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Birds make great sky-circles
 of their freedom.


How do they learn it?


They fall, and falling,


They are given wings.


—RUMI
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PART I



















PROLOGUE







Tribal Areas, Pak-Afghan Border


Everywhere was sun.


Hours ago, he had prayed for it to rise. The stabbing cold of night had nearly killed him. Only adrenaline and fear had kept the blood moving through his veins. But now even the durable creatures of the desert had scrambled for cover from the sun’s death rays, burrowing under sand and crawling into holes, slithering into fissures of combusted rock.


For him there was no shelter anywhere. He was alone in a wasteland that stretched as far as he could see, to the scorched foothills of the Hindu Kush, obscured by rising heat on the horizon. His legs lumbered, his throat felt as parched as the earth under his feet, and his flesh, long deprived of its ability to sweat, ached painfully under his tattered shalwar kamiz. His mind, however, had never before felt so acute, more profoundly aware—but of one thing only: His search for refuge had become a quest for a suitable place to die.


Finally, he came to a large boulder. Not much, but the best place he could hope to find in the barren landscape. Surrendering to the heat, and to a fate that he felt he deserved, he dropped to the kilnlike sand. Leaning his head against the rock, he turned his face into the torment of the sun. He could almost feel the hot earth grill the life from his body. Until he felt no more.

















CHAPTER 1







Peshawar, North-West Frontier Province, Pakistan


Nicholas Sunder should not have been surprised when he heard the knock on his hotel room door. For Nick was not a man blessed with great luck. He had no choice but to open it, for whoever was in the hallway would have been told by Shahid, the receptionist, that he was in. He glanced at his watch, envisioning himself sitting anonymously on an eastbound minibus packed with raucous Pakistanis, and cursed himself for not leaving half an hour earlier. Shutting his eyes, he inhaled deeply to garner his wits. Then he opened the door.


Standing in the doorframe was a barrel of a man with a flat head perched atop a trunklike neck. His face, dark and pitted, was bisected by flaring mustaches, and punctuated with obsidian eyes. He wore the distinctive sky blue uniform of the Peshawar police.


“Yes?” Trying his best to comes across as confident, Nick overcompensated, and his voice sounded forced and irascible. This did not go unnoticed by the officer, who scrutinized Nick briefly before stepping aside to reveal a partner. Bespectacled, lithe, with sensitive eyes, this second man was at least ten years younger than the larger one—perhaps in his midthirties—not much older than Nick. But his dark skin and jet-black hair contrasted starkly with the pastel blue of his uniform, making him appear even younger.


“Mr. Sunder?” said the corpulent officer in Punjabi-accented English. “I am Inspector Rasool Muhammad Akhtar with the Investigation Wing of the Peshawar Police.” His voice was gruff from excessive smoking, devoid of the soothing lilt so often characteristic of subcontinentals. “And this is Sub-Inspector Abdul Shiraz.” He gestured openhandedly to his younger partner, who greeted Nick with a smile too congenial to be genuine.


There was a long silence—too long, it seemed to Nick—as he waited for the inspector to speak. “Well?” Nick said finally. “You speak English, don’t you?”


“We would like a word with you, sir,” said Akhtar in a tone that implied he was not asking.


Nick hesitated. “Okay,” he replied, “but I’m busy at the moment. If you could come back later…in a couple of hours or so, I’d be happy to—”


“It is urgent,” chimed in Shiraz from behind his boss, Akhtar.


Nick paused, wiping the sweat from his forehead. He nodded, then stepped out into the hallway to avoid letting them into his room. But Akhtar shuttled toward Nick like a bulldozer, forcing him to backpedal awkwardly. As Akhtar passed through the door, he propped it open, permitting Shiraz to follow.


The inspectors scanned the room, their eyes settling on Nick’s packed rucksack. “Where are you going, sir?” said Akhtar. “Home to America?”


“No. To India. Amritsar.”


“When?”


“My bus leaves in forty minutes, actually.”


Akhtar raised his brow. “Yet you ask us to return in a couple of hours? Either you are being very rude, or are you hoping to leave Pakistan without speaking to us.”


Realizing his error, Nick became aware of the hot blood rushing into his face. “I apologize. My mistake. It’s this heat—it’s driving me mad,” he demurred, forcing a cordial smile to no effect.


Akhtar studied Nick, then pointed to a wooden luggage rack bestrewn with clothes—a woman’s clothes: underwear, smallish socks, cutoff T-shirt. “To whom do these belong?”


“A friend of mine,” Nick replied.


Akhtar plucked a pair of T-back panties from the pile. Dangling the lingerie between his thumb and forefinger, he extended his arm stiffly in front of him.


“A female friend,” Nick clarified.


“Friend,” Akhtar muttered. “We do not have female friends in Pakistan. We have wives. And we have daughters who will soon be wives. All the others are trouble.”


Nick nodded halfheartedly, unsure whether the comment was intended as a joke. Then he shrugged his shoulders. “I’ve prepaid for my ticket. I’d appreciate it if you’d tell me what this is about, so I don’t miss my bus.”




Inspector Akhtar stepped toward the American with a swagger that indicated his girth was an advantage—not an impediment. “This is, in fact, about your girlfriend.”


“She’s not my girlfriend.”


The inspector weighed Nick’s remark with doubtful eyes. To Akhtar, the handful of intrepid backpackers who still came to Peshawar each year despite the volatile political climate, with their long hair or modish shaved heads, tight clothing, and appetite for hashish, epitomized the depravity of the West. Nick and the girl were sharing a room; ergo, they were carnal.


“Very well,” he said. “Her name is…Yvette Dee…”


“DePomeroy,” Nick responded.


“Thank you. English I can speak. But French? So many letters that have no meaning. So, where is the girl now?” inquired Akhtar in a manner that suggested he already knew the answer.


“Last time I saw her was yesterday morning. Why, is something wrong?”


“You are the one who has not seen her since yesterday. You tell us.”


Nick felt weak. He sat down on the bed, staring blankly at the wall. When Shiraz finally saved him from his trance, he had no idea how long he had been suspended in dumbfounded silence. “Why, sir, did you not call the police when she failed to come back to the room?” Shiraz asked.


“I, um…I don’t know…. I just figured she was staying with a friend—another traveler maybe,” Nick said. “I wasn’t her only friend.”


“You see?—trouble,” Akhtar said, snorting in self-validation. “Come with us—there will be no bus for you today.”


 


The pungent stench of decaying bodies burned Nick’s nostrils as Akhtar swung open the double doors. The morgue was nothing more than a large, cement-walled room with bodies laid at odd angles upon the floor. The corpses were wrapped in white sheets knotted over the faces, some stained with dried blood. Others, the ones that buzzed with the most flies, were moist from large slabs of melting ice wedged underneath them.


“Follow me,” Akhtar said, casually stepping over the corpses. Nick did not want to follow, not only because he felt it to be somehow disrespectful and unlucky to step over the dead. At his very core, he feared what they had brought him there to do. But when he turned back and saw Shiraz behind him, urging him onward with a stern nod, Nick knew he had to show them he could go through with it, if had he any hope of getting out of Pakistan soon.


Nick wiped the cold sweat from his brow, covered his nose and mouth in a futile attempt to ward off the stench, and then stepped across the bodies to where Akhtar was standing. At Akhtar’s feet lay a sheeted bundle labeled with a piece of masking tape with red Urdu script written on it. Akhtar squatted to untie the sheet.


Nick felt the room spin. He began to topple. “Sir…” said Shiraz behind him, reaching for Nick’s arm.


Nick grabbed Shiraz’s elbow, barely avoiding a fall. Vomit welled at the back of his throat. He forced it back down, nearly gagging. He breathed deeply for several moments, until he was sure he had regained his legs. “Is this…really necessary?”


“I am afraid so,” Akhtar replied. “We tried to locate her parents through the French embassy in Islamabad, but the authorities are very slow to find them. We are concerned that by the time they are located, the body will not look like…anyone. We are transferring the body to the central morgue in Islamabad, but…well, it will take time to process. So…unless you happen to know where her parents live?”


Nick rubbed his temples, trying to focus his thoughts. He spoke through his hand, cupped over his mouth and nose. “She’d lived in Paris, she told me. But I don’t know about her parents. Small town, maybe. I don’t think she was close to them…just the impression I got.”


Akhtar eyed Nick. “Then we have no choice but to proceed.” With a sort of unseemly gusto, he tugged sharply at the ends of the sheet, peeling them open to reveal its contents.


Nick clenched his eyes shut. He had seen more than a few dead bodies in his life, and not just the well-manicured corpse of his father at his open-casket funeral, all signs of his slow death by cancer concealed under a thick mantle of cosmetics. In the East, the presence of death was ubiquitous, so much so that it seemed to Nick very much a part of life, not merely the end of it. For some reason, be it morbid curiosity or a deeper yearning to comprehend this strange, fatalistic world, Nick had found himself during his travels gravitating toward places where the worlds of the living and the dead collided. He had gone out of his way to view bodies burned on wood-fueled funeral pyres in Katmandu, bloated corpses of the snake-bitten ritually dumped into the Holy Ganges, and Tibetan “sky burials” in which leathery-skinned nomads chopped their ancestors into fist-sized chunks for the vultures to devour. But this was different. This was life he had coveted, a body he had known intimately, over which he had run his fingers until every freckle, curve, and recess of skin had been impressed in his memory. He struggled to numb his emotions, to force his mind to perceive what he was about to see as a mere phenomenon, another stop along on his journey to understand.


Nonetheless, when he finally forced his eyes on the body, he could do nothing but stare, speechless, feeling as though the small hole of emptiness in his chest that had always been there had opened to swallow the entirety of his being. He felt like nothing. He felt like he was dead.


“Well?” said Akhtar, eyeing Nick closely. “Is this your lady friend?”


Nick did not register the inspector’s words. Yvette looked just the way he remembered her. Her torso, exposed through the tears of her dirt-stained shirt, was unbloated; her breasts, though waxen, were still smooth and flawless. A blond tousle of her hair splayed across her cheek. Her feet, striped with the tan lines of sandal straps, were still embellished with the lavender toenail polish Nick had painted on for her days ago. And her eyes, like limpid pools of trapped sky, were placid and beautiful as they had been in life. One might have thought she had died in peace, were it not for the deep black trench slicing across her throat.


“Sir…is this her—Ms. DePomeroy?”


“Yes,” said Nick finally, nearly choking on his words, his eyes blurring with tears. “Yes, it is.”


“Such a beautiful girl,” Shiraz interjected with melancholy. “Some goatherders found her in the Tribal Areas, near a jeep trail off the road from Landi Kotal—in an area where Westerners are forbidden. Do you know how she might have gotten there?”


Nick shook his head no. Wiping his eyes, he turned from the body. “Please…I’ve seen enough.”


“As you wish,” said Shiraz.


But as Nick headed for the door, Akhtar called out brusquely—“One more thing”—stopping Nick in his tracks.


“What do you make of this?” Akhtar motioned to Shiraz, who rolled the body onto its side. The smooth, narrow back was pocked with deep contusions of bluish flesh, as though someone had jabbed her repeatedly with a metal prod.


Nick could glance only briefly before shielding his eyes. “I wouldn’t know,” he said. He stood there a moment, distracted by a loud pounding behind his ears, as if someone were thrashing the back of his head. Until he realized it was his own blood surging to his brain.


Sub-Inspector Shiraz followed Nick out of the morgue. “Please, sir—just a few more questions,” he said, as they waited for Akhtar to wrap up the body and rejoin them. Because of his younger age, Shiraz—unlike his superior, Akhtar, who had been robbed of all compassion by his years of exposure to drug smugglers, terrorists, and corrupt bureaucrats—had not yet lost his ability to empathize. This was evident in the way he stared at Nick with rueful eyes, as if beseeching him to confess for the sake of his salvation.


“Questions…” repeated Nick. He felt as though Shiraz’s words were filtering down to him at the bottom of a deep well, where he was struggling to keep his head from sinking into icy blackness.


“Sir, a young woman has been murdered. We need a little more information…to guide our investigation. Her family will wonder, when we find them. It is their right to know.”


“Yes…yes, of course,” Nick replied. “I’ll help any way I can. But…I’m afraid I didn’t know her that well. We were rooming together just for convenience. Budget travelers do that—join up on the road, share accommodations to split costs. I think I pretty much told you everything I know about her already…


“I do need to get to Delhi by Friday to catch my flight home—people are expecting me,” he added. This was a lie. Nick had no intention of going back home to America, at least not right away. His father had died when he was a teenager and his mother had followed not long before he decided to travel. He had no siblings or other close living relatives who might raise a fuss through political channels; nor, for that matter, any loved ones who might even notice him missing. He was an expatriate in the profoundest sense—a man alone in the world. And now, for the first time, his total independence made him feel more vulnerable than free. His instinct told him it would be better to make the inspectors think he knew people who would press the authorities if he were held up for too long.


“It is required procedure. Just a brief statement. Then you may go.”


Statement. The legalistic nature of the word did not sit well with Nick. “Just so I’m clear, you mean…if I tried to walk out the door right now, you would detain me?”


Sub-Inspector Shiraz gave a sigh of frustration. “Come, sir. It is better for everyone that you cooperate. Surely I need not remind you how simple it would be for us to deny you an exit visa.”




They led Nick into a so-called conference room—a bleak chamber with a cement floor and walls of cinder block partially covered with crumbling plaster. In one corner stood a wooden table flanked by roughly hewn chairs. The only other furnishing was a steel toilet bowl fixed to the wall. It was swarming with flies, and so besmirched with mold and excrement it appeared not to have been cleaned since the days of the British Raj. A thick steel slab of a door contained the only window, and the interior of the chamber reeked of urine.


Shiraz urged Nick to sit and demanded his passport. During his more than two years backpacking through the remote, sometimes dangerous parts of Asia, Nick had stuck to a policy of never letting his passport out of his control. Like a soldier terrified of losing his talisman, he felt he could defy great odds so long as it was in his possession—in his money belt, around his neck, or buried in his underwear. Without it, however, he felt naked. But these were the police—he had no choice but to provide proof of his identity. Nick opened his passport to the photo page and slid it across the table, pinning it there with his fingers for the inspectors to review. But Akhtar snatched it up, before signaling toward the open door for a third policeman, who entered and left with it.


“Wait!” Nick protested. “Where’s he going with that?”


“It will be safe, sir,” said Shiraz. “I assure you.”


Shiraz sat down opposite Nick. Akhtar propped himself, arms folded, on the table to Nick’s left. Even though Shiraz was doing the talking, it was clear by the way Shiraz kept petitioning Akhtar with his eyes that the elder was in control.


“When was the last time you saw the deceased?” asked Shiraz.


“Around ten o’clock yesterday morning. We had breakfast at the hotel. After that, we went separate ways. I didn’t see her again until…well, now.”


“What did you and the girl discuss over breakfast?”


Nick shrugged his shoulders. “Small talk—our impressions of Peshawar, stuff like that. We mentioned our travel plans. I told her I was going to leave for Lahore, then head into India. She said she was going to stay in Peshawar.”


“And you argued about this?”


“No. It wasn’t like that.”


“But you must have been upset she did not want to come with you?”


Nick looked into Shiraz’s eyes. “I’m not sure what you’re trying to imply…but I don’t appreciate it.”




“No one is pointing any fingers, sir,” Shiraz replied without flinching. “We are only trying to get to the bottom of a vicious crime. It is important for us to know the victim’s state of mind. Whether she was upset, excitable, panicked.”


Nick took a deliberate breath. “I’m sorry. It’s just, this whole thing—her murder, having to identify her body—it’s a total shock to me. And now to feel like I’m being interrogated or something…. It’s not the treatment one expects as a visitor,” said Nick, hoping to tap into the Pakistani sense of hospitality, which he had come to learn was a matter of creed. The inspectors’ expressions, however, did not change.


“As I was saying before,” Nick continued, his nerves forcing his words to come out in clipped phrases. “Our relationship was casual. We met in Kashgar. We were both planning to head down the Karakoram Highway to Islamabad, and then go to Peshawar. It made sense to join up for a while. Friendship is cheap on the road. You meet someone, travel together for a week or two. And never see them again. There’s no hard feelings. It happens all the time.”


“Yet, when you viewed her body you seemed very…emotional,” Shiraz said. “Like you knew her much better than you are suggesting.”


Nick lowered his chin. “No,” he said in a faltering voice. He pinched the bridge of his nose between his eyes, gathering his composure. “It’s just…it’s a horrible thing, what happened to her. Even if I didn’t know her that well.”


Shiraz and Akhtar glanced at each other, their own silent language. “Did the girl say what she was going to do after breakfast?” Shiraz continued.


“She said she was going back to the hotel.”


“And after breakfast, what did you do then?”


“Toured the cantonment, wandered the bazaars. I didn’t return until evening. When I got back, she wasn’t there.”


“When she did not come back for the night, you said she was with a friend?”


Nick hesitated. “Well, that’s what I assumed. The other day she mentioned she had come across some people in the bazaar—some other backpackers she’d met a few months ago on the circuit—Goa, Katmandu, I’m not sure exactly. At breakfast she said something about meeting someone for tea that evening. When it got late, I figured she must have decided to stay over with whomever she’d met, instead of walking back alone after dark. They say it’s not a good idea for a Western woman to be alone in the bazaar at night.”


“Do you have a name or nationality?” said Shiraz.


Nick shook his head. “I’m a little older than most backpackers. I had no interest in meeting any more university dropouts with wanderlust. I didn’t ask.”


Shiraz considered Nick’s words, tapping his ballpoint pen on the table. “May we ask what are you doing in Peshawar, sir? Your country has been dropping bombs just across the border in Afghanistan for years now. Sometimes, on this side, too. In Bajaur, for example, not more than two hundred kilometers from here, your air force shot a missile at a madrassa and killed eighteen children. They said they were after senior al Qaeda. In a school for young boys? There wasn’t even a pilot in the plane to see what he was shooting at. It was one of your…what do you call them…drones. Like some kind of computer game.”


Nick remembered seeing the bloody news clips on Pakistani television of the crushed, blue-lipped children, their wailing, veiled mothers kneeling over the bodies, pounding their chests and pulling their hair. The U.S. government had denied the strike in Pakistani territory. Yvette had been with him. She was brought to tears by the images of the dead and dying children, and cursed Nick in anger, as if he were somehow responsible for his government’s actions. “The French are fighting in Afghanistan, too—how do you know it wasn’t the French?” Nick had blurted out defensively. She kicked Nick out of the bed that night. A few weeks later, the U.S. government’s official denial was recalled. The incident had been placed “under investigation,” which more often than not was the prelude to an eventual admission of responsibility forced under the pressure of incontrovertible evidence.


Nick lowered his eyes. “I didn’t know that,” he lied.


Shiraz frowned. “You must not read the newspapers,” he said, his tone sardonic. “Many people here have fled from the fighting. They still have relatives across the border. They are angry at being bombed by your country for the actions of a few. They do not like America for this. Not at all. And I cannot remember the last time we saw an American tourist in Peshawar. A few Europeans, Japanese, Australians—but very few of even them. The only Americans in Peshawar are spies.”


“I don’t know what to say,” said Nick after a pause. “I mean…I was curious, that’s all. I wanted to see Peshawar. And there wasn’t any rule against me coming. Maybe some people here are opposed to America and the war. I understand that. But I figured Pakistan and America are allies, right? Look, all I really want to do at this point is leave. Please.”


Shiraz smiled ironically. He gathered his notes.


“Are we through?” Nick asked. Ignoring the question, the inspectors made for the door, slamming it shut behind them. Nick heard the bolt slide.


“Hey!” he cried. Nick ran to the door. He pounded on the thick steel with the heel of his fist. Peering out the small window at the door’s center, a Plexiglas porthole wide enough for a single face, he sought to make eye contact with someone—anyone—watching from the other side. But the only figure staring back at him was a reflection of himself.


He studied the image of his face. Mirrors had been a rare luxury in the low-budget hostels and guesthouses at which he had been staying, and he was shocked at how much he had changed since crossing into Pakistan months ago. He was only thirty-three years old, but the thorny beard he had grown made him look nearly forty. His dark hair hung down to his shoulders. Creases stretched like spokes from the corners of his eyes. Once well muscled, he had lost nearly twenty pounds over the past year, and his veins swelled under the taut hide of his hands. He ran his fingertips over the lines of sinew etched into his neck. Though his beard grew thickly across his sunburned face, it did nothing to disguise the fear in his eyes.


He turned away from the window. His back sliding against the door, he let gravity pull him down to a crouch. A roach scampered across the floor. Sweat rolled down from his scalp, stinging his eyes. He clutched his head in his palms and waited.


 


As he sat alone in the cell, Nick was haunted by the vision of Yvette’s corpse. Her body had appeared fresh, mercilessly intact, despite the stench of the morgue. Were it not for the hideous wound across her neck, he might have imagined her waking from a long slumber. The fact that he could not drive the image from his mind, even after such a horrible death, struck Nick as a proof that Yvette’s beauty had been her curse.


He remembered the first time he saw her. He had been wandering the ghats along the holy lake in Pushkar, India, when he spotted her surrounded by a troop of frenetic monkeys wielding garlands of flowers. With her light blond hair, short-trimmed to an epicene bob, she could have been mistaken for a boy at first glance were it not for her tapered waist and girlish hips. A flash of her profile revealed high cheekbones and a thin nose, slightly too long for her almond face and full lips. She wore a red tank top that clung to compact breasts, and khaki pants halfway down the shin, exposing ankle bracelets, and stretched tightly around thighs as thin and smooth as her calves.


“They are clawing me—get them off!” she had cried to the young Rajasthani, one of the many hustlers who trained their monkeys to harass tourists with puja flowers until they would agree to buy them at extortionate prices. Her boyfriend, Simon, a lanky Englishman in his midtwen-ties with shoulder-length hair and a downy Vandyke, rolled in laughter nearby as Yvette cursed in French and swiped at the screeching primates leaping onto her shoulders. To Nick, however, her panic was too real to be humorous. He ran toward her, pelting the animals with rocks. The Rajasthani, angry at the assault on his livelihood, stepped toward Nick with a club, only to retreat when Nick, a larger man, cocked his fist. Afterward, perhaps to make a point of Simon’s less chivalrous response, Yvette thanked Nick by buying him a Kingfisher at one of the lakeside bars.


Nick had been instantly drawn by the couple’s joie de vivre cloaked beneath a thin veil of cigarette smoke and anti-American sarcasm. By the time he arrived in India, he had already traipsed through Australia and Southeast Asia. Australia had been unremarkable, America with marsupials and more desert. But Southeast Asia, especially Cambodia and Vietnam, with its overgrown temples, lantern-laden alleyways, and stunning brown-skinned girls, had hooked him. At times he felt he could travel forever, staying in one country or another until he desired someplace new. However, after some six months, he started to become road-weary, alienated, tired of communicating in phrasebook terminology and improvised sign language. And worst of all, he lived in fear that the indefinable emptiness from which he had fled, which he had hoped somehow to leave behind in America, was still there inside him, a sore that would bleed again as soon as the scab of diversion was torn off.


When Nick met Yvette and Simon in Pushkar, he found their energy to be infectious, reinvigorating, filling the vacuum caused by his loneliness. It did not matter to Nick that they were a couple who had been traveling alone together for over a year. After having no one with whom to share his experiences for so long, he craved their company, despite his being more than ten years their senior. So, when they invited him to join them, he gladly accepted, and the three of them traveled together through India, Nepal, and Tibet.


Yvette and Simon had made friends everywhere, frequently running into people they had met on the road—Katmandu, Varanasi, Yangshao, Hanoi, Bangkok, everyone passed through Bangkok. Over beer and hashish, they would talk all night, swapping adventures and theories of life, always looking forward to the next journey, be it one of pleasure or travail. Because Simon and Yvette were perpetually running out of money, they traveled by the cheapest means possible—hitching rides on cargo trucks, perched atop buses, or packed in sweaty train cars with the masses. Nick, for his part, had enough money that he could have traveled with less hardship. His companions assumed as much, based on his occasional trips to banks and American Express offices to stock up on cash whenever they were in larger cities. His savings, however, left over from his years of gainful employment as a lawyer in America, were not as much as he would have liked, and constantly dwindling. Nonetheless, he never felt exploited when, tired of budget accommodations, he covered their costs for a splurge—a good meal, a comfortable train, or a hotel with hot water. When Simon and Yvette slept together at night, Nick would hide his jealousy as best he could—and sex came easily enough with other freethinking backpackers, which, to Nick’s satisfaction, would sometimes make Yvette suffer a little jealousy of her own.


Despite all the time he spent with them, Nick learned little about their pasts, other than where they hailed from and where they had traveled. As with most long-term Western travelers, what one did back home was irrelevant and rarely came up. Indeed, he found that many travelers, especially the younger ones, had done virtually nothing in their home countries before traveling—no jobs, no children, no university training—and their lives were cut wholly from the fabric of their journeys as they went. This might have been the case with Yvette and Simon. But then, what had Nick actually done that had any genuine meaning?


Nick, who had always felt himself too guarded by nature, envied Simon for his dauntless sense of adventure and his seemingly effortless ability to bridge cultures with little more than a good-natured slap on the back and the offer of a cigarette. And Yvette was unlike the girlfriends he had known in America, who might have fancied themselves as “independent” but were nothing of the sort. She was a maverick, bent on forging her own path, her ultimate goal being nothing more than the journey itself. Always on the move, never succumbing to pressure or guilt, she seemed disappointed only by the lost opportunity to try something new, to see a new place, to touch something of the vitality of life. One day in Lhasa, for reasons unexplained, Simon ran off to Southeast Asia with an Israeli girl. Notwithstanding all of Yvette’s Buddhism-inspired proclamations about not becoming “attached” to anything in life, she brooded for days. Until a few weeks later, on their first night in Kashgar, she slipped into Nick’s room.


Nick and Yvette continued to travel alone together, sharing the same bed for three months, before they received a telegram from Simon at Chinar Bagh Hotel in Kashgar. It was from Rangoon, and it said to meet him in Peshawar.


 


The steel door swung open, startling Nick back to the present. He scrambled to his feet as Akhtar and Shiraz marched into the cell. “I want to call my embassy,” Nick insisted.


“That is not possible,” Akhtar replied. “Now, sit.”


Nick’s eyes moved from Akhtar to Shiraz. “There’s got to be some rules in this country,” he rejoined. “You can’t just lock me up in here.”


“Sit…down!” Akhtar bellowed, his words riding on a gust of foul breath.


Nick slowly slid back into his chair. He fixed his eyes on the table and waited for Akhtar’s anger to ebb. Then, out of pure desperation and fear, he did the only thing he could think of at that moment. He gambled.


“I’m sorry,” Nick said, his voice trembling. “Please believe me. I’m trying to help. I just don’t understand what more you want from me.” Nick glanced up at Akhtar. He was staring back at him, his eyes black and impatient.


“Please don’t take this the wrong way,” Nick continued with caution, “but…well, I feel I should tell you something. Something you might want to know. I know a lot of people—some important people—in America. If I don’t leave Peshawar today and I miss my flight, someone is bound to make a fuss. If that happens, well, it might not look so good for you…for your careers.”


Akhtar hit him. His huge hand swooped across the table, crashing hard against Nick’s temple. Nick’s vision whirled in a flash of lights, and when it settled he was on the floor, his chair lying over his legs. Akhtar’s face hovered above, bloated with rage, his open mouth daubed with spittle.




“You think we treat you special because you are American!”


“Fuck you,” Nick heard himself say, his own words barely audible above the buzzing in his ears. He had no cognizance of his execution of the words, only that they were said. It was as if some other person had momentarily possessed him, acted on impulse, and then vanished, leaving him to suffer the outcome alone.


There was a blur of confusion. Nick felt himself being dragged, then thrust downward, a viselike grip clutching the back of his head. Darkness enveloped him. His eyes burned as he pushed against the floor, the muscles of his neck straining in effort to crane his head from the rank void of the toilet. But the force and weight pressing down were too much.


He felt the dull snap of his septum. Blood welled at the back of his throat. Feculent sludge seeped into his mouth. His arms grew heavy. He felt himself slipping into blackness, drowning in piss and shit and his own blood.


 


Nick was nearly unconscious when Akhtar dropped his head onto the cement. Dripping with foul water, he vomited until nothing came up but blood and sputum.


The inspectors watched Nick gasp on the floor. Akhtar kicked him in the ribs. He cried in pain. He tried to crawl away, but Akhtar grabbed the back of his shirt, hauling him to his knees.


Akhtar took a handkerchief from his pocket and wrapped it around his knuckles. When he was done, he clutched Nick’s chin in his thick palm, forcing Nick’s head up, while he cocked his fist.


Shutting his eyes, Nick braced for the blow. He would be killed right here, he thought, and nobody would ever know. The anonymity of dying alone in that cell terrified him as much as the prospect of death itself.


Just then Shiraz placed his hand on Akhtar’s shoulder. “Inspector…please,” he said. Akhtar glanced at Shiraz, then spat on the floor at Nick’s knees. “Let me talk to him.” Shiraz’s voice was almost pleading.


Akhtar’s eyes shifted between Shiraz and Nick, as he held Nick fast. After a long moment, he wrenched Nick’s head by the hair. “Last time,” he sneered. He shoved Nick back onto the floor. Then turned to Shiraz. “If you want to coddle him like a baby, you do it alone.”















CHAPTER 2







“The inspector does not take kindly to threats,” said Shiraz as Nick wiped the blood from his face with a towel Shiraz had given him. “It only serves to irk him. But I suppose one should expect no less—from a barrister.”


Nick registered Shiraz’s comment with dread. He had not told them he had been a lawyer years ago in America. The inspectors must have checked into his past, which meant the U.S. embassy was probably already aware of his detainment. Had the embassy washed its hands of his case? Yvette’s body, after all, had been found in the Tribal Areas—the lawless area along the Afghan border infamous for drug smuggling, an area forbidden to foreigners. Nick knew from his days as a defense attorney that the U.S. embassy, in the interest of reciprocity, will do little to intervene with local authorities when American citizens are suspected to have violated the drug laws of a foreign country, unless, of course, they are sons or daughters of people of influence. Despite his failed effort to convince the inspectors otherwise, Nick was not among them.


“As a former barrister, you must agree. When you tell us one untruth, we can only assume you have been untruthful about everything. It makes us very suspicious.” Shiraz clicked his tongue against his teeth reproachfully. “Did you not think we would be able to track down the Englishman?”


Nick shook his head, causing a fresh stream of blood to dribble from his nose. “I told you. I thought she went to meet someone the night before she disappeared.”


“You knew the man, yet you failed to identify him,” Shiraz retorted. “The inspector…he is a good Muslim,” he whispered. “But sometimes I think he has a demon inside. I cannot protect you unless you choose to help me.


“We know you and the girl were more than acquaintances. Moreover, we have information that a vehicle carrying a beautiful girl and a Western man bribed its way across the checkpoint into the Tribal Areas yesterday. The way we see it, that man was her killer. And he was either the Englishman…or you.”


“No,” said Nick. “I don’t believe you. You’re just trying to pin it on a Westerner instead of a local because you don’t want to scare away the few tourists who are still foolish enough to come here. You know as well as I do, the men around here practically turn into rabid dogs at the sight of a Western girl—especially one so attractive and blond. She was probably abducted by one of those scam artists pretending to be ‘guides.’”


Shiraz frowned at the insult. “It is true, it is not recommended for a Western woman to go about alone—especially in the Tribal Areas where foreigners are mostly forbidden. But most of the time the Westerners—who come here to take drugs and play with guns—bring trouble upon themselves. But your comment, sir, is very telling. It indicates to me that you—a man so suspicious and cynical of Pakistani people—would never let a woman go to the Tribal Areas unescorted.”


Shiraz stood. He placed a hand on Nick’s shoulder. “Unfortunately for you, we have found no verification that you were wandering the bazaars at the time of her murder…. Still, there is one thing I don’t quite understand,” he said, shaking his head solemnly. “The bruises. Whatever caused them, the girl died a very painful death. How could you, even as a dishonored lover, do such a thing?”


Nick opened his mouth, but then, afraid of what he might say, clamped it shut.


“Do you know the hadd punishment for murder, Mr. Sunder?”


Nick shook his head no, although he knew quite well the severity of punishment under Islamic law, its appetite for the death penalty as voracious as that in Nick’s own country.


“You are hanged,” said Shiraz. “A woman’s infidelity, however, is often viewed as a mitigating circumstance to the death penalty. So long as you confess. You think about your predicament. But not for long. The inspector’s patience will run thin.”


 


Shiraz escorted Nick down a smoky hallway and ushered him into a holding cell. The cell was barred and open to view from the main floor, where several jailers wearing shalwar kamiz and berets stood behind their desks, cigarettes dangling from their mouths, staring in amused curiosity at the foreigner entering their custody. Wood benches lined the walls of the cell. On the eastern wall, a single, barred slit of a window situated above eye level opened to the outside. Shiraz salaamed the jailers, locked Nick inside, and left.


Nick sat on the bench and surveyed the dim surroundings. Huddled on the floor to his left was a figure propped against the cinder-block wall. The prisoner wore a torn T-shirt and dirt-stained jeans. His arms were clasped around his knees, his legs crossed at the shins. As Nick’s eyes grew accustomed to the darkness, the man turned his head so that the wan beam of sunlight coming through the window fell upon his face, revealing sandy hair and a familiar profile. His eyes, half-open, glared at Nick from the shadows.


“Simon?” said Nick, shocked to be looking at the same man he had seen only a few days ago. His eyes were opaque. His hair, once long and natty, now drooped to his shoulders like a greasy dishrag. Simon’s raw and unflappable energy seemed to have vacated his body. As Nick approached him, he shifted on his haunches, exposing the soles of his feet, bloodied and raw.


“My God…Simon, are you all right?”


Simon snickered. “Paki pedicure. All good until the meds wear off.” As he uncrossed his legs and touched the bottoms of his feet to the floor, his sarcastic sneer turned into a painful grimace.


Nick stepped closer. “Here, let me help you…”


“Stay away from me!” Simon snarled.


“What…?” Nick said. He glanced over his shoulder. “Keep it down, man.” A few of the jailers looked up from their desks before returning to their paperwork.


“Listen to me,” Nick continued in a whisper. “We’ve got to stick together. They’re going to try to play us off against each other, to catch us in a lie.”


“I haven’t lied about anything,” Simon retorted, again too loudly.


Nick wiped his brow in frustration. “Look, Simon, what happened to Yvette, it’s…I can’t even believe it happened, it’s so horrible. But it did. And as fucked up as it is—as angry as we both are at whoever did that to her—nothing we can do is going to bring her back. Right now, we’ve got to focus on us.”


“Us? You’re an asshole, Nick. Who the hell do you think—”


“Simon, don’t,” Nick interjected, raising his finger to his lips. “We can’t afford to argue over who should have done what to prevent what happened…. Just tell me what you told the police. That’s the only thing that’s important right now.”


Simon stood up despite the pain. “What do you think, you sonofabitch? I’m not going to lie for you! I told them the truth. That it was you who went with her.”


“What are you talking about?” Nick said. “It was your idea to go out there. You arranged the driver.”


“They said they’ve got a witness,” replied Simon. “Someone who saw her cross through the checkpoint into the Tribal Areas with a white guy hours before she was murdered. I know that guy wasn’t me. And she didn’t have any other friends here.”


Nick stepped toward him. “If they had a witness—a real witness who could swear to the identity of the guy who was with her that day—then someone would be charged with her murder by now. Don’t believe anything they say, Simon,” Nick said, his voice simmering. “You know me. You know I wouldn’t do something like that. Not to Yvette. Not to anyone.”


“I don’t know anything about you. We traveled together for—what?—a few months at the most? We weren’t that close. What I do know is what Yvette told me: that you were—”


“Keep it down!” Nick snapped, his temper flaring. “They could be listening…” He glanced over his shoulder again. This time Akhtar was among the jailers.


“Look,” Simon continued, ignoring Nick’s plea. “I don’t give a shit what you say to them. But if you want me to play it dumb for you, you’ve got to level with me. I want to hear you say it—admit to me what you did, or so help me I’ll tell them anything they want to hear…”


“I said shut up!”


“You killed her, Nick. I know you did!”


Nick grabbed Simon by the shirt, shoving him back on his heels. Simon slammed into the wall. Nick heard something fall onto the floor. He glanced down and saw the casing of a miniature recorder. “What the…?”


Blinded by rage, Nick swung, driving his fist into Simon’s wizened body, buckling him like a bag of rice. Simon tried to cover up, but Nick hit him again and again in the face and the back of Simon’s turned head. Until suddenly something bit hard into Nick’s neck, pulling him back off his feet. Writhing desperately, Nick struggled to free himself from the baton digging into his windpipe. But it was hopeless. He felt a sharp thrust to his gut, and then was on the floor, doubled in pain.


Gasping to capture his breath, Nick saw a bare arm jut out of nowhere and snatch the recorder lying on the floor. Instinctively, Nick grabbed for it, hoping to wrestle the device away—not even thinking about the futility of such an act. Tugging at the man’s bony wrist, his eyes fell upon a series of bruised striations in the crook of the man’s elbow.


His eyes scaled the arm to find Simon, looking down at him, tears and blood streaming off his chin. It was then that Nick remembered his words—when the meds wear off—which he had dismissed as one of Simon’s typical sarcasms.


Nick winced as he felt handcuffs clamp tight around his wrists. “They’re feeding your fucking head?” he said to Simon in disbelief. “Is that all it takes for you to turn?”


“No, Nick—it’s on you,” said Simon, his voice choked. “You didn’t give me any choice.”


As Nick peered into Simon’s eyes, two Pakistani jailers grabbed Nick by the legs, hauling him backward.


“Don’t believe him!” Nick cried as his face slid across the grime of the floor. “He’s a goddamned junkie! He’ll say anything!”















CHAPTER 3







Nick stayed locked in the tiny interrogation cell for five days. Each morning, a toothless, scoliotic old man brought him a tin bowl of stale chapati, dhal, and water—the last probably fetid, since he suffered acute dysentery throughout the ordeal. With no private facilities, he was forced to empty his bowels in front of his interrogators.


And then there were the beatings, rudimentary at first—a kick to the ribs, more blows to the head and, most painfully, to his broken nose—they graduated to the pummeling of his thighs and calves with a board. Akhtar inflicted the blows with the rote professionalism of a man who had learned torture as a tool of his craft. Though Shiraz did not partake in them, he watched with a mournful expression that, however sympathetic, Nick learned to detest almost as much as Akhtar’s cool violence. At times he feared that he had been beaten past the breaking point and might sign, without reading, whatever confession they stuck in front of his face. But, somehow, perhaps more out of seething hatred and spite than from principle, Nick refused to tell them what they wanted.


 


Then, when Nick had lost all track of time, the beatings suddenly ceased. Two officers ushered him back into the holding cell where he had confronted Simon. The fishy stench of unwashed bodies penetrated Nick’s blood-clogged nostrils, but the cell appeared devoid of occupants.


After his eyes grew used to the dim surroundings, however, a trace of movement drew his attention toward the far end of the cell, where he barely made out two figures hunched over in the cone of light penetrating the window. Kneeling on woolen mats and draped in loose-fitting shalwar kamiz, their billowy forms were obscured in the mote-filled half light. With unshod feet, they prostrated, chanting with closed eyes, palms held open before them. What Nick had in his exhaustion almost mistaken as some ghostly ritual was in fact Muslim prayer.




Judging from their flat, Chitrali-style pakol caps and feral appearance, Nick guessed they were mountain people. Faces smeared with poverty, their clothes dirt-stained, they had the look of men who had been sleeping outdoors. One was quite short, the other massive, and they were of different races. The more compact of the two had a round Asiatic face and eyes, wide nostrils, and a wispy beard tapering to a spear-point, while the big man had the elongated nose of a Caucasian and a thick black tangle of a beard that encroached high on his cheekbones. Their movements—kneeling, prostrating, standing—appeared mechanical and unthinking. Nick had witnessed salat many times since traveling in Pakistan, but never before had he realized how foreign the ritual struck him as being—how absurd it seemed to him. He longed for a familiar face—a Western face.


Then, inexplicably, Nick was wracked with contempt. He burst into a barrage of vitriolic laughter. The worshippers must have heard it. Nonetheless, they ignored him. This only heaped frustration atop Nick’s antipathy, until he wallowed in the bitterness of a man aware that he could not even succeed in insulting another. Stooping, he buried his face in his hands, struggling to prevent his grief from erupting in sobs.


 


Hours later Nick was roused from sleep. Startled, he searched the darkness. Did someone touch him? Or had he been dreaming? There was a salty taste on his tongue. Black blood mottled his shirt and—to his surprise—he found himself wrapped in a blanket. Curious, he rubbed the back of his hand over the material. The itchy texture was more like that of a carpet, he concluded.


Nick heard a sudden shuffling behind him. Alarmed, he swung around to find a large, indistinct silhouette looming over him. He slinked back from the bench, straining to free his arms. But they were snagged under the carpet wound tightly around him as if he were a mummy. He panicked. Kicking his feet against the cement floor, he tried to propel himself away from the hovering intruder.


“No problem, mister…” The words, thickly accented in a smooth, lilted voice, reminded Nick of a man trying to soothe a horse. “No problem.”


The voice, however, did not come from the figure above him, but rather from across the cell. Nick squinted into the darkness. It was nighttime, the only means of illumination a fluorescent bulb hanging from the hallway ceiling. The floor outside the cell was silent.


The silhouette near Nick shifted. He perceived it was the larger of the two Muslims who had been praying before he had drifted off to sleep. Fearing the man was bent on exacting retribution for his scornful outburst, Nick shook himself free from the carpet.


“Please, sir…Fidali means you no harm.” This time Nick was able to follow the sound to its source, barely making out the hunched figure of the smaller man squatting against the wall. The man nimbly scuttled across the floor in a crouched position like a crab. Nick froze, minding the shadow of the larger man in front of him.


“You were shaking from cold, sir. So we cover you in our prayer rug. You see?” The crouching figure pointed to the carpet now lying on the floor. He still saw no reason why the larger man had been hovering over him while he was sleeping, unless he was bent on crushing Nick’s skull.


“Back off!” Nick snapped. The squatting man motioned with his hand, signaling his larger companion to recede.


“You dream bad things, sir,” said the one on the floor. “You cry out, strike at the air. You fall off bench and your nose start to bleed. You see?”


Nick considered the blood, the blanket, and the man’s words. Finally, he concluded that if they really had meant to harm him, they would have attacked without waking him first. “We think maybe you see a djinn,” the man added.


Nick touched his tender nose and winced. “A what?” he asked, pinching his nostrils to stop the hemorrhaging.


The speaker rose from the floor and moved toward Nick. When he stepped under the light, his spherical face was awash with a fluorescent glow. He had an elfish grin, his wide eyes sparkling under his cap. His straggly beard extended from ear to ear. In comparison, his reticent companion, with massive hands and a black beard, seemed like some mythical behemoth.


“It is like angel. But sometimes they are evil and will visit men in dreams,” the elfin one rejoined.


Still clutching his nose, Nick shook his head. “Thanks for the warning, but I don’t believe in angels, or whatever you call them.”


“Djinns, sir,” he said in a tone indicating he was incredulous anyone might not believe in such a thing. “In the mountains near our village there are many,” he replied with sincerity. “Angels and fairies, too.”




“You’ve got lots of fairies, do you?” Nick muttered, unable to hold his sarcasm.


“Oh, yes,” the man responded matter-of-factly. “There is the fairy Bajdan, who lives in the clouds and throws ice and snow on the foreigners who try to climb to the top of the big mountains. And there are the fairies that live in the nallahs, and others who groan in their ice castles deep under the glaciers. And there are many angels, of course—like the archangel Jibreel, who you English call Gabriel; and Israfil, the trumpeter; and Isra’il, the angel of death…and there is an angel of healing. She could mend your nose for you, inshallah.”


“Typical god—never around when you need ’em,” said Nick.


“There is no god but God, sir,” he corrected, wagging his finger at Nick like a schoolteacher. “I said she is angel.”


“And you’ve seen this angel, have you?”


“No,” the man replied without pause. “But she lives. We hear many stories from traders who pass through our nallah. She takes sick people to her secret healing house. It does not matter whether they are Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist—she heals everyone ‘same same.’ You see, sir, Allah is sad for the people because they are ignorant and always fighting, so He send down a beautiful angel to help the wounded. He is the Merciful One—Allah-o-Akbar.”


Nick nodded in deference to the strange man’s words, hoping to put an end to his chatter. Just then Nick noticed the man’s giant partner working something in his cupped palm with the fingers of his other hand. When he finished he approached Nick, holding two tightly rolled wads of cloth.


“Fidali has something to put in nose, sir,” the sitting man advised Nick. “If it pleases you. It will stop the blood. Too much bleeding no good.”


The man called Fidali motioned with thumb and forefinger toward his own thickly mustachioed nostrils. Wary of his intentions, Nick held up his hand. But before Nick could wave him away, the prodigious figure had firmly clutched the back of Nick’s head and, with surprising precision, inserted the two plugs of cloth, one in each bloody nostril. Almost immediately, after an initial jolt of pain, the fillings braced Nick’s loose septum, halting the blood.


“Now nose shall heal, inshallah.”


The whole thing happened so quickly, Nick was flabbergasted. But the plugs seemed to be serving their purpose, and he could barely feel the intrusion. He thanked the men in a nasal voice, feeling somewhat ashamed of the way he had mocked them hours before. Just as he began to wonder whether he might apologize—


“No more speaking—sleep now,” said the talkative one. “‘Allah does not forsake you by the darkness of night’—so it is written.”


Nick lay back on the bench and drifted off to sleep, too exhausted to think any more of the odd tribesmen and their superstitions. This time, however, his djinn stayed away.















CHAPTER 4







Sub-Inspector Shiraz stepped into the cell the following morning. He held Nick’s confiscated backpack. “It is time,” he said, dropping it at Nick’s feet. “Come.”


Bewildered, Nick picked up his pack and slung it over his shoulder. As he followed Shiraz out of the cell, he glanced around for the strange tribesmen who had helped him during the night. They were gone.


Shiraz led Nick down a hallway to an open door. He ushered Nick inside, where Inspector Akhtar was waiting for them. Akhtar pointed to a table and chairs. Nick sat.


“We have come to a decision,” said Akhtar. “You are to be released.”


Nick did not believe him. He said nothing, convinced his interrogation had entered a new stage of psychological torture. Akhtar thrust out his lower lip, amused.


“There is a condition. You will testify against the Englishman. In his trial for the murder of the French girl.”


Nick stared at Akhtar, and it dawned on him that Akhtar’s words were sincere. “But I didn’t see him murder anyone.”


“You need only to testify that you were present when the Englishman arranged the necessary bribes and transport into the Tribal Areas. And that the last time you saw the deceased, she told you she was going to meet with him. You will also explain he was jealous of the French girl’s affections for you. He did track her down all the way from Myanmar, did he not? Along with his narcotics habit—which establishes his weakness of character—the prosecutor is quite sure he shall secure a conviction.”


Nick shook his head in indignation. “You’ll execute him.”


“Why is that your concern?” Akhtar said. “He did murder your lady friend, did he not? Or is there now suddenly something more you would like to confess?”


Nick closed his eyes, exhaling deeply. “No.”


“Very well,” said Akhtar. “Then this is your choice. Commit to testifying against your friend and be released today. Or else, since you are still considered a viable suspect, we will keep you in jail indefinitely until we have obtained a conviction—which may be a very long time indeed.”


Akhtar leaned in closer. “Then again, with time and baksheesh, witnesses tend to come around—even in the Tribal Areas, where we Pakistani police are not very much liked. Memories have a way of eventually returning. Someone could step forward. Perhaps someone who suddenly remembers getting a good, close look at the Westerner who was reportedly with the victim when she bribed her way through the checkpoint shortly before she was murdered. Or, who knows, maybe someone who even witnessed the violent act itself. Then the issue of your testimony could be moot.”


Nick paused. He shut his eyes, breathed deeply, and then moved his lips. Though his mind had blocked the words from his ears, he knew from the repugnant taste on his tongue that he had spoken his assent.


Shiraz pointed to Nick’s backpack leaning against the wall. “Everything is where you left it. Including your money.”


Nick walked over and started to rummage. “What about my passport?”


“That we will keep, in case you are thinking about trying to leave Pakistan, which would be a very stupid thing to do. You will get it back in a few weeks’ time, after you have testified at the Englishman’s trial as agreed. Come, we will take you to your hotel.”


 


For pure, unadulterated misery, the Khyber Hotel took first place among the long line of squalid hotels that had been Nick’s homes during his two and a half years of wandering off-beaten corners of Asia. Roaches the size of mice crawled the floors, rats scampered up the banisters, and the bedsheets were torn and blood-spotted where bedbugs had bitten off chunks of flesh from unfortunate bunkers.


The only things the place had going in its favor were the paltry sixty-rupees-a-night rate and the no-questions-asked policy of Shahid, the receptionist. Shahid, a fuzzy-chinned Pashtun in his early twenties who relished Van Damme karate movies and hashish, turned a blind eye toward his guests’ penchant for narcotics and illicit sex. This was a clear advantage to young Westerners traveling in a region inundated with the world’s finest opiates yet at the same time reeling on the verge of fundamentalist revolution.


Shiraz swerved the police car to a double-parked halt in front of the hotel, transforming the monotonous stop-and-go congestion into virtual gridlock. Akhtar ordered Nick out of the car. Though he obeyed, Nick had no intention of taking a room there. He could not bear to stay at the place where he and Yvette had spent her final days. Instead of leaving him curbside as he had hoped, however, Akhtar and Shiraz took him inside.


Shahid sat behind the reception desk, his eyes glued to the undulating gyrations of buxom Indian starlets cavorting on the television—a pastime from which he seldom deviated. He did not notice they had approached until Akhtar slammed the tinny reception bell. Startled, Shahid leaped upright, quickly switching channels with the remote, like a boy caught watching porn. He was stoned.


“Watching that Hindu filth again?” Akhtar scolded him.


“I am sorry, sahib, I didn’t…”


“Shut up and give me the key, before I decide to report you to the morality police. They would be glad to tear this brothel of yours to the ground.”


Shahid bowed his head in obedience. Without acknowledging Nick, he plucked a key from the cabinet behind the reception desk and handed it to Akhtar. As it passed hands, Nick saw 4-E on the wooden block that served as the key chain. He cringed.


“No, thanks,” said Nick. “I’m going to wander down the street and find another hotel. One with a working air conditioner,” he added for pretext.


“You are staying here,” Akhtar interjected. “Where we can keep an eye on you. We reserved your old room—so that you will feel at home.”


“No,” Nick shuddered. “You can’t make me stay here. Not in that room…”


“Back to jail then,” Akhtar said, grabbing Nick’s elbow.


Nick’s eyes shifted to Shiraz, who subtly nodded—an indication there was no use debating. Nick wondered if it was some kind of psychological tactic—an assertion of control, perhaps, to establish that the police would be dictating his every move from here on in. He stewed a moment, debating whether to protest. Finally, thinking better of it, he snatched the key from Akhtar and trudged with his backpack toward the staircase.


“Sir,” Shiraz called out as Nick climbed the first stair. Nick turned. “For your own sake, remember the bargain.”


 




Nick entered the room and locked the door behind him. He strode across to the single wood-framed window, forcing it open as wide as possible. Hazy light splayed across the grimy floor, casting a soft glow upon the bed he had shared with Yvette.


He dropped down onto the wooden chair below the window and stared at the bed. His body was bruised and ragged, his exhausted mind addled with grief and lament. There was so much he could have foreseen. That he did foresee. So many opportunities to escape the path that had led to Yvette’s death. But still, he went along knowingly. Willingly.


As his mind teetered toward sleep, his thoughts drifted to a time several months prior, shortly before he and Yvette had crossed into Pakistan from China. He had hired a young Kyrgyz herdsman named Izzat to guide them to the Karakul Lake, a pristine alpine lake high in the Pamir Mountains along the China-Tajikistan border. “Your lady friend—she is good rider of camel—very fast,” Izzat had said, his words punctuated by the wet, slurping sound of his sucking on a piece of grass.


Nick had privately referred to Izzat as “Smiley,” due to the solicitous, often lecherous grin permanently emblazoned under his conical fur-lined cap. Izzat spread his index and middle fingers and pointed them down like an inverted peace sign. “Like boy,” he added, tossing his eyebrows suggestively, referring to her style of riding astride like a man in lieu of the more modest sidesaddle.


Nick had begun to regret retaining the young Kyrgyz soon after hiring him in Kashgar, the dusty trading town in the far western reaches of China, situated on the ancient Silk Trail. In fact, Nick had felt a creeping suspicion that Izzat had purposely given Yvette the most fleet-footed beast just so he could ogle her bobbing backside. At one point, under the pretext of controlling the animal, Izzat had jumped on behind her, smugly clutching her hips until Nick barked at him to get off. Since that incident there had been an awkward tension among them—Izzat stewing in disgrace over Nick’s reprimand, and Yvette irritated at Nick by what she viewed as his overreaction. Nick, for his part, feared Izzat might abandon them in the desert, and he desperately surveyed the landscape in an effort to get some kind of bearing.


“She’s French, from Paris,” Nick replied, as if that explained a penchant for speed.


“Ah, I see,” Izzat said. “Bad drivers, like Chinese.”


Izzat’s eyes had opened a diameter wider when Yvette began unbuttoning her blouse, leaving her tanned torso clad only in a tight tube top she had picked up in the hippie quarter of Rishakesh. Cursing, Nick kicked, compelling a meager burst of energy from his camel’s flanks. Since entering Muslim Western China, Yvette’s continental preference for scant clothing had become a source of anxiety for Nick. Though she was not incapable of naïveté, her disapproval of Nick’s reaction to what he had considered Izzat’s transparent effort to grope her on the camel left Nick feeling that she was trying to prove something to him—exactly what, he did not know.


“Whoa,” Nick said when his camel caught up. “Normally I wouldn’t be one to complain. But last I checked, we weren’t exactly on the Riviera.”


“What do you care, Nicholas? I am still covered. It is too hot to wear sleeves.”


“That may be. But you’re not making it any cooler for Smiley over there.”


Yvette peered across her shoulder to find Izzat leering at the outline of her pert breasts under the taut material of her top. She huffed with frustration. “Always telling me what to do? Simon never did that.”


“Simon ran off with the Israeli, remember? What was her name—Talya?”


“Talya, Talya, Talya…why do you always have to mention that bigtitted salope? He left you, too. I think you miss him more than I do.”


Nick had come to expect such statements from Yvette, calculated to cover the fact that Simon’s abandoning her months ago had sent her into a bout of peevish gloom. Perhaps only because she denied her jealousy so adamantly, Nick did not feel it too cruel to remind her of Simon’s betrayal on occasion.


“I doubt it,” Nick replied. “I’m not the one who slept with him.”


“You should have, Nicholas. He was very good.”


She said this without expression, and with just a tinge of sarcasm. Her humor had often been delivered in this manner: straight-faced and difficult to read, one of many idiosyncrasies Nick had grown fond of, but also had found perplexing. In this instance, Nick was particularly hard-pressed to detect whether she had meant it as a joke. Yvette was a sensual being, open with her sexuality, not at all wedded to convention in any aspect of her character. Nick guessed she would not think it taboo to have sex with a woman, provided the circumstances made it seem “natural,” an adjective she used liberally to describe things that made her happy, including her indulgences. (For example, the flocks of curious children that seemed to follow her everywhere they went were “natural,” as was hashish and afternoon sex.) Why should she not suspect the same nondiscriminating sexuality from others?


“I’m kidding you,” she said finally. “I know you are not the type.” She pursed her full lips in a pout, a girlish expression he had found endearing, but which Nick, who had become wary of such things, knew could also come off as erotic.


“You say that like you’re disappointed,” Nick replied. “Like I’m not adventurous enough for you. You’re telling me Simon was the type?”


“Of course. You mean you don’t know how badly he wanted to have sex with you?”


Nick glanced at Yvette curiously. She stared back at Nick, perfectly composed, letting him stew a long moment, before finally giggling. “That’s two times in a row. You are so easy to fool, Nicholas, it is ridiculous,” she said, clicking her tongue against her teeth. “You and Simon are very different. For one thing, Simon knew me well enough to know when I was making a joke.”


“I knew,” Nick lied, shrugging is shoulders. “I was just playing along.” Truthfully, Simon had known Yvette better than he knew her. Their year of travel together before Nick had joined them had made certain of that. In fact, it had seemed to Nick that nothing he could do with Yvette would ever be novel to her. And although Nick would not have traded his time alone with her for anything, he could not deny that Simon had an energy, a charisma, that had lifted them both.


“All right, I miss him a little,” Nick had admitted to Yvette as their camels spat and grunted, struggling to ascend a steep rise. “But my point is, we’re in the middle of nowhere. And our guide—whom we met only hours ago—is carrying a rifle and a machete. The last thing we need is to get him riled up. He already copped a few feels off you when he jumped on your camel.”


Yvette shook her head petulantly. “Typical American. Always thinking the worst of people. I will put it back on. Only because I do not want to argue.”


As she buttoned up her overshirt, they reached the crest. They came upon a vast basin surrounded on all sides by the snowcapped peaks of the Pamir. In the middle were two crystal lakes the color of sapphire. The oval shoreline was dotted with conical yurts, where clusters of camels and yak grazed on lush fields of marsh grass. “Here, Karakul,” said Izzat, driving his camel up and over the ridge.


At dusk the sun seemed impossibly large as it dipped behind the mountains of Tajikistan. They watched the humped silhouettes of camels wading along the lake’s shoreline. Yvette sat, hips flush against Nick’s, on a wood-carved bench in front of a yurt they had rented for the night. They took turns pulling on a joint, holding the cool, thick smoke in their lungs, the sweet smell of hashish teasing their nostrils.


They kissed. When he pulled away, Nick’s reflection stared back from the mirrors of her pupils. He had an odd sense of release, viewing himself in her eyes. He was not sure why. Perhaps it was the awareness that a new version of himself existed in her mind. It held a promise of change.


Later, when she sat straddling him, he was drunk on her scent, the salty taste of her skin, her warm breath tickling the hairs of his arms. With her face pressed against his chest, they gazed out through the goatskin doorway of the yurt. Morning was descending over the glaciated peaks.


“I don’t know about Pakistan,” Nick said. “The travel warning is pretty grim.”


“America has a warning for everywhere,” she said petulantly.


“I suppose that’s true. Nobody likes us.”


“You’re arrogant. Of course nobody likes you.”


Yvette possessed the honesty of youth. This made Nick sensitive to her every criticism, even the obtuse ones.


“How modest of you to say.” He locked her wrists with one hand, tickling her with the other. Yelping, she struggled to free herself, but her skinny arms were no match for his grip. As Nick held her fast, he maintained a veneer of playfulness. But his inner desire was to assert physical dominance—as he did, much to her satisfaction, during sex.


“I am tired of China,” she said when he finally let go. “Too many tourists. Pakistan is untouched. And there’s lots of good hashish,” she added.


“I think you just want me around for company until Simon gets there.”


She waved him off. “There you go again. ‘I think, I think.’ You live in your head. Stop it. It is the boring lawyer in you. I want to go to Pakistan because it is someplace new. Yes, it will be nice to see Simon. But I am with you now. Can’t you please just accept that and come along with me? Don’t make me beg.”


Nick clutched her firmly by the chin and pulled her into a deep kiss. Staring into her eyes, he paused in thought. She had a point.


“I am leaving tomorrow, with or without you,” she said. “What are you going to do?”


Nick sighed, running his fingers down the smooth of her back. “You think I have a choice?” he said, not intending it to be a question.




She pressed her lips to his ear. “I think you are not done fucking me yet,” she whispered. Reaching behind his knees, she shifted her weight, easing herself onto him. Nick clasped her torso greedily, as though if he were to grasp her tightly enough, somehow that part of her he coveted most would surge into him, where he could finally claim it as his own.


 


When Nick awoke the following morning, a piercing pain bore into his skull. It was all he could do to sit up, rub his temples, and wait for his mind to clear.


The hotel room was just the way he remembered: spartan, filthy, airless. It appeared as though it had not been used since his arrest nearly a week ago—a possibility, given the dearth of tourists. Yvette’s presence was everywhere—the smell of her hair on the sheets, her scented soap in the dish above the moldy basin, even the ashes from her cigarettes scattered in the tray on the tea table. He remembered the last time Yvette had sat before the room’s only window, three stories up from the cobbled alleyway too narrow for traffic other than pedestrians, tuk tuks, and high-pitched motorbikes. She had rolled her tobacco and smoked, cradled in the chair after lovemaking, with her knees drawn to her chest, watching children fly kites from the rooftops. “I think I love you,” he had told her then.


She drew on her cigarette, spouting a long plume that curled from her mouth like a snake. “Oui, Nicholas,” she sighed without looking at him. “I know.”


Nick shook his head until his thoughts fell in place. He stood and went to the same window where Yvette had been perched. A cluster of street urchins were boiling their morning dhal over a kerosene stove in the alley below, their poverty like a smelling salt thrusting Nick back to reality. He was startled by his reflection in the windowpane—the swollen bridge of his nose, his nostrils scabbed over with dried blood, pockets of fatigue drooping from his eyes. But his wounds were nothing compared to the weight of circumstance.


Even after Simon had cooperated with the inspectors in trying to lay the blame on him, Nick knew he could not testify to send his former friend to the gallows. Nor was he so selfless as to risk his own freedom by defending Simon. In Nick’s mind, he had but one choice. And it required finding Masood—the only man Nick knew of who could possibly help him.















CHAPTER 5







Nick dressed in a shalwar kamiz so that he would not be easy to spot as a firenghi from a distance. He put on the flat pakol cap Yvette had bought him in Hunza, and then he descended the stairs.


He had expected to find a police officer waiting in the lobby, and was surprised to find only Shahid. “Mr. Nick, I am so sorry, sir,” Shahid said sadly. “For Ms. Yvette, and for you…” Then, with a surreptitious toss of his bushy brow, Shahid motioned outside the bay window in the direction of the street corner across the way. There, haggling with a street vendor, stood a lean, mustachioed man in a tan shalwar kamiz and conspicuous boots instead of the cheap sandals worn by most men in Peshawar. Nick gave Shahid a subtle nod of appreciation.


“All night this police spends in my lobby,” Shahid said in a hushed voice. “He smoke all my cigarette, drink all my tea. Now he go out to buy more. You think he offer to buy any for Shahid? These police, they are like bad case of worms—they would steal your food right from your stomach. You going, Mr. Nick?” asked Shahid anxiously. “Where should I say you are off to? I must tell them something.”


It was clear to Nick that the police had Shahid bent over a barrel. There was much they could do to exact his cooperation—not the least of which would be to revoke his hotelier license. “Whatever you want, Shahid. Tell them I was hungry.”


Shahid’s expression congealed. Nick wondered what he made of Yvette’s murder. Did he suspect Simon? Or Nick? Or some local? During his stay at the Khyber, they had become friends, smoking and talking until late at night, sharing the insights and grievances of two outliers from very different worlds. The flip side of Shahid’s infatuation with Western pop culture was his constant fear of fundamentalist, pro-Taliban parties taking control. Already, bands of vigilante “morality police,” unofficially sanctioned by the conventional police, had been leading gangs around the city for some time, incinerating videotapes and CDs, defacing billboards depicting women, and vandalizing schools for girls. Whenever the national government tried to rein in the fundamentalists, they answered with bombs, assassination attempts, and outright insurrection, so that even President Musharraf—a former general and once all-powerful military dictator until widespread political revolt and mass rioting compelled him to relinquish authority—had at one time capitulated to a truce in North Waziristan, one of the more rebellious regions of the Tribal Areas. It was common knowledge that many in the national government and military were allied with the radical Islamists. Indeed, the majority of Pakistanis had presumed elements of Pakistan’s military had conspired with Islamists in the assassination of Benazir Bhutto, the female opposition leader and former prime minister beloved by the poor, who had vowed to do better than Musharraf in cracking down on pro-Taliban radicals. Certainly, the local authorities in conservative Peshawar, where the fundamentalists enjoyed much support, had neither the will nor the means to resist them. “Shit people,” Shahid would say. “They kill my business, my spirit. Next thing, they try to take away the hashish.”


Nick exited the hotel and walked east toward the Andar Sehr—or “old city”—comprising the chaotic bazaars and wood-façaded merchants’ quarters, the crumbling Bala Hisar fortress, and at its western end, the old cantonment built when Peshawar was a remote outpost of the British Raj. He stopped at an intersection packed with people and quickly glanced behind him. He expected the man in the tan outfit to be on his heels. Instead, the man had stayed put, watching Nick through the choking traffic as he spoke into his cell phone. Certain that another policeman would soon be tailing him, Nick hailed a motor rickshaw. Seconds later, one stopped, briefly blocking the policeman’s view. In that moment, instead of climbing into the rickshaw, Nick slipped down a narrow alleyway. The driver cursed and drove off.


Instantly, Nick had vanished into the bustling arteries of the medina. As he threaded his way through the winding passageways, he concentrated on imprinting the intricate twists and turns into his head. For finding his way in the darkness, where there were no streetlights or signs for guidance, would be crucial. The task was complicated by the mind-boggling clutter of men and animals—green-turbaned Baluchistanis, long-bearded Hazaras in flowing white clothes, herdsmen from Chitral and Swat driving flocks of goats and humped zebu cattle. He stepped over limbless beggars crawling on their stumps like crippled crustaceans, and child beggars from Afghanistan—refugees with striking green eyes and reddish-blond hair—groping under cloaks and trousers for something to steal.


It had taken Nick weeks to learn to navigate the serpentine walkways, and still he often got lost. He knew to turn south at the butcher shops, stacked with the disembodied heads of goat and sheep, then east at the spice vendors, with their rows of burlap bags filled with bright yellow and green curries, red peppers, and coriander. After some twenty minutes of sinuous turnabouts, he stepped into a carpet shop. There he sat for a time, drinking tea while a young Uighur boy unrolled carpets at Nick’s feet. Nick pretended to study them, while keeping an eye on the human traffic crossing outside the open storefront. When satisfied that he had lost anyone who might have been trailing him, he left the shop, wending his way further into the bowels of the old city, until he came to a tiny side street near the cantonment.


Barely wide enough for two men abreast, the cobbled walkway wound through a series of shops open to the street, lined with burnished brass pots, teakettles, hardware, and stacked sheet metal. Bearded metalworkers sat cross-legged on the shop floors, loudly pounding out wares with wood-handled hammers. Nick rushed by one of the shops, his eye catching a flash of bright colors. He stopped, and upon closer inspection saw the red, white, and blue star and bars of an American military roundel painted onto an olive-drab sheet of steel. Nick realized he was staring at the stabilizer of a U.S. Army helicopter. The metal was dented and scraped from shrapnel or rocks kicked up from a crash. He also spotted a gray-painted piece of wing or fuselage with German writing on it, a Humvee door riddled with bullet holes, stacks of spent artillery shells, and even some unexploded ones with holes drilled down the middle where they had been defused—all scavenged from the war in Afghanistan and carried over the passes for sale as valuable scrap metal.


“Hey, Engleesh,” said the shop owner, startling Nick, who had not seen him approach from behind a hanging blanket at the back of the shop. The owner was a black-bearded Pashtun with a deep scar slicing across his face, and a white lump of scar tissue in lieu of a right eyeball. “You want souvenir?” He pointed his open hand toward the mangled helicopter stabilizer with the U.S. insignia. “American Chinook.” He closed his fists and mimed aiming a shoulder-fired missile, then made the sound of an explosion. “Taliban shoot. For you, twenty American dollar.”


“No, thank you,” Nick replied, wondering what the shopkeeper expected him to do with something so large, even if he were inclined to make such a purchase. He salaamed the man and continued walking.


After another ten minutes, the walkway funneled into a small plaza, where clusters of Pashtuns sat at wooden tables, smoking and drinking tea. More than a week earlier, in this hidden corner of the bazaar, Nick had asked Masood to arrange transport to the Darra bazaar to explore one of the most infamous gun factories of the Tribal Areas.


An Afghan refugee, Masood ran a black market business arranging transportation for journalists and occasional drug tourists wanting to travel to regions of the Tribal Areas, where the government had forbidden foreigners to go. However, his main source of income, he had openly admitted to Nick, was the smuggling of humans.


Nick knew that with the police watching him so closely, he could not make it out of Peshawar undetected if he used a conventional bus or train. And even if he somehow did manage to sneak out of the city, and got as far as one of the borders of Pakistan, he would be unable to pass through any official checkpoint without his passport. The Tribal Areas offered him the only real chance of escape. Teeming with war refugees, and governed by tribal jirgas more interested in breaking away from Pakistan than enforcing its laws, the Tribal Areas were a hub of human trafficking. The Pakistani army units posted there were stretched way past their limit fighting al Qaeda and the Taliban. They had no ability to interdict the perpetual flow of refugees camped in the vast region from passing to and from Afghanistan, into Iran, or northeast into the scarcely populated Northern Areas of Pakistan where they could cross into India, hoping to find further transport to Europe, Australia, or someplace else where they might scrounge a living.


For Nick, India was the only plausible destination. A white face would not get far in Afghanistan, in the throes of perpetual war against America and its allies, where he would be captured and killed in the rugged Taliban-controlled areas straddling the Pak-Afghan border; nor in authoritarian Iran, also on the verge of war with America, where a Westerner would quickly be apprehended and, in Nick’s case, sent back to Pakistan or imprisoned as an American spy. In India he could blend in with other Westerners—tourists, expats, and the like—until he figured out how to get back home, or somewhere else safe, without his passport.


It was not hard to spot Masood. He had lost an arm in an airstrike on his village, although his inestimable age made it impossible to tell whether it was a Soviet or American bomb that had done him the violence, despite the fifteen years between the invaders. His head was severely dented—a skull fracture caused by the explosion that took his arm—but the wound had not diminished his sharp wit.


The Afghan instantly recognized Nick and offered him a cigarette, which Nick knew better than to reject. “Where is the lovely lady today?” he asked, catching Nick off guard. Masood had learned some English as a boy in a school built with Swedish aid money in one of the refugee encampments, before it was burned down by Taliban. He was soft-spoken, albeit intense, and when he inquired about Yvette, he gave the impression of being sincere, not probing or lecherous.


“I sent her back—to take care of the children,” Nick replied, wondering whether Masood knew Nick had lied about their marriage. It was a lie that he and Yvette had frequently propagated during their time in Peshawar, not least because it stopped all kinds of prying questions.


“That is wise, my friend. So, how can I be of help to you?”


“I need transport again…this time to Torkham.”


Nick turned toward a sudden ruckus. Two men were arguing loudly across the street, each backed by a few of his clansmen. Masood noted Nick’s jumpiness. “Torkham is very risky for you,” he said. “Many Taliban. No need to go all the way there. This time of year the hashish is just as good in Peshawar.”


“I’m not concerned about that,” Nick replied.


The Afghan frowned. He had expected more openness. Nick, however, was reluctant to tell anyone his final destination. This was not to say he mistrusted Masood. On the contrary, Masood was an Afridi Pashtun. As such, his name, word, and honor were everything, and he had no love for the police. Still, Nick figured that the fewer people who knew where he was headed, the better his chances. Once he got to Torkham, a smuggling center on the Afghan border, he planned to arrange further transport on his own.


Masood nodded, despite the affront. “A wise man does not write his intentions on his cap. When would you like to go?”


“Tonight. After midnight.”


“That is a good time.” The Pashtun frontier guards posted at the checkpoints into the Tribal Areas commonly extorted bribes from transporters to permit the flow of refugees, many of whom were officially “wanted” by the Pakistani authorities on suspicion of militancy. Traveling late at night was advantageous because there were fewer guards, and they were too tired and lazy to haggle much over the price. “It can be arranged.”


“Where do they pick up?”


“Please—have patience, sir,” replied Masood. “You are a guest in my country, so I must tell you first. If you plan to cross into Afghanistan at Torkham, it is too dangerous. Do not do it. The border is closed to all foreigners. And even if you get through, paying a big enough bribe—or dressed as a woman in burqa, perhaps—the road to Jalalabad is controlled by Taliban. They will stop you. These Taliban dogs, they search even the women. Any Americans they will kill. Even journalists they are shooting.”


“Thanks for the warning,” Nick said. “I don’t plan to cross.”


Intrigued, Masood cocked his chin. “The only other road that could interest you, sir, goes north to Chitral. From there, one can go west—crossing the Hindu Kush on foot into the north of Afghanistan—the way of the opium smugglers. Or else, one can go east: the route of the mujahideen on their way to Kashmir to fight India. But…if you are going to India, why not just take bus on the highway from Peshawar to Lahore? The border crossing at Amritsar is open.”


Masood peered into Nick’s eyes, drawing inferences from Nick’s silence.


“But of course, you know this. And must have a good reason for not going through the official border check. Otherwise…why would you be coming to me?”
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