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I


If one falls down, the others will lift him up.

—ECCLESIASTES 4:10






Mitrovica Valley, Kosovo-Serb border

11 A.M. Sunday, December 21

To the half-drunken Serb soldiers in the tan Toyota pickup, the farm looked inviting. Its orange slate roof, untouched by mortar blasts, glistened in the thin sunlight. No shells had burst against its whitewashed walls, and most windowpanes were intact, the few broken ones sealed neatly with white tape. A stocky woman in a blue mantilla was draping bright quilts over a rope strung to a nearby tree, taking advantage of the fickle winter sun to air out some bedding. The rich farm was war’s joke, like a tornado that spares a single trailer home.

Holding their rifles carelessly, four soldiers hopped from the pickup, laughing back and forth like teenagers going to a party. Their leader had a full black beard and wore a shaggy black bear-fur coat with torn, floppy sleeves. His girth was so wide it looked like the bear was still inside. He didn’t try the handle on the front door. Instead he raised back his foot and kicked, splintering the frame. Unhurried, he plodded up the stairs, trailed by his men.

The woman had scurried inside when the Toyota veered off the main road, but she found no place to hide. When they finished with her, she lurched out the kitchen door, stumbling through the mud toward the privy a stone’s throw to the southeast, where the wind seldom blew the stench toward the house. Her skull had fractured at its base when they slammed her on the boards and threw her skirt over her head. The blood streaming from her nostrils was vivid red, and darker rivulets seeped from her ears. She lurched dizzily, everything whirling around and around her. Then she vomited and crumpled gracefully, settling down, folding her arms and hugging herself, as if she were very cold.

The soldiers paid no heed to the dying woman. They had wiped themselves, passing around a grayish towel, stiff as cardboard. Now they were wrestling onto the back of the pickup a Blutner piano with two broken ivories and several snapped strings. The woman knew several melodies that avoided the broken keys, including a little Liszt, but the men hadn’t asked her to play.

Sergeant Saco Iliac, head bodyguard to the commanding general of the Tigriva division, picked up one end of the piano, smirking as his men struggled with the other end. He was thinking how he would arrive before the general’s luncheon. The general would set the piano in the middle of the great room and pound Saco on the back of his thick fur coat.

Sometimes Saco intentionally lumbered like a bear to remind his men how he had won the coat. After they took Srebrenica, they had disposed of most of the vrags the first night, and blood caked their uniforms. No longer stupefied by drink, their heads splitting, the soldiers were anxious to get back home and wash up. There were fewer than a hundred to finish, but no one wanted to head back inside.

That was when the adjutant thought of the contest. Three officers held watches, and five finalists entered the barn where the last Muslims milled around like cattle. A Croat who had been a wrestler before the war did two more males than Saco. But so what? The small ones Saco went after wriggled like eels. His trick was to grab the ankles and swing their heads against the roof poles. Whack! and it was done. One girl bit his thumb, costing him several seconds. Still, the Croat did fifteen, while he, Saco, snapped eighteen necks to win the coat.

Saco sat next to the driver in the Toyota. The legs of the piano hung over the sides, and the soldiers sat at odd angles, their rifles swinging wildly as the pickup bounced down the hill toward the paved road at the far end of the pasture. The tarp thrown over the piano flapped and billowed, as though waving at the American Cobra gunships buzzing over the main road.

The Toyota was the muscle kind advertised in glossy car magazines, with high axles and four rear wheels, ideal for heavy farmwork or driving around a small town with the radio blasting. The left front tire soon caught in a pothole. They were five minutes in front of the general’s convoy; it wouldn’t do to arrive late at the castle. Four sets of shoulders set to rocking the overloaded pickup back and forth to push it loose.

 

Captain Tyler Cosgrove, U.S. Marine Corps Reserve—very reserved, he would say, laughing—handled the motorcycle with easy skill. It was his turn to be scout, and Sergeant Neff and the two corporals a quarter mile behind in the humvee would have to wait their turn. This was the first morning in a week without rain or sleet, but Hey! I didn’t make out the duty roster. Cosgrove had the medium build and sharply handsome, slightly vulnerable face seen in advertisements for Prada and other upscale stores. Upbeat by nature, he felt his spirits lift to be on a fast bike on a Sunday morning. He tried not to think of his mother in the hospital. He would see her soon enough, his tour eight hours from ending. He would be at the airport by five. He swung the bike in short half-loops, enjoying the pull of gravity as his body leaned first one way and then the other. One final hour of playing Marine before coming to grips with his mother’s mortality.

He had studied the overhead photos, the radio intercepts, the reports from locals. The route was secure. This close to Christmas, Cosgrove considered Fifth Avenue more dangerous. Wall Street commandos, flush with bonus money and guilt about missing their kids’ soccer matches, would trample you on their way to FAO Schwarz. Here in Kosovo, NATO soldiers had pulled guard duty year after year. Nothing ever happened. That was why reserve units like Cosgrove’s were sent over for three-month stints. The shooting war was in Afghanistan. Nobody worried about the reserves in the Balkans, an afterthought among the Pentagon planners.

So what if the confab with the Serb general was overprotected? For Cosgrove, riding a motorcycle was better than sitting around waiting for the evening flight to the States. This was the last U.S. sweep, and he was nearing his turnaround point, with the Serb convoy only a few miles to the north.

He glanced casually at the farm to his left. Smoke from a farm…that Toyota? “Arrow Five, this is Six,” he said into the mike projecting from his helmet. “I have eyes on one pickup with a piano in back. It’s Tesh on tour, the cows twitching their tails to the beat.”

“Six, this is Five. Can you get us tickets?”

“SRO. First pasture around the bend. I’ll save you a space near the stage.”

“Roger. Three mikes behind you.”

The bike was fast. One moment an open road. And now the bike was coming right at the Serbs in the truck. They barely had time to grab their weapons before the American stopped in front of them. He pushed back his goggles and said, “Arrow, this is definitely weird.”

“Hey!” Saco smiled. “Is nothing. We help move.”

Cosgrove was sitting back, his hands on the bike’s crossbars, the 9mm pistol secured in his shoulder holster. Saco moved closer, eyes on the pistol. Cosgrove looked past him at the house, his gaze wandering until it came to rest on the fallen woman. He stiffened abruptly and reached for the pistol.

Saco didn’t think. He rushed forward and knocked Cosgrove from the bike. He hit him once and then again, in the neck, on the side of the helmet, on the cheek. The great blows stunned Cosgrove, and he offered no resistance. Saco lifted the Marine’s head, helmet and all, and slammed him against the ground. Cosgrove saw dazzling light, then black.

“Quick!” yelled Saco. “Throw him in back. And the bike. Move!”

The Marine hummer had started into the turn and taken the first path, twisting and bouncing toward the farm two pastures above. It took several minutes to reach the front step, where a farmer and his wife and a few children greeted them curiously. It was a few more minutes before Sergeant Neff realized he had turned off at the wrong farm. With slightly growing anxiety, he turned the vehicle around, bounced and lurched back to the highway and looked for the next cutoff. He soon found it and once again bobbed across rocks worn smooth by decades of wagon wheels.

When the hummer came around the curved face of the next tilled field, Neff saw the piano tilted forward in the rutted track, kneeling in cow dung as though awaiting execution, its keyboard legs broken and splintered. Another two minutes passed before the frustrated sergeant could bring himself to report that Captain Cosgrove was missing—plain missing, nowhere to be seen, no bike either, and farther upslope there was a dead woman and a farm on fire.

By then Saco’s pickup was two kilometers south down the main road, with the Serb convoy coming into sight behind it.

Mitrovica Valley, Kosovo

Serbian Lieutenant General Ilian Kostica gave no particular heed to the tan Toyota pickup as it recklessly cut in front of his lead escort vehicle. That was Saco, showing off. Childish. The general’s mind was on the meeting ahead, determined to impress the American, who also played childish games like arriving early for negotiations. Only today, Mr. Ambassador, Kostica thought, I am the early one.

The small castle was the town’s strong sentinel, blocking entrance to the valley from the north. For centuries it had shielded the farmers from whatever raiding bands made their way south along the only road, which twisted for dozens of kilometers among the hillocks, narrow ravines and steep slopes of the mountain ranges on either side. Built in the seventeenth century, the castle was part fortress, part manor. Typical of the old Middle Europe style, it closely abutted the road, its massive stone facade indifferent to the occasional sideswipes of drunken farmers’ tractors.

Tanks were another matter. When Kostica’s armor—Soviet junk from World War II, shoddily reconditioned in the factory that manufactured the tinny Yugo auto—first clattered toward the town, the castle looked like a massive bunker, its minarets and cut-glass windows only minimally softening the thickness of stone walls that had withstood a half-dozen sieges over the last six hundred years. Kostica considered smashing it. Why take a chance?

The trembling proprietor persuaded him otherwise, running into the road in his hostler clothes, aware the tanks were taking aim, shaking but determined, offering the general an aperitif, a petit déjeuner for his staff. The meal was excellent, and Kostica had returned often. A good location for negotiations too, right in the middle of the neutral zone between Kosovo and Serbia.

When Kostica pulled up now, the security details of the two sides had already dismounted, the Americans robotlike in their oversize armored vests and helmets. He had told his guards to wear three sweaters under their jackets and not to shave for four days, so they, too, looked bulky and menacing. Saco had parked the Toyota around a corner. The other bodyguards grinned and nodded to him, then stepped aside to let him approach the general.

“I had a piano for you,” Saco said, “only an American came along, so I took him instead.”

It had to be a stupid joke. The general heard the words, and his body reacted before his brain. For a moment he knew he was suffering a stroke. His heart stopped for a beat. He could feel his blood pressure drop to his toes, as if falling suddenly in an elevator. He said nothing, aware of those around him.

Images were clear in his mind—a cannibal offering to share his meal, a dog mouthing a putrid fox and expecting to be patted. And this, this dancing bear shitting in the village square and expecting a pail of berries. General Kostica was half convinced that Saco would raise his paws in the air and pant with his tongue hanging out, waiting to be scratched on his swollen stomach.

“Where is this American?”

“Right here.” Saco grinned. “In the back of the Toyota. He’s out. I hit him good.”

Good? Good? The general pictured American helicopters taking off, tanks blocking road crossings, satellite cameras zooming in—all because of this glummats, this idiot.

“Get him out of here. Now. He’s not to know you’re part of this command. Get across the border and release him. Go away. Get out.” The general turned away. He had weathered the Tito years, outlasted that lunatic Milosevic, outfoxed the Americans at Dayton. He was the first of his family to have a villa along the Amalfi, an apartment in Prague. Hewasn’t going to be brought down by this brute’s stupidity. Was he responsible for the angry bull or for the weather in December? This wasn’t his business.

The Watergate Condominiums, Washington, D.C.

Early Sunday morning

The secure phone to the White House rang with a discreet purr, a courtesy to the spouses of high-level officials who relished being summoned at any hour. Political power was more a narcotic than an aphrodisiac. The White House Chief of Staff, a large, balding man, glanced at the Caller ID and lifted the receiver while his wife fluffed her pillow and went back to sleep.

“Plane crash or terrorists?” He prided himself on his crisp manner, his voice abrupt even this early.

“Good morning to you, too,” the Secretary of Defense said. “Don’t be so grumpy.”

“Okay, so how many did we lose?”

“Less serious. A Marine missing in Kosovo. May be kidnapped.”

“We still have people there? And that’s it—one missing?”

“Want me to add Armageddon?” the Secretary of Defense said. “I’m called when this stuff happens, and I call the White House. Now that you’re awake, you can go to church. My good deed, like spotting you a couple of points.”

“Don’t let one lucky squash game go to your head,” the Chief of Staff said. “Okay, at least it’s not something with a press angle. I’ll tell the President after he’s up. When he was governor, I didn’t wake him every time a cop had a bad day, and I’m not going to start unloading small stuff now. What’s the next step?”

“We’re searching. We don’t know who has him.”

“Damn, this is bad timing. We have to keep the decks clear for the health bill.”

“Right, it’s an HMO plot to shift votes,” the SecDef said.

“All I’m saying is we have to stick to our game plan. It took a year to get back on track after the Twin Towers,” the Chief of Staff said. “Every military incident can’t end up at the Oval Office. We’ve agreed the domestic agenda is the focus for the next Congress. You’ll keep this across the river?”

“It’ll be managed from Brussels or Kosovo.”

“Good. The farther away, the better. It’s a distraction,” the Chief of Staff said, “and we can’t do anything to help from here.”

25th Marine Regiment, Mitrovica Valley

Noon Sunday

The security patrols for the meeting were to the north, inside the two-kilometer red zone marking the Kosovo-Serb border. To the south the highway followed the river toward the open valley and the railhead at Pristina. There was a downward pitch to the road, as it paralleled the river rushing through ravines and gullies carved out of the limestone hills by centuries of spring snow thaws and heavy fall rains. Returning to the brigade compound, the road was deceptively steep, and most trucks shifted into a lower gear. So did the three Marines running uphill with rifles slung over their right shoulders. They ran along the shoulder of the road, taking short, choppy strides, faces down, concentrating on a steady, grinding pace, no wasted motion, their boots barely clearing the surface of the thin snow.

They wore soft covers, not the German-style helmets the U.S. adapted years ago, and none had on the flak jackets required of all U.S. troops outside base. The three ran as if connected by a giant elastic band, sometimes stretching apart, then snapping back into a tight triangle. On his back each wore a rucksack and a canvas water sack with a long strawlike tube. They were running, not jogging, up the grade, the strain showing on their faces and in their quick stutter-steps.

They had left the base after full light, not wanting to be hit in the early-morning gloom by some bleary-eyed truck driver hauling in CDs or Gucci knockoffs or BMW parts from some chop shop in Albania. NATO forbade training in the mountains—it was too politically dangerous to train like soldiers—so the recon team had to stay on the main highway to Pristina, racing down out of the foothills to a turnaround point at twenty kilometers, then facing the last ten uphill kilometers back to the base. A full twenty-six-mile marathon carrying thirty-pound packs, four hours the target time. Not likely they could achieve that, but hey, what else to do on a Sunday?

For three hours the captain—the twin bars prominent on the lapels of his camouflage jacket—had been running with the single-minded lope of the alpha wolf, sometimes allowing one of the others to slip into the lead for a mile or so. As long as the lead shifted, all three stayed energized, a pack confident that together they could not be stopped.

Mark Lang forced the pace even when he wasn’t in the lead, pushing so that the pain in his lungs blocked out his thoughts, shut out the world. He’d first learned to do that in boarding school at thirteen, when he would sneak into the gym after study hours and lift weights until he couldn’t feel his arms, then press his face against the cold metal of his locker and cry.

How did the son of the captain of an oil tanker, with a divorced mother who never wrote, fit in at a New England boarding school? Work was Lang’s escape. A few classmates had snickered about his fanaticism. That subsided when, at fourteen, Lang was named starting linebacker and Cos decided to be his roommate. Mrs. Cosgrove swept him into her orbit as another son, and amid sports, studies and school breaks spent at her house, Lang learned how to smother loneliness. Even then, he punished his body to distract his mind. And now he didn’t want to think.

“Six miles to go,” Lang said, glancing at the GPS receiver held outside his breast pocket by a strip of velcro. “Eight mikes for the last split.”

The other two said nothing, conserving oxygen. Eight minutes for a mile was excellent this late in the run, but could they hold that pace for six more miles?

Lang glanced at the sergeant clipping along feverishly at his side. Herbert Caulder was a head shorter than Lang and looked a bit cartoonish, with a face too small for a neck and shoulders absurdly thick from years of workouts with heavy weights. He had the coiled energy of a downed power line. For Caulder, patience was torment. In half the allotted time during the sniper championships at LeJeune, he put ten rounds into the black from the thousand-yard line, capturing first place and promotion below zone to Sergeant E-5. A most unlikely sniper, he always wanted to get on with it, whatever it was. Now he was pumping his legs furiously, trying to sprint past the others, get out in front, gain the lead, get inside Lang’s mind and slow down the pace.

The upgrade worked against his strategy. He couldn’t suck enough oxygen to open a lead. Each time he struggled ahead, Lang’s long legs would pull even. It wasn’t fair. God should give everyone the same size legs. Caulder’s pulse was at max. After the third fruitless sprint, he eased off, gasping. I’m a sniper, he thought, not an antelope.

“I have a life after this death,” Caulder said. “I’m reining it in.”

His face was pasty gray, slick with sweat. Lang slowed, trotting beside Caulder for several seconds. “What do you think, Blade?” Lang asked the tall sergeant at his side. Like Caulder, he wore the three black chevrons of a sergeant on his lapels. Blade reached out and pulled Caulder to a halt.

“That’s it. You’re done,” he said. “Two pitchers last night, dummy. Drinking’s not your thing.”

Caulder didn’t reply. He leaned over and vomited as his companions jumped back.

“That’s good. Solid test. I hope the monitors caught that,” Blade said. “You should have seen him at Tun Tavern last night, sir. Standing on his head with a shot glass in his teeth, ass in the air. The troops were barking. The colonel was laughing. Totally embarrassing.”

Caulder breathed deeply and stood erect. “Don’t listen to him, sir. Last night was a glorious moment. We’re the dogs. No one can run with the big dogs.”

“Drinking upside down?” Lang said.

“My old man owned a bar,” Caulder said. “Learned that trick when I was ten. Some Saturday nights I’d get twenty bucks in tips.”

“Now you’ve learned not to drink and run,” Lang said. “Sure you’re old enough to drink?”

He flagged down a passing hummer, gesturing as though hailing a cab in New York City. After eleven weeks in Kosovo everyone in the regiment knew all the officers. The humvee driver agreed to drive Caulder back to base.

Lang and Blade resumed the run, matching each other stride for stride, agreeing to deduct a minute from their elapsed time for being so solicitous of Caulder.

“Caulder’s crazy enough to take off after us, sir,” Blade said. “He doesn’t know he’s nuts.”

“Right,” Lang said. “Let’s pick it up. That way Caulder can’t catch up and totally dehydrate.”

In New York City the reserves trained on the Combat Decision Range—a computer program that played combat missions. Sergeant Paul Enders made the right decisions so fast that throughout the regiment, he was called Blade. His honed body and relaxed manner—and family connections—had earned him an expanding clientele as a personal trainer to New Yorkers rich enough to be encouraged to sweat. Five hours a day of aerobics and weights gave Blade an advantage over the other recon reservists. And that was what he lived for—the weekend missions, the four-hundred-mile adventure races, the team against the elements.

His father, a banker, was forever urging him to stop wasting a first-class mind, chiding that five years ago he had wanted to be a ski instructor and now it was this “Marine Corps business”—another passing fad. Blade knew he was the classic spoiled only child from East Side wealth, everything coming too easily. Except this. Making the team hadn’t been easy. Still, it wouldn’t last. Doc Evans said the experiment would be over after the deployment. If the team broke up, maybe he’d apply in January—Williams, Columbia, possibly Lewis & Clark, the flower-child college. He smiled, thinking of his dad’s face going red. But now he had a race to run.

Even for Blade the pace was harsh, and he looked sideways at Lang, trying to read his expression. The captain was a big man, larger than Blade, with a body shaped by decades of weights, runs and solitary weekends. His face was long, with the marathoner’s anemic lack of flesh, cheekbones pulled taut like a bird of prey. His tight haircut exposed the back of his head, flat as the bottom of an iron, a gift from a mother who had never picked him up or shifted him in his crib.

Around another bend they went, giving each other room, neither hogging the spots where the footing was firmer. Blade was determined not to let Lang gain a step; if he fell back, the captain would pick up the pace, sap his confidence, break his will to win.

Worked the other way, too. Hell, the skipper was an old man, over thirty, and ten pounds heavier. That Lang won at long distance, as Blade saw it, was due to mental harassment. Lang distracted you, made some weird comment about a hot new actress or the Jets, took your head out of the game. Only not today. Sooner or later he could beat Lang, he was sure of it.

Blade knew he couldn’t think too much about Lang, who had been acting strange all morning. He had to run his own race, force the captain to worry about him, not the other way around. He wondered when Lang would try to unnerve him. Uh-oh, he was doing it to himself, letting his mind drift. Concentrate.

“Let’s do seven-thirties,” Lang said.

“Let’s not,” Blade said. They were training, for God’s sake, not trying to break their bodies. Seven and a half minutes for a mile, with a pack on? After twenty miles? Forget it. His lungs felt like a blast furnace. “We can’t hold that pace. It’ll take us a week to bounce back.” He looked at Lang, who sped up without replying or turning his head. He’s in his own world, Blade thought, I don’t exist. He looked back to where the hummer was trailing them, three hundred meters behind. Caulder, plodding next to the vehicle, fluttered his hand, palm down, signaling Blade to fall back. Blade shook his head.

Lang unslung his heavy rifle and held it at port arms. It was an experimental design, ugly, with too much weight in the barrels. This is it, Blade thought, Lang’s latest psych trick. Blade reached for his M16A3 with its bulky telescopic sight and imitated Lang, left hand under the barrel, right hand over the black stock aft of the trigger housing. Now they were even.

Lang didn’t challenge Blade to exhaust himself, just lengthened his own stride, looked at the dull gray rock slabs bordering the road and set off to punish his body. Wherever his mind was, it wasn’t on the road.

“Caulder’s on the road, Skipper,” Blade said. “I’m dropping back with him. I can’t hold this. You got it today, but you’re going to be whipped for a week.”

Lang nodded without breaking stride or looking to the side. The run was a tunnel, and the light at the end was the base gate. Four miles. For thirty more minutes of fire in the lungs, he could run away from what was hurting him.

Blade dropped to a slow jog, letting Caulder catch up. They were professionals out for a workout. They could go the distance when they had to, and they knew when to back off.

Lang hit the main gate in under four hours and slowed to a jog, then a walk, circling near the guard gate, waiting for the others. The base looked like a high-rise complex set inside a maximum-security prison, with its perimeter of guard towers, berms and chain-link fences topped with curled rolls of razor wire.

“Did you do it?” Blade asked when he trotted up several minutes later.

“Yes.” There was no enthusiasm in Lang’s voice. The other two wanted to tell him they were impressed, but the captain held himself at a distance.

“Doc will want your time,” Blade said, looking at his watch. “I’ll send it to her.”

“Three fifty-seven,” Lang said, sounding flat. “See you in the mess hall.”

Lang walked the few blocks to his brick-and-mortar BOQ room, opened the portable fridge and guzzled down a quart of Gatorade. There were two narrow beds in the room, one with a footlocker shoved at the end for Lang to rest his heels, and two scratched metal bureaus with too many books and pictures piled on top. One was a black-and-white photo of a striking woman in her mid-fifties, with long hair, high cheekbones, a bright smile and light eyes that shone with warmth and intelligence, leopard eyes. A gentle leopard.

Lang looked at the photo, at a stuffed duffel bag lying askew on the bed next to his, at the whitewashed cinder-block walls and back at the photo. For a moment his shoulders slumped. He didn’t know why it was hitting him so hard. Seventeen years, that’s why. He’d been going to the Cosgrove home for seventeen years. So maybe he should go home now with Cos. And leave the team behind? That was bright. Cos would keep him informed. She’d already fought it for a year; he’d see her next month. He didn’t want to think about it.

He stripped off his sopping clothes, walked into the tiny bathroom and vomited. He felt his insides rush, voided himself, flushed, left the bathroom for a second bottle of Gatorade, returned and vomited a second time. Too weak to stand, he lay facedown on the cold tiles, weight on his chest and forehead, his overheated body glad for the cold.

When his body had cooled down, he showered, gulped a third quart of Gatorade and cleaned his ugly rifle. Then he walked slowly to the mess hall.

It was after eleven, and the cavernous room with its shatterproof glass windows and tables bolted to the floor was nearly empty. Caulder, Blade and Lang sat at a long table, a dozen glasses with different liquids spread out, trays heaped with sausages and eggs. Caulder had bounced back and was wolfing down the eggs. Blade and Lang were too exhausted to eat much.

“Staff Sergeant Roberts sleeping in again?” Lang asked. The Sunday runs were optional. Still, the absence of a team member two Sundays in a row was unusual.

“Maybe he sensed you were going to go wild, sir,” Blade said.

The excuse was lame, but Lang didn’t pursue it. They were enlisted, and he was the commanding officer, but that wasn’t why they were holding back. You couldn’t choose your parents or where you lived. And if you didn’t go to college, forget about becoming an officer. But who chose to become a Marine, who went recon, who liked going thirty hours with no sleep on two canteens to reach a checkpoint eighty miles away while the wind cut like a whip—who became one of the dogs—that you decided for yourself.

They were a team. If the staff sergeant was off somewhere, that was like your older brother not showing up for dinner. When your father asked where he was, who’d ever answer that question?

Caulder changed the subject. “Me and Blade are hitting the souk, sir. Wrap up our Christmas shopping. You and Captain Cosgrove want to come along?”

“Meaning will our intelligence officer get a hummer for you?”

“That would help.”

“Cosgrove’s on security patrol,” Lang said. “Then he’s leaving on tonight’s flight to Dover. His mother’s been readmitted. So the souk’s out.”

The sergeants said nothing. The team, together for two years, had talked with Mrs. Cosgrove a dozen times, at parties, marathons, training exercises. They considered her good people, always interested in what they were doing. She never said it, but they sensed she gave them high marks. Especially nice from a professor, finely dressed, with a striking face and a direct gaze. She stared into their eyes when she asked questions in a clipped accent that made each word stand up straight. She really wanted to hear their answers, and as each man replied, he stood a little taller, like her words, his muscles swelling a bit under his trim uniform.

“Thought she was in remission,” Blade said.

“Happened out of the blue,” Lang said.

“We just sent her our pic,” Caulder said, pursing his lips. Mrs. Cosgrove had always asked about his latest score on the range and congratulated him on concentrating so single-mindedly. Not many people appreciated the thousands of hours that went into the split second of squeezing the trigger. He thought of her wasting away, and his features puckered up like a little boy’s, almost comical against the bulk of his shoulders.

“You going home, too, sir?” Blade asked Lang. “Knowing her and all.”

“I’m not family.”

“You almost are. The regs allow it.”

“Captain Cosgrove will keep me up to speed.”

“Well, you’ll catch up with her after Christmas,” Caulder said.

Lang kept his eyes on his tray.

“You will,” Caulder repeated, holding a glass of orange juice close to his chest, as though he was cold.

“Who’s filling in for Captain Cosgrove?” Blade asked. “They’re not putting us under some squid, are they?”

Lang shrugged, and they resumed eating. The silence lasted until a corporal from Operations noticed them. He hesitated before slowly approaching their table. What if they already knew? Sergeant Caulder would chew on him. No, they wouldn’t be just sitting there. Not the dogs. They’d be moving, doing something.

Blade looked up. “What’s going on, Corporal?”

“I, I wasn’t sure whether you all had heard—about Captain Cosgrove.”

They looked up, and the corporal knew he had made the right choice.

“He’s missing on patrol.”

They were out the door in ten seconds, running toward the Operations Center.








II



25th Marine Regiment, Mitrovica Valley

12:30 P.M. Sunday

To the uninitiated, the Combat Ops Center was a disorganized babble of noise. Two dozen intense, forceful men with close-cropped hair, looking like a 1950s Texas football team, were hunched over computer screens, yelling at one another for updates. On the walls, large electronic maps pulsated with military symbols in bright red, blue and yellow. Almost every officer had a field radio next to his chair, with the volume and squelch turned up. Even when they weren’t shouting, a loud, annoying crackle and hiss of radio static sounded throughout the room.

The 25th Marine Regiment in Kosovo was a test bed for the digital battlefield, although no one knew quite what that meant. Four thousand bored Marines with no one to fight. A few years earlier, before computers became as common as coffee mugs, a Marine Trekkie said that the blinking screens in the Ops Center reminded him of the starship Enterprise. Two months later pieces from the set of the original Star Trek, purchased for $25,000, were shipped from a Hollywood back lot to Kosovo. With straight faces, Marines claimed that the pale gray gypsum boards muffled sound. In fact, the stark, polished walls, reflecting the glow from the computer screens, created a shimmering, cerebral atmosphere suggestive of a new form of warfare. To encourage that illusion, the radios were turned down whenever there were important visitors, who reciprocated by whispering in hushed tones, as if in a cathedral.

There was nothing hushed about the Ops Center when Lang and the sergeants entered. They walked to the message board and read the spot report.
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1130 Zulu 1221

Arrow Six reported missing at 1126. Last seen on scout bike vicinity of burning farmhouse at 623 510. Dead woman at same location. Condition Red set at 1132 IAW Op Plan 70.2.
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The watch officer on Sunday morning was a burly captain who compensated for his junior rank by bellowing. In his hand he held the spiral notebook labeled OP PLAN 70.2, DEPLOYMENT IN CASE OF ABDUCTION OR DISAPPEARANCE IN FIELD. Soon the place would be swarming with senior officers. The watch officer could wait for them or he could take the initiative. His voice left no doubt about his decision.

“I’m sending in three platoons. I want a tight cordon around that farmhouse where Cosgrove disappeared,” he was yelling at his platoon commanders. “Nobody goes in or out of that area, nobody.” With an electronic pen, he drew an orange square on the electronic wall map.

“Who puts out the fire?” asked Lang, standing behind the platoon commanders.

“What’s your point, Lang?” the watch officer said. He was in charge, not a recon captain. He didn’t have time for interruptions.

“With that fire, people will come and go regardless of what you order.” Lang paused to let that sink in. “Insert my team as an overlook. We’ll watch who leaves the area and report to you.”

“The plan calls for aerial intell. Recon’s not part of the plan.”

“You know air sucks on a mission like this.”

“I know the admiral doesn’t change plans.”

“This is about Cosgrove, not some stupid plan,” Lang said. “He’s the mission, and my roomie. Come on, man. I have to be out there.”

In three months of working daily with Lang, the watch officer had never heard him ask for anything. Mr. Intensity needed something? But what he was saying made sense.

“Yeah, he’s the mission. All right, go ahead, Lang,” the watch officer said, “but don’t screw me up. You’re only to observe and report in.”

Lang slapped him on the back and left at a trot, Blade and Caulder behind him. “Get gear and pull ammo,” he said to them. “I’ll get Roberts.”

“With Cohen on leave,” Blade said, “we need a communicator.”

“Bring Cohen’s gear,” Lang said. “We’ll find someone his size.”

Once outside, Lang sprinted down the street, not caring that his leg muscles were screaming objections. He ducked into a square brick building, ran down a narrow corridor and into a wide room with several sofas, a Ping-Pong table and a large-screen TV. A few Marines in camouflage utilities were watching the rerun of a football game. One Marine was older, in his early thirties, with a compact build and the weathered, sharp features of a cop, someone ill at ease in a coat and tie.

For the past two years he had worn the same black tie to the biweekly inspection at Search and Rescue Company 143, where he was the senior lieutenant. Most firefighters worked split shifts, leaving enough time to earn a second income. John Roberts was no exception. Being a reservist brought in less than being a plumber, but how many plumbers were paid to parachute from ten thousand feet, or swim underwater to the beach using a rebreather, or visit scenic Kosovo at Christmas? At first Koso sucked. Not since Evette, though. Roberts sat on the couch, not paying attention to the television, his body feeling light and empty after last night’s sex, amused that he still had a slight residual erection.

“All right!” Lang said. “Staff Sergeant Roberts!”

“Sir?” Roberts stood, followed by the others.

It didn’t bother Roberts that in the real world he was a lieutenant, and here he was enlisted. Lang as captain gave the directions, and Roberts as the senior sergeant ran the team. He was the enforcer of discipline, the keeper of data for each patrol and telephone numbers of next of kin. Lang did the thinking; Roberts saw to the follow-through. It was the same as fighting a fire: Roberts went inside with the men while the battalion chief stayed outside to direct the action. The SEALs didn’t get that. Their senior enlisted thought they could run things and think. They even called their officers by their first names. No way. That undercut the officer, screwed things up when chaos set in. When Roberts made battalion chief in a couple of years, he expected his men to call him chief or sir, nothing else.

“Cosgrove’s missing from patrol.” Lang’s face looked strained, empty of color. “We’re going out.”

“Turn that fucker off!” Roberts shouted at the startled Marines. The TV went blank. He turned back to Lang, grabbed him by the elbow and walked to a corner. “Give me a quick fill, sir.”

“Cos didn’t report in from a security patrol. And his mother’s been readmitted. He was flying back home tonight. Son of a bitch. Son…of…a…bitch.”

Lang was glaring at the wall, back rigid. Caught off guard, Roberts was trying to make sense of it, not yet believing someone could just disappear from a routine patrol. “Could be a screwup. Hell, you know those intell weenies. Maybe he had a contact to meet or something.”

“We’re not waiting to find out. We snag a communicator type and launch. We’re cleared through Ops.”

They ran back to Ops, checked in with the watch officer and scanned the room. Word had already spread about the open comm slot. Officers and enlisted alike kept busy at their jobs, none wanting to appear pushy and spoil his chances. Most tried to make eye contact, many nodding their readiness, several pointing to themselves and giving thumbs-up. If every volunteer could be accepted, the Ops Center would be empty.

Caulder and Blade stood in the back with the packs piled next to them. They watched the silent competition and nudged each other, pointing out the front-runners. One contestant was half sitting, half crouching, waving his arms, his round face pleading for attention, almost panting.

“Harvell’s pissing in his pants,” Caulder whispered. “This time he’s going out.”

Blade shook his head. Corporal J. Kirwin Harvell had tried out twice for recon and failed. Harvell, who wore jungle boots to his programming job at a law firm, made no secret of his ambitions. He had even designed a recon website. Hero worship. Why should he pull a real op?

“No chance,” Blade said.

“Blade, for all your smarts, you’re still naive,” Caulder insisted. “He has Roberts by the balls. Watch.”

Roberts had walked down the narrow aisle lined with computers and was looking down at the slightly overweight corporal.

“I’ve been monitoring the net, Staff Sergeant. I’m up to speed,” Harvell said. “I have the freqs and passwords plugged in. Good to go.”

The sergeant rubbed the back of his head, his indecision obvious. What the hell, he thought, an Observation Post is like standing a guard post. Even Harvell can do it.

“We could use Harvell, sir,” Roberts said to Lang, who had come up behind him. “He knows that computer gizmo, and he’s the right size for the gear we have.”

Lang hesitated. “If you say so, Staff Sergeant.”

Watching from the rear of the room, Caulder rolled his eyes at Blade. When Harvell rushed over to them, Caulder gestured toward the extra pack, shaking his head in disapproval. Harvell didn’t care. Sure, some mocked him for creating a home page for the Pepperdogs, the nickname for the recon team. But after all these months, he was going on an op. And he had his plan.

He fiddled with the borrowed pack until the other team members filed out. Then he darted into the admin section, sat down at an unclassified computer and opened his website. KosoFinest was the Web-based dating service Harvell ran during off-hours. Since the deployment began, fourteen hundred women had submitted pictures, with more signing up every week. That attracted eyeballs, two or three hundred a day. Hell, even Staff Sergeant Roberts had signed up. At the bottom of the page, Harvell added a line advertising that he was part of a recon mission.

Months ago Harvell had decided he was the only real entrepreneur in the regiment, the only one with a knack for e-marketing. Okay, there were thousands of dating services. Nothing new there, and he was clearing maybe three hundred a month. No future.

The recon site was different, though. Ever since Afghanistan, Special Ops were hot. Hot. He could sense when a property was about to take off. Sure, not many people had visited the recon page—eight in the past month, to be exact. That’s because the site lacked zoom. Nothing was going on, and all the recon types did was run and lift and go to the field. Their idea of a promo was to climb a mountain at three in the morning. They were about as exciting as monks—well, except for Staff Sergeant Roberts.

He’d fix that. He’d write a few zingers while in the field, download when he got back and spam them. His ad on KosoFinest would provide the initial buzz. There were thousands of programmers on the market, but how many had been on a recon op in the Balkans? If Tetrabytes or some other computer pub ran one blurb, he’d be set. Bye-bye to serf work at a law firm.
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Harvell pulled up the recon website, Pepperdogs.com. He deleted Cohen’s photo—since he was on leave—and inserted a space for comments by J. Kirwin Harvell, now with recon. It took only a few seconds. He looked at the page.

Harvell hesitated. Did his posting have enough sizzle? Maybe he should add—

“Harvell, what the hell? Get to the LZ—now!” Staff Sergeant Roberts burst through the door from the Ops Center and strode across the room. “Screw those damn computers. You’re our comm relay. Now! You hear? A Marine is missing.”

Harvell hit the quit key and scrambled to pick up his pack, trying to remember if he had made all the changes to the website. He spoke without thinking. “Just straightening up, Staff Sergeant. On my way. Captain Cosgrove’s probably lost. He’ll show up.”
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Roberts clenched his jaw. Harvell might be the smartest geek in the Ops Center, but he lived in la-la land. He clamped his hand on Harvell’s shoulder, leaned over and spoke slowly. “That’s what I mean. You think you know everything. We’re staying out until they find him or it gets dark. For the next five hours you’re a transmitter, not a person. You type or repeat what the captain says. Full stop. You don’t think, you don’t talk. No geek shit. And that computer better not fail.”

On the table next to him Harvell had placed the compact End User Terminal. The EUT was an experimental computer and radio that carried voice-over data. You could type a message, connect to the classified Internet, pull up a map showing your location, send or receive a photo and talk as though on a telephone with no static. Harvell tucked it under his arm like an oversize book and stood up.

“Full charge, Staff Sergeant. We can reach anywhere,” he said, relieved to show off what he knew. “Even KosoFinest—”

“Are you a slow learner or plain stupid?” Roberts squeezed Harvell’s collarbone. “One word about KosoFinest and I’ll plant my boot squarely up your rectum. I stuck my neck out for you. Get it through your head—this isn’t an exercise. Captain Cosgrove’s missing. You screw up one time, and I’ll put your ass out your stomach.”

“I’ll chill, Staff Sergeant, I’ll chill.”

Harvell ducked around the glowering Roberts and, hearing the whump! whump! of a CH-53 Echo setting down, ran to join the waiting team. Lang and the two sergeants were adjusting their equipment. Harvell rushed up with the communications pack dangling from his shoulder. Blade roughly spun him around and began cinching up the straps. Lang watched the scene, running through a mental checklist as Roberts did the same with his notebook.

“Maybe we should bring a cell as backup,” Lang said.

“Sir, I know this gear,” Harvell said. “I—”

“Shut up, Harvell,” Roberts said. “Caulder, zip back and get the captain’s cell phone.”

“I’m on it.”

“Top drawer of my dresser,” Lang said.

Caulder dropped his pack and left at a sprint. He was back before the last Marine had walked up the ramp. He boarded the helicopter, gave a thumbs-up to Lang and sat inboard of Roberts, who took the end seat as the chopper lifted off the cement pad, kicking up a swirl of snow dust. The valley air was clear, with wispy mare’s heads and chalk skies filling in over the mountains to the north, threatening an evening snowfall. Nothing for the pilots to be concerned about for several hours.

 

In a back corner of the Ops Center a navy corpsman, wearing his hair a bit too long for a Marine (despite his cammies), sat skimming an old Playboy, occasionally looking up at the five monitors mounted from the ceiling. One, labeled COHEN, was dark. The other four showed the heart rate and blood pressure of each member of the Pepperdogs. The corpsman had time-marked on the recording tape the plunge in pressure when Caulder threw up. Lang’s tape had no markings. The corpsman knew the doctor would review the entire last fifteen minutes.

“Everything normal, Doc?” asked Gunnery Sergeant “Twigs” Twitchell, his shadow falling over the relaxed corpsman.

“Shit, no. Roberts is normal. The others are twenty points low, and Lang hit one-ninety, diastolic of one hundred. He can rip. I thought his implant had come loose.”

“It’s Captain Lang,” Twitchell said. “Now translate what you said into English.”

“The monitors show Sergeant Enders and Sergeant Caulder with low pressures. They’ll be okay tomorrow. Captain Lang almost ran himself to death. He has to be hurting. The doc’s going to be pissed.”

“Better,” Gunnery Sergeant Twitchell said. “There’s hope for you.”

Reserve Marines, the corpsman thought, just as tight-ass as the regulars.

The Castle Restaurant, Mitrovica Valley

12:30 P.M. Sunday

With flags flapping on both fenders, the Mercedes jounced along, wrapped in the dust of a tank to the front. As the armored luxury car bounced over the potholes, its springs sagging under too much steel plating, the ambassador’s head occasionally hit the car roof. Ambrose Briggs tolerated the annoyance. He intended to arrive at the Castle Restaurant like Patton, with two tanks in the lead and five armored personnel carriers, all flying pennants, battalion and regimental banners with eagles swooping from the sky, American flags, the UN flag and a heraldic symbol of the province in its medieval glory, a knight slaying a red dragon. A touch of theater never hurt.

What was he doing, returning to this backwater? Why had he accepted the assignment? He had money, position, prestige. He didn’t need this special-emissary bullshit. Around the globe, America was pulling back its troops, in no mood to leave them dangling in places where hatreds festered. How had his previous White House masters allowed the Joint Chiefs to send reserve units to Kosovo year after year? So clever of the unclever Chiefs. Five thousand soldiers from Texas one year, four thousand from Kansas and Iowa, then four thousand from California—ninety-nine electoral votes, for Christ’s sake—and now thousands of New Yorkers deployed over the Christmas holidays.

And in Kosovo what did these American voters do for their country? Drove around in armored vehicles, wearing stinky flak jackets and clunky helmets, peering out at jocular schoolchildren and their surly parents who complained the Americans were too afraid to do anything. Commanding officers acted like bureaucrats in the Department of Health and Human Services, keeping tabs on who was pregnant, who was behind on credit payments, which employers in the States needed letters thanking them for giving twelve weeks’ leave to valued employees, ensuring there were enough computers, on and on. The average reservist sent and received a total of twenty-seven e-mails a day. Some soldiers spent two hours on-line each evening with the kids’ homework; others watched sports via live feeds. As fast as fiber optic was laid, there was a demand for more.

Every year the boredom and complaints increased, ratcheting up the political pressure to pull out, and protecting Kosovar Muslims was not a priority in Washington. Briggs wanted a deal before Congress cut funding and put a bad end to a decade of American military occupation in the Balkans.

The Serbs were at the castle when he arrived. The military staffs were exchanging stiff pleasantries in a large stone foyer draped with heavy tapestries of knights on horseback firing arrows into large-racked stags and thrusting spears into red-eyed boars with enormous curved tusks. Briggs rubbed a corner of the rough cloth between his finger and thumb, appraising its authenticity, although he wouldn’t have known whether the weave had been stitched ten days or ten centuries ago. Lieutenant General Kostica stood at his elbow, the genial host.

“Our young men still lance boars,” Kostica said.

“We have hunters, too, Charlton Hestons, trying to prove manhood.”

“But ours do so—how do you say?—more directly.”

Briggs didn’t reply. Meaning we’re too soft to stand up to you man to man, he thought. Macho bullshit. Let’s get this over with.

They entered the great hall of the castle, oversized chandeliers that held a hundred candles, rough plank banquet tables and huge, heavy chairs in which a drunken noble could pass out and not hit his head on the stone floor. At the far end was a fireplace large enough to stand in. Its blaze looked like a small house on fire. In a corner, away from the searing heat, was a small table for two, covered with a white cloth and set with fine china, in contrast to the haphazard settings on the larger tables.

Kostica led the way. He was heavyset, with jowls and a full stomach, miscast in his rumpled army uniform, too paunchy, too soft. Briggs wore a dark blue suit with a tasteful tie and walked with his shoulders back. He, too, was heavy in middle age, his girth concealed by a good tailor, his jowls touching his neck when he leaned forward. Both wore their hair long and swept back, like the manes of aging lions. The general gestured, and Briggs sat down, casting a quick glance at his aides and the NATO generals, who accepted their exclusion with ill grace.

“Usually we include our top staff at the head table,” Briggs said. “They produce better when they think they are included.”

Kostica shrugged. Some on his staff were from Belgrade. He intended none to hear. The plates were large and faded with age, with gold detailing and a crest of arms in the center, a black eagle with outstretched wings and talons wide, eager to seize whatever food was placed upon it. The embossed sterling-silver plates, heavy in the hand, reminded Briggs of the generations of nobility now gone. He wondered what had become of the owners and, for a fleeting instant, had an image that he was dining with the Wehrmacht in the south of occupied France, where he had recently bought a villa complete with silver plates. A waiter poured red wine into crystal goblets.

“Salut.” The general held up his glass, aware from People magazine that Briggs routinely paid two hundred dollars for a bottle of dinner wine. “This is a Gasstad, our cabernet. Our growing season is short, but I find it satisfactory.”

Briggs sipped cautiously, anticipating the acrid tingle of shriveled grapes ruined by an early frost on some forsaken hillside plowed by mortars and artillery. Instead the wine tasted smooth, with no hint of acid. A pleasant aftertaste of fruit and wood smoke lingered in his throat.

“You should make wine, not war.”

The general smiled. He would remember to refill the bottle with another Pomerol from France.

“A secret formula.” He laughed, then turned serious. “The formula for peace is not so secret. The rebels leave the valley or I attack.”

“NATO is doing its best.”

“Its best?” Kostica waved a hand. “That bandit—Baba—burns Serb farms and butchers the families, and NATO refuses to patrol beyond the highway. That’s doing one’s best? No. The fact is, NATO won’t risk one soldier, not one.”

“Don’t even think of moving your troops in,” Briggs said. In his briefcase he had the satellite photos and heat-sensor imagery. Two hundred vehicles on the roads, some already forward of the border, high up along the ridges.

“You allowed Israel to drive the PLO out of Beirut. That wasn’t even their country. This is our province. We’re the ones facing terrorists. You know it.”

“We won’t tolerate an invasion.”

“Invasion? I drain a swamp, as you said about Afghanistan. We are not hillbillies like those Taliban. We respect your air force, but it will be more dangerous for you than the last time.”

“Our air force chief of staff is trembling,” Briggs said, not looking up from his food.

Kostica cut into the blackened meat and dipped it in the cream sauce. “Try the boar,” he said, “no lead in it.”

They ate in silence, the general satisfied that Briggs understood Russian surface-to-air missiles would accompany his move. A SAM could cost the Americans a hundred-million-dollar aircraft. Was that worth a few Muslim rebels?

“Russia has applied for another loan, sixteen billion,” Briggs said, chewing cautiously. “If their SAMs go in, that loan stays home.”

So that was it. Only a few SAMs so far had moved across the border; the rest were waiting inside Serbia. Without them, the Americans would destroy Kostica’s force at no risk.

“Home? You Americans are the ones who can’t go home,” Kostica said. “Without our help, your army has to stay here forever, like the Turks on Cyprus. Know why? You’re on the wrong side. Albanians? Pfft. The thieves of Europe. We both know it.”

“Do you want to cry or deal?” Briggs said.

A tall American soldier was approaching their table, his camouflage utilities starched and his pant legs tucked inside his black boots. On his lapels were two large black stars. With no attempt at manners, he leaned and whispered in Briggs’s ear. The ambassador grimaced.

“A recall has been issued. An American soldier is missing,” Briggs said, hastily folding up his napkin. “We don’t need this, General, neither of us.”

“This is Kosovo, Mr. Ambassador. Thieves and terrorists. You helped the Muslims, and they repaid you in New York. Now they’re doing it again. You’re on the wrong side,” Kostica said. “Want to find your man? Arrest that rebel Baba and his damn imams. My tigrivas will help search.”

“We don’t need help, especially from your tigrivas.” Briggs rose and extended his hand. “I hope we understand each other.”

“It’s Baba who doesn’t understand yet.”

“No, you don’t understand. I propose a mutual withdrawal. If instead you push forward, General, you lose,” Briggs said. “If you back off, well, we don’t want to stay forever. Give us, shall we say, a decent interval?”

“So much time since Dayton. You Americans are as stubborn as the Turks.”

Briggs ignored the remark. “An IMF loan of, say, a billion is reasonable”—he tilted his chin—“if you pull back your armor, say, fifty kilometers.”

“And Baba?”

“We can isolate him politically”—Briggs brushed the air with his hand—“as long as you don’t stir things up. This is a generous offer, General. I’m flying out in two days, and after that, well, the president won’t send someone every day, will he?”

Exaggerating didn’t perturb Briggs. A billion-dollar loan wasn’t in his instructions—a simple warning was all the Secretary of State wanted him to deliver. But if Kostica showed interest in a larger deal, the details could be ironed out. Momentum, movement—that was what Briggs wanted. Once success shimmered, minor excesses would be overlooked.

After the Americans left, Kostica lingered over his coffee. A decent interval, wasn’t that what North Vietnam had given Kissinger? The north had waited two years before taking over the south. Perhaps at last the Americans understood these Muslims, these vrags. What was another year? If he delivered IMF funds to Belgrade and finished Baba later, why couldn’t he, like Eisenhower, become a president? As for the missing American, that changed nothing. By now Saco had released him.

Mitrovica Valley border area

1:00 P.M. Sunday

Captain Mark Lang crouched behind the pilots as the helicopter circled the valley. The smoke from the dead woman’s farmhouse provided a clear beacon. Beside him Blade knelt studying a map and looking out over the instrument panel, trying to select a ridge from where they could watch that farmhouse.

“You pick it, Blade,” Lang said.

Off to the left Blade noted the smoke from the burning farm, while in front the land lifted sharply in a series of steep foothills and granite cliffs. To the north, the hills merged into a giant mountain chain, the farthest peaks hidden in snow clouds. The early afternoon sunlight was beginning to streak with thin clouds, Kosovo’s usual bad weather returning. Lang seemed distracted, so Blade reached around him and handed his map to the copilot, pointing to the spot where he wanted to land.

“Ten mikes,” the pilot yelled.

The pilot was pointing to a green knoll at the top of a sheer rock slab half a kilometer to the west. Blade nodded and settled back to wait. The slick arced and sideslipped gracefully, no need for a bumpy tactical approach. The nose flared up and the chopper settled down. They were out and clear in seconds.

The heavy beat of the departing blades hung in the air as the team trotted toward the cliff side. To the east lay wide pastures and thin tree lines, tilting up toward the thick brush sides of the mountain. Scattered among the open fields were several farms, their orange slate roofs painting a pleasant scene from a distance too far to reveal the scars of shells and fire.

Lang was indifferent to the high pastureland, his attention focused on the valley below. The cliff was bare of trees, and as they approached its edge, their view to the west was unobstructed for several kilometers. The countryside reminded him of Switzerland. The broad, square plots of open land, bordered by neat rows of hedge, resembled a giant chessboard, and the farms were the chess pieces, set one to a square. The dirt roads leading to each farm seemed as lazily twisting and harmless as summer streams. A good place for a picnic.

“Scope around that farm with the smoke, Caulder,” Lang said. No need to whisper. Caulder was carrying a .308 bolt-action rifle with a long barrel, its sleek lines ruined by a telescopic sight, like setting the pilot-house of a tugboat on the deck of a graceful sailing sloop. The rifle matched Caulder, bulked up for power but lacking in proportion.

Caulder snapped a portable bipod to the rifle stock, lay down and looked at the valley through the scope. The apertures of the 3-18X Leupold variable scope were wider than a man’s fist. On its left side were a night-battery switch and separate dials for magnification, bullet-drop compensation and focus. The adjustable lens kept targets in focus a kilometer away, without undue parallax. Caulder complained that technology took away the art of sniping. He neglected to add that he spent over a thousand dollars a year of his own money on technical upgrades.

Through the scope Caulder could see each individual near the burning farm. After several slow sweeps, he turned toward Lang and shook his head. “Nothing, only Marines and civilians milling around,” he said. “I could piss more water than they’re throwing against that fire. That farm is going, going, gone.”

“Have the men put up the tarp, Staff Sergeant.” Lang enunciated clearly. Even on patrol, he refused to use slang or change how he spoke. Some company commanders occasionally slurred—“Staff Sarn’t”—or chewed tobacco and spat every few seconds, affectations the grunts accepted from their own. Lang didn’t spit or slur. Instead he passed the word through the regiment—name your game, a run, push-ups, pull-ups, whatever—every Friday noon at the gym. Beat the captain. Bring it on.

And for eleven weeks, bring it on they did. The troops loved it. The challenger would show up with his buddies, and the contest would begin. Some would wait until Lang was midway through his end-of-the-week workout before issuing a challenge, others would practice on a new technique and then surprise him. His body and mind became tougher and more flexible, while in every company there were two or three Marines who had a bit of a swagger because they had beaten him.

With the tarp over their heads, the team glassed the valley while Harvell guarded the rear. They watched the civilian and military vehicles converge on the smoking farm, saw the smoke darken as water hit the flames, roiling clouds of steam curling off to the southeast and thinning quickly. Vehicles were racing across the fields to other farms, while all traffic on the main road halted at roadblocks. Cosgrove had to be down there somewhere.

Harvell had their End User Terminal set to voice. With the twist of a knob, the compact computer could transmit voice or text or probe information from any military database in the world. Every ten minutes the EUT sent back their position. The heavy radios of Vietnam and Desert Storm were stored in warehouses in Barstow, California. The units in Kosovo carried only small computers, five times better than the radios.

“Ops wants us to move west, sir,” Harvell said. “We’re too close to the red zone.”

“Our next step west will be five hundred feet vertical,” Roberts said, looking out over the cliff. “I swear, ever since we went to computers, Marines have forgotten how to read contour lines on a map.”

“Tell them we’ll try to move west,” Lang said to Harvell. “Make sure you use the word ‘try.’”

“I’m not as smooth as you, sir,” Roberts said.

“Costs nothing to keep people on your side,” Lang said.

“It does when they give dumb-ass orders like that.”

For a while they monitored the voice traffic of the house-by-house search in the valley. After twenty minutes Lang told them to saddle up. “Harvell, bring over the Translator.”

From a pouch strapped on his chest, Harvell pulled out a thin, square black box with a large CRT screen and keyboard. Lang poked at small buttons, scrolled through a few command prompts and spoke evenly into the black box. “American forces operating here. You are being watched. Leave at once.”

Lang hit a button, the machine buzzed like a fax machine and the message, typed in Cyrillic, inched out on waterproof paper through a narrow slot. He scrolled through the language selection, highlighted “Albanian” and repeated the procedure. Lang taped the two messages to the tarp. Harvell looked puzzled.

“You didn’t really think recon camped out, did you?” Lang said.

With Blade at point, they traversed down the cliff for several feet and moved laterally across the steep face. The granite rock offered safe footholds, and they made good progress. When they were a few hundred meters away from the tarp, Blade led them back up to the lip of the cliff, which was covered with scrub growth. There they settled in.

The observation site was well chosen, perched five hundred feet above the farmland. Through their binoculars, the valley floor to the west stood out with the clarity of a foldout photo page in National Geographic magazine. To the south was nothing but a cliff wall and a steep vertical drop-off. To the east and north were pastures and narrow tree lines, open land that got steeper as it sloped upward to form the shoulders of the mountain. Anyone approaching across the pastures would be visible for a kilometer or more.

Through his scope, Caulder had been watching a farmhouse on a far knoll to the northeast. Now he slid down to where Lang and Roberts were sitting. “Incoming traffic. A jeep and a truck.”

They scrambled up and peered through the shrubbery at the two vehicles bouncing across the fields.

“All right, gents, we have a fish on the line. Looks like local guerrillas,” Lang said. “Harvell, grab the Translator and come with me. Staff Sergeant, organize target sectors. Caulder, take any close-contact shot. If I drop to the ground, you fire.”

“Stay out of my line of fire, geek,” Caulder said as Harvell brushed by him, hurrying after the captain.

Harvell and Lang began climbing back toward the tarp. Lang was leading, edging along the scree, his thighs threatening to cramp after the morning’s run. He moved slowly, stretching each leg. Conscious that Harvell was watching, he spoke to distract him, not wanting to leave the impression of a leader too stiff to move.

“Sergeant Caulder’s bad-tempered, Harvell. Moody. Snipers get like that. You have any questions this afternoon, ask Blade. He’s the easy-going one. And remember, if I drop, you drop. Caulder sometimes misses.”

Harvell almost slipped. He glanced at the captain to make sure he was joking, but Lang was crabbing sideways, not looking back. Harvell followed, grabbing for handholds.

“What are we doing, sir?” Harvell was totally confused.

“Who would know about Captain Cosgrove?”

It didn’t sound like a trick question; Harvell turned it over in his mind. “The locals who are in charge? They’d hear what was going on.”

“Very good, Corporal, and they want to meet us. So let’s meet them.”

At slow speed, the vehicles jounced and rattled through the ruts and dips and stopped when they were almost at the tarp. A half-dozen soldiers got out, wearing camouflage utilities with individual idiosyncrasies—bandanas and Air Jordans and sunglasses and other trinkets that gave them a rakish air and relieved the Marines watching them over gun sights. The less disciplined a unit, the easier to destroy.

Their leader wore the tight-fitting gray uniform favored by German nobility in early World War II. An old-fashioned Sam Brown leather belt ran diagonally across his trim chest and attached to a wide belt and holster. His matching gray cap had a small black brim, and his trousers were tucked inside brown leather riding boots. He carried black leather gloves that he slapped against his palm as he bent to read the paper taped to the tarp. He laughed, ripped the paper off and turned in a slow circle, waving it above his head.

“Come out, Americans,” he called in English.

“That’s Baba, the main man for the guerrillas,” Lang whispered. “Let’s find out if he knows something.”

They climbed the few feet to the lip of the cliff and walked forward, rifle muzzles down, while the guerrillas watched them curiously. Lang stopped several feet from the leader, leaving space for covering fire.

“No need for that.” The German pretender pointed to the Translator strapped to Harvell’s chest. “You know who I am?”

“No,” Lang lied.

“I am Baba. This is my territory.” He spread his arms wide. “You should have asked my permission.”

“We decide where we go.”

Baba hissed. Harvell started. Hissing was a local custom, a way of showing irritation. In the souk, when an American bid absurdly low, the merchants hissed. Part of the bargaining. This sounded more like a snake.

“You look for Marine. We help,” Baba said.

“You know where he is?”

“No. I hear the Serbs took him. We search together. Come, in my jeep.”

“Go ask them.” Lang jerked his head slightly toward the valley floor. “We don’t need help up here.”

Baba looked at the ground. He nodded as if agreeing. “I am to go down there, where you are meeting with the Serbs? What do I do? Surrender?” He rubbed his face. “Why are you difficult? We’re not your enemy. The Slav is your enemy. You want to see Slav?”

Baba gestured, and two soldiers reached into the back of the truck and dragged out a small youth in a dark, disheveled uniform with his arms bound behind him. He was hatless, and his hair was sticky and matted down. His right eye was black and swollen shut, and his nose and lips were smeared with caked blood. Dazed, he tottered a few steps before stopping with feet spread wide, afraid of what would happen if he fell.

“Take him,” Baba said. “Perhaps he knows something. Maybe you trade him for your missing man.”

Lang looked at the dried blood on the prisoner’s face. “You’ve had him for days. He knows nothing.”

Baba blew out through his cheeks, as if tired of explaining over and over. “During war, we fight together. After war, peaceniks win elections. Know why? America gives money to peaceniks. Now we fight together again—okay?” He looked at the double bars on Lang’s lapels. “Out here alone, a captain, you’re recon.” He shrugged to show he was not impressed.

Lang looked at him without replying. He didn’t have time for this sideshow. He wanted it over with. Nothing here but the usual Serb-Muslim savagery. Baba had nothing to offer. He was a distraction.

“I am a colonel,” Baba continued. He was perhaps five years older than Lang. “Call your colonel. I talk with him.”

Baba nodded toward Harvell and his communications equipment. Lang slowly shook his head at the colonel who commanded a jeep and a truck. He didn’t care whether Baba was a farm burner or a patriot or both. This matter was staying here. One call and he’d be stuck jawing for hours with the Ops staff.

“I offer to help. You don’t report my generosity.” Baba hissed again. “No respect.”

Harvell shifted nervously. This wacko was seriously pissed, he thought. But his soldiers hadn’t reacted yet. Their muzzles were still down. Seriously, how good is Caulder? Is it time to drop?

Baba tried another tack. “You are a hunter,” he said. “There is nothing here. You come with me. We hunt together.”

Lang looked detached. He again shook his head.

“I have no time for nothings,” Baba said to keep face. He gestured toward the terrified prisoner. “You don’t want this thing? Me, too. I don’t want it, neither.”

He signaled his men back into the vehicles. An older Muslim guerrilla with a peaked cap and a limp approached and spoke with Baba briefly. The guerrilla limped to the Serb prisoner and cinched a heavy rope under his shoulders. Then the guerrilla climbed into the cab, and the vehicles turned away. The prisoner stood with his head up, his eyes bulging, twisting his head from side to side, looking for a miracle. With no more warning, the truck started forward. The rope jerked tight, and the man half flew a few feet before crashing onto his shoulder, bouncing and jerking crazily in the dust as the truck accelerated.

“Jesus, sir,” Harvell whispered, “shouldn’t we do something?”

“Not our business,” Lang replied.

Suddenly Harvell was shoved sprawling to the ground. It was so quick, so hard, he couldn’t get his breath. He thought he heard a shot but couldn’t get his head up, didn’t know which way to look.

“Nooo!” The scream came from almost on top of him, so loud he flinched, shutting his eyes. Some training, deep inside, took over. He knelt, looking for his rifle. Bang, bang, bang…the sharp pounding of a 5.56 mm next to his ear. He winced, fell back down, saw his rifle, grabbed it, knelt again, looking wildly around. Lang was next to him on one knee, his heavy gun pointed at the truck, right elbow raised high in classic rifle-range fashion. Outside the truck the Muslim soldiers stood frozen in different poses, none injured by the burst over their heads, none inclined to raise a weapon.

The prisoner lay on the ground, not moving. The rebel leader was shaking his head and waving his gloves back and forth, as if shooing flies. Harvell’s head was clearing. Behind Baba, he saw the Muslim driver with the limp slumped out the door of the cab, half his head blown off, blood running out like someone pouring out a large cup of coffee.

“He’s with me five years.” Baba was gesturing at the dead man. “What I do now, huh? Why you kill him? You pay his wife? Ha! Where I get money to pay her?”

“Cut him loose, Harvell,” Lang said without shifting his glance, “and stay out of my line of fire.”

Harvell half walked, half crabbed to the prisoner and cut the ropes. Both scrambled back to where Lang knelt, still aimed in.

“You crazy, you know that, crazy!” Baba yelled as he pushed his soldiers back into the truck. The body of the old soldier was loaded into the back, and a new driver hastily shifted the truck into gear. Soon the truck and jeep were several pastures away.

The Serb youth stood in his soiled uniform with his head down, haggard and numb-looking. Lang gestured down the fields toward the valley. The youth looked and hesitated. Lang waved his hand impatiently. The youth turned and started to run. A few times he looked back, expecting to be shot.

“What a screwup,” Lang said, more to himself than to Harvell.

“You did the right thing, sir,” Harvell said.

“I didn’t do a thing. Caulder took that shot. Let’s head back.”

The Serb soldier was several pastures away, running awkwardly, his limbs still constricted after being tied up, his heels kicking up puffs of light snow. He looked like a boy let out of school early, running with exuberance as the snowflakes swirled lightly around him. He disappeared from view over the crest of a hillock as the Marines turned away. The sharp stutter of a light machine gun from some distant ravine echoed and rolled over the hillside. Lang stopped and cocked his head, listening. After a few seconds he heard the flat, dull pop! of a pistol.

“I didn’t think they’d driven too far,” he said.

“You mean they just killed that boy?” Harvell asked. Lang didn’t answer.

 

They returned to their lookout by the same roundabout route. No one said anything as they approached. Roberts and Caulder, both on one knee, were glaring at each other.

“I didn’t drop,” Lang said, looking down at Caulder. “You had no green light.”

“Rules of engagement say to prevent murder,” Caulder said, standing to face the captain.

“If the Corps wanted us to stop murders, we’d patrol Manhattan,” Lang said. “You jeopardized our mission. That shot could get us recalled. Then we’re no help in finding Cosgrove. Care to explain that to his mother?”

Caulder started to come back. He’d lined up his arguments and had his plastic rules of engagement card clenched in his hand. He hadn’t backed off when Roberts jumped him right after he took the shot. He’d been sure he was in the right—up until the captain mentioned being recalled. Of course that’s what the Op Center would do—pull back the team, insist on a written report, followed by an investigation, followed by a review higher up the chain of command. The process would take weeks, and it had nothing to do with finding Cosgrove. The team would be grounded. Caulder knew he hadn’t thought it through.

“Aye-aye, sir,” he said. “Fault on me.”

Lang let it go. “Very well. Good shot anyway.”

“Good?” Caulder tried to recover his pride. “Moving head shot at four hundred meters? Fucking world-class. Quals for FBI SWAT. Righteous kill, sir.”

“Righteous isn’t smart. In the FBI, that qualified for hard time,” Lang said. “They’re not our people. Muslim, Serb, whatever. They’ve been going at each other ever since prophets discovered swords. They’re not ours and we’re not theirs. Keep your focus on Cosgrove. That’s all that counts.”

Caulder looked away. Contentious but not unobservant, he knew Lang was right. Still—at last he’d had the chance to pop someone. And the fucker deserved to die, too. Awesome shot, even from the prone.

“They snuffed him as soon as he was out of our sight,” Lang added.

Caulder frowned and stroked the stock of his rifle.

“Who was that German?” Blade asked. “Someone who doesn’t know Hitler’s dead?”

“That was Baba, head Muslim guerrilla, with an ego problem,” Lang said. “This valley would’ve erupted if we lit him up.”

“What’d he want?”

“Oh, the usual—join forces, torture a few Serbs, torch a village, call an air strike on Belgrade,” Lang said. “He doesn’t have a clue about Cosgrove.”

“Who were they dragging?” Roberts asked.

“A Serb,” Lang said. “Probably killed someone’s grandmother and slaughtered the children.”

“Sir, stop breaking my balls,” Caulder said. “I know I fucked up.”

“All right, Caulder. You tried to prevent a murder,” Lang said. “Your mother would be proud. Connie would think you’re an idiot.”

Caulder smiled. Over the past two years, the family members of the team had met a dozen times at the end of exercises and races or at parties and dinners. When the captain mentioned Caulder’s wife, that signaled the ass chewing was over.

“So who reports this to the Ops Center—Caulder?” Roberts asked, determined that the sergeant would pay a price.

“Report what?” Lang said.

“The whack job by our own Have Gun, Will Travel,” Roberts said.

“I don’t see anybody,” Lang said.

“Shit, sir, I tore that driver’s head off,” Caulder said. “I…oh, right. Could’ve missed. Yeah, that’s possible.”

“Or they could be taking him to a hospital,” Lang said. “Ops has a lot on its mind. We don’t want to distract them. Maybe later. Now let’s get back on station.”

Meaning, Roberts thought, don’t prompt anyone to recall us.

“Sir, that man I snuffed—what’d he look like?” Caulder said. He wanted some satisfaction out of this.

“Gentle, dignified. Nine children, all girls.”

“Thanks, I knew you’d let me off easy. Who’s signing my card?”

“You giving autographs?” Roberts said.

“I need a second to get credit for the kill. Usually it’s the spotter. How about it, Staff Sergeant?”

“Go ahead,” Lang said, “what’s a manslaughter sentence between friends?”

“Seriously, I need the chit signed,” Caulder said. “Three years in and this is my first confirmed. All we do is bomb people. Real kills aren’t easy to come by.”

“You need DNA. It’s a new NATO regulation,” Lang said. “Better take an ear.”

“Sir,” Roberts said, “don’t encourage him.”

 

They settled in among the rocks and scrub, within easy talking distance of one another. Blade and Harvell watched the flanks. Caulder lay prone behind his rifle scope, focused on the burning farm. A few feet away Roberts sat down next to Lang, and both began to glass the valley, which they divided into quadrants. They rested their elbows on their knees and slowly swept back and forth. Once settled into the routine, Roberts spoke up again.

“What were you going to do, sir? That is, before Psycho here popped the driver.”

Caulder bit his lip and kept his mouth shut. He hadn’t asked the staff sergeant before he took the shot, and he knew Roberts was still seething.

“Not one single thing,” Lang said.

Neither lowered his binoculars. They might have been two Marines at Khe Sanh in 1968, or two sailors in the Far Pacific in 1944, or two Confederate soldiers on picket duty, or two Cheyenne braves guarding their horse herd, or two Roman legionnaires on a stone wall in Gaul. They were comfortable with silences and with one another.

“You and Captain Cosgrove are tight,” Roberts said.

“Since high school. Seventeen years.”

“That long? Thought you were from Alaska.”

“My father sent me to school in New England. Cold enough to be Alaska. Cos was my roommate.”

“He cracks me up when he gets on a roll,” Roberts said. “He must have been a handful for Mrs. C.”

“She took that single-mom stuff seriously. We didn’t get away with much.”

“You, too?”

“Her house was a lot closer than Juneau,” Lang said. “Same rules applied to me.”

“We didn’t know she was this sick,” Roberts said.

Lang looked down at his rifle.

“She’s tough. She’ll beat it,” Roberts said. “Captain Cosgrove’s the one who’s got worries. You’ll never let him hear the end of this.”

“He wouldn’t surrender.”

“Hell no, sir,” Roberts said. “He’s hard. I saw his one-handed pull-up stunt. No give in him.”

A pause.

“Oh.” A longer pause as Roberts thought of alternatives. “Could be only wounded. A flak jacket can stop a Kalashnikov.”

“No it can’t.”

“Well, depends on the angle.”

“So exactly what am I looking for?” Caulder said, scanning with his scope. “Even if he’s still alive, they’re not going to parade him around down there.”

Lang looked at him. “They might. In Vietnam the gooners ran a stake through the cheeks of our people, tied a cord to it and pulled them through the villages. In Somalia the skinnies dragged bodies through the market. The Iraqis paraded our pilots around in trucks. Sure, they might show him off. We’re trophies.”

“Well, the Corps won’t let them keep Captain Cosgrove,” Roberts said. “I guarantee that.”

Lang put down his binoculars and looked up the slope where the Muslim guerrillas had driven away. He rubbed his eyes, rolled his shoulders as if relieving a small cramp in his neck and clasped his hands on his knees, rocking slightly. He sat that way, looking at nothing as the seconds ticked by and the others tried to think of something to say.

“Anyone hear of the Mayaguez?” Lang finally said. He often did that, tossed a question out for anyone to answer. Sometimes that annoyed the sense of good order in Staff Sergeant Roberts, but not now. He was pleased Lang had backed him and put Caulder down.

“An American tramp steamer. We rescued the crew,” Blade said, quick as usual. “Snatched them out of Cambodia after Saigon fell. President Ford himself congratulated the Corps for that one.”

“You should go on some goddamn quiz show,” Caulder said. “How can you remember that stuff?”

“Taught it to us in boot camp,” Blade said. “You heard it, too, only you weren’t paying attention.”

“I didn’t sign up for history,” Caulder said.

“Did they teach you that three Marines were left on the beach by the task force?” Lang said. “That the Khmer Rouge beat them to death with pick handles after the President declared the Mayaguez a great victory?”

“Had to be a mistake, sir,” Roberts said. “Had to be some royal fuckup.”

“I believe it, Staff Sergeant. Hell, look at us, we’re working for an admiral. The Corps doesn’t run the world,” Caulder said. “Know what I think? Surer than shit, some patrol will find Captain Cosgrove and the rear-echelon pogues will slap each other on the back and forget about us, and we’ll freeze our bojangles off until they pick us up in the morning.”

“Caulder, if I hadn’t seen your cert, I’d never believe you’re a sergeant E-Five,” Roberts said. “You make the Blues Brothers sound intelligent.”

For an hour they continued to glass the valley, now in deep afternoon shadow. Wherever they looked, they saw a helicopter, those in the distance buzzing black smudges, those nearer hovering like birds of prey about to snatch up a farmhouse. The air was filled with the staccato, machine-gun-like chatter of the turning blades. None flew near the cliff where they sat hidden. On the map they were inside the red hash marks marking the border zone, off limits to helicopters or small patrols.

“Maybe they’ll release him,” Roberts said, “like they did those two army guys in Bosnia.”

Lang shook his head. “The Serbs held them three weeks until a senator begged for them. Cos doesn’t have three weeks to get home. Besides, we knew who had those soldiers. That was a Kabuki dance; this is a black hole.”

“A weasel couldn’t hide down there,” Caulder said. “No way he’s still there.”

“So where do you think he is?” Lang asked.

“If I had him, I’d move his ass out of this province, head for safe terrain.” Caulder pointed at the dark peaks to the north. “Find a safe house, definitely not stay around here.”

“He might talk his way out of it,” Blade said. “Like he did with the colonel after he sent us into that swamp in Colombia.”

“Worst three days of my life. I’m still digging chiggers out of my ass,” Caulder said.

“You have to admire a man who screws up that bad and gets a letter of commendation while we had to beg for an extract,” Blade said. “He’s always putting you in it, sir. Captain Cosgrove has a golden tongue. He’ll beat this.”

“What is this—a ‘We Shall Overcome’ karaoke?” Lang said. “We all know how it works. The best chance for escape is in the first few hours. Time’s working against him.”

The team lapsed into silence, frustrated that they could do nothing, sensing a tragedy in the making, picturing an anonymous e-mail giving the location of the body, or a tip in a month or two from some informer about a decomposed corpse. Cosgrove wouldn’t be on a flight home that evening.

“Skipper, maybe you should call the hospital,” Blade said, connecting the dots, picking out the one action they could take.

“You know the rules in the field,” Lang said. “The cell phone is emergency backup only.”

“Shit, sir, what’s one call? We’re not exactly fighting for our asses out here,” Caulder said, piling on, anxious to amend his earlier mistake. “If I was snatched, I’d hope you’d call Connie before some headquarters pogue did. Here’s your cell.” He reached inside his jacket and pulled out a bright metal cell phone about the size of a VCR tape, with a thin telescoping antenna and a large display window.

“Damn,” said Lang, “that’s Cosgrove’s Quotron.”

“A what?”

“A computer, like a high-powered digital pager. Tracks the market via satellite. Cosgrove uses it to contact his floor trader. It doesn’t have voice, only digital.”

“Looked like a cell. I didn’t know which drawer was which.”

“My fault, not yours. I can still reach the Web with it.” Lang glanced at his watch. “Eight A.M. Newport time.”

Lang drummed his fingers on his thighs. Staff Sergeant Roberts sat next to him, eyes firmly on the valley. There were reasons for regulations. He couldn’t see how breaking this one jeopardized anything, but that wasn’t the Marine way. And in front of the men. Harvell wasn’t even one of them, and this would only encourage Caulder, who had to be kept on a short leash. Still, it would suck for Mrs. Cosgrove to hear the wrong way.

He looked at Lang, who was waiting for him. The captain had to be hurting, but he wasn’t going to do anything until he had a read from his staff sergeant. Caulder had it right for once. One little message, what could it hurt?

“Send it, sir,” Roberts said. “It won’t affect the mission.”

Lang turned on the Quotron.

“Slide over here, Harvell,” he said. “I’ll show you how to use this. Add to your comm skills.”
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