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CHAPTER 1

It was exhausting living in fear of the sky.

Razaq gazed out of the window at the clouds above. He used to think as a child that Allah looked down through the holes on a cloudy day. Now, only the Americans did.

“Quiet,” he hissed, trying to get the two men in the truck’s front seat to stop talking about cricket. “Listen.”

They had left Spin Boldak before dawn hoping to make it to their destination before the sun rose. But the rutted road was in disrepair, forcing them to drive slowly for fear of damaging a tire or axle. Now, the sun was over the horizon and they were late.

Razaq searched the sky.

He craned his neck hoping to pick up the faint sound of an engine, or worse, the boom of a Hellfire missile. His hands flicked prayer beads back and forth in an attempt to burn off nervous energy.

Then he saw it.

A glint of sunlight off something metallic. Razaq blinked his eyes. He slid forward in his seat and pressed his face against the dirt-streaked glass of the passenger window. Another flash of sunlight off metal.

“Pull over,” he said, slapping the driver on the back of the head. “Pull over now.”

The white 4x4 Toyota Hilux pickup truck slowed to a stop, and Razaq bolted from his seat. The skinny old man ran for a small cluster of trees at the speed of fright. His bodyguard climbed out of the truck, scanning the sky for the drone.

“Stay by the truck,” he told the driver.

“But what if there is a drone?” the driver said, looking into the gray sky.

Zahir, Razaq’s bodyguard, shrugged.

“Then we’ll all meet Allah today.”

Razaq watched as Zahir strolled over to his hiding place. The boy didn’t understand what the drones could do, he thought. The boy had never seen the crater after a strike and the body parts of friends or family thrown like dice across the ground.

“Get down, fool,” Razaq said as Zahir reached the trees.

“OK,” Zahir said. “OK, I’m here.”

Razaq looked back at the truck.

“Why did you leave the driver?”

Zahir squatted next to the elder. “Because if we have to leave, I want to be able to go quickly.”

Razaq nodded. It was a good decision, even if it cost the driver his life.

“What did you see, Commander?” Zahir asked.

“A reflection. Some sunlight off a wing. It had to be a drone.”

Zahir looked up.

“I don’t see anything.”

Razaq was still scanning the sky. He saw the gray bug-like aircraft in his nightmares.

“Do you hear it?” he said. “Do you hear the buzz of the engine?”

“I hear only the wind,” Zahir said. “Come, we’ve got to go. I am sure the drone is after another target. No one knows our mission.”

Razaq looked at his bodyguard and then at the truck.

“How can we be sure?”

“We can’t,” Zahir said. “But, inshallah, we make it to our meeting safely.”

“And if Allah doesn’t will it?” Razaq said.

“Then we will meet him and get paid for our years of jihad.”

Zahir helped the old man up.

“I don’t want to meet Allah today.”

“I don’t either,” Zahir said as they walked back to the truck.

The dusty road took them to a highway near Kandahar City and eventually into the city proper. Razaq’s anxiety waned as they fought the traffic on the outskirts of town. The Americans wouldn’t shoot a missile if civilians were around. It was why he lived so close to a school in Spin Boldak. The best armor was the innocent.

At the eastern edge of the city, they caught the Kandahar-Ghazni highway north toward a small village near Jaldak in Ghazni Province. Abdullah, an old friend, wanted to meet. The village was a collection of biscuit-colored compounds with a dirt road down the middle. From the air, the compounds were arranged like the six on a dice cube. A little creek ran down the east side of the village, providing water to a few grape fields and a small pomegranate orchard.

The driver parked the truck outside Abdullah’s walled compound, which sat at the end of a row. The gate’s peephole opened, and a small child with a dirt-streaked face and a mop of curly hair peeked out. Zahir asked the boy to get his grandfather. A few minutes later, the gate creaked open. Zahir went first, keeping his AK-47 rifle aimed at the ground. Razaq followed. Abdullah met them in the courtyard with an embrace.

“Come, old friend,” Abdullah said in Pashto, ushering him toward the house.

Razaq stopped.

“What’s wrong, Razaq?” Abdullah asked, putting his arm around the elder.

Being in the house was too claustrophobic. Razaq didn’t want to die in a mud box.

“Let’s talk in the orchard,” he said, nodding to the bodyguard to lead the way. “Safer to keep moving. Bring your grandsons.”

Zahir led Razaq and Abdullah out of the gate and under the canopy of trees in the orchard. Razaq couldn’t see the sky any longer.

“Zahir,” he said. “Take Abdullah’s grandsons and show them your rifle. We will talk here.”

“It has been a long time,” Abdullah said when the boys were out of earshot but close enough to protect him from a drone strike. “It is good to see you. You look strong.”

Razaq knew Abdullah was lying.

“War is for the hearty,” Razaq said. “Long are the days in the mountains, but that is why we call it jihad.”

“I’m too old for that,” Abdullah said. “I’d break an ankle up in those mountains.”

“You have become soft like a woman,” Razaq said. “But in your time, I’d have followed you to hell.”

“I’m glad I led you better than that.”

“I wouldn’t have survived without you.”

“Your brother deserves the credit,” Abdullah said. “I still mourn his passing.”

Razaq nodded and looked away.

“How is your family?” Razaq asked.

“Very good,” he said. “Yours?”

Razaq didn’t have any family left. At least, no family he claimed. Abdullah knew that, but it was impolite not to ask.

“I hear your nephew is doing well,” Abdullah said. “I hear he is very rich.”

Razaq had heard the same rumors.

“You raised him well,” Abdullah said. “But he has a little of his father in him.”

“Too much,” Razaq said. “Headstrong.”

Razaq didn’t want to talk about his nephew or the past any longer. He hoped since they were old friends they could move past the pleasantries and get down to business.

“Why did you call me here? It wasn’t to talk about past fights and dead friends.”

“Some farmers found something,” Abdullah said. “It was buried in a grape field.”

“What is it?”

“I think it was left by the Russians. The writing doesn’t look like the Americans’. Maybe it’s a bomb?”

“What am I supposed to do with an old Russian bomb? Why didn’t you get in touch with the local commander?”

“I trust you,” Abdullah said. “If it is dangerous, I don’t want it in my village.”

“Show it to me.”

Back at the truck, Abdullah gave the driver directions to a nearby hill.

“What are we doing, Commander?” Zahir asked.

“Abdullah says some farmers found an old Soviet bomb,” Razaq said. “How is your Russian?”

“Passable,” Zahir said. “It was my mother’s native tongue, but I haven’t spoken it since she died.”

Zahir looked like a Westerner. His hair was fair and his eyes were blue, but he was an Afghan. His father was a communist and had gone to study in Moscow. He came home with a wife.

“But you can read?”

“Yes,” Zahir said.

The truck bounced up the dirt track toward some grape mounds. A chest-high dirt wall separated the fields. The driver stopped near a gap in the wall.

Zahir led the way into the field, his AK-47 held close to his body as he followed the path along the perimeter. Grapes grew over dirt mounds, but it wasn’t the season. Instead, the mounds looked like uncooked cookies on a tray waiting for a turn in the oven. Zahir stopped at the third row and walked to the middle of the field.

“It’s buried at the bottom of one of the mounds,” Razaq said.

Zahir saw the upturned dirt and some shovels and other tools. The hole was little more than a crevice at the bottom of the mound. Razaq peered into the darkness and then stepped back to inspect the opening.

“I’ll get it,” Zahir said.

He handed his rifle to Razaq.

“Be careful,” Razaq said.

Zahir sucked in his breath and shimmied his way into the crevice headfirst. A few seconds later, Razaq saw Zahir’s thighs, then his waist, and finally his chest. It looked like the Earth was giving birth. As more and more of Zahir appeared, Razaq heard something scraping against the rocks. Zahir was covered in dust as he slid from the mouth of the hole.

“It’s too big to fit through the opening,” he said.

Razaq peered into the hole.

“What is it?”

“I don’t know,” Zahir said, picking up a shovel. “But someone didn’t want anyone to find it.”

Zahir attacked the face of the hole, first widening it and then digging a trench so the box could slide out.

“Help me,” Zahir said, reaching into the hole and dragging the box forward.

The box was breaching the hole.

“Use the shovel and see if you can make the hole a little wider.”

Razaq lifted the shovel and knocked the loose rocks and sand away. Zahir pulled on the box with all his strength. The corners cracked and it slid free.

In the afternoon sun, the wooden box looked old and worn. It was no bigger than a footlocker. Razaq held his breath as Zahir opened a clasp on the lid. Inside was a polished metal cylinder embedded in one half of an old leather case. Some sort of component was in the opposite side of the case. Wires connected both sides, but the mechanism and wires looked old and neglected. A manual was wedged between the case and the box. The pages were torn and littered the box.

Zahir reached for the manual.

“Careful,” Razaq said.

Zahir chuckled.

“If it was that fragile, don’t you think it would have exploded when we dragged it out of the hole?”

Zahir found a small section near the back of the manual that was legible. He looked at the writing and then back at the box. Zahir didn’t trust what he was reading. His Russian was rusty, but the cylinder was like nothing he’d seen before. If he was reading the warnings in the back of the manual correctly, they’d stumbled upon something a weapon could tip the scales in their favor.

“Well?” Razaq said. He was impatient and didn’t want to be out in the open any longer. “What is it?”

“Commander,” Zahir said. “I think this is a Soviet nuclear bomb.”





CHAPTER 2

The wheels of the gray C-17 cargo plane screeched when they hit the tarmac. The engines revved as the plane slowed, finally stopping at the end of the runway. The plane taxied to the terminal, and the Air Force crew chiefs—dressed in heavy body armor—opened the gray hydraulic cargo ramp. The cool temperature enjoyed at altitude was replaced by the oppressive heat of late summer.

Welcome to Kandahar, Charlie thought as he pulled his ever-present tan Third Special Forces Group ball cap over his shaggy graying hair and soft hazel eyes and walked down the ramp with a smile.

He was home.

Charlie cleared the ramp just as tan trucks and forklifts arrived to remove the cargo. The crew chiefs snapped off the tie-down straps and rolled the pallets to the waiting forklifts. Cargo planes—both Air Force and commercial—were parked nearby. The other soldiers on the C-17 filed off toward a white bus, but Charlie spotted a bearded guy in shorts standing off to the side.

“Charlie? Blake,” the guy said, shaking Charlie’s hand. “Got any more gear?”

Charlie tossed his small brown backpack into the bed of the Hilux—the Afghan equivalent of a Toyota Tacoma compact pickup truck. He looked back at the C-17.

“My rucksack and two Tuff Boxes are on the baggage pallet.”

“I’ll send some guys over to the terminal to get them,” Blake said.

Charlie climbed into the front seat as Blake started the engine.

“Good flight?” Blake asked.

“Yeah, one stop in Germany.”

Blake smiled.

“Crew rest.”

Charlie nodded.

“Beer fest,” he said. “Two days. I watched the crew drink their faces off the first night. I love the Air Force.”

Blake laughed.

“So much for being at war.”

Blake flashed his flight-line badge at the gate and merged with the rest of the traffic on the road running parallel to the airfield.

“You been to KAF before?” Blake asked.

KAF was short for Kandahar Airfield.

“Yeah. A couple of times,” Charlie replied. “This place has gotten big.”

The road was clogged with military and civilian trucks. It was at the end of lunch, and soldiers stationed at the base from all over the world—America, New Zealand, Great Britain—were coming back from the chow hall.

“About thirty thousand troops and contractors,” Blake said. “It’s easy to forget guys are fighting less than twenty miles away. Been a while since you’ve been here?”

“Two years,” Charlie said.

“Wait until you see the Boardwalk,” Blake said. “You’ll flip your wig. Fucking TGI Fridays and everything. It’s like Disneyland.”

“TGI Fridays, really?” Charlie said, shaking his head.

It was a short ride to Camp Brown, the Special Forces compound. Charlie scratched his gray whiskers and yawned as the guard waved the truck through the gate.

“Boss said to drop you off at overflow. You can crash and then catch up with him after the future ops meeting and before the BUB.”

Battle update brief. Commanders usually held the meeting daily to offer guidance and stay up on the day’s battle rhythm. It sounded important, but it was often boring.

“Sounds good,” Charlie said.

Up ahead, he saw the tan headquarters building and the white latrine building. He was getting his bearings. Blake passed the latrine and made a right turn, parking along a series of wooden B-huts, squat wooden buildings used for offices and barracks. Charlie hopped out of the truck and grabbed his pack.

“Your room will be ready today,” Blake said, then looked at his watch.

“If you hurry, you can just make lunch. You know where the DFAC is?”

Dining facility.

Charlie smiled. Blake climbed back into the truck.

“I’ll get some of the boys to go over and get your stuff now.”

Charlie waved as Blake put the truck in reverse and left. Charlie opened the wooden door and stepped into the dark B-hut. Made of plywood, it was about the size of a three-car garage. Metal bunks were set up along the walls, with a narrow path down the middle. A few soldiers were sleeping on bunks in the back corner. Charlie threw his pack onto a bunk near the door. It was a toss-up between hunger and sleep, but his bunk would be there after the chow hall closed. He held the door as he left so it wouldn’t slam.

After a short walk, he arrived at the DFAC, a tan building near the front gate. Charlie washed his hands under the scalding water at the sink just inside the door and grabbed a brown tray. Lunch was pretty picked over. Meatloaf, some sort of canned vegetable medley, sandwich meat, and some dry hamburgers and soggy fries. Charlie opted for a sandwich, an apple, and water. Scanning the dining hall, he spotted Frank in the corner reading over some PowerPoint slides.

Frank’s food sat untouched. He looked up as Charlie approached.

“Charlie!” Frank said. “What’s up, man?”

Frank stood up and gave Charlie a half hug before sitting back down.

“Hey, Frankie, or should I say Major Spitz?”

“How about sir?”

Both men laughed. Frank was Charlie’s former team leader. They’d deployed together on the same Special Forces team when Charlie was the senior engineer. Officers came and went every two years, but Frank was one of the good ones. Now, Charlie was a warrant officer and Frank oversaw operations for every Special Forces team in southern Afghanistan. Charlie nodded at the pile of slides next to Frank’s tray.

“I see they let you animals out of the TOC.”

The tactical operations center was where staff officers like Frank fought the war one PowerPoint slide at a time.

“Just barely,” Frank said. “We’ve got a couple of ops tonight. More tomorrow. Takes forty slides to get out of the wire now. Death by PowerPoint.”

“How’s it going?”

“Like shit,” Frank said. “Back when we were out there, the Taliban were in the villages. We usually ran into them on patrol but never in the city. Now, they’re blowing up restaurants in Kabul. That’s why I asked you to come out. I know you want a team, but I need you first.”

“What do you need me to do?”

Frank gathered up his papers.

“You got time to walk with me? I’ve got a meeting.”

Charlie picked up his tray. The two men walked silently through the chow hall’s exit. Both paused to slide on their sunglasses before walking toward the headquarters building.

“I need you to get a handle on things,” Frank said. “The other chief had to go back to Bragg on emergency leave. But in reality, we fired him.”

Charlie shook his head and let out a little whistle.

“Pete was a good dude,” Charlie said. “What happened?”

Frank grabbed the door to the headquarters and held it for Charlie.

“He didn’t get it. Look around. Guys are tired. Every year, Washington and Big Army come up with a new mission.”

“Mission creep,” Charlie said.

“We’re sending guys out to the villages now,” Frank said. “I want to make sure we’re putting teams in the right spot. That’s where you come in.”

Charlie followed Frank through the headquarters’ lobby toward the hallway that led to the TOC. He glanced at the memorial wall. The list of names of his brothers who’d been killed since 2001 was a lot longer than he remembered. Frank stopped at the door of the TOC and punched in the access code on its digital keypad.

“That still doesn’t explain why you called for me by name,” Charlie said.

“We need a win,” Frank said. “We’re still looking for bin Laden. Fucker vanished nine years ago. Locally, we’ve had four suicide bombers in the last month. One hit an American convoy. Roadside bomb incidents are up too. It’s getting like Iraq over here. I want to shut it down. Who’s making them? Where are they? Where’s that shipment of bomb-making materials? We need to know, now. I figured you were the man for the job.”

Charlie smiled. What Frank was asking for was a miracle, but he was up for it. What did he have to lose? He was just happy to be back in the fight. It beat sweating his ass off in North Carolina training future Special Forces soldiers.

“Roger, Cap,” Charlie said.

“Find me some targets, Charlie,” Frank said. “Ones that move the needle. We need to show Washington that we can dig this one out. Otherwise, we’ll leave here like Iraq, telling the world we won only to watch it all fall apart. Let’s spike the football before we go.”





CHAPTER 3

Charlie tried to sleep, but every time the door to the hut slammed, he woke up.

Pulling on his boots, Charlie walked back to the TOC and punched in the code. The red light signifying a TIC, or “troops in contact,” was lit, which meant American forces were in a firefight.

Charlie slipped into the room and walked toward the back. The TOC was built on a half-circle platform that resembled an altar. A Predator feed—“Kill TV”—took up the main screen, showing a dusty road with a line of American trucks. A pilot’s voice echoed through the speakers.

The JTAC—an Air Force sergeant tasked with calling in air strikes—was talking the Predator drone onto the target. Charlie heard gunfire each time the JTAC keyed the mic.

“Vengeance Four One, Roulette Three Three,” the JTAC said. “We are taking small-arms fire from across the river. Unable to provide direction. Lead vehicle disabled and unable to move column at this time. No known friendlies across river. We see something south of the bridge, possible weapons fire. Scan and report. How copy?”

Charlie stood in the back watching the Predator feed. The drone’s camera followed the road that paralleled the river. A truck was parked near the bridge. Seconds later, a staccato of flashes erupted. The hot gasses from the burning gunpowder appeared like deep black accents against the gray screen. The picture shifted as the Predator started its attack run.

“Vengeance in from the southwest,” the Predator pilot said.

“Vengeance, Roulette Three Three, you’re cleared hot,” the JTAC said.

“Copy, cleared hot,” the pilot said. “In three, two, one…”

A hush fell over the TOC as everyone waited. From out of the frame there was a flash. The missile hit the truck dead center. The engine flipped end over end as the truck’s body was engulfed in a cloud of smoke. The missile detonated with such force the fighters were obliterated. Their bodies remained invisible in the sandy gloom.

The JTAC came back on the radio and thanked the Predator pilot. The tension of the fight quickly switched to the next problem. A team on patrol needed an emergency supply drop. The Predator strike was already forgotten.

With Kill TV done, Charlie headed for the intelligence office. It sat off the right side of the TOC. He punched in the code and entered the room. Maps and pictures of possible targets covered the wall. A large table cluttered with laptops and intelligence reports was situated in the middle of the room. Intelligence analysts sifted through radio intercepts, satellite pictures, and Afghan tips, trying to build a clear picture of what was going on in southern Afghanistan.

Blake met Charlie at the door.

“Hey, Chief,” Blake said, his lip packed with snuff. “Thought you were racking out.”

“Couldn’t sleep,” Charlie said. “Figured I’d send an email back to household six and the kids.”

“Roger,” he said. “I talked to the camp mayor. Your room is ready. Your stuff is there now.”

“Sounds good,” Charlie said. “I’ll move in later.”

“Let me show you your desk.”

Blake walked him over to an empty desk at the far end of the room. Two laptops sat on the wooden desk. One had a red cord connecting it to the SIPR net (Classified/Secret internet)—evident by the stickers warning the user about illegal disclosure—and the second computer, with an “unclassified” sticker, was connected to the NIPR net (Public/Non-Secret internet) by a green cord.

“Let me introduce you to the crew,” Blake said.

Two analysts—an African American female and a pudgy white kid with thick glasses—looked up at Charlie.

“Hey, this is Chief Book,” Blake said. “He’s taking over for Pete.”

Charlie shook hands with the woman first.

“Specialist White,” she said. “Nice to meet you, Chief Book.”

“Charlie or Chief. You pick.”

Specialist White smiled.

“Ebony.”

The pudgy guy was next.

“Chris. Nice to meet you, Chief.”

“Don’t let me get in the way,” Charlie said. “We’ll officially meet tomorrow after I get read in.”

Blake gathered up his notebook.

“I’ve got the future ops brief,” Blake said. “You want to come?”

“No, unless you need me,” Charlie said.

“I think we can manage, Chief. The war ain’t going anywhere.”

Charlie opened his unclassified computer and logged in to his AOL account. He typed a message to his wife, Cheryl.

Hey honey,

Made it. Still getting settled. Just got my room. Once I get settled, we can Skype. Miss you and the boys already. Give them a squeeze for me. Love you.

Cha

The words filled the screen, but his family already felt like a distant memory. His home life—wife, two kids, mortgage—fell away when he got on the flight to Afghanistan. Charlie never wanted to be a soldier. He wanted to attend North Carolina State Universtity to be a veterinarian. Even though he was a high school football hero, Charlie knew he wasn’t good enough to play at N.C. State, and his grades weren’t high enough to get him into a veteraniaran school.

When the Army recruiter came to school, he figured it was his best option. Charlie was just looking for a paycheck and a ticket out of the hills of Western North Carolina. He got both and found the infantry suited him. He liked being in the field. He liked shooting. The Ranger regiment gave him an opportunity to be a cool guy and the courage to go to Special Force selection.

That is where he found his true home in the Army.

He loved being in the team room at Fort Bragg. The guys on his ODA—Operational Detachment Alpha—were his family. He spent his junior team time working out in the morning, training all day, and drinking in the Fayetteville bars with the boys at night. That cycle continued until he met Cheryl and had kids. Even with his own family, his team often came first.

But after September 11, 2001, his fun job turned into a calling. His only focus was his war life. The message to Cheryl was a formality. It was a peace offering and a way to keep his home life in balance. Cheryl came to terms with his mistress long ago. When he got home, they’d pick up like nothing happened. Until then, his mind stayed overseas.

Frank popped his head in the office.

“Thought I saw you come in,” he said. “Figured you’d be doing rack ops.”

“Can’t find you a win on my back,” Charlie said.

“If you’re up, we’re headed over to Ahmed Wali Gul’s place later,” Frank said. “He throws a party every Thursday.”

“Our Wali?” Charlie asked.

“Yeah,” Frank said. “Our boy is now a contractor hauling supplies for us and the Canadians, I think.”

“Man, I remember when he started that business,” Charlie said.

“He’s a baller now,” Frank said. “Fucker makes more than we do put together times ten. And he throws a good party.”

“No shit,” Charlie said. “He learned from the best, right? Hell yeah, I’m in.”

Charlie logged off and went to clean up. On the way out of the TOC, he stopped and looked at a map near the door showing all the main roads in southern Afghanistan. The colored lines cut through the countryside linking the bases and villages. Frank’s words echoed in his head.

We need a win.

With teams in the villages, he knew what was going on there. He needed to know what was happening in between. The idea hit him like a Predator strike. He needed better eyes and ears. He needed to see in the cracks.





CHAPTER 4

Ahmed Wali Gul pulled his foot up onto his chair and started to pick his toes as he listened to his operations manager ramble on about some convoy headed to Herat, the major city in western Afghanistan.

The Thursday meeting was Denise McKenna’s idea. They used to do it at the rental car place she managed in Toronto. Sihe did a good job keeping things organized, but today Wali was bored and couldn’t stop thinking about the party in a couple of hours. He hosted it every Thursday. Wali glanced at Khalid, a school friend who ran the finance office and managed Wali’s gas station in Kandahar City, and rolled his eyes.

“OK,” Wali said, putting his leg down on the floor. “Just make it happen.”

Denise stammered.

“But…”

Wali closed his laptop.

“Just get the trucks to Herat, OK?”

“But we were talking about maintenance,” she said. “We’ve got a couple of trucks down, and we need money to buy parts.”

Wali looked at Khalid.

“Make it happen,” he said. “Now, we’ve got to get ready for the party. Go out there and make sure the motor pool is cleaned up. Then go over to the flight line and pick up the raisins.”

Raisins was code for beer. Namely, Vietnamese beer smuggled in by contractors from Dubai. Just having it was against General Order Number 1, which banned US soldiers from any and all fun in Afghanistan. Wali peeled off a couple of crisp one-hundred-dollar bills.

“Take my truck and flight-line badge,” he said. “They won’t fuck with you.”

Back at his bedroom, Wali peeled off his shalwar kameez and slid on a pair of camouflage pants and hiking boots. He pulled on a Straight Out of Kandahar shirt that resembled the NWA stacked logo. He walked out of his bedroom toward the sound of Khalid playing PlayStation on the sixty-inch flat screen.

“Yo,” he said as he entered the room. “I’ve got next.”

Wali slumped down on the couch. Khalid was moving a SEAL down a hallway. A terrorist who looked like Wali and his friends raised an AK-47. Khalid opened fire. The terrorist exploded into digital blood and guts.

Khalid let out a whoop.

Wali snapped his fingers and motioned for the controller.

“I’m up,” he said. “But you’ve got to be the terrorists.”

Khalid paused the game and changed his avatar. Wali loaded his favorite look—M4, beard, badass—and entered the game.

“She get everything at the flight line?”

Khalid shrugged.

“What the fuck does that mean?”

Khalid shrugged again.

“Go make sure everything is ready.”

Khalid got up and shuffled toward the door. Wali turned back to the game just in time to see his soldier get hit by an RPG. Khalid was at the door with his controller.

“Allah Akbar!” he said, putting the controller on the back of the couch.

Wali hit the PlayStation’s reset button.
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Wali’s compound was in the gray area between Kandahar Airfield and Camp Hero, an Afghan Army base. It sat near a small market that hugged the dirt road between the compounds. It comprised three buildings and was surrounded by a tall rectangular mud wall. Wali’s office, living room, and bedroom were in a small building near the front gate.

A massive warehouse served as the motor pool, where supplies and parts were stored. Near the back of the compound was a small village of trailers and shipping containers converted into rooms for his workers.

In front of the warehouse was a gravel staging ground. At any time, there were a dozen trucks parked there ready to take supplies and heavy equipment to the NATO bases scattered throughout southern Afghanistan.

In Afghanistan, Friday was the off day, so Wali hosted a party every Thursday for his friends. A life preserver in an ocean of war. The party started after dark. Christmas lights were strung up on the rafters of the warehouse. The far end was a dance floor with a karaoke machine. Two large speakers and lights sat on either side of a small stage built out of plywood and spray-painted black.

Wali hung near the door. He smiled as the cacophony of conversations and the clank of beer bottles hitting the bottom of the garbage cans washed over him. The room still smelled like rubber and motor oil, but no one noticed after a few beers.

Everyone was dressed in Afghanistan chic. Cargo pants. Ball caps. Hiking boots. There were few Afghans. This wasn’t their party. This was for the legion of Westerners looking to make millions by saving Afghanistan’s women, economy, arts, and environment. Wali spotted Denise trying to get the crowd to settle down so she could start karaoke.

Wali always went first. With the noise at a low murmur, she waved to Wali, who grabbed the mic just as the music started.

Jay-Z. “99 Problems.”

“Let’s get this party started!” Wali said.

The crowd cheered as he started to rap.

If you’re having girl problems, I feel bad for you, son I got 99 problems but a bitch ain’t one…

Wali paced on the stage like a caged animal, switching up the lyrics to fit the audience.

I tried to ignore him and talk to Allah
Back through the system with the Taliban again
Karzai tried to give the Pashtun the shaft again
Half-a-mil for bail cause I’m with the Americans.

The crowd clapped when Wali was done. He never knew if they did it to be polite or if he was any good. Didn’t matter. It was his party.

A pair of blonde contractors from Australia replaced him. They were at the beginning of a tortured rendition of “Shoop” by Salt-N-Pepa when Wali saw Charlie by the bar. As he moved through the crowd, he shook hands and said hello to his guests but kept his eyes focused on his old friend.

Charlie looked older. Sadder. His brown hair was graying and his beard had a lot more salt in it. But he looked fit—if not a little skinnier than when they used to patrol Kandahar Province years ago.

That’s how Wali got his first job with the Americans. Charlie hired him as a fixer for the base. Wali made a living getting office supplies, local clothes, and cars for the American Special Forces. He graduated to interpreter and went on missions with the team before starting his own business. Teams rotated in and out of Afghanistan, and Wali had a lot of Special Forces friends, but Charlie was his best because he was the one who changed Wali’s life. There was no business, no party without Charlie.

“What’s up, pimp?” Charlie said.

Wali smiled as he unscrewed the top from a bottle of water.

“Cheers,” Wali said and touched the bottle to Charlie’s cup.

“Welcome back, brother.”

Charlie took a sip of his whiskey.

“Good to be back.”

Wali cocked his head.

“Come on, brother.”

“Somebody has to get the bad guys,” Charlie said. “Ain’t no wars in North Carolina.”

Wali smiled.

“Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?” Wali asked. “I got your Facebook message, but I didn’t know when you were coming.”

“Just got in,” Charlie said. “I was about to check in with you on Facebook, but Frank mentioned the party. Figured I’d surprise you.”

“I’m surprised,” Wali said. “You with a team?”

Charlie took a drink.

“Working with Frank.”

Charlie scanned the room.

“A lot has changed. You’ve been busy. Frank was telling me you’re one of the top trucking contractors.”

Wali looked away.

“I do all right.”

“How many trucks do you have now?”

“Twenty on a good day running water, food, and ammo for the Canadians and some Big Army units,” Wali said. “Renting a couple of trucks and some heavy equipment to some aid groups. Sometimes I do some jobs for you guys.”

Wali signaled for more whiskey for Charlie.

“What are you doing at Brown?” Wali asked.

Last time Wali talked with Charlie, he was training Green Berets at Fort Bragg and waiting to join a team.

“Got a spot where we can talk?” Charlie said.

Wali nodded and headed for the door. He led Charlie out of the motor pool and across the gravel yard to the office building. They passed the flat screen in the meeting room and went into his small private office. Wali sat in his leather desk chair. Charlie took the couch opposite. Hanging above the couch were several posters—George Bush, Tupac, Kate Upton, Jay-Z. It looked like a dorm room shared by a hip-hop fan and a Republican.

“What I am about to tell you stays between us,” Charlie said.

“Cool,” Wali said, but his heart was racing.

“We’re losing,” Charlie said. “It’s been what, a decade since we got here, and how close are we to winning?”

“I don’t know.”

“Yes, you do,” Charlie said. “We had the Taliban on the ropes in 2004, but Washington snatched defeat from the jaws of victory with the Iraq War and now here we are.”

“But the Taliban can’t fight you guys,” Wali said. “I saw it myself. They lose when the shooting starts.”

Charlie sat back and spread his arm across the back of the couch.

“They don’t have to win,” he said. “They never win a battle and still beat us. That’s why I need your help.”

Wali shrugged.

“If you need trucks, I can help,” he said. “I’ll give you a good price.”

Charlie shook his head.

“I don’t do logistics,” he said. “I need eyes and ears. You’ve got drivers and trucks going to villages all over the country. Your drivers know where the Taliban checkpoints are. They know the safe roads. They gossip with the locals. We need to know what they’re hearing.”

Wali smiled.

“I never thought of it that way,” he said.

Charlie smiled.

“Your network is going to help us win the war.”





CHAPTER 5

Neil Canterbury felt the barrel of his Beretta M9 digging  into his hip.

His holster kept the gun high on his hip and it rubbed against his love handles. He’d bought the holster online before he left Seymour Johnson Air Force Base in North Carolina. The website said it was popular with special operations soldiers and federal agents. Maybe he’d put the holster on wrong, because it wasn’t comfortable at all.

Canterbury took a sip of green tea and burned his tongue. He was having a hard time feeling cool. This wasn’t how he envisioned his first meeting in Afghanistan with an Afghan general.

“Tech Sergeant Sweet was sorry he didn’t have time to say goodbye,” Canterbury said. “He asked me to thank you for all your work in helping to protect Kandahar Airfield.”

General Mohammed Jan smiled.

“I understand, Sergeant Canterbury,” Jan said. “Welcome. Welcome to my country.”

They were meeting in the general’s office. The room was big, with a large desk polished to a mirror finish. Behind the desk was a map of southern Afghanistan. On the shelves and walls of the office stood or hung plaques from American units. The men were sitting in a small lounge area with a pair of faux leather couches and two matching faux leather chairs all on top of an ornate rug. A coffee glass table was between the chairs and couch.

Mohammed Jan was the garrison commander for the Afghan soldiers who protected Kandahar Airfield. He was rail thin with a graying beard and wavy black hair. His hooded eyes had a constant look of skepticism. He spoke some English, but with a thick accent.

“I’m here to talk about security,” Canterbury said. “I’m replacing Tech Sergeant Sweet. He had to go home early. His wife had a baby.”

Canterbury took out a plaque from his backpack. Embossed with the Air Force insignia, it recognized Jan’s work with Tech Sergeant Sweet. Jan accepted it with a little bow, placing his right hand over his heart.

“Thank you,” Jan said. “I’m sure you and I will do good work as well. Do you speak Pashto?”

Canterbury shook his head no.

“But I hope to learn while I am here,” he said.

Jan smiled.

“Basir,” Jan said.

The general motioned to a stocky Pashtun with jet-black hair and a long beard. Jan traded the plaque for some papers.

“Every couple of months they send me a new guy and a new plaque,” Jan said to Basir in Pashto. “My walls are covered in words I can’t read.”

Basir laughed. Canterbury took a sip of tea. It was finally cool.

“Now, do you need anything from us?” Canterbury asked Jan.

Jan shuffled the papers from Basir.

“Yes. My men need a new building at Checkpoint Two,” Jan said. “They have to stand out in the cold.”

Canterbury took the papers. It was a project proposal and a bid by Jan’s construction company to do the work. Total cost was about half a million dollars for a one-room guard shack.

“I will pass this along to my captain,” Canterbury said.

“Please,” Jan said. “Tech Sergeant Sweet said you guys would build it. He said the project was approved.”

“I will get you an update immediately,” Canterbury said. “Now, what are you hearing about the enemy? Any reports of Taliban activity near the base? Any threats of an attack?”

Jan shook his head.

“No,” he said. “But my men did recover a mortar tube and some rounds. The Taliban were taking them into the mountains to shoot at the airport.”
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