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[image: image] Guldaar. Noun. 1. Common name for leopard or panther (Panthera pardus), also known as baghera, cheetah, tendua.

2. The mark of a rose or rosette, which is the repeated pattern of five spots on a leopard’s coat. 3. The five petals on a Himalayan musk rose.

—Naqvi’s Urdu/English Dictionary. Shalimar Press, Lahore

Very afraid

I saw the dalliance of leopards.

In the beauty of their coats

They sought each other and embraced.

Had I gone between them then

And pulled them asunder by their manes

I would have run less risk

Than when I passed in my boat

And saw you standing on a dead tree

Ready to dive and kindle the river.

Anonymous, fifth century AD

Translated from the Sanskrit by E. Powys Mathers
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One

Islamabad

The carpet seller drove an ancient Honda CD 175 cc motorcycle, loaded down with Afghan rugs. Eight of them were folded across the petrol tank in front; ten more were draped over the pillion seat and another dozen tied up in a huge bundle on a carrier at the back. With difficulty, he maneuvered around the potholes in the road, nearly tipping over several times, as the bike whined and fumed, its engine complaining of neglect. When he reached the diplomatic enclave, the surface of the road improved and he picked up speed, though the motorcycle remained unstable under its precarious load. With his wind-tangled beard and unruly turban, the driver could easily have been a Tartar horseman from five hundred years ago, arriving in the city after crossing over the Hindu Kush. He took a corner slowly, one foot stretched out in case he skidded. Twenty meters on ahead, he stopped at a police checkpoint, where two armed constables lifted the carpets cautiously to see if any bombs or weapons were hidden underneath. After a cursory inspection, they waved him through.

Five minutes later, he pulled up at a high steel gate, where another set of guards examined him with greater scrutiny. He produced a wrinkled ID card issued by the United Nations High Commission for Refugees. The card had been laminated, but the plastic was peeling away at the corners. After speaking on their walkie-talkies, the guards frisked the carpet seller, then showed him where to park his motorcycle. He shouldered a load of rugs and carried them through the gate, dropping these on the verandah of the house inside. It was a modern two-story residence, rented out to the US embassy by a senior judge in the Punjab High Court.

Fetching the heaviest bundle of carpets last, the Afghan untied the cloth in which they were wrapped. He spoke to himself, mumbling into his beard … perhaps a prayer, or a curse, or a final calculation of the price.

The diplomat emerged from his house, accompanied by a cook, who would serve as interpreter, though the carpet seller knew enough English to handle any transaction. Greetings were exchanged. Salaam Alaykum. Wa Alaykum Salaam. The diplomat had been posted in other Muslim countries and spoke halting Arabic and Farsi, as well as a smattering of Urdu. Tea was offered, and the cook went off to brew it in the kitchen.

“Very old. Three hundred years.” The Afghan tossed a rug on the terrazzo floor.

Knowing nothing of carpets, the diplomat pretended to inspect the texture, his fingers brushing the tasseled border, then feeling the weight of the knotted wool. The first few carpets were traditional Bokhara patterns, with medallions in red and black with hints of indigo. The diplomat had been warned about the wiles of Afghan carpet dealers, but this man came recommended by a Pakistani acquaintance who claimed to know the value of a carpet. He examined several prayer rugs with mihrab designs. They appeared to be well used, with spots where the knees and foreheads of the faithful had worn away the pile.

“This one … beautiful. Two hundred knots per square inch,” said the merchant.

“How old is it?”

“One hundred twenty years. It belonged to my grandfather. I carried it with me when I escaped from Mazar-e-Sharif.”

The cook arrived with cups of tea and remained silent. The American seemed to like this carpet. It had a floral pattern and more colors than the others, mustard and green, against a background of purples and reds, not a conventional Afghan motif.

“What kind of flower is this?” the diplomat asked.

The carpet seller traced the pattern with his fingers. “Anaarkali,” he said. “Pomegranate.”

“How much?”

The Afghan slurped his tea before answering.

“Three thousand.”

“Rupees?”

“Dollars,” the Afghan said with a dismissive laugh. “Only dollars.”

He drew the carpet aside and removed another from the pile and threw it on the floor.

“Six thousand. This one is two hundred years old, from the time of Shah Shuja.”

The carpet appeared more geometric with hexagonal shapes, a mosaic made of dyed yarns—ochre, red, and yellow, as well as an intricate latticework of patterns along the edges. The American lifted a corner and examined it carefully.

“What’s this?” he said.

Knotted into the border was a curious design, repeated every six inches. At first, it looked like a lizard or some kind of locust, until the diplomat recognized what he was looking at: an AK-47. It was unmistakable, a tapered stock and magazine protruding beneath the barrel.

“Two hundred years old? You’re kidding me. That’s bullshit.” The diplomat shook his head at the carpet seller’s deceit. The pattern was like an optical illusion. Each hexagon resolved itself into the fuselage of a helicopter gunship, and the floral motifs above them were rotor blades. Either an American Apache or a Russian Mi-24 Hind—the diplomat couldn’t make out which. The Afghan remained impassive, as if the provenance of his carpets were immaterial.

The next rug he threw out was the largest in his bundle, six feet wide by nine feet long. It was mostly rust and gold, with a diamond border of blue and red. In the center was the stylized shape of an animal, a large cat with a tail that curled up in a crooked S. The wool had been dyed a pale amber hue. Covering this were the leopard’s spots, an irregular pattern of rosettes, like five daubs of ink, or the smudged petals of a rose.

“Tiger,” said the cook with a grin.

“Guldaar,” the carpet seller corrected him, knowing that the diplomat would choose this one. Minutes later, the haggling began. When the Afghan demanded $4,000, the cook intervened, speaking in Urdu and trying to bring down the price by half. After twenty minutes of negotiation, during which the seller extolled the workmanship of the carpet and the rarity of its design, they settled on $2,400.

Telling the cook to bring another cup of tea to seal their transaction, the diplomat counted a wad of hundred dollar bills into the carpet seller’s hands. Both men remained silent as the money was handed over, along with a clear plastic case, the size of a thin matchbox, discreetly tucked in amongst the currency notes. After counting the dollars, the carpet seller stuffed them into the pocket of his vest, then examined the plastic case. A memory card lay inside, no bigger than a fingernail. The carpet seller weighed the tiny object in his callused palm before slipping it into an inner pocket of his vest.

Neither man spoke, though their eyes met in the shared knowledge that this transaction was far more valuable than the sale of a carpet. Looking down at the leopard’s rampant profile, each of them considered the wild savagery of the beast knotted into the rough fabric of the rug, a cunning predator whose only enemy was man.

Just then, the cook emerged again carrying two cups of tea on a wooden tray. He offered it first to the carpet seller, who took his cup by the rim instead of the handle.

A moment later, when the cook turned away, he found an arm around his throat and one hand firmly wedged beneath his jaw. The teacups fell to the verandah floor with a sudden crash. Within seconds the cook’s neck had been snapped. The carpet seller performed this fatal maneuver with ease, as if he had done it many times before. Loosening his grip, he let the body slump to the floor and fall across the just-sold carpet. There was no sound beyond a choked whisper and a swift grappling of arms followed by the decisive crack of vertebrae. Immediately, the diplomat reached for a SIG-Sauer P224 that he carried in a shoulder holster under his jacket.

The Afghan seemed unperturbed and looked down at the shattered cups of tea.

“What the fuck is going on?”

“Informer,” the Afghan said in English, looking down at the crumpled figure on the floor.

“How do you know?” the diplomat asked, still holding the handgun ready.

The Afghan shrugged and leaned down to pick up an armful of carpets, before hoisting them onto his shoulder. He showed no fear, and the diplomat slowly lowered his gun.

“Next time, you should be more careful who you hire,” said the rug merchant.

“ISI?” the diplomat asked.

“No, RAW,” the Afghan replied. “Indian intelligence.”


Two

Ohio

A Winnebago Sightseer drove steadily over the rolling hills of central Ohio, between freshly planted fields of soybean and corn. Farmhouses with barns and silos were set back from the narrow two-lane road. A yellow Mustang was parked beside a mailbox with a FOR SALE sign taped to its windshield. One of the farmers had erected a billboard advertising pedigreed collies and grooming services. Another had a roadside vegetable stand, which was empty this time of year, too early in spring for anything to ripen. The new leaves on the maples were a bright, translucent green. A dead raccoon lay on the gravel margins of the road, paws reaching toward the sky.

The driver of the mobile home was a ruddy-faced, silver-haired man wearing dark glasses against the glare of the morning sun. Next to him sat a woman with her hair permed and colored, staring out at the passing landscape with a look of boredom in her blue eyes. They could have been anyone, a retired couple driving their RV across the country, along back roads, through the heartland of America. The Winnebago had Maryland plates and a bumper sticker that read ROAD TRIPPERS FOR ROMNEY!.

Ahead of them, half a mile farther on, lay a crossroads. Approaching from the right was an Amish carriage, a black buggy drawn by a pair of gray horses. As the two vehicles drove toward the junction, it looked as if they were headed for a collision. Neither showed any indication of stopping. The couple in the buggy rode in silence, the man in his thirties with a black beard and broad-brimmed hat, his young wife beside him in her drab blue dress, blond hair pinned up beneath a starched white bonnet. As they approached the crossing, it was like a choreographed moment of anachronism, when springs in clocks explode, calendars fly backward, and the sun reverses direction in the sky.

But none of this happened. Instead, the RV accelerated, and the Amishman drew back on his reins. The women waved at each other politely as they drove on. Time and history continued uninterrupted like the ribbon of asphalt stretching across the land.

Another mile on ahead was a sign: WELCOME TO EGGLESTON, OHIO. POPULATION 16,438. The RV passed a couple of churches surrounded by empty parking lots and a strip mall with a J. C. Penney, and a Home Depot. A golf course skirted the north side of town. Beyond it stood a large corporate facility, some kind of factory or warehouse, with a private airfield. A small jet was taking off. By now the road was lined with homes, each on its own parcel of land. The speed limit decreased to thirty miles an hour. Children were playing soccer outside a school. The RV turned left, its red indicator blinking.

BROMFIELD COLLEGE. A large stone plaque set in concrete marked the edge of the campus. The architecture changed from clapboard and aluminum sidings to yellow bricks. Students were passing between classes. Tennis practice was in full swing on the courts beside a horseshoe of dorms. After passing the library with its Corinthian columns, the RV took a left turn. Fraternity housing lay across the street, a beer keg upended on an uncut apron of grass.

Another right and then a sharp left onto College Lane. The RV was almost too large to negotiate the side street. The driver swung wide to take the turn before coming to a halt beside a split-level home, the kind of place assistant professors own before gaining tenure. It was a tidy, modest house, with clipped yews and a sloping lawn.

The side windows of the RV were small and tinted, like portholes on a yacht. Neither the driver nor the woman beside him made any move to get out. A squirrel was foraging in the rain gutter along one side of the house, but that was the only movement. Seconds later, the rear doors of the Winnebago opened and six uniformed men leaped out, each of them padded with body armor, helmets strapped to their chins. They cradled lightweight HK416C assault rifles in gloved hands. Fanning out across the yard in silence, the team moved with rehearsed efficiency. One of them tested the basement door as a second stealthily entered the screened porch. A third crouched next to the garage. Another two approached the front door. At a signal from the team leader, one of them rang the doorbell. Nobody answered. He rang it again, making the melodic chimes echo inside the house.

After the second try, the two men put their shoulders to the door and broke the lock. At the same instant, the man on the porch entered through the kitchen. A saucepan sat on the stove, half full of oatmeal. There was the smell of burnt toast. In the living room, a television was on with the volume muted, a morning talk show. The assault team moved cautiously, signaling with their hands. Boots were silent on the carpeted floors. A vacuum cleaner sat next to the coffee table, its hose coiled like a python. Two bedrooms lay at the rear, a bathroom in between. One of the pictures in the hall was a photograph of the Gateway of India in Mumbai with a woman standing in the foreground, holding a bouquet of tuberoses in her hands.

The room on the right was empty and looked as if it had never been slept in, with a floral bedcover that matched the drapes. With their rifles covering their teammate, two men watched intently as the third approached a closed door. Instead of kicking it open, the armed man gently twisted the knob and pushed, then flattened himself against the wall.

As the door swung open, they could see a quilt folded loosely at the foot of the bed. A pair of high-heeled shoes lay to one side, along with a blue sweater discarded carelessly on the carpet. The room smelled of cigarettes. As they entered, the assault team saw a woman standing by the window, which was open. She was smoking and staring out across the lawn, toward a bed of crocuses and daffodils. When she turned to face them, the woman exhaled a thin stream of smoke that coiled upward like a question mark from her lips. Though the armed men were trained to disable or kill without hesitation, she froze them with her pale green eyes. Her hair was gray, with wisps of gold. Her fingers held the cigarette in an attitude of unflinching surety, as if she had been expecting their arrival.


Three

Ladakh

Taking off from Leh, sixty seconds after daybreak, the Aerospatiale Lama headed north, leaving the Indus Valley and setting course for the Eastern Karakoram. Nothing else moved. Not even a shadow. Beneath the helicopter everything seemed lifeless. The percussive murmur of its rotors was almost musical.

Colonel Imtiaz Afridi watched the first rays of sunlight tinting the ridges, reflecting off the snow with brassy radiance, spilling over rocks and sand, illuminating the harsh terrain. Afridi was bundled up in a flight suit, over which he wore a down parka. An insulated helmet protected his head and glacier goggles shielded his eyes, yet he felt exposed. The pilot kept low to the ground, no more than a hundred feet above the rocks. At this hour of the morning, the air was perfectly still. Two lakes appeared in the distance, pools of ice that observed their progress with unblinking omniscience.

At first the mountains seemed distant, scattered along the ruffled hem of the horizon, but as they entered the Nubra Valley, ridgelines began to converge and one summit led on to the next, folding and unfolding like an elaborate origami of peaks and passes. Afridi recognized the shape of the land, and the winding course of the river below. He had flown here dozens of times and had studied the topography, from early British survey maps to recent satellite images.

They kept to the eastern slope of the valley, never climbing above the silhouette of the ridge, though the helicopter was equipped with instruments that made it invisible to those who might try to track its flight. Afridi spotted a road below them, an army fuel dump, and farther on, an encampment of fiberglass huts surrounded by disheveled tents.

As they came around a bend in the river, he caught sight of a sheer ice wall, rising almost eight hundred feet and stretching from one side of the valley to the other. Though he had witnessed this scene more times than he could count, the sight of the glacier always pinched a nerve inside Afridi’s chest.

Siachen. The highest battlefield in the world. On either side, unyielding mountains were armored in ice and rock. The frozen carapace of the glacier, littered with debris, was an impervious shield, a barren wasteland. Yet men sacrificed their lives to protect this desolate frontier. Hostile armies of India and Pakistan faced off across the shifting surface of Siachen. For every soldier killed by enemy fire, nine others died from altitude and exposure. Here the fault lines of history converged with the tectonic fissures of Asia, an apex of collision and partition. Less than a hundred kilometers farther west lay the northern frontiers of Afghanistan.

For a moment, it seemed as if the helicopter might not clear the ice wall, its engine straining. Afridi’s eyes shifted briefly to the pilot, Flight Lieutenant Bhandari, who was intently watching the flickering gauges on the console before him. He coaxed the throttle to give them a fraction more power. At the last minute, they rose above cracked lips of ice and glided over the broad expanse of Lower Siachen. Afridi’s hands were gloved in thick down mittens, but he could feel the cold creeping into his fingers. The Lama’s propellant was a special blend of aviation fuel, refined for these altitudes. The air above Siachen made everything viscous, blood and oil turning to wax. The helicopter lurched suddenly as a gust of wind came down one of the lateral valleys, out of territory occupied by Pakistan. It almost felt as if an artillery round had passed beneath their skids.

In front of them lay the painted mountains, Rimo I and III. The pilot banked the helicopter in a shallow arc that followed the course of a secondary glacier, Terong Gal. The difficult part now lay ahead. As they turned 160 degrees, Afridi had an unobstructed view of the Rimo peaks, not a smooth feature on their surface. Raddled ice and blistered snow were mangled into a fierce beauty by the early light. Forty years ago, Afridi had attempted to climb the lesser peak and survived an avalanche on its lower slopes only to turn back 800 meters from the summit as daylight waned and temperatures dropped.

He could see the shadow of the helicopter projected on the hard packed snow beneath them, flying parallel to his thoughts. Crossing Terong Col, at 6,000 meters, they dipped into the upper reaches of the Shyok Valley, the so-called “river of death.” Another glacier spread below them, narrower than Siachen, steeper and more constricted. They were out of range of Pakistani guns, though Chinese intrusions along the Aksai Chin had put this region in dispute.

Bhandari spoke into his microphone. “Sir, up ahead … should we bear left or right?”

“To the left,” Afridi said, hearing his own voice amplified inside the helmet. “Beyond that bergschrund, where the glacier bends out of sight.”

His eyes scanned the slopes. For several minutes nothing revealed itself, but as they entered the bowl beneath the northern flank of Rimo’s massif, Afridi spotted the wreckage. He raised one hand and gestured. The pilot saw it, too.

On a sloping ice field, at the uppermost end of the glacier, lay the fuselage of an aircraft that had broken into three pieces. One of the wings had been sheared off three hundred meters lower down, at the point of impact. The other had fragmented as the twin-engine turboprop ploughed its way uphill. From a distance, it looked as if the plane might have had a chance to land safely, but as they approached, Afridi could see how the glacier fractured and buckled. They were almost above the crash site now, fifty feet off the ground, as the pilot began to circle. A black smear of oil marked the trajectory of the plane. One of the engines lay to the side, its propellers remarkably intact. Afridi noted that it was an Anatov AN 24, not an Illyushin IL 114, as the initial report had indicated.

The crash had occurred barely twenty-four hours earlier, and the first reconnaissance reported no survivors. The plane’s markings had been painted over, though Afridi could see an indistinct line of numbers and letters near the tail. It hadn’t caught fire, but there was no chance of anyone coming out of this accident alive. Even if they had, they would have frozen to death by now. More than likely, only two or three crew had been on board, no passengers. The helicopter hovered over the largest piece of the fuselage.

“What’s that?” Afridi said, as if speaking to himself. His microphone conveyed the question to his pilot, who descended within twenty feet of the glacier. A human hand seemed to beckon for help, its fingers grasping at nothing. Where the plane had been ripped in half, the ice was strewn with body parts, dozens of arms and legs. Torn shreds of cardboard fluttered in the breeze as the rotor blades kicked up snow, making it difficult to see. But the severed limbs were unmistakable, a gruesome tableau, as if dozens of victims had been butchered on the ice.

Afridi heard Bhandari curse, an expression of bewilderment and dismay.

“Put her down over there,” the colonel instructed, waving to a level patch, thirty meters from the crash debris.

Once they were on the glacier, the helicopter’s blades came to a halt, though the engine kept running, and Bhandari unbuckled himself from his seat.

“Go and take a look,” Afridi said. He would have got down, too, if his legs permitted. The pilot walked cautiously across to the gruesome remains, stopping for a moment, as if he didn’t have the courage to go on, then kneeling beside one of the legs, its foot shod in a black leather boot. Reluctantly, he picked it up and also retrieved an arm that lay nearby, cut off below the elbow. A few minutes later, he returned to the helicopter. As Bhandari opened the hatch on his side of the Lama, he handed Afridi the two limbs. Both were artificial. The hard synthetic material was a pinkish hue, like the plastic complexion of a mannequin.

When they lifted off again, Afridi was still holding the prostheses on his lap. The arm was female, tapering to the wrist, fingers open, as if gesturing for something. The leg was a man’s, with steel calipers on either side of the knee, a hinged mechanism that made it possible to walk. Below him, Afridi could see many more of these false limbs littering the crash site. The smaller arms and legs were for children, like dismembered dolls lying in the snow, scattered pieces of a human puzzle.


Four

When Luke agreed to accompany the body back to America, it wasn’t because of any sentiments for the man who had died. It was a free business class ticket, round trip to Washington, DC. He had been told that the casket would be delivered directly to the airport. All he had to do was travel on the same plane as a courier. He also had to carry the dead man’s suitcase and sign some papers to verify the identity of the deceased. His name was Carlton Fletcher. Luke had met him once or twice at cocktail parties in Islamabad, an older expatriate in his late fifties. Fletcher had introduced himself as a consultant for a waste water project in Gujranwala, funded by USAID. That was all Luke knew about him.

The only thing they had in common was that they smoked, though Luke had quit since then. A month ago, he and Fletcher had spent five minutes alone together on the balcony of a friend’s house off Murree Road, while their cigarettes burned down in the darkness. He remembered that Fletcher talked about hunting wild boar on the outskirts of Islamabad.

“Unbelievably good eating,” he said. “I’d almost forgotten the taste of fresh pork.”

If he’d met him again on the street, Luke might not have recognized Fletcher. He didn’t have distinctive features, a moderately overweight man with a bad complexion and receding hairline. His glasses were tinted, the kind that change color with the light. At the end of their conversation, Fletcher had stubbed out his cigarette in a potted fern. After the two of them went back inside, they didn’t speak again. Four weeks later, Luke heard he was dead and the embassy was looking for someone to travel home with the body. One of secretaries in the Commercial Section called Luke and persuaded him to volunteer. He was told that Fletcher had died of a heart attack in the bathroom of a service apartment he shared with another consultant who was away in Sialkot when it happened.

As a journalist, Luke lived on the margins of the expatriate community, but unlike most of the foreign correspondents, he had been born in Pakistan and spoke Urdu. His dark brown hair and beard allowed him to move about unnoticed on the streets of Rawalpindi, where he rented an apartment in a modest, middle-class neighborhood. At the same time, he kept his contacts amongst the embassy crowd in Islamabad, shuttling between the two worlds out of professional necessity but also because it was something he had done for most of his life. He was entirely comfortable sitting around with Pakistani reporters and speaking Urdu or Punjabi over innumerable cups of tea or having dinner with the bureau chief of the New York Times, listening to bombastic theories about American foreign policy. Though he didn’t completely belong to either world, Luke had learned how to adapt to circumstances.

Once or twice a year, he returned to the United States, not because of any particular need to maintain his tenuous links with the country, though his sister lived there, but because it seemed necessary to keep his professional identity intact. He often traveled for work to other parts of Asia, but when a chance like this came up, Luke was happy enough to accept a free ticket to the US, even if it meant accompanying a dead man halfway round the world.

Repatriation of human remains is a relatively routine process. After a doctor issues a death certificate, the embassy takes over and handles all of the details—informing the family, cancelling the passport, getting clearances from the police, hiring a mortician to embalm the corpse, and booking the coffin on an international flight. The consular official who dealt with Fletcher’s case was in his late twenties, a pale, bored-looking man who might as well have been sending a piece of lost luggage back to its original destination. He gave Luke a manila envelope full of papers and explained that someone from the family would meet him when he reached Washington. Representatives from a funeral home would collect the body at the airport. Luke just had to sign a receipt and hand over the suitcase, as simple as that. When the consular official gave him his ticket, he glanced at it for moment.

“You’re coming back in a week?” he said, as if it were a mistake.

Luke nodded. “I’m just going to visit family for a few of days.”

“Short trip,” the official said. “If I were you, I’d stay away from here as long as I could.”

Smiling, Luke said, “I’ve lived in Pakistan most of my life. This is home for me.”

“No shit!” the man said, then looked aside, as if it made him uncomfortable.

The flight they’d booked him on was Emirates to Dubai and then United direct to DC. Because the dead man had been working for the US government as a contractor, it had to be an American carrier or codeshare airline. Even in death, Carlton Fletcher was obliged to comply with the protocols of Washington’s bureaucracy. Altogether, it was a twenty-hour journey. But, of course, that didn’t matter to the dead man. For Luke, it wasn’t so bad, either, since he was traveling business class. As a freelance writer, he was used to economy seats and cheap connections.

Leaving Islamabad, everything went smoothly. He didn’t even have to see the casket because the people from the embassy took care of that. Fletcher’s only piece of luggage was a hard shell Samsonite case that looked as if it had been around the world a couple of times. Checking it in, along with his own bag, Luke wondered what was inside and whether he would need to declare anything at Customs, but nobody seemed concerned.

The flight took off on time, and he fell asleep almost immediately. At Dubai, he had a two-hour layover. Resisting the urge to buy a carton of Marlboros, he got a bag of Iranian pistachios instead and two bottles of duty-free perfume as a gift for his sister and her partner. He didn’t know what kind of perfume they would like, but the Filipino salesgirl recommended something with a Scandinavian name and another called Scheherazade. Back on the plane, when he sniffed his wrist where the girl had dabbed the fragrance samplers, he wasn’t sure he’d made the right choice.

Once they were in the air again, they left behind the slender spire of the Burj e Khalifa and the stylized outline of the Palm Jumeirah development, its drooping fronds and artificial lagoons protruding into the blue waters of the Persian Gulf. Luke stared out the window, but soon there was nothing but desert stretching in all directions, an ocean of Arabian sand. He tried to watch a movie but fell asleep again, waking up as they were flying over the Mediterranean. He felt an ache between his eyes and an edgy feeling of needing a cigarette. He hadn’t smoked for three weeks, but being in an airplane seemed to make the craving worse. As the flight dragged on, Luke found himself getting angry with Carlton Fletcher for having died and making him go on this journey. He wasn’t looking forward to meeting the dead man’s wife or kids, whatever family he had. He didn’t want to offer condolences to strangers, pretending to be sympathetic as he gave them the suitcase. For a moment, Luke began to wonder what it would be like if his corpse were in the hold and Fletcher was taking him back instead.

Better you than me, my friend, he said to himself, shaking off the thought. Hours later they circled Washington and touched down at Dulles. Entering the terminal, Luke walked as quickly as he could, avoiding the escalators and taking the stairs to stretch his legs. The luggage was already going around and around on the carousel when he got there, his own and Fletcher’s. At Customs, he handed over the papers for repatriation of human remains. The female officer who flipped through the documents was wearing latex gloves.

“Are you a family member?” she asked.

He started to explain. “No, just an acquaintance. The embassy—”

“Anything else to declare?”

Luke shook his head.

From there he had to go to a special reception area, wheeling his trolley through an automatic door, where an airline official told him to wait.

A few minutes later, two men in black overcoats walked in. He could tell they were from the funeral home before they introduced themselves. Luke gave them the envelope containing the death certificate and canceled passport. Another door opened, and a baggage handler wheeled in the coffin on a gurney. It was a simple, aluminum box, smaller than he had imagined.

“Is someone from the family here?” Luke asked.

One of the undertakers nodded. “She’s parking her car.”

A minute later, the door opened again and a woman walked in. She was in her mid-thirties, with short brown hair, a year or two younger than Luke. Wearing a gray wool coat over a pleated black dress, she looked as if she were going straight from here to the funeral.

“Ms. Holman,” the undertaker introduced them, “this is Mr. McKenzie.”

She glanced across at the casket briefly before shaking Luke’s hand. When she turned in his direction, her eyes were dry and her face composed.

“I’m sorry about your father,” Luke said.

There was a trace of a smile on her lips.

“My uncle,” she said.

The airline official seemed to be in a hurry and got them both to sign the papers on his clipboard, then nodded to the men from the funeral home. The coffin was taken outside, and suddenly it was just the woman and Luke. For a moment, he didn’t know what to say, before pointing at the suitcase.

“That’s his,” he said. “Would you like me to take it to your car?”

“What about you? Where are you going?” she asked.

Luke mentioned the hotel that the embassy had booked for him, near Farragut Square.

“I’ll drop you there,” she said. “It’s the least I can do.”


Five

After a brief halt in Leh for refueling, the helicopter returned to the Himalayan Research Institute in Mussoorie, touching down a few minutes past noon. Situated at the highest point on the ridge in Landour cantonment, overlooking the central range of the Himalayas, HRI was a secluded complex of buildings surrounded by deodar trees. Except for the satellite dishes and the helipad, it might have been a colonial club rather than a state-of-the-art surveillance center. Over the past three decades, Afridi had established HRI as India’s primary intelligence facility in the Himalayas, and he directed the Institute with the singular purpose of defending the country’s northern frontier. Though technically retired from military service, he was acknowledged as the foremost expert on mountain warfare and security, an analytical genius with a fierce sense of national duty. Though he was tired from the journey and grateful to be home, Afridi’s first priority was to examine the evidence they had retrieved. Removing his helmet and hoisting himself out of the Lama and into his wheelchair, the colonel gave instructions that he wanted the artificial limbs taken to the MI room. He would be there in half an hour.

Afridi’s office had an attached bathroom, where he washed up and shaved before changing into gray flannel trousers, a fresh white shirt, and a blazer. Injured in a climbing accident years ago, he had overcome his disabilities through careful adherence to routine and physical discipline. Though Afridi would turn seventy next year, his upper body remained strong and agile, even if his lower extremities were immobilized. The irony of having recovered prosthetic limbs above 6,000 meters in the mountains wasn’t lost on him. Flying back from Leh, eastward across Zanskar and Spiti, then above the gnarled ranges of Kinnaur into Garhwal, he had wondered what it must be like to walk with artificial legs. Though his left foot had been amputated due to frostbite, Afridi had never considered getting a prosthesis. Over the years he had come to terms with the limitations of his body, the scars he bore, deadened nerves and the atrophy of muscles and sinews that once carried him up and over the highest mountains in the world.

Wheeling himself into the MI room, which also served as a forensics lab, Afridi acknowledged Major Gopinath’s salute. Posted to the HRI less than a year ago as medical officer, Gopinath maintained his clinic fastidiously. The artificial arm and leg had been placed on an examining table as if they were being prepared for surgery. The only other person in the room was a nurse named Esther Masih.

“So, tell me, Gopi. What do you make of these?” Afridi said.

“Sir?” The medical officer looked baffled.

“What are they?”

“A leg and an arm, sir,” Gopinath answered. He hadn’t been told where they were found or the circumstances of the crash site. Afridi harbored a longstanding distrust of doctors. Most of them, he believed, had no imagination, since the medical profession required them to approach everything with clinical objectivity.

“Yes, of course, I know that,” Afridi said, positioning his wheelchair so he had a better view of the limbs. “But, please … I want you to tell me something I don’t know.”

The doctor seemed unnerved and glanced at the nurse.

“These are crude prostheses, sir. Manufactured in China.” Gopinath picked up the leg and worked the hinged calipers on the knee. “At least thirty years out of date. The material is some kind of fiberglass. The moving parts are stainless steel and PVC. Inferior quality.”

“But are they functional?” Afridi interjected. “I mean, could you fit this leg on someone and actually make him walk?”

Gopinath bent and extended the knee a couple of times before answering. He had a maddening habit of analyzing things from every angle before replying. Several weeks ago, Afridi had come to him with a toothache. Before examining his mouth, Gopinath had checked his blood pressure and asked him about the prescription for his reading glasses.

“It’s my tooth, damn it, not my eyes,” Afridi had said.

“Yes, sir. I’m just excluding all other sources of pain,” Gopi tried to explain.

Now, the doctor carefully put down the artificial leg as Afridi waited impatiently for an answer.

“Ambulation would be severely restricted. Whoever wears this leg will need to walk with a cane, or crutches. We have much more sophisticated prostheses now, which offer greater mobility.” He glanced at Afridi, unsure of where this conversation was leading.

“Do you suppose it might be suitable for someone who has been injured by a landmine?”

Afridi continued, “In Afghanistan, for example … hypothetically?”

“Possibly, sir. It’s an inexpensive option. Cheaply produced, simple to maintain.”

“And the arm?”

“Purely cosmetic,” Gopi replied.

“Show it to me,” Afridi said.

The nurse handed him the arm.

“Hollow?” Afridi said, tapping the upper portion, which had nylon straps and a crude clamp for attaching to a person’s elbow.

“Yes, sir,” said Gopinath. “It reduces the weight.”

“Miss Masih,” Afridi said, handing the prosthesis back to the nurse, “does anything about this arm strike you as odd?”

She turned it over and shook her head.

“Take a closer look,” said Afridi.

The nurse held the arm up to the light, squinting as she examined the rigid fingers.

“It unscrews at the wrist,” Afridi prompted her.

Cautiously, she twisted the hand, which rotated stiffly at first, then loosened and came apart from the rest of the arm.

“Empty, sir,” she said, peering inside.

“Of course.” Afridi nodded. “But you could easily fill it with something, couldn’t you? Five hundred grams of heroin, for instance.”

Esther Masih looked up with alarm, meeting Afridi’s gaze. She had worked at the institute for fifteen years, and he trusted her more than most of his staff.

“The leg also comes apart,” he said. “You could fit a kilo inside, maybe more.”

The colonel smiled at Major Gopinath, who was watching him with a look of incredulity.

“Where did it come from, sir?” Gopi asked.

“From the Eastern Karakoram. These were part of a shipment that was on its way to Afghanistan,” Afridi said, with a grimace. “These days, Afghanistan has a monopoly on two things: amputees and opium.”


Six

“So, how come you were born in Pakistan?” she asked.

“My parents were missionaries,” Luke replied.

“But you’re not a missionary,” she said. Her first name was Tracy.

“No, I’m a journalist,” he replied, “though I’ve taken six months off to write a book about Humanitarian Aid projects in the tribal areas of Pakistan.”

“They don’t like us much over there, do they?” Tracy said.

“Not exactly,” said Luke. “Americans haven’t made themselves very popular.”

“Do you speak the language?”

“Urdu, some Pashto and Punjabi,” he answered.

“It must be dangerous.”

“Not if you know what you’re doing.”

She was driving fast along the highway, heading into the center of Washington. The car was a black Lexus coupe with leather upholstery, certainly more comfortable than taking a taxi. Tracy Holman had thrown her coat in the backseat. The sleeveless dress she wore revealed slim but muscular arms and several inches of well-tanned thighs. She had a severe kind of beauty that her makeup couldn’t soften, and Luke sensed a seductive tension in the car.

“Yeah, I suppose you could die of a heart attack anywhere,” she said, changing lanes.

Hesitating, Luke said, “I’m afraid I didn’t know your uncle very well.”

Tracy shook her head, eyes fixed on the traffic. “Neither did I.”

As they rode in silence for a while, Luke was increasingly self-conscious of how disheveled he looked and of his bloodshot eyes. A subtle fragrance filled the Lexus, a clean yet musky sweetness with a hint of cloves. Twenty minutes later, they pulled up to his hotel.

“Thanks for the ride,” he said. Tracy looked at him and smiled as they shook hands. The doorman opened the car for her, thinking she was getting out.

“She’s just dropping me,” Luke said to the doorman, then glanced at her. “Unless, of course, you’d like to come in for a drink.”

Tracy examined her watch, a Bulova with a gilded strap.

“Thanks, I might,” she said, surprising him by handing the doorman her keys.

More than ever before, Luke wished he hadn’t spent the last twenty-four hours in airports and on a plane. As he checked in at Reception, Tracy sat texting in one of the lobby chairs. Luke was about to suggest they meet in the bar, after he’d had a chance to wash up, but she headed straight for the elevator as soon as he was done. His room was on the fifteenth floor. He glanced at Tracy’s reflection in the elevator mirror. She returned his look with a suggestive smile.

The bellhop had brought up his bag in the service elevator and met them in the hall. Luke waved the keycard in front of his door and a green light clicked on. The minute he entered, he was aware of another person inside, a man sitting near the window with his legs crossed. Luke realized he’d been set up as soon as Tracy tipped the bellhop, who retreated out the door.

The man in the chair got to his feet and put out his hand. Luke took a step backward, swearing under his breath. “Shit!”

The tinted glasses were a jaundiced hue. His thinning hair was combed back from a prominent forehead. There was no mistaking Carlton Fletcher. He was alive and well in Washington, DC. Tracy pulled up another chair for Luke and opened the minibar.

“I think you probably need that drink,” she said. “Scotch or something else?”

Still trying to comprehend what was going on, Luke didn’t answer at first, watching her pour two miniatures of Glenfiddich into a single glass.

“What the hell is this?” he finally demanded. “This isn’t why I agreed to fly halfway around the world.”

“I realize we owe you an explanation,” Fletcher said, his voice apologetic but firm.

“Who was in the coffin?” Luke asked. “Or was it empty?”

Working as an investigative journalist in one of the most dangerous parts of the world, Luke had faced his share of ruthless surprises and blatant lies. His instincts told him to remain calm but guarded.

“I’m afraid we can’t reveal the victim’s identity. But we’re grateful that you brought him home,” Fletcher said, gesturing for Luke to sit, as Tracy Holman opened a can of club soda. She topped up the whiskey before handing Luke his drink.

“I should have guessed you were a spook,” he said. “But why did you have to make this so complicated?”

“Let’s just say there were events … circumstances that required us to meet you here.”

“Why do we need to meet at all?” Luke said, furious at having been deceived.

“Cheers,” said Fletcher, holding up his glass, which had an inch of clear fluid at the bottom. It could have been water or vodka.

Luke swallowed hard and sat back in his chair.

“We’re interested in a piece you published in Salon.” Fletcher spoke quietly, his voice restrained. “Very well written. Fascinating.”

Tracy Holman sat on the corner of the bed, leaning forward. The article was based on a chapter from the book that Luke was writing, a firsthand account of disaster relief operations in Chitral and Azad Kashmir. He was still getting used to the idea that Fletcher was alive.

“You interviewed a man in Abbottabad named Hakim.” Holman spoke this time.

“That’s not his real name, of course,” Luke said, keeping his voice level. He’d played this game before and knew how to protect his sources.

“We know,” Fletcher said. “It’s what he told you that was interesting, the part about rescue operations after the flash floods along the Jhelum.”

Despite his exhaustion and the numbing effect of the scotch, Luke felt a switch go off in his mind, signaling caution.

“What about it?”

“You quoted him as saying that simply doing good for people isn’t enough. Altruism has a price.”

“He was speaking Urdu, and I loosely translated what he said,” Luke explained.

“But he goes on to say that even the greatest acts of charity imply some sort of guilt, just as evil can have a moral face.” Holman was quoting the interview word for word.

“What exactly did he mean by that?” Fletcher said.

Luke shrugged. “Hakim styles himself as a bit of a philosopher. I thought it was an interesting paradox, particularly in a part of the world where most people view things as either black or white.”

“But isn’t he suggesting that some of the relief efforts are funded by those who might have blood on their hands? The implication is that good deeds balance out the bad—what might be called a Robin Hood effect.” Fletcher looked across at Holman.

“I suppose that’s one interpretation,” Luke said.

Fletcher drained the liquid in his glass.

“Did he mention any organizations in particular?” Holman asked. “A specific NGO or charity that might be an example of what he meant?”

Luke shook his head slowly.

“For instance, did he talk about the Sikander-e-Azam Trust?” Fletcher asked.

Luke met his eyes.

“You’ve heard of it, of course,” Fletcher persisted.

“Sure,” said Luke, understanding now why he was here. “But I’m not prepared to tell you anything more than that. Journalistic privilege. I can’t compromise my sources.”

Fletcher stared at him for fifteen seconds without speaking, then picked at a scab just below his ear.

“So, what are you willing to talk about?” he asked.

Luke shrugged. “I don’t know. Why should I tell you anything?”

“How about explaining what you know about Peregrine?” said Holman. For the second time, Luke felt as if someone had pressed a switch at the base of his spine. He sat up in his chair.

“The company or the bird?” he asked.

“You interviewed Roger Fleischmann, Peregrine’s CEO, when he was in Islamabad last month. An unofficial visit,” Fletcher spoke.

“Nice guy, with a lot of Midwestern charm,” Luke said. “As a kid, Fleischmann grew up flying model airplanes in his grandfather’s hayfields in Ohio. Then, after dropping out of college, he turned his hobby into a multibillion dollar aeronautics and defense technology firm.”

“You asked him a question about Peregrine’s links with the CIA, whether they were one of his investors. According to your interview, he laughed it off. You quote him as saying he’s a private entrepreneur with no ties to the US government,” said Fletcher.

“Yeah.” Luke took the last sip of whiskey from his glass as if it were medicine.

“Was he lying?”

Luke shook his head again. “How should I know?”

“Usually you can tell,” said Fletcher. “A good interviewer knows when he’s being sold a load of crap. You can see it in his eyes.”

“Roger Fleischmann seemed like an honest, plainspoken businessman. He said he was just trying to sell his drones and other hardware to the generals in Rawalpindi.”

“Except that he would only be allowed to do that if the CIA and Defense Department okayed the deal,” said Fletcher. Holman had fallen silent. Luke could tell from the way she held her phone that his conversation was being recorded.

“Obviously, he wasn’t selling top of the line. These were second-generation Peregrine drones, pretty much obsolete,” said Luke. All of this was in the published interview.

“Was anyone with him?”

“No, I met him alone,” said Luke.

“And he didn’t mention any of his associates in Pakistan?”

“Not that I can recall,” said Luke. “I happened to meet him through another journalist, Ali Siddiqui, who was working on a story about private military contractors in the NWFP. It was a last-minute thing. We met at the Serena Hotel in Islamabad, then drove to the airport together before Fleischmann caught his flight back to the States.”

“Did he say anything off the record that might have indicated who arranged his visit?”

“No. But if it was off the record, I wouldn’t tell you,” Luke replied.

“Somehow, I get a feeling you know exactly what this is about,” said Fletcher.

“Fuck you,” said Luke. “I don’t have any idea what’s going on, except that I’ve been hustled over here to Washington under false pretenses and you’re trying to squeeze privileged information out of me.”

“We’ve traced a charitable donation from Peregrine Corporation to the Sikander-E-Azam Trust. One point five million dollars. Does that ring any bells?” Fletcher’s voice had gone completely flat, as if his batteries were running down.

Luke waved the question aside.

“If they did, I never heard about it,” he said.

“Roger Fleischmann didn’t mention his philanthropic goals?” asked Fletcher.

“No. We only spoke about his business interests. It’s all in the interview.”

“He didn’t say anything about the commissions he was paying his representatives in Pakistan, who they were, or what sort of exclusive arrangements he had with them?”

“No,” said Luke. “He told me that he’d been to Pakistan several times and he liked the food, especially chapli kababs, though he had trouble pronouncing the name.”

Fletcher ignored this. “What about security? Did he have bodyguards with him?”

Luke shook his head. “Not that I could see.”

“And didn’t that strike you as odd? The CEO of a major American arms manufacturer, visiting a country that’s crawling with terrorists, suicide bombers, and armed militants,” said Fletcher, “and he moved about without any personal security?”

“Maybe he didn’t want to draw attention to himself,” said Luke.

“Or maybe he had the kind of protection that doesn’t require a security presence,” Fletcher suggested. “Maybe he was meeting with folks on the other side.”


Seven

The wedding party arrived at the village in a convoy of eight Toyota Landcruisers, throwing up a plume of dust that stretched for almost a kilometer over the dry brown hills. Most of the passengers were men, all of them armed with handguns and automatic rifles. They were welcomed by the bride’s father and the elders of the village along with a dozen gunmen, who received their guests with cautious deference and rituals of hospitality. The guests were offered scented water in copper jugs to wash away the dust of the journey. Samovars of tea were waiting in the Jirga Hall, adjacent to the mosque. Unlike the other buildings in the village, which were made of mud, the assembly hall was a recent construction of reinforced concrete with marble cladding. Carpets and cushions had been spread on the floor. Tea was served in china cups, while platters of dried fruit and nuts were passed around.

As the men settled themselves comfortably, the bride’s aunts greeted the three women from the groom’s family and led them away to a separate building. No men were present, and veils were lifted as the women admired the bride. She was seventeen, a fresh, rose-cheeked girl with golden hair. Compliments were offered on her beauty and the clarity of her features. Though the girl kept her head lowered, one of the women put a hand under her chin and raised her face to examine the youthful profile, rouged lips, and kohl-rimmed eyes with irises of the palest blue. The bride’s ornaments were silver and gold, a dozen strands around her neck adorned with amulets and antique coins. Her hair had been carefully braided, and her pink ears were pierced with diamond studs, the only modern jewelry she wore. Henna decorated her hands, and her fingers bore an assortment of rings, while her wrists were weighed down with dozens of bracelets.

The father of the groom arrived half an hour after the rest of the marriage party. Under the watchful gaze of two bodyguards, he embraced each of the elders, apologizing for his delay and replying to their courteous questions about the hardships of the journey. The conversations were formal and prescribed by ancient traditions of etiquette. Gifts were exchanged, a pair of Italian pistols for the bride’s father, who reciprocated by presenting a Belgian hunting rifle to the father of the groom. Polite inquiries were made about the boy. They were told that he was abroad, unable to attend his own wedding. The marriage would be solemnized in his absence. A distinguished imam had come from Peshawar to preside over the wedding. He confirmed that the nikkah could be performed without the groom being present. Questions were raised by one or two of the older men in the bride’s family. But the father of the groom assured them that his son would consummate the marriage within a week.

More guests had arrived by now, for the groom’s father was an important man in the region, a prominent tribal leader whose authority extended across the border into Afghanistan. He had a reputation for being ruthless with his enemies but magnanimous with those who offered him their loyalty. The marriage contract had already been negotiated, and the walwar, or bride price, was paid in gold.
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