowing how committed we were.’ Sarcasm dripped from Ainsworth’s words.




  ‘You think I should have handled it differently?’




  ‘Maybe.’




  ‘Then maybe you should have trained me differently. Maybe I should have been some pencil-pushing, ass-covering bureaucrat. The Agency can never get enough of those, can it?’




  Ainsworth smiled in spite of himself. ‘Yeah, I know it,’ he agreed. He took a deep breath, motioned to the waitress, pantomiming the pouring of coffee. She went behind the counter to

  get a cup and a pot. ‘Look, Jack, no one questions your contributions to the Agency – least of all me. I found you, for Christ sake, locked away at Harvard speaking dead languages to

  the four or five other people in the world who shared your interests. Hell, I’ve got more time in on you than anyone else I’ve ever worked with.’




  ‘That’s why you need to trust me,’ Saunders said.




  Ainsworth shook his head. ‘It’s not about trust, Jack. It’s about results. That’s why I had to pull you back from the field, and you know it.’




  ‘You didn’t approve of the results I got in the mountains?’




  ‘It doesn’t matter whether I approve or not.’




  ‘I did that for Sam, for Christ sake. You of all people . . .’




  ‘You disobeyed a direct order. What you did had political ramifications that—’ Saunders started to object, but Ainsworth held up a hand to keep him from talking. ‘You and

  I may not like it, but it is how the world works. Now we have to deal with this issue tonight, or people are really going to start questioning your judgment. So let’s go back over this. When,

  exactly, did Mustafa first contact you?’




  Saunders shook his head in annoyance. ‘Two days ago. Nine a.m.’




  ‘Why you?’




  ‘I knew his brother when I was in Kabul. His brother trusted me, so Mustafa was willing to trust me.’




  ‘Did he give you any idea what this was about?’




  Saunders frowned. ‘Not much. Not enough to be helpful.’




  ‘Anything?’




  Saunders replayed his conversations with Mustafa over in his head as he spoke slowly. ‘He said he had information about an operation one of the Taliban splinter groups was running. He said

  a message was being delivered that would give the details, but that the key was here in the States.’




  ‘The key to what?’




  ‘I don’t know. He didn’t get the chance to tell me.’




  ‘Did he say anything else?’




  Saunders shook his head.




  ‘Did he have any idea where this key was?’




  ‘Boston,’ Saunders said. ‘The message was going to tell them more.’




  ‘Boston,’ Ainsworth said, blowing his breath out in frustration. ‘Well, at least that narrows it to a city of five million people.’ They lapsed back into silence.




  ‘I know a way we can get more information,’ Saunders said quietly after a moment.




  ‘Do you?’ Ainsworth sounded skeptical.




  Saunders nodded. ‘You’ll have to trust me, though.’




  Ainsworth thought about it for a moment. ‘You realize you’re already just barely hanging on here, right? One more fuck-up and even I won’t be able to protect you.’




  ‘I know that,’ Saunders said. ‘Just give me the men I need for two hours, and I’ll get some answers.’




  Ainsworth sipped his coffee, staring out the window as the ambulance pulled away. ‘I guess I don’t have any choice, do I?’




  







  CHAPTER THREE




  Cianna Phelan sat in the passenger’s seat of a rusted Nissan Sentra on Reverend Burke Street in South Boston, staring out the window at Building 29 of the Old Colony

  Housing Projects. A thick, late-September mist had rolled in off the harbor and hung in the air like an omen. In the driver’s seat next to her, Milo Pratt gripped the steering wheel

  nervously. His normally weak chin had receded to the point where it looked like little more than a bump between his lower lip and his Adam’s apple, and she wondered for the thousandth time

  how he’d ever come to this line of work.




  ‘It’s okay,’ she said to him. ‘It’ll be fine. Are you sure she’s in there?’




  He nodded. ‘I followed her earlier.’




  ‘Okay, then,’ she said. ‘Let’s do this.’




  She got out of the car and walked across the street. Milo followed. She had to give him credit, he didn’t back down, no matter how ugly things turned or how scared he got. She liked that

  about him.




  The three-story building was one of hundreds in the Colony, perfectly rectangular and devoid of architectural charm or individuality, lined up like some oversized trailer park cast in brick

  permanence. The green door at the center of the building lolled halfway open, daring them. They paused on the sidewalk, regarding the gap in the entrance warily.




  ‘You ready?’ she asked.




  ‘I guess.’




  ‘Remember, show no fear.’




  ‘It’s all I’ve got,’ he said. She chuckled, and he gave her a weak smile.




  The door creaked as Cianna pushed it all the way open, and she could hear Milo suck in a lungful of stale air. There was no one in the hallway that ran through the center of the building. Half

  of the lights were out, adding to the gloom. Trash gathered in the corners. She stood there for a moment, and pushed away the blanket of childhood memories that tried to smother her.




  ‘Which apartment?’ she asked.




  ‘Last one on the left,’ Milo said.




  She walked down the hallway, head high, shoulders back, wishing she had a gun. There was nothing she could do about it, but she wished it anyway.




  She heard the music long before she came to the door. It was the bass-heavy, expletive-laden, misogynistic fare that seemed to echo through the hallways of too many places she’d been in

  her life. The door was the same dark green as all the others, with several deep dents in the metal and chips in the paint where it had been struck throughout the years by angry boyfriends or

  girlfriends or parents or children or enemies or strangers. In truth, anger didn’t need a reason in a place like this. Anger grew from the bricks.




  She squared her shoulders once more and put on her game face. Reaching out, she slammed her fist against the center of the door.




  The voices that could be heard over the music ceased for a moment before the stereo was turned down. A voice called out ‘Fuck is that?’ in a thick Boston accent.




  ‘Open up!’ she shouted back.




  ‘Who the fuck is it?’




  ‘Now!’ Never answer a question. It lets them think they’re in charge, and she aimed to make clear that they were not.




  A moment later, the door cracked open, and a rat-faced kid of around twenty peered out at her. He was skinny and pale, with zits on his face and up the arms that dangled from his enormous

  sleeveless Celtics jersey. He looked at her, and a wide smile broke over his face as he opened the door even wider. His teeth were brown and dying. Four out of five dentists surveyed recommend

  sugarless crack for their patients who smoke crack, she thought humorously.




  ‘Shit, boys,’ the kid said over his shoulder to the others in the room. ‘Check out the fox!’ He stepped back and swung his arm inward, inviting her to enter. She had on

  jeans, a dark T-shirt, and her black leather jacket, but from the way the kid was leering at her you’d have thought she was wearing a G-string and was leaning on a pole. It was a compliment

  of sorts, she supposed, but one she would have preferred to forego at the moment. ‘Just what this fuckin’ sausage-fest needs.’ He licked his lips, and Cianna choked back a gag.

  ‘I don’t know what the fuck you’re doin’ here, but can I get you a fuckin’ beer, honey?’ All three ‘R’s in the sentence got caught in the kid’s

  gingivitis. They came out as yaw, heeya, and beeya.




  There were five young men in the apartment. Standing behind the toothless scarecrow in the kitchenette was a three-hundred-pound adolescent with a wisp of a beard and bulging eyes. He was

  turning from the open refrigerator to look at her. That his attention could be diverted from any appliance dispensing food she took as another stunning, if unwelcome, compliment. Two identical

  twins with crew cuts and piercings covering the outer rims of their ears sat at a battered card table in the living room, glaring at her with a disturbing mixture of lust and anger. On the card

  table sat a glass pipe, a butane lighter, and several clear plastic bags of substances ranging in consistency from hard-white to powder-brown. The alpha male was in the corner, sitting with his leg

  draped over the arm of a torn, half-reclined La-Z-Boy. He had long greasy dark hair and the sharp face of a hustler. She had little doubt that a decade earlier he would have been exactly the type

  of guy she would have gone for. Thank God those days were behind her.




  Cianna stepped into the room, looking around to see whether there was anyone else. No one. The place smelled of beer and chemicals, sweat and piss. The skinny crack addict started to close the

  door and it banged off of Milo, who was moving in behind Cianna. The kid looked at Milo as though seeing him for the first time. ‘Fuck are you?’ he demanded.




  Milo took a deep breath and said in a loud, clear voice, ‘We’re here for Jenny. Where is she?’ Cianna was proud of him. Not a single quaver. She’d taught him the

  breathing trick a week ago, after his inability to control his voice had nearly gotten them shot.




  The other four looked nervously at the young man spread across the over-sized chair. ‘Jenny?’ he said. ‘I don’t know any Jennys.’ He gave her a sickening smile, and

  the others in the room laughed as though reassured.




  She fixed him with a hard stare. ‘Does it look like I’m kidding?’ she asked. ‘Where is she?’




  Just then a girl’s voice came from the back of the apartment. ‘Jesus Christ, Vin! There’s no fuckin’ toilet paper in here!’




  Cianna raised an eyebrow at the young man on the chair. His nonchalance seemed shaken, but only for a moment. ‘Use the paper towels on the sink!’ he shouted back, turning his head

  slightly, but never letting his eyes leave Cianna’s. It took a moment, but he forced the smile back onto his face.




  No one moved or said anything else until a young woman walked out of one of the bedrooms. Her head was down, and as she pulled her eyes up and saw Cianna, she stopped in the doorway, completing

  the frozen menagerie. She was wearing pink mesh leggings, a short skirt, and a tight long-sleeved white shirt. Her hair was pulled back and pushed up in a thick wave. Her cheeks were sallow and

  sunken, and her eyes were red. She had the look of someone about to drive off a cliff. Make the most of the good years, kid, Cianna thought, ’cause it only gets harder from

  here.




  ‘Jenny, I presume?’ Cianna said to her.




  Vin, on the chair, spoke before the girl had the time to react. ‘Naw, that’s not Jenny, her name is Flower, right babe?’ The girl looked back and forth between Cianna and the

  guy, the expression of confusion slowly morphing to jealousy and anger.




  ‘Who the fuck is she?’ she asked. She was talking to Vin, but staring at Cianna like she gave off a stench that was more than she could bear.




  ‘Don’t worry about it, Flower. Why don’t you just come over here, where you’re comfortable.’ He patted his crotch.




  The girl took another look down her nose at Cianna and walked over and wriggled her leather skirt into his lap. ‘My name is Flower,’ she said defiantly. Vin draped his arms over her

  shoulders, and they both sat there staring at Cianna. Her eyes were filled with hatred; his less so.




  Cianna looked behind her at Milo, and he moved what was left of his chin up and down in an affirming nod. She turned back to Jenny. ‘You’re coming with us, Jenny,’ she

  said.




  ‘No, she’s not,’ Vin answered for her. His face grew hard.




  Cianna ignored him and spoke to Jenny. ‘Let me explain this to you once, Jenny. Me and Milo, here, are your only chance. You’re on parole, right?’




  For the first time, doubt crept into Jenny’s eyes.




  ‘Right,’ Cianna answered her own question. ‘That’s why we’re here. You blew off your meeting with your PO today. That’s violation number one.’ She

  looked around the room. ‘I see at least another eight violations here, any one of which would get you sent back inside. You come with us now, and you get a pass. Just this once. That’s

  the way this works, you understand?’




  The doubt on Jenny’s face had spread like a rash. ‘You’re with the Parole Office?’ she asked nervously.




  Cianna shook her head. ‘Not officially, but we work with them. We can get you one pass if you come now.’ Jenny hesitated. ‘Where’s your daughter Maggie?’ Cianna

  asked. It was her trump card, she hoped. Jenny’s eyes went to the floor. ‘That’s what I thought. Playtime’s over; you need to come with us.’




  Vin spoke before Jenny could move, and all trace of flirtation was gone from his voice. ‘I said she’s staying put.’ He removed one of his arms from Jenny’s shoulder and

  dug around in the chair’s cushions. A second later the hand reappeared, now holding a semiautomatic pistol.




  . . . And that’s why it’d be nice to have a gun on this job.




  He brought the gun up and traced it along Jenny’s arm, caressing her with it, running it up along her neck and under her chin. Her eyes were wide with fear as he used the barrel to twist

  her head back around toward him until he could kiss her aggressively, forcing his tongue into her mouth, his eyes closed in a pantomime of ecstasy. Her eyes remained open, and tears began forming

  in the corners.




  When he was done, he released her and let the gun drop so that it was resting under her left breast. ‘See?’ he said to Cianna. ‘She wants to stay here with me.’




  Cianna hadn’t looked at or spoken to him since Jenny had entered the room. Now she realized that she was going to have to engage him. She frowned as she looked him in the eyes.

  ‘It’s Vin, right?’ she said. She didn’t wait for an answer. ‘Vin, you have to understand something: Jenny is going to come with us. I don’t give a shit how you

  spend the rest of your life, but you’re not going to fuck up hers. At least not tonight. Do you understand? Or should I speak a little slower?’




  The two twins at the table pushed their chairs back, leaving them with a clear run at her. From all appearances, it was on. ‘Do you understand, Vin?’ she repeated.




  He looked at her, and the sick smile returned. ‘What I understand is that we’re guys.’ He gestured to his underlings. ‘And guys need to get laid.’ He shrugged.

  ‘That’s just the way things are; we need to clean the pipes every once in a while, or we go all fucked up in the head.’ He twirled the barrel of the gun around his ear as if to

  illustrate. ‘Now, that’s not a problem for me, as you can probably guess. I can get pussy any time I want. But these guys . . .’ He pointed his gun at each of the other four.

  ‘These guys ain’t all that great with the ladies. That’s why I told them that we could have a little party tonight, and once we’re all good and fucked up and Jenny and I

  have had some fun, they can all have a turn with her.’




  The blood drained from Jenny’s face and her tears gathered speed. He looked at the side of her face. ‘It’s only fair, Jen. I mean they do good work for me, and besides, by then

  you’ll be so fucked up that you won’t give a shit.’ He looked back at Cianna. ‘Hell, she probably won’t even know it’s happening.’ His eyes were so dark

  now, they seemed dead.




  He pushed Jenny off his lap and stood up. It took two slow steps for him to be in front of Cianna. ‘I am a businessman, though,’ he said, gesturing over toward the drugs on the card

  table. He took the gun and ran the barrel lightly between Cianna’s breasts, then up her neck and across her cheek. ‘So if you have a counter-offer, I’m more than happy to reach an

  agreement.’ He put his face close to hers. ‘I’m Irish; I’ve always loved redheads.’




  ‘I was hoping you’d go in that direction,’ Cianna said. She breathed deeply, almost in a pant, as slowly she ran her fingers up his arm, over his shoulder, and around to the

  back of his neck. She was close enough to feel him harden against her stomach as he pressed against her.




  ‘I had a feeling you were,’ he said.




  ‘Oh, yeah,’ she breathed to him. He began to move his hips against her and she matched his rhythm as her other hand slid lightly up the forearm that held the gun against her cheek.

  He was groaning, and his eyes were half-closed. ‘You see, now that she’s seen who you really are, it will be that much easier for Jenny to walk away.’




  He was so engrossed that he wasn’t listening. Even if he had been, she acted too quickly for him to defend himself. She twisted the hand that held the gun hard, out away from his body, and

  heard the clean snap of his wrist. He screamed out in pain, and released the gun. His knees buckled as he used his other hand to grab his wrist. She grabbed hold of the hair on the back of his head

  and pulled down with all her weight. His head snapped back, and his spine bent to try to keep the hair from being pulled out of the scalp. His mouth was open, and he was screaming louder now, and

  she raised up his gun and drove the butt into his nose, drawing a fountain of blood.




  Vin collapsed on the floor at her feet. It had happened so quickly that no one else in the room reacted. She turned and looked at the other four. The twins and the crack addict and the fat kid

  by the refrigerator all just stared at her, mouths dangling. She pointed the gun at them. ‘You tell him when he wakes up that if I find out anyone has gone near Jenny or any of her friends or

  family, I’m coming back, and I’m going to shoot all of your balls off, understand?’




  The four stood there, paralyzed.




  ‘You understand?’ She asked it louder this time, raising the gun at their heads for punctuation.




  ‘Yeah,’ they muttered.




  Cianna looked at Jenny, who was standing next to the chair, where Vin had moved her. ‘Are you coming?’




  Outside, Cianna climbed back into the passenger seat of the rusted Sentra. Jenny got into the back seat and Milo got behind the wheel. They all sat there for a moment in the silence, staring

  straight ahead. She reached over and put the gun into Milo’s lap. ‘You need to take this,’ she said.




  He looked down at the gun. ‘Are you afraid you might go back and finish the job?’




  She shook her head. ‘I can’t have a gun.’ He gave her a quizzical look and she scowled at him. ‘I’m on parole, too, remember?’




  Milo dropped Cianna off at her place on Mercer Street in South Boston, less than a half a mile from the Old Colony Projects. He would take Jenny home; dealing with emotional

  and psychological wrecks was his special talent. Handling the physical challenges of their job was hers. It was what she had been trained for, after all.




  Her apartment was in a big, square, three-story clapboard house with two residences on each floor. Hers was on the south side of the third floor: 600 square feet of scarred wood floor with a

  bathroom that had a freestanding tub from the 1940s. The furniture was old and stained: a queen-sized bed, a pea-green couch with a crate in front of it for a coffee table, a dining-room table with

  one chair, and a makeshift desk. Still, it was home, and it was the one place where no one could tell her what to do.




  She climbed the staircase wearily, and made her way down the landing to her apartment. The last of the adrenaline from the evening’s encounter had almost fled her system, leaving her with

  the crack-jittery, strung-out feeling of a crashing addict. She noticed that the light on her landing had burned out and would need to be replaced. It made it a little more difficult to find the

  right key in the dark, and the keys jangled as she located the right one. She’d just unlocked the door when she felt the hand on her shoulder.




  For a moment she was frozen. Her job was dangerous. It was one of the reasons she’d taken it – that, and the fact that Milo was one of the few employers who would hire an ex-con.

  Milo believed in redemption. Cianna wasn’t as convinced, but she was grateful to be given the benefit of the doubt, and was willing to help people if there was a paycheck in it. It was a

  small neighborhood, though, and you couldn’t ruffle greasy feathers without expecting some attempts at retribution. The hand on her shoulder let her know that one such attempt had

  arrived.




  Without thinking, her hand came up and took hold of the attacker’s wrist just below where the hand rested on her shoulder, pulling and twisting at the same time. The assailant gave a

  pained scream as he toppled forward, off balance, and she used his momentum to her advantage, driving his head into the wall just to the side of the door. He screamed again, but now it came out as

  a confused yelp. ‘Wait!’ he cried.




  She barely heard him. She kicked the man in the side as he tumbled to the floor.




  ‘Get off of me!’ he screamed.




  She was getting ready to fully incapacitate him before calling the cops, but as she raised her fist his last plea for mercy penetrated her consciousness. There was something about it that was

  eerily familiar. Like a scent that touches deep within the memory, the rhythm of his wail brought her back to another time, another place. Suddenly, she was back in the Projects, fourteen years

  old, kneeling on the arms of skinny kid two years younger than she. She saw herself torturing him by letting a long thin line of spit dangle from her lips, dropping slowly until it almost touched

  his face as he squirmed away, before she sucked it back into her mouth, laughing. He wriggled and squirmed to try to get away, but she had always been stronger. And every time he tried to get away,

  he would cry out pitifully, ‘Get off of me! ’




  Cianna leaned forward, trying to see the man’s face through his upraised arms. ‘Charlie?’ she said tentatively.




  ‘Christ, Cianna,’ the man said, lowering his arms just enough to look back at her, though still keeping them high enough to provide some protection. ‘What kind of a welcome is

  that for your little brother?’




  







  CHAPTER FOUR




  Jack Saunders was sitting at the head of a large semicircular table on the sixth floor of CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia. An array of television screens paneled the wall

  in front of him. The room was dimly lit and hushed except for the periodic rasping of closed-circuit radio communications in the background.




  Four others sat at the table with him. Lawrence Ainsworth, the Assistant Director of the CIA in charge of operations – Saunders’s friend and boss – sat directly to

  Saunders’s right. Colonel Bill Toney, the Director of the NSA, sat next to Ainsworth, his expression telegraphing his disgust. Saunders thought Toney was a first-class asshole, and figured

  Ainsworth had strategically separated Toney and him to prevent trouble. To Saunders’s left was Gerald Hoag, the Assistant Director for counterterrorism at the CIA, and Sonny Kopecki, a close

  advisor to the newly elected President. Hoag was ineffectual but harmless – a master paper-shuffler who’d advanced by keeping a low profile on the bureaucratic escalator. Saunders

  didn’t know anything about Kopecki other than what he’d read in the papers. The reports didn’t bode well.




  Saunders could feel the stares from the other men around the table. He’d never been a clean fit with the management crowd in the intelligence community; they were all spawn of old-line

  families with powerful connections and political ambitions. Saunders was a mutt. If it hadn’t been for Ainsworth’s support, he would have been banished from the Agency years ago. And

  now his ass was really on the line.




  It didn’t bother him. He figured that’s what asses were for. He’d made his reputation across enemy lines, running more successful missions than anyone could remember. At

  thirty-nine, he had more practical experience than all of the others around the table put together. That was the only reason the rest of them allowed him to be there, choking down stale,

  re-circulated air. Because, whether they liked it or not, Saunders knew what he was doing, and people who could claim that truthfully were in short supply.




  ‘My men are in place,’ Toney said. His men. What a prick, Saunders thought. The men were actually with the FBI – the CIA had no technical jurisdiction to operate

  within the boundaries of the United States – and were on loan to a joint operation over which Toney had little operational oversight. Legalities, titles and official chain of command aside,

  it was an Agency op through and through.




  Ainsworth took a deep breath. ‘Okay, Jack,’ he said. ‘You’re calling the shots.’




  Saunders picked up the headset sitting on the table in front of him, looked at the twelve monitors on the wall. Each showed a slightly different view of a small house in Alexandria, Virginia.

  Ten of them were beamed from the helmet-cams worn by the operatives in the field. One was an overhead satellite shot. One was from a stationary camera that had been mounted on a nearby telephone

  pole. ‘Team Leader, this is Base,’ he said. ‘Status?’




  One of the radio reports crackled loudly. ‘Base, Team Leader. No movement. We have five inside. Two male. Two female. One child.’




  ‘Weapons?’ Saunders asked.




  ‘Unknown.’




  The man on the other end of the line was Nick Johnson. Good man. Twenty-nine years old. Former marine, now with the feds. Well-trained and battle-hardened. Married, two daughters, the oldest in

  third grade. Saunders knew the names of all ten of the people on the ground. He was pretty sure Toney couldn’t say that about any of ‘his’ men.




  Saunders took a beat before giving the order. ‘Team Leader, proceed.’




  ‘Roger that,’ Johnson said. ‘Team One, Team Two, move in.’




  Ten of the images on the monitors shifted, jostling loosely, scanning as the house grew larger on the screens. The overhead satellite image focused in more closely. The image from the static

  camera on the telephone pole a hundred yards from the front door remained unchanged. Saunders’s attention was on the images on the wall, following each of them, searching for the danger. It

  was out there, he knew.




  The house was the residence of Tariq Kaleada, a doctor prominent in the Muslim community. According to Saunders’s intelligence, he was the primary communications conduit delivering

  messages for the radical Islamists in the area, including two fledgling Al Qaeda cells and some of their allies. It was likely that any messages delivered to those on whom Mustafa was spying came

  through Dr Kaleada, and he might still have the evidence. Might meant there was around a 25 per cent chance. Twenty-five per cent in Saunders’s profession was considered a slam dunk.

  Any way you looked at it, it was the best chance they had to find out why Mustafa had been killed.




  ‘You gonna announce, Saunders?’ Hoag asked. He was making irrelevant notes on a pad bearing the Agency’s logo.




  Saunders shook his head. ‘Team Leader, you’ve got the ram,’ he said into the radio. ‘Five up front, five in the rear. Take it quick.’




  ‘Roger that.’




  Bill Toney rocked back and forth in his seat. ‘Jesus fucking Christ,’ he muttered. ‘What if your intel is wrong, Saunders? What if your informant had shit?’




  ‘If he had shit, why was he killed?’




  ‘Who knows?’ Toney said, his voice getting louder. ‘Maybe he was just an asshole. Look who he hung out with, after all.’ Saunders shot Toney a vicious look. ‘Do you

  know what the Arab Anti-Defamation League is gonna do with this if you’re wrong?’ Toney continued. ‘I’m not even sure this is legal.’




  Saunders clicked off the microphone on his headset. ‘Go to law school,’ he said. ‘Let us know if it’s legal when you graduate. Until then, shut the fuck up.’




  ‘I went to law school, asshole,’ Toney shot back. ‘I went to Harvard! Where did you go to school?’




  ‘Mogadishu, prick,’ Saunders muttered.




  ‘Please, gentlemen,’ Ainsworth soothed. ‘You two can compare genitalia when this is over.’




  The images on the screens showed that Team One had reached the front door, and Team Two was rounding the corner in sight of the back door. Saunders clicked his mike back on.




  ‘Both teams in place,’ Saunders said. ‘Team Leader, you have a go. Break it down.’




  The radio crackled. ‘Team One, Team Two, this is Team Leader. We have a go. On my mark: three, two, one . . .’




  Members of both teams swung heavy metal battering rams into the doors, just below the door handles. Front and back doors exploded simultaneously, the wood from the frames splintering inward. For

  a moment the noise was disorienting, as ten agents, heavily armed and clad in dark riot gear, moved into the house, yelling, ‘Federal Agents! Nobody move! Hands where we can see

  them!’




  The television screens on the wall took on the quality of a kaleidoscopic lens as each member of the team broke off into narrow halls. Two Middle Eastern-looking men were sitting at a table in

  the kitchen, frozen, their hands half-raised, their eyes wide. They were in their late-thirties or early-forties, and they had long beards. ‘What is the meaning of this?’ one of them

  demanded. ‘We are American citizens! You have no right!’




  ‘Don’t move!’ was the response from one of the agents. ‘Heads down on the table!’




  ‘This is not right!’ one of the men yelled back. His hand slipped below the table, and the agent moved without hesitation, swinging the butt of his assault rifle into the man’s

  forehead. The man was knocked from his chair, and slid across the linoleum floor. A phone skittered to a corner, dropped from the man’s hand as he grasped his forehead, which was already

  bleeding profusely. ‘No!’ he cried. ‘I was calling my lawyer!’




  Just then, two young women were ushered downstairs. One of them was carrying a baby wrapped in a blanket. She screamed when she saw the man bleeding on the floor. ‘What have you done to my

  husband?’ She handed the baby to the other woman and ran to the man. She reached up to the sink and grabbed a dishtowel to wrap around his head. ‘What have you done?’




  ‘Ma’am, keep away, please!’ the agent yelled at her. He put a foot in between husband and wife and physically separated them.




  ‘Why, why, why?’ the woman was screaming through sobs, reaching out to her husband.




  ‘Please, ma’am,’ the agent repeated. ‘No contact.’




  ‘This is illegal!’ shouted the man remaining at the table. He stood. ‘By what right do you do this?’




  One of the other team members pushed the barrel of his assault weapon into the man’s chest. ‘Please, sir!’ he barked. ‘Sit back down!’




  Saunders watched Johnson’s camera angle as he stepped forward. ‘Sir, please remain still. We are executing a lawful search.’ His voice was calm but firm, almost robotic. He

  knew that the entire operation was being recorded. Saunders silently thanked God that none of the ops he’d run when he was younger had ever been recorded. Saunders was nowhere near as

  diplomatic.




  ‘Where is your warrant?’




  ‘It will be provided to you in due course,’ Johnson said.




  ‘That is illegal!’




  ‘No, it’s not. Once the search has been completed, you can contact a lawyer to confirm that. Until we are done, you need to stay here. If you don’t, I will place you under

  arrest. Is that understood?’ He looked down at the bloodied man on the floor, turned to one of the other agents. ‘Agent Salvino, provide that man with first aid.’




  Salvino put his assault rifle down and knelt by the injured man.




  ‘Get away!’ the man’s wife screamed. ‘Get away, I tell you!’




  Salvino looked up at Johnson, and the team leader just shrugged.




  The search took forty-five minutes. Two team members remained with the residents the entire time, watching over them. The others went through the house with microscopic precision. Through

  drawers, through cabinets, under beds and in mattresses. They even pried up floor boards where a seam looked askew. The search turned up nothing.




  Back at Langley, the four other men around the table stared at Saunders. ‘Goddammit,’ Toney muttered. ‘I told you. I fuckin’ told you, but you wouldn’t listen,

  would you?’




  Saunders said nothing in response. There was no point. He had no cover, and everyone knew it.




  ‘You can’t treat this Agency as your own personal commando unit, you asshole!’




  ‘That’s enough, Bill!’ Ainsworth shouted.




  Johnson’s radio microphone crackled. ‘Base, this is Team Leader. We’ve got nothing here.’ There was frustration in his voice. He looked around, and on the television

  screen hooked to his camera Saunders surveyed the mess in the house.




  ‘Search them,’ he said.




  ‘Roger.’ Johnson turned to the two men. ‘Sirs, please stand against the wall, feet shoulder-width apart.’




  ‘I will not,’ one of the men responded.




  ‘Yes, sir, you will,’ Johnson responded. He nodded to Salvino, who reached down and lifted the man off his chair. Two of the other team members conducted the search, probing far more

  aggressively than the frisk most people are used to at the airport.




  The women were next. Johnson summoned Beverley Samuels, one of the team members, to conduct that search, and ordered his men to turn their heads during the process. ‘Nothing,’

  Johnson said into his microphone when it was over. ‘We’ve got nothing.’




  ‘Congratulations, Saunders,’ Toney said. ‘You’ve got yourself an official shitshow. The suspension that’s been coming your way for years looks like it has finally

  arrived, asshole.’




  Saunders just sat there, his mind working furiously.




  Toney continued, ‘Don’t think I’m gonna take one inch of this fall for you. Don’t you have anything to say for yourself?’




  Saunders clicked back on the microphone on his headset. ‘Search the baby,’ he said.




  ‘Say again, Base?’ Johnson’s voice was unsure.




  ‘Search the baby,’ Saunders repeated.




  ‘Mother-fucking-Christ-on-a-popsicle stick!’ Toney shouted. He turned to Ainsworth. ‘Lawrence, you need to take control and shut this cocksucker down. Do it now! Otherwise,

  I’ll file a report that will shake the whole Agency to the core. I swear to God, I will. You and I have been friends for a long time, but I don’t care.’




  Ainsworth looked at him. ‘We’ve never been friends, Bill.’ He looked at Saunders and shrugged. ‘Your operation, your call.’




  ‘Team Leader, do you copy?’ Saunders said into his microphone.




  ‘Roger that.’ Johnson walked over to the woman holding the infant wrapped in a blue blanket.




  ‘No!’ she screamed. ‘You leave my baby! Animals! Leave him!’




  ‘Ma’am, hand me the baby,’ Johnson said.




  ‘No!’ she screamed again.




  Johnson motioned to one of the other agents, who stepped forward and held the woman by the arm. She continued to scream. Johnson pulled the child away from his mother and the baby began to cry

  in long, loud shrieks of fear. Back at the bunker, Saunders could hear several different people yelling, but the baby’s wails cut straight through to his eardrum.




  Johnson laid the baby down on the kitchen table and unwrapped the blanket. On the screen, Saunders watched as the baby, no longer safe in his warm cocoon, shivered and sputtered. Johnson ran a

  gloved hand down around the baby’s back. Nothing. He reached in and flipped his hand through the folds of the blanket. After a moment, his hand stopped. The screen was still. Slowly, his hand

  pulled back from the blanket, and grasped in his fingers was a 12-megabyte memory stick. He held it up to his face, giving those back at the bunker a clear look.




  ‘Bingo,’ he said quietly.




  ‘Bingo,’ Saunders repeated.




  Suddenly there was a shriek followed by several rounds of gunfire. In the confined space of the kitchen it sounded like the world was exploding. Everyone was shouting, and the cameras jostled,

  spinning around in a panic, seeking out the source of the gunshots. Johnson’s camera spun from the baby and the lens came to rest on one of the two men who had been sitting at the kitchen

  table. He was standing now, and he had a black Glock in his hand, pointing it just below the camera. On the screen, they could see two bright flashes from the muzzle, then the camera spun and

  flipped, and came to rest staring at the ceiling. More shouting followed, and then several bursts of automatic rifle fire. After a moment, all that was left was the sobbing coming from one of the

  women.




  ‘What the fuck happened?’ Saunders shouted into the microphone.




  A voice came back. ‘He got Sal’s gun! Special Agent Johnson’s been hit!’




  Saunders surveyed the television screens, trying to piece the scene together. One showed one of the women, bent over the body of her husband, blood pooling under his body. She was rocking back

  and forth, wailing. Another showed Nick Johnson’s face. He was lying on the ground, ashen, gasping for breath. ‘I’m okay,’ he said over and over. ‘I’m okay, I

  can hack it.’




  ‘We got you, boss,’ the man kneeling over him said. Then he turned and looked back toward the hallway. ‘Get a goddamned ambulance here!’ he screamed. ‘Somebody get

  a fuckin’ medic!’




  He turned back to the wounded man, and the screen showed Nick Johnson’s face again. It had grown paler. A thin river of blood leaked from the corner of his mouth. ‘We got it,’

  he choked out, raising a clenched fist. The man leaning over him held out his hand, and the memory stick slipped out of Johnson’s hand. ‘We got it,’ he said again. His eyes rolled

  up into his head.




  One by one, the other men in the sixth-floor bunker walked out, none of them saying a word. Saunders stayed there, though. He sat alone for several hours, watching as the ambulance arrived, and

  Nick Johnson’s body was loaded into the same vehicle as that of the man who had killed him. He watched as the other members of the operational team passed each other, the faces on the screens

  tight with pain and anger. He sat until the last of the cameras had been shut down, and the screens went blank, and he was sitting in complete darkness in the command center, wondering whether any

  of it had been worth it. Wondering whether Nick Johnson’s third-grade daughter would care, even if it was.




  







  CHAPTER FIVE




  Cianna held a towel to her brother’s forehead as he sat on the sofa. Her assault on him had opened a cut just above his right eyebrow. The bleeding had stopped, and the

  cut was small, but she still felt guilty. ‘I think maybe you need stitches,’ she said.




  ‘You kidding?’ Charlie said with a wry smile. ‘I get worse cuts shaving.’




  ‘You’re shaving now?’ He laughed at that, but she could hear the pain it masked. He’d always been short and slight and acutely sensitive to intimations about his

  masculinity. ‘When did you get out?’ she asked, changing the subject.




  ‘Two weeks ago,’ he said. ‘My discharge came through last month.’




  ‘Why didn’t you let me know? I would’ve put on the dog. How often does my baby brother come home from war?’




  ‘I was a supply sergeant,’ he said with a touch of embarrassment.




  ‘In Afghanistan,’ she pointed out. ‘I don’t give a crap what anyone does; if you’re doing it in a combat theater, you’re a combat soldier, as far as I’m

  concerned.’




  ‘Not in the same way you were,’ he said quietly.




  She took the towel away from his head and stood up, not knowing what to say. ‘Yeah, well,’ she stammered. ‘I’m guessing most people would choose your military record over

  mine.’




  He looked down, avoiding her eyes. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to bring it up.’




  ‘No problem,’ she said emotionlessly. ‘I haven’t had a chance to talk to you since it all happened.’




  ‘You want to talk about it now?’ he asked.




  She thought about it for a moment. ‘You know what? Not tonight. I had a long day at work.’




  ‘Where are you working?’




  ‘I’ve got a job with a non-profit group here in town.’ She tried to make it seem worthwhile, even glamorous. She could tell by the expression on her brother’s face that

  she had failed.




  ‘A non-profit? What the fuck is that?’ he asked. ‘A company that tries to lose money?’




  ‘It’s like a charity,’ she said. ‘It’s a good thing to do.’




  ‘What’s it called?’




  She hesitated. ‘Guardians for Youth.’ She knew what was coming.




  ‘You’re shittin’ me?’ Her brother let out a loud sarcastic laugh. ‘You’re workin’ for a charity called Guardians for Youth? That’s

  rich.’




  She threw the towel with his blood on it at him. ‘Shut the fuck up,’ she said with a smile. ‘It’s a decent place. We work with the parole board to try to keep young kids

  just out of juvie or prison out of trouble. We’re like the first line of defense. People start to slide, we step in and try to get them back in line before they get to the point where

  they’re gonna get sent back in. It’s rewarding.’




  ‘Rewarding, huh?’ Charlie said. ‘Does that mean it pays well?’




  Cianna waved her arm at the apartment. ‘Oh, sure, can’t you tell? I’m makin’ a mint.’




  Charlie looked around. ‘It’s not big, but at least it’s a shithole.’




  Cianna shrugged. ‘You know what they say: location, location, location,’ she said sarcastically.




  ‘Right. Three more strikes. I thought you wanted to be a cop?’




  Her expression went flat. ‘That dream died the minute I put on my prison fatigues.’ She took a deep breath and struggled to pull herself out of a brief slide into self-pity. She

  didn’t want her brother to see her that way. ‘It’s okay, though. I really like what I’m doing, even if it is a kinda shitty job. Milo, the guy who started the place, is an

  okay guy. You’d like him.’




  ‘Would I?’




  ‘Well, maybe not right off. I get the feeling that he grew up rich and he’s a little weird, but he’s trying to do the right thing, and he’s got his good

  points.’




  ‘Can’t wait to meet him.’




  ‘What are you going to do now that you’re back?’ she asked, changing the subject. ‘Not a great time to be out of work.’




  ‘I’ve got something lined up,’ he said. ‘It should set me up for a while.’ He looked serious for a moment. ‘Maybe longer than a while.’




  She tried to smile and failed. ‘You were always the dreamer, Charlie.’




  ‘It’s not a dream this time,’ he said.




  She just nodded. ‘I’m tired, Charlie,’ she said without turning around. ‘I’m gonna go get ready to sleep. You can take the bed, I’ll pull a blanket on the

  couch.’




  ‘No,’ Charlie protested, but she would have none of it.




  ‘It’s the least I can do after beating you up.’ She walked over to the tiny bathroom and closed the door.




  She was lying on the couch twenty minutes later when Charlie stuck his head out of the bedroom door. He had on a T-shirt and pajama bottoms, and silhouetted against the streetlight through the

  window he looked so much the way she remembered him as a child. She’d spent a lifetime trying to protect him from the world. She’d been okay at it, too, when they were younger and

  things were simpler. No more. She was no longer sure she had the wherewithal to be of any use to him, and it frightened her.




  ‘Are you sure about this?’ he asked. ‘I feel really bad about putting you out of your own bed.’




  ‘I’m sure, Charlie. Go to sleep.’




  He hesitated for a second. ‘If you ever want to talk about it, you know I’m here, right?’




  ‘I know,’ she said. ‘I’m fine.’




  ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Sleep well.’ He went back into the cubby of a bedroom, closed the door.




  Bur Cianna knew she would not sleep well. She hadn’t slept well in two years. Dreams of the past haunted her. As she rolled on her side and closed her eyes, she hoped that when the dreams

  came for her that night they would be of the good, not the bad.




  It was still dark when Cianna Phelan opened her eyes. The electric fan strapped into the window whirred pitifully, pushing the warm early morning air into her corrugated

  living quarters. By noon it would be over one hundred and ten degrees. Kandahar in July made Washington DC in August seem temperate.




  At least it’s a dry heat.




  That was the running joke. It was so dry it felt like God had shoved the whole barren wasteland into an oven. As she took a breath she could feel the dust collect in her nostrils. It was

  better here at the airbase, though, than on the humps the combat units took through the arid mountains, where the dehydration became bad enough that hallucinations set in and muscles cramped so

  tight men sometimes preferred open combat to walking.




  She felt Haley Jones stir next to her in the cot as she looked up at the window. The sun would be up within the hour. She was crazy to have him here with her.




  ‘You need to leave,’ she whispered.




  He grunted softly, like a bear in hibernation.




  She rolled over and looked at him. How old was he? Maybe twenty. Maybe not yet. At least five years younger than she.




  She was definitely crazy.




  Looking at him she was drawn again to his youth. A fragment of a poem she’d read back in high school flashed through her mind; something about the beauty of an athlete dying young. It

  had seemed so absurd back then, so divorced from any reality she could imagine at the time. Now, though, the notion resonated. She resolved to find the poem and give it another chance.




  Jones still wasn’t moving.




  She sat up on the cot, straddled him. She was wearing only an OD green T-shirt. ‘Private!’ Her voice was quiet, but her tone was Army.




  His eyes shot open, and she recognized the fear in them. The disorientation of being startled awake heightened the terror that lived in every soldier. It was not a fear of death, but of being

  surprised – of being unprepared. It took a moment for him to gain his bearings, and then the fear dissipated. He looked up at her and smirked. ‘Sarge,’ he said.
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