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Chapter One




 


A cold November wind gusted down the mountain
slopes, stinging Vince's bare face and hands. He wrapped his
blanket-like pattu tighter around his threadbare coat and fed more
donkey-dung pellets into the spluttering fire.

The flames licked his fingertips. A wisp of
pungent smoke rose into the air, and the wind shredded it. Nicer
mountain ranges had trees to heat a body. Not these piles of rock
and dirt in northeastern Afghanistan. The only things that grew in
these hills were AK-47s and land mines.

"Tea done?" Vince's partner, Cat, asked.

The black burqa she wore flapped in the wind,
covering her coat and draping her in cloth from head to toe. Her
almond-shaped eyes gazed through the mesh that covered her
face.

The Khyber Pass behind them remained empty.
They'd crossed the border from Pakistan into Afghanistan the
previous afternoon, using the old caravan route. Cat's strong
fingers tightened on the Russian-made AK-47 she had slung over her
shoulder, and she shifted her gaze along the road down into
Afghanistan.

Vince lifted the teapot's lid, catching a
whiff of the soothing green tea through the stink of the fire.
Small bubbles had formed on the tin sides of the pot. Heat from the
lid warmed his cold palm. He glanced at Cat and imagined some other
places he might put his hands to warm them.

Her full lips curled into a smile as if
guessing his thoughts. "It's too cold." After decades of working as
his partner in the President's Special Forces and in marriage she
knew him too well. "If we'd flown into Kabul as reporters, we'd be
in a comfortable hotel right now." She pursed her lips in a pretend
kiss. Her eyes twinkled.

Vince shrugged. "Since when did you like to
do things the easy way?" Using the trailing end of his turban, he
lifted the teapot from the fire and poured the warm liquid into the
waiting tin cups.

"Never," Cat said with a laugh.

Vince took a sip of the hot tea and let the
flavor linger on his tongue. That's what he loved about Cat. He
doubted he'd ever find a woman besides her who craved danger as
much as he did. He handed Cat the other cup. A tingle blossomed at
the back of his neck. He tightened his grip on the cup and turned
to face the road ascending from Afghanistan.

"What?" Cat tossed the cup aside and put both
hands on the gun, flicking off the safety.

Vince took a deep breath and stilled his
thoughts. A sense of danger surged through him, along with a sense
of rightness. "Someone's coming. Drug runners, I think." He had no
proof, only his instincts.

Cat grinned.

The sound of donkey hooves, crunching over
the gritty sand, rose to their ears.

Vince sipped his tea, forcing his muscles to
stay loose. He was a veteran PSF agent, and his heart fluttered
like the newest recruit. Like he was twelve years old again. Hot
fire surged through him, and he tried to suppress it before Cat
noticed. She didn't know about his parents, and he had no desire to
tell her.

Cat narrowed her eyes at him but said
nothing.

A man appeared at the top of the rise
followed by three donkeys laden with large blocky bundles. Two more
men came along behind them. Each carried his own AK-47. Anyone
traveling in these mountains would be a fool not to go armed.
Taliban insurgents still nested like vipers in forts and caves in
the tribal territory.

Sweat broke out on Vince's forehead as the
cavalcade made its way up the road toward him.

Stay cool, he chided himself. This
assignment is no different than all the others. It was a lie.
He'd waited a lifetime to track down those he blamed for his
parents' death. He took a sip of the hot tea and waved a greeting
to the men and donkeys that made their way toward him. The men
glared, shifted their rifles, and kept walking up the far side of
the road.

Vince took a step toward them.

The man in the lead snapped his rifle up and
pulled the trigger.

The bullet slugged the teacup out of Vince's
hand, splattering hot green tea on his arm and torso as he dove for
safety behind a boulder. Cat joined him, squeezing off a deft shot
that dropped the man who'd fired at them. The other men scrambled
behind the rocks on the far side of the road.

Cat yelled a string of curses at their
attackers.

Staying low, Vince rubbed at the wet tea spot
on his clothes and straightened his turban. Their assailants sent a
spray of bullets pinging off the rocks. Adrenalin surged through
Vince in a heady rush.

The donkeys, laden with heavy bundles, brayed
in confusion and tried to run, but the man Cat had shot lay dead
with the lead rope still clutched in his hand. "About time we saw
some action." Cat squeezed off another shot. It hit one of the
attackers in the arm.

Vince caught a look at the frightened brown
face of the man as blood stained his shirtsleeve. "I want to talk
to them."

"Okay, I'll leave one alive for you," Cat
said.

The sound of chopper blades throbbed
overhead. A Black Hawk helicopter came over the side of the
mountain.

"Cease fire. Lay down your weapons," a
bullhorn sounded from the chopper.

Cat eased her finger from the trigger. "Never
can have a little fun without the boys from home interfering."

"Time to go." Vince gritted his teeth, pulled
three small colored balls from beneath his pattu, and tossed them
into the fire. A screen of red, white, and blue smoke enveloped the
clearing. He wouldn't get the chance to question their attackers
now the military had arrived.

"Smoke bombs?" Cat said as she followed him
away from the confrontation between the US troops and Afghans.
Vince caught hold of his cloth-wrapped bundle of supplies as he ran
past the smoking fire.

"Picked 'em up at a firework stand in Wyoming
last time we were stateside." He whistled I'm a Yankee Doodle
Dandy while they scrambled along the edge of the mountain
slopes and down the pass toward Kabul.

"Stop!" A row of Afghan soldiers blocked
their path, their guns leveled at Vince and Cat.

 



Chapter Two




Cat lowered her gun to the rock-strewn ground
and raised her hands over her head. The cold morning wind whipped
through her burqa.

The soldiers belonged to the Afghan National
Army. Their fingers hovered over the trigger, and their weathered
faces showed they'd shoot before risking their own lives. Over a
dozen of them blocked the road.

"Don't shoot," Vince said in perfect Pashto.
"I am Kochi. A farmer only. This is my wife. I go back to my
grandfather's land in Jabah to raise sheep."

"Where have you been?"

"Pakistan refugee camp. Afghanistan has a
free government now. I want to come home."

Vince talked, looked, and acted every bit the
part of Kochi, the Afghan farmer they'd found in a Pakistan refugee
camp and offered US citizenship for use of his identity. Vince's
bearded face was brown and weathered, and he wore the traditional
shalwar qameez, consisting of loose white trousers and a tunic with
high neck and long sleeves under his coat. His pattu hung over his
shoulders. A turban covered his head, its ends hung free, marking
him as a Pashtun.

Vince had not even laundered the clothes
after accepting them from Kochi, saying he needed to smell like an
Afghan to play the part.

"No," the ANA officer said. "I think you are
smuggling heroin to the infidels. It is against Islam." He signaled
for his men to take the bundle Vince carried. Four soldiers rushed
up. They grabbed the gun first then patted Cat and Vince down to be
sure they were not strapped with explosives.

Cat was glad her Kel-Tec P32 pistol was
holstered safely between her breasts and her small PSF switchblade
was cushioned in her waistband under the burqa. They wouldn't find
those weapons without compromising her modesty, something she
doubted they'd do.

She was sure Vince had his own knife hidden
away in his turban. The PSF blades were housed in a lined casing
that shielded them from metal detectors and hid the blade on x-ray.
The button on the side made them look like car door openers. The
buttons were fingerprint sensitive. If the ANA soldiers did find
them, they would not recognize the PSF knives as weapons.

The soldiers opened Vince's bundle and spread
the contents on the ground. There were packets of bread, goats-milk
cheese, and salted lamb to feed Vince and Cat on their trek across
the Hindu Kush Mountains; a rusty canteen filled with water, a thin
roll of Afghan currency, a couple boxes of sparklers, and two
bricks of firecrackers. They'd left the teapot and tin cups by the
fire.

Cat glared at Vince, who shrugged. They were
not supposed to carry anything that would give them away as
Americans, but the faint hint of a smile on his face said, You
have your weapons. I have mine. He could argue that to stay in
character she should be hauling the bundle and he the assault
rifle. He wouldn't though. It was his choice not to carry a
gun.

"No drugs," Vince said. "I go back to my home
to raise sheep. My cousin and his family wait for me."

The ANA officer picked up a box of sparklers,
shook it, then opened the end and dumped them his hand. "What are
these?" he said shaking them at Vince, "and those?" He pointed to
the firecrackers. "Do you know what we do to terrorists who try to
blow things up?"

"I'm no terrorist," Vince said, waving his
hands in front of him. "Those are fireworks. Toys only. I bought
them from an American for my cousin's children. See the flag?"

The picture of Old Glory graced each box of
sparklers.

"You are an idiot," Cat whispered.

"Silence, Woman," Vince shot back.

Moments like this reminded Cat why she'd
married Vince. He never could play by the rules.

"American fireworks," the ANA officer picked
through the other boxes and held the firecrackers up for close
inspection.

"You have them," Vince said. "A gift. I give
them to you; you let me go to my home."

A scuffing on the road drew their attention
from the fireworks. An American air assault squad from the
helicopter herded Vince and Cat's attackers around the bend. The
donkeys came behind.

"Your information was right this time," the
American sergeant said to the ANA officer. The Americans had been
working closely with the Afghan National Army since they'd ousted
the ruling Taliban in 2001.

The American soldiers untied the heavy cloth
bundles from the donkeys and set them on the ground next to Vince's
supplies.

Vince tensed and rubbed the back of his neck.
Cat's heart hammered. Vince sensed something. Cat edged away from
the bundles with Vince alongside her. The soldiers cut open one of
the bundles, and dozens of plastic-wrapped bricks of refined heroin
spread across the ground.

Each brick was stamped in the center with the
letters HC.

A ball of fire ripped through the heroin. The
explosion echoed down the canyon, and flames engulfed the road.

 


* * *

 


At the first sound of the concussion, Vince
wrapped Cat in his arms and dove away from the flames. He and Cat
hit the ground and rolled, smothering the fire from her burqa.
Before the explosion finished echoing up the mountains, Vince came
to his feet and ran with Cat beside him. Acrid smoke burned his
lungs. The beat of the helicopter sounded above the explosion
victims' screams.

The screams cut through his mind, stirring up
memories of his mother's screams when the LAPD gunned his father
down. Vince had been home from school acting as lookout the morning
his father had received a new shipment of heroin. A batch from the
Middle East instead of Mexico. HC heroin. The purest in the
world.

Vince's heart beat in time with his strides
as he scrambled down a slope and followed Cat into a thin canyon. A
last bastion of logic insisted that it had been his father's fault.
Dealing drugs. Firing at the police. Killing an officer. He'd
almost hit Vince in the shoot-out. But the sight of the HC heroin
before it blew up had jolted Vince more than the ensuing blast.
Revenge. So close. He vowed not to leave Afghanistan without
killing the man responsible for the HC stamp.

Angry shouts sounded behind him. Bullets
thudded into the Afghan slopes that hemmed them in.

"They shouldn't be chasing us," Cat cried.
"It wasn't our heroin. Not our bomb."

"We run. They chase. People just died.
Someone's got to pay." Vince cut a zigzag path up the canyon,
looking for cover. They'd get no help from their American
counterparts from the Black Hawk. Officially the PSF did not
exist.

"I think this is a box canyon," Cat said,
pulling up short.

A steep wall of rock barred their path. A
dead end, Vince thought. His father killed. His mother
overdosed in prison. Vince stuck in foster care. The only one who'd
gotten away had been the Palmer kid, who had been buying heroin
from Vince's dad when the bust went down. Palmer's father was a US
ambassador. Pulled some strings to get his son off free.

The helicopter appeared above the canyon,
whipping up a whirlwind of sand.

Cat swore.

Vince grabbed Cat's arm and put on a burst of
speed.

The ANA soldiers entered the canyon behind
them.

Vince dodged to the left, heading up a rocky
slope. Feet and hands in motion, scrambling over the boulders. Cat
along with him. Climbing, away from the soldiers and guns. He
ducked under a rocky overhang and pulled Cat in beside him.

Bracing his back against the mountain, he
pushed a large boulder free. It tumbled down, crashed into others,
and filled the canyon with a thunderous landslide.

 



Chapter Three




"They've taken the bait."

Hashim Chopra smiled at the news given him
via the cell phone he had pressed against his ear to hear above the
noise of the wool processing plant's carding machines. "Good. Send
the trucks now."

Soon after his command, six trucks full of
thousands of brightly-colored wool skeins drove from Asadabad north
into Pakistan while the ANA and ISAF forces focused on Chopra's
drug runners in the Khyber Pass. Wrapped inside each skein of wool
was a brick of pure HC heroin.

Ishaq, one of Chopra's underlings, burst into
the narrow office at the edge of the plant floor where Chopra ran
his business. "What have you done?" he cried.

A computer sat on a paper-strewn table that
took up most of the room. Ishaq tripped over the small steel
garbage can by the door. His face burned red with anger.

"I have done nothing," Chopra said, spreading
his hands, still clutching the cell phone.

"You sent Taba, my own brother, out to be
captured, didn't you? They'll put him in Pul-e-Charki jail just
like the others!"

"I would never betray my own men." Chopra
touched his free hand to his heart. "If they are captured, it is
because they were not careful enough."

"Liar!" Ishaq pulled an antique Webley
revolver from beneath his pattu. His hands shook as he pointed it
at Chopra. "It's always the small people isn't it? No one will ever
stop the barons. Well, this small man is going to put an end to
you."

Chopra rubbed his short beard and shook his
head sadly at Ishaq. "This is a mistake, my friend. Put the gun
away."

"Never!"

A staccato of gunfire echoed through the
tight office. Ishaq crumpled to the floor. Sayed, Chopra's nephew,
stood in the doorway with an AK-47 in his hand. He bowed. "It is
the price we pay, Uncle."

Hashim Chopra nodded, gathered his dishdasha
robe, and walked around the blood pooling at his feet.

 


* * *

 


Vince doubled over, leaning against the rock
face, gasping. His muscles burned. His arms shook. The Black Hawk
throbbed in the distance, still looking for him and Cat. Vince had
used the landslide as cover to find a crevice that led out of the
box canyon and into another and then another, and they'd lost their
pursuers in the maze-like mountains.

Cat stopped next to Vince beneath an overhang
that blocked them from aerial view. "Your face is burned," she
said, throwing back the burqa to get a better look at him. "So's
your hand." Her forehead wrinkled in concern.

Vince squinted at the singed hairs on the
back of his hand. "It's not serious. How about you?" His heart
still threatened to burst from his chest. The fine dirt clung to
his sweaty face. He wiped it away and spit the grit from between
his teeth. Not serious? They'd been sent to stop the flow of
heroin from Kabul. Nothing could be more serious to Vince.

"My burqa's ruined." Cat tossed the scorched
piece of material to the ground.

Vince frowned. "You'll have to wear it the
way it is, I'm afraid." Though the fabric had melted, Cat seemed
unharmed.

"Light activated detonator, you think?" Cat
leaned against the rock and pulled her long black hair away from
her dusky face.

Vince nodded and picked up the burqa to hide
his shaking hands. Someone had intended to blow up the heroin the
moment the ANA apprehended it. "You suppose those smugglers put the
bomb in the heroin or someone else?"

Cat lifted an imaginary newspaper to read the
headlines. "Suicide Bombers Kill Three American Soldiers and
Injures Several Others in Afghan Drug Raid. Taliban insurgents,
I'd say."

"Too easy. There's something else going on
here." Something tied to the heroin. Had to be.

Cat took the burqa from his hands and brushed
a warm kiss across his cheek. "Want to tell me what's wrong?"

"Nothing, except that bomb just blew up the
only leads we had to the drug ring." Vince's voice came out too
scratchy and tense.

Cat stared up at him. "You felt we should
come this way. Your intuition has never been wrong before. I'm sure
we'll find what we're looking for. Let's go." Cat tucked the burqa
under her arm.

Vince gritted his teeth and took the lead
down the rock-strewn defile, scanning the path ahead for land mines
or unexploded mortars. They'd have to stay off the roads now, which
would make their going rough through the hills. The brown mountains
rose up around them. Gray clouds tumbled together overhead,
promising rain.

In leaving the road behind, they'd doomed
themselves to a long trek to the closest village of Ghani
Kheyl.

After listening to make sure the helicopter
had drifted farther away, Vince climbed a steep slope to a ridge
and stared at the desolate landscape. He needed to get his bearings
before the helicopter swept back toward them. Mountain after
mountain stretched across the horizon. Somewhere out there lay
Ghani Kheyl.

Cat came up beside him. It hardly seemed
possible, but the day had grown colder. When she spoke, the wind
carried her words away from him. "There's nothing out here but
rocks and dirt. I hate this place."

Vince pulled his pattu from his shoulder,
shook it out, and wrapped it around Cat. "We've been to nicer
places. That's for sure." And worse places. Normally Vince didn't
much care where they went as long as he got to see plenty of action
and had Cat beside him. But he'd waited a long time for this
assignment, this chance to strike at the heart of the evil that had
destroyed his childhood.

Kochi's tattered watch on Vince's wrist
beeped. "Time for Salat-ul-zuhr," he said. Below him a black cleft
in the rock promised shelter. "Let's get off this ridge and find
somewhere out of the wind before that helicopter comes back."

"You're not going to waste our time praying
are you?" Cat followed him as he headed down the slope.

"We have no food, no water, no map, and no
GPS. What can praying hurt? We are Kochi and his wife. Kochi would
not miss Salat-ul-zuhr."

Cat grunted in amusement.

Vince picked his way down the mountainside to
the cave below. Raindrops pelted the ground just missing Vince as
he ducked inside. A sense of rightness settled over him. The narrow
cave gave them enough room to get out of the wind and rain. The
back extended deeper into the mountain in an inky black line.

"Oh, Allah, forgive my sins, make my home
accommodating, and grant me abundance," Vince said, preparing for
the ritual washing before Salat.

Cat tightened the pattu around her shoulders
and sat with her back against the wall. Outside, the freezing rain
obscured the landscape.

The prayer soothed Vince's nerves and focused
his mind. He found it easier when he went undercover to become the
person he was supposed to be, rather than just impersonate him. Cat
felt differently, but Vince could rely on her. As Kochi, Vince
would pray while Cat kept guard.

As the chanted prayer rolled from Vince's
lips, he wondered if praying really worked, if there really was
some Allah, some God out there who cared about this world. About
Vince.

He wanted to shout, "Why did you make my
father a drug dealer? Why did my parents die?" As always he got no
answer besides the obvious. If he hadn't been an orphan, he
wouldn't have been recruited into the PSF. He thought of all his
missions. The people he and Cat had killed. The ones they'd
saved.

A faint click sounded from the far reaches of
the cave. Cat jumped to her feet. Vince rose, reaching for his PSF
knife.

 



Chapter Four




Cat pointed to the slit in the rock where the
cave extended and let Vince go first. Outside, the rain thundered
against the mountain, but not loud enough to have covered Vince's
voice while he prayed.

Stupid, Cat reprimanded herself. Any
fledgling agent would know to check the cave out first, but she'd
trusted Vince's senses to warn them if there was danger. He was
never wrong, but the click that had interrupted his prayer was
beyond a doubt the safety snicking off an AK-47.

Darkness engulfed Cat. The shuffle of their
feet echoed against the tight walls. Cat unzipped her coat and
eased her pistol free from its holster. She'd lost the assault
rifle to the ANA, but the P32 better suited the cave's confined
space anyway.

A faint gust stirred the air, and Vince
flattened against the rock wall. The cave opened into a chamber
just ahead. Whoever was there waited in the dark.

Cat pressed against Vince as she inched
around him and felt forward to where the wall ended. Vince's chest
was warm against her. She could hear his soft breathing in her ear
and someone else's breathing just beyond. She pointed her pistol
around the corner. It sounded like only one man. A single shot
would do the job.

Vince eased her arm down. His warm voice
filled the cave with a traditional Muslim greeting. "May the peace
of Allah descend upon you and His mercy and blessings."

The voice of a young man responded. "Who are
you?"

Cat kept her pistol out and withdrew a pace.
Something was wrong with Vince, but she had to trust him like she
always had in the past.

"I am Kochi, a farmer from Jabah. Who are
you?" Vince said.

"I am Taba. I know everyone in the village
you say you're from. There is no Kochi there." The sound of metal
on rough skin whispered through the cave as Taba adjusted his hold
on the assault rifle in the dark.

"Ah, then you know my cousin Hazrat Mir,"
Vince said.

Taba coughed in response.

In the middle of these desolate mountains,
miles from any road, Vince had found a man from Kochi's tiny
village. Cat licked her lips. Whatever was bothering Vince, it had
not hampered his uncanny ability to get to the heart of a problem
through an unexpected route.

Vince spoke again. "My family was forced to
flee to a refugee camp in Pakistan many years ago. I am all that is
left, and I'm coming home to help my cousin with his sheep and
crops."

He paused, but Taba remained silent.

Vince tucked his PSF knife back into his
turban and inched out into the open space. "If you have a light,
turn it on. I'm coming out. You will see I have no weapon and
cannot hurt you."

Cat stayed hidden and kept her pistol
ready.

A flashlight clicked on, illuminating Vince,
spreading his shadow on the wall behind him. Vince lifted his hand
to shield his eyes from the brightness.

Cat could just make out Taba sitting against
the opposite wall, an AK-47 in one hand, the flashlight in the
other, his right leg bent at an odd angle.

"You're hurt?" Vince said. "What happened to
your leg?"

"First you answer my question. If you are
headed to Jabah, why aren't you on the road?" He kept the light and
the gun trained on Vince.

Vince shook his head, feigning sorrow. "It is
a sad thing." He described their encounter in the pass while Taba
listened. "My wife and I barely escaped with our lives."

"Your wife?" Taba shined the light around the
cave, looking for Cat.

"She is back there." Vince gestured toward
Cat.

Cat stayed hidden in the thin cleft.

Taba sighed and lowered the gun. His face
twisted with pain from his leg and a measure of disbelief. "The
heroin blew up?"

"Someone planted a bomb inside." Vince
crossed to Taba to check his leg. Even from where Cat stood she
could tell it was broken. A canteen and bundle of food and supplies
lay beside him.

"I have the same question for you, Taba,"
Vince said. "What are you doing out here in the middle of nowhere,
and what happened to your leg?"

Taba winced as Vince touched his leg. "I was
traveling from Achin to the pass with some friends, but a donkey
kicked my leg. I think it's broken."

"Your friends left you here?"

Taba looked away. "They were going to come
back for me."

Vince tensed.

Cat whirled to see if someone had come in
behind them, but saw no one.

 


* * *

 


Vince sucked in a breath at Taba's
announcement that his friends meant to come back for him. She
was going to come back for me, Vince thought. His mother had
promised when the police took her to prison. But she hadn't come
back.

Sunshine, the PSF recruiter, came instead.
Sunshine wasn't her real name. No one in the PSF had real names,
just a call name and an endless stream of fake identities.

Sunshine had taken Vince from foster care to
Washington DC. Given him a new life. A new identity. Burned all
records of his past. Only three living people knew about Vince's
first twelve years: Sunshine, who had brought him into the PSF
because of his unique talents and penchant for fighting; King, the
head of the PSF who had accepted Sunshine's recommendation of
Vince; and Tag, Vince's first trainer.

Vince thrust aside the memory of losing his
mother and gave Taba a reassuring smile. In the dim glow from the
flashlight, he could see the broken leg wasn't too bad to move him.
"I think I can set it," he said. "But we should get you to a doctor
as soon as possible."

Taba's breath came in strained, painful
gasps. "Do you have a horse or donkey?"

Vince licked his dusty lips. The cave smelled
like dry bones. "No. We have nothing. The ANA took our things. It
is a long way to Ghani Kheyl, but I think we can make it."

A tingle ran through Vince. The other drug
runners were dead, but they'd left a friend behind who could give
him a way into the drug baron's network. Besides, Taba would keep
them from getting lost on the way to Ghani Kheyl.

"I can't walk."

"I'll help you, if you'll share some of your
food and water with me and my wife."

Cat was still hidden, watching his back. They
were a team, always had been. A stab of fear went through him at
the thought of ever losing her.

Taba agreed. "Praise be to Allah that you
came this way."

Vince could tell from the tightness of Taba's
voice that he was upset about the bomb that had killed the heroin
smugglers. They must have been the friends Taba mentioned. No. They
would not come back for him.

"Cat, see if you can find something to splint
Taba's leg," Vince said over his shoulder. He heard Cat rustle in
the crevice where he'd left her.

"Like what?" she muttered as she withdrew the
way they'd come. "It's not like I can stroll down the street to the
local drug store."

"Feisty woman," Taba said as Vince got hold
of his leg. It was swollen and bruised from the impact of the
donkey's hoof.

"I like her that way." Vince forced the bone
back into position, and Taba cried out. "Are you married?" Vince
asked to draw his attention away from the pain.

"I have two wives," Taba said through gritted
teeth. "Inas and Sahar. They are good to me. I must get back to
them in Kabul. I do not know what would become of them and my six
children if I don't return."

Cat slipped into the chamber, wearing her
burqa as was proper for a devout tribal woman in the presence of a
man other than her husband. "Nothing out there. Let's see what
you've got here." She rummaged through Taba's things, but the best
she could find was a long wooden spoon. "We won't be able to
immobilize the joints with this, but it's better than nothing. Of
course we could use his rifle." She grinned at Vince through
the burqa's mesh and reached for Taba's gun.

"No." Taba tightened his hands on the
rifle.

The spoon would have to do, that and a
tattered Afghan magazine that Vince rolled up to brace the other
side of the leg. He cut strips of fabric from his Pattu and used
them to tie the splints in place.

"Any sign of the helicopter?" he asked
Cat.

Cat shook her head. "It must have gone back
to refuel. We should move now while we have the chance."

 



Chapter Five




Cat gathered up the supplies while Vince
helped Taba get to his feet. She would never understand how Vince's
instincts worked. They worked, that's all that mattered. One lone
injured man in a cave in-the-middle-of-nowhere Afghanistan. A man
with connections to Kabul's heroin trade. She smothered a laugh as
Vince helped Taba out of the cave and down the rain-slicked
hillside.

Taba pointed out a path at the base of the
hill. Rain drizzled from the sky, soaking Cat's burqa. The wet
fabric grew heavy, smothering her. She longed to throw it off, but
refused to blow their cover with such a move. She slung Taba's
canteen over her shoulder and readjusted the bundle of food,
wishing her hands were free, coveting Taba's AK-47.

They made slow progress with Vince helping
the limping Taba. Here and there a twisted tree rose up among
sparse tufts of grass as they moved away from the high pass. Cat
longed to reach the more fertile valleys below.

"I hear everyone is growing poppies now the
Taliban is gone," Vince said.

Cat walked close behind Vince and Taba,
listening in silence while Vince worked Taba for information. Vince
carried on smooth and calm now, but he had tensed in the cave for
some reason Cat couldn't figure out.

When Sunshine had given them this assignment
he'd spent the night pacing after he thought Cat was asleep. Back
and forth, hands clenching and unclenching. When she'd confronted
him in the morning, he'd retreated to the shower without comment.
Since then he'd tried to cover whatever was bothering him with his
usual nonchalant demeanor, but he still had flashes of some deeper
tension.

Something haunted him. In all their years
together, she'd never seen him like this.

"The prices are down. There is so much
opium," Taba said. "The British and American infidels say we should
raise wheat, but lenders won't give money to plant wheat. They only
want opium."

"Will anyone plant wheat?" Vince asked.

"No. I don't think so. We barely survive with
poppies."

Vince stumbled. Taba grunted in pain. Cat
eased up closer behind them, watching her step on the rocky
ground.

"That is why you take other jobs?" Vince kept
his voice mild.

"I have family. What else can I do? Watch my
wives and children starve?"

"I thought it would be good here so I could
come home," Vince said. "Do you think my cousin will be glad for my
help or despair at another mouth to feed?"

"I do not know. I haven't seen Hazrat Mir
since I moved to Kabul."

"You have work there?"

Taba stared at the ground. "There is a wool
processing plant. They pay me well."

Wool processing plant. Cat tucked the
information away in her mind.

"Better than growing your own opium?" Vince
asked.

"I owe too much. No one will lend me money to
plant my own fields. My brother works at the plant. He got me a job
there, Allah forgive me."

"There is no shame in working in the
city."

No shame in working, Cat thought.
Smuggling heroin was another matter.

Pain wrinkled Taba's weathered face, and he
fell silent.

They camped for the night in one of the many
crumbling forts that dotted Afghanistan's eastern mountains. The
tribal lands had seldom known peace. It was an old fort made out of
mud bricks like so many of the buildings in the area. Its
dilapidated condition left it uninhabited, though many of the forts
in these mountains were occupied by Taliban insurgents.

Cat kept first watch, standing in the dark
behind a crumbling wall that looked down on the path below, while
Vince and Taba slept. The wind played with her burqa in fitful
gasps, but the rain stopped. Gradually the clouds rolled away,
showing a sky full of bright stars.

Growing up in California she'd never dreamed
that there were so many stars. The city lights hid them from view,
even up in the secluded compound where her father trained PSF
agents. A martial arts master, he'd moved from Japan to America. He
taught others to fight, but not his own daughter. Despite his move
to the states, he kept his view of a more traditional Japanese
woman's role. He'd pampered her, gave her everything money could
buy, but refused to train her.

The nip of the cold night, made Cat shiver.
The taste of gunpowder lingered on her tongue from the shooting
earlier that day. She relished the flavor and the silent deadly
night and savored the smell of her melted burqa. Explosions kept
her blood pumping, reassured her that she still lived. Just the
thought that enemies could loom up out of the darkness at any
moment filled her lungs with life-giving air.

She'd always felt that way, even as a child:
suffocated by the mundane and meaningless, freed by the excitement
of battle. Unbeknownst to her father, she'd watched him train his
students. She'd learned and practiced the moves, and memorizing the
faces and call names of every PSF agent that came to his compound.
Fire ran through her veins. But she'd had no one to practice with,
no one to fight.

She half-turned to look at where Vince lay on
his side amid the ruins, his head cradled against one arm, his PSF
knife clutched in his hand. She'd had no one until Vince came
along.

He'd been lonely, empty and cold. He'd
refused to care about anyone. But he'd also been fearless and
unchauvinistic. She'd convinced him to train with her. She hadn't
meant to fall in love with him. And he had no intentions of loving
anyone. But they both had grown to love the thrill of fighting, the
rush of danger, and gradually each other.

When it came time for Vince to start field
work, Cat had insisted on going along as Vince's partner. King
objected until Cat pointed out that she could identify almost all
his current field agents. A dangerous claim. King might have chosen
to kill her on the spot, but he would have had to kill her father
too. The organization still needed his special talents. Cat had won
her freedom and Vince.

The PSF had staged Cat's death and funeral.
Her father cried as they lowered her casket into the ground. Maria
Catherine Tatsujin was dead and Cat given a new identity. Her
father warned Vince to take care of her and told Cat she was always
welcome to come home. She hadn't seen her father since. This
crumbling fort beneath the frosty stars had become her home, if
only for tonight.

She remembered the first time she's seen so
many stars. In Iran in November 1979. Vince had been twenty-two and
she only nineteen. In the Iranian desert, the stars shone like a
vast array of diamonds, and the Milky Way stretched its white arm
across velvet black.

She and Vince had celebrated their honeymoon
on assignment in Teheran, convincing the Arab militants who'd taken
over the US embassy to free the female, African American, and
non-US citizen hostages. Among the select group, she and Vince had
slipped false ID's to a US ambassador and his son, showing they
were French diplomats. The remaining fifty-three hostages had a
long wait before their release, but Cat felt good she and Vince had
at least gotten a few people out of that mess.

Now, years later, the stars had not changed,
though the political climate in the Middle East was as fickle as
the weather. Cat picked at the crumbling wall and tossed a bit of
it down the path.

Vince snapped awake and into a crouch. His
blade flicked out.

Cat let out a low laugh. "Just checking your
reflexes."

Vince stretched and flicked the blade back
in. "Passed?"

Cat nodded. He came up beside her, slid his
arms under the burqa to lift it, and pressed his warm lips against
hers.

"It's quiet," she said when the kiss was
over. "I don’t like it."

Vince leaned against the wall and got a
faraway look in his eyes. Cat remained silent and let him search
his senses for danger.

"Someone's coming," he murmured. "A monster
waits in the darkness."

Cat gripped his arm. "If you're trying to
scare me, I like it." She kissed him again. "What kind of
monster?"

A low hum rose in the distance, and a light
winked into sight as an old motorbike came around a hill to the
southwest and sped toward them. Cat and Vince ducked behind the low
stone wall.

"A monster with sense," Cat muttered. "I'd
take a motorbike over a donkey any day."

 



 


 


 Chapter Six

 


Vince kept his head down and listened as the
roar of the bike rose in pitch then sped past. He glanced over the
wall and watched the single rider maneuver around the hill across
from them and disappear. The engine cut, leaving the night silent
as it had been before.

"He stopped," Cat said. "Couldn't be that far
from here."

"Just around that hill. Too close for my
liking." Vince clutched his knife. The blade flicked out with a
soft hiss. He'd sensed the rider coming and something else.
Something bigger. Deadly. Perhaps monster wasn't the right word,
but he could put no other name to the threatening blackness that
hung over him. "I'll go take a look. We don't want any surprises.
Wake Taba and pack the supplies."

Vince eased down the muddy hill in the dark,
careful not to dislodge any rocks or make a noise, straining to
hear sounds of the bike rider or other nameless foe. He reached the
bottom of the hill and followed the path the biker had taken. Inch
by inch, keeping to the deeper shadows out of the starlight. His
nerves stretched taut, as he imagined the biker waiting on the side
of the hill with a loaded gun.

At least Cat was close by, ready to give
backup if he needed it. She'd pulled him out of more messes than he
wanted to count over the years. He'd done the same for her.

Vince came around the curve and flattened
himself against the muddy ground. Then waited. Listening. The biker
had to be close. The wind whispered against the hillside. He
strained to catch sight of movement, a glint of the bike in the
starlight. Nothing. It had vanished like an apparition.

Vince got to his knees and crawled forward.
The back of his neck tingled, and he flattened himself again.
Waited. Heard nothing. Saw nothing. Felt only a black presence like
the mountain itself breathing over him. Vince got to his feet to
explore further up the hill. The tingle in his neck returned and
spread down his spine. When he moved forward, his gut wrenched in
warning.

He backed away. He wasn't afraid to go into
danger, but he couldn't ignore a strong physical reaction like
that. Whatever lay up that hill in the darkness would have to wait
for another time. He had business to attend to at a wool processing
plant in Kabul.

He returned to the fort where Cat and Taba
waited.

"We should go," he whispered. "Before it gets
light."

"What did you see?" Cat asked.

"Nothing, and that worries me."

He helped Taba down the hill, keeping out of
sight behind the ruined fort wall and various rocks near the
bottom. Whenever he glanced toward the hill where the biker had
vanished, the hair on his neck stood on end.

 


* * *

 


The American closed his e-mail, saved his
files onto a thumb drive, and reformatted his hard drive to erase
all evidence of his activities. Gripping the edge of his desk, he
stared up at the picture of the flag-draped coffins on his office
wall.

Damn warmongering president. Killed my
daughter. Tracy, his angel, the infant who had held his
fingers, the little girl who had clipped her pink bows in his hair,
the teen who had taken State in cheerleading, and gone on to
graduate from West Point.

The American stood. Anger burned the back of
his throat. The president would pay for Tracy's death. Soon. Very
soon. He slammed his fist on the desk then composed himself. He had
to speak with the president in the morning. He must stay calm and
seem friendly, for now.

 


* * *

 


Warlord Abdul Ahmadzai leaned back in his
chair and reread the message on his computer screen. He sat in a
musty room blasted from solid rock. The rickety wooden table in
front of him held a computer with satellite internet capabilities,
a printer, and a cell phone.

A single light bulb mounted on the rock wall,
filled the cave with a yellow glow, illuminating the e-mail message
he'd just received.

Subject: Red-handed

The money is tagged and secure. Will
transfer on your orders. My agent should arrive soon. Our enemies
will fall.

The American was ready. A knock sounded at
the door. Ahmadzai deleted the e-mail and rose to face the
messenger who entered his office. Motorbike fumes still clung to
the man's clothes.

"How is Chopra?" Ahmadzai asked.

The man gave a slight bow. "Upon you and upon
him be the peace of Allah. He is well. I am to tell you he has
placed the file you sent him on his computer, like you ordered. He
could not open it."

"He's not meant to open it," Ahmadzai
growled. "Just keep it safe."

"As you wish." The man shuffled his feet.

"And the latest shipment?" Ahmadzai wiped his
hands on his pattu and made his way out onto the balcony
overlooking the cave's main chamber that housed five hundred of his
men. These were seasoned fighters. Mujahideen who had been with him
in his battle against the Russians and the Taliban government.

"It is on its way. No problems."

"The infidels pay us to poison themselves
with heroin. They are weak." Ahmadzai strode along the walkway to
his security room which hosed a bank of monitors, showing the steel
door that blocked the cave's entrance and the mountain slopes
around it. From the outside it looked like the rest of the mountain
face. The rider had come in without incident, but Ahmadzai like to
check security himself.

Nothing moved in the night, but hidden gunmen
secreted across the hillside could be called into action at the
first sign of approaching menace.

His men elsewhere had been harassed by the
American soldiers, but this fortress remained undiscovered. His men
fought when they had to, and retreated to new hiding places
whenever possible. Soon there would be no more running and hiding.
The Americans thought they could bring democracy to this country.
They would fail.

Abdul Ahmadzai had waited long to rule
Afghanistan. He chuckled at the e-mail. Only Chad Duncan, the
President of the United States, stood in his way. Soon, through the
blessings of Allah, the President's own countryman, and a deadly
surprise, Mr. Duncan would no longer be a problem.

On the main floor below Ahmadzai, one of the
Mujahideen stumbled up from a stairway that led hundreds of feet
down to the roots of the mountain. He was drenched in sweat, and
saliva dribbled from the corners of his mouth. He stumbled to his
knees and cried out in pain, clutching a bright red patch on his
arm.

"Stay away!" Ahmadzai called to his men on
the floor. He snapped a gas mask over his face. Everyone else
followed his lead.

The man screamed as convulsions tore through
his body. He fell on his back and writhed in pain for ten minutes
before stiffening with paralysis. His eyes blinked up at Ahmadzai,
the pupils contracted to pinpoints. A moment later, the muscles
that worked his lungs gave out. He turned dusky blue and then fled
to Allah's arms.

A man in a protective white suit and gas mask
came up from the passageway and climbed to the balcony where
Ahmadzai stood.

"I'm afraid some of the mortar shells are
leaking," he said, his voice muffled by the mask.

"Quarantine the area. Don't let anyone down
there again until it's time. The sarin is for the Americans, not
us. Get rid of that body before it contaminates the whole chamber."
Ahmadzai strode back to his office. Soon he would rule
Afghanistan.

 



Chapter Seven




Ghani Kheyl spread out below Vince like a
mottled snake along the valley floor. Shops built of stone and mud
bricks lined the dirt roads. The afternoon sun glared off the
building's straw roofs. The sound of the traders' calls and the
smell of men and donkeys wafted up the hillside where Vince stood
at the edge of a poppy field.

"We will get help for your leg here," Vince
told Taba who leaned heavily on his shoulder. Their long walk had
been hard on the injured man. Vince had helped him along as they
made slow progress through the day while Cat walked in silence
behind.

"Maybe not," Cat said. She pointed to a
cluster of Strykers, American armored troop-transport vehicles, on
the road through the center of town.

"Oh great," Vince muttered. "You'd think
they'd have better things to do than search for poor old Kochi and
his wife."

Taba cleared his throat. "Maybe they're here
for humanitarian reasons. The Americans have done a lot of good in
this province."

"Let's hope so," Vince said. "All the same,
we should take a back way into town." He started down toward the
village, keeping to the fields. His senses heightened. The sound of
each footstep jarred his nerves. With Taba's weight against him,
he'd have to push Taba away before he could run or fight. He heard
the muffled shush of Cat's pistol coming out of its holster,
but could see no sign of the gun under her burqa.

Cat watched him to see if he sensed any kind
of danger.

Vince sensed nothing, no prickle of warning,
no calm of assurance that they should enter the village. He
shrugged. They had nowhere else they could reach on foot to treat
Taba's broken leg.

Cat narrowed her eyes at Vince then returned
her gaze to the Strykers waiting on the main thoroughfare
below.

Vince pressed forward. Tense, ready for
trouble, though he hoped to avoid it at least until they reached
Kabul, and Taba got them a job at the wool processing plant.

They came to a low stone wall that marked the
edge of the fields and the beginning of Ghani Kheyl. Vince helped
Taba over the wall. Together, the three of them rounded a mud-brick
building and stepped into a thin lane that lead up to the main
street. Colorful cloths flapped in doorways, creating a dusty
labyrinth filled with jostling traders and farmers that milled
between the shops, buying and selling vegetables, wool blankets,
and animals. The smell of dung and human sweat grew stronger on the
crowded street.

In an open butcher shop, a blood-splattered
butcher chopped a lamb into slabs of meat and hung the slabs out
for customers to see. The smell of raw mutton made Vince's stomach
churn. Annoyed at his complaining stomach, he pressed forward
through the crowd.

They reached a sagging bar at the corner of
the main street. A glance through the window revealed a couple of
American solders passing around a picture, asking questions. Vince
forced Taba to move faster, hurrying for the cover of a knot of
people buying kabobs from an outdoor grill.

"They can't have our picture," Cat said.

"A camera on the Black Hawk could have taken
it." Vince scanned the street for more soldiers. A swaying camel
blocked his view, grunting under the weight of the corroded
refrigerator it carried.

Taba groaned and rubbed at his leg. "Do you
see a clinic? It should be on this street."

"Not yet," Vince said.

"How many," the kabob seller asked. The
sizzling mutton and onion kabobs made Vince's mouth water.

"Six." Vince paid with some of the money the
ANA soldiers hadn't found in his turban. He gave the first two
kabobs to Cat and the next two to Taba.

Cat pointed across the street to a small
building with a weathered wooden sign that said Clinic,
visible now that the camel had passed. She started over to it while
Vince grabbed the last two kabobs from the vender and bit into the
juicy meat.

 


* * *

 


Cat hurried to the clinic, glancing over her
shoulder to make sure Vince and Taba followed. She stopped on the
porch just outside the door and waited for the two men. Her
fire-blackened burqa still smelled of scorched fabric, but it made
her something close to invisible. She could look out, but no one
looking in could tell who she was, or see the weapons she kept
ready.

The scent of stale antiseptic drifted through
the curtained doorway along with the sound of an infant's wail. She
held the curtain back for Vince to help Taba inside then followed
them.

The sick and injured crowded the small
clinic, waiting to be seen by a harried American military doctor
who, guarded by MP's, was packing up his things and promising to be
back the following week. Cat froze. Talk about bad luck. It had to
be an American doctor instead of an Afghan one.

"Let's get out of here," she whispered to
Vince.

Vince started to pull Taba back toward the
door, but a woman's anguished cry stopped him.

"Please, my baby, my baby," the woman begged,
but the doctor only spoke English and didn't understand. She held
the pale child out to him. "He is coughing, he does not breathe
right. Please help."

"We'll be back next week," one of the MP's
said, herding the woman against Vince and Taba so the doctor could
leave the building.

The baby coughed and his breath rattled.

Vince let go of Taba and slid in front of the
door, blocking the doctor's exit.

"Kochi, no," Cat hissed, but he ignored
her.

"Please, sir," Vince said in broken English.
"The baby has pneumonia. It will die before next week. She needs
antibiotics for the child."

Cat ground her teeth. Vince risked losing
Taba's trust by speaking English. Taba was their best lead into the
confidence of the heroin smugglers. And what if the MP's had a copy
of the picture the other soldiers had been showing around.

The doctor stopped. "Pneumonia?"

"Yes, yes," Vince said. "Listen. You can hear
him breathe." He scooped the baby out of the woman's arms and held
him out to the doctor.

"We have to go," the MP said. "We need to be
back to Kabul before dark, and we have other stops to make."

"Just a moment." The doctor took out his
stethoscope and pressed it against the baby's chest. Vince cooed to
the crying baby to silence it while the doctor listened.

"I think you're right." The doctor set his
case on the ground, opened it, and got out the needed antibiotics.
"Here. Give him this much three times a day." The doctor pointed to
the line on the dosing syringe.

"Thank you," Vince said, taking the medicine
from him and bowing. "Allah be merciful to you."

The Americans hurried out of the building.
Vince turned to give the baby to its mother. The room had fallen
silent, everyone watching Vince: the three stooped old women in
gray burqas near the back wall, a middle-aged farmer with a
blistering burn on his arm, and a half dozen others who'd just seen
him do what none of the rest of them could. Taba stared at him in
open wonder, tinged with dismay.

"American red cross workers came to our
refugee camp in Pakistan," Vince said, handing the baby to its
mother. He explained to her how to give the little one the
medicine. "I learned English from them. I thought maybe someday I
could help someone too."

Nice try, Cat thought.

Vince wrapped his arm under Taba's shoulders
and helped him limp out of the building. He let him onto the bench
that ran along the front of the clinic and slumped down beside him.
"I'm sorry, Taba." He put his face in his hands.

Cat kept her mouth shut and took a seat on
the far side of the bench away from the men. Even she couldn't tell
sometimes when Vince was just acting or showing real emotion. He
looked like nothing more than an exhausted refugee whose homecoming
had not gone as he'd planned.

Helping the mother and baby had been SEP,
Someone Else's Problem, not part of their assignment. But she loved
Vince for doing it. She new Vince's first trainer, Tag, had tried
to teach him the brutal efficiency that a PSF field agent needed to
survive. Tag had failed to change Vince. When he handed Vince over
to Cat's father for training he'd urged Master Tatsujin to make
sure Vince washed out of the field agent program.

Her father had tried to make Vince quit, and
Cat doubted anyone could be more brutal than her father. Vince just
dug in harder and refused to give up.

"Is there another clinic in Ghani Kheyl?"
Vince asked Taba. "Are there no Afghan doctors here?"

"There are in Jalalabad, but it is over sixty
kilometers from here, and I can't walk anymore." Taba rubbed his
swollen leg.

"We'll find a way to get there?" Vince
said.

"Sometimes pickup trucks take passengers, but
I don't have money for that." Taba's eyes showed the fear that he
would never return to Kabul or his family again.

Vince unwound more of his turban to get the
rest of his money. "We will take a truck all the way to Kabul, to
the hospital."

Taba stared at the wad of currency in Vince's
hands. "Where did you get so much money? You are not Kochi. Who are
you really?"

"I am a friend," Vince said.

Taba lowered his eyebrows, giving Vince a
dark look. "You are no friend. I don't know what you are."

Out of the corner of her eyes, Cat saw the
MP's help the doctor into one of the Strykers and hurry over to the
soldiers leaving the bar.

"Taba, my friend," Vince said, shaking his
head. "I wish to go with you to Kabul to make sure you get home
safely, but I see that you no longer want my company."

Vince set several of the bills on the bench
next to Taba. "May Allah see you safely home and shower blessings
on your family." Vince rose from the bench and motioned to Cat. He
stepped onto the dusty street and hurried in the opposite direction
of the soldiers.

 



Chapter Eight




Vince cut down a narrow side street of the
Ghani Kheyl bazaar, stopped, leaned back against the building, and
let out a deep breath. "Sorry, Cat. It was a baby." His heart
hammered, and the baby's cries still rang in his ears. He and Cat
had never had children. They would have been forced to give up
field work and retire to the States if they had. Neither of them
was willing to do that.

Cat straightened her burqa so the mesh sat
square over her eyes. "So we lost Taba? You saved a baby's life.
That's more important. We can find the wool processing plant by
ourselves. There can't be that many of them in Kabul."

Vince dragged her into a hug and kissed the
top of her burqa-covered head.

She nudged him away. "You are hopeless. It's
a wonder they still let us do field work."

Vince waited for a couple of farmers with a
bundle of dead chickens over their shoulders to shuffle past before
answering. "But we always get the job done."

"And how do you intend to do it now." Cat
folded her arms under the burqa and waited for him to answer.

Vince peered around the corner back the way
they had come. Taba sat on the bench, calling out to a lone passing
pickup truck. Going on without Taba felt wrong to him. A dark
unease turned his gut. The soldiers headed toward the clinic.

"Vince?" Cat edged further down the side
street.

Vince cleared his throat. "We follow Taba to
Kabul. He'll lead us to the drug baron who is running this heroin
ring."

"Follow him how?"

A battered truck rattled through the crowded
street. Sheep bleated in a wooden pen built onto the truck bed. The
crowded sheep peered through the slats at Vince as they passed.

"Like this." Vince grabbed hold of the slats
at the back of the truck and jumped. Cat followed, agile even
wearing a burqa. Vince scrambled up the side of the pen and dropped
down among the sheep. He landed on his hands and knees with his
face up against the sheep's bellies.

"This is pleasant," Cat said, crammed in
beside him. She wrinkled her nose at the fresh sheep droppings that
her hands pressed into.

Vince grunted as a sheep butted his side. Its
rough wool rubbed against his cheek. Through the tangled legs he
caught a glimpse of the empty clinic porch. Taba had gotten his
ride, it seemed. The sheep truck trundled past the Strykers and US
soldiers unhindered.

"Sixty kilometers to Jalalabad," Cat
muttered. "Assuming that's where this is headed."

"Has to be," Vince said. He pushed his way to
the side and sat with his back against the truck and shielded his
face from the crowding sheep with his arms. "The Ghani Kheyl
butcher couldn't handle this many sheep at once."

Cat squished in beside him.

Two hours later the truck lurched to a halt
on a crowded street in Jalalabad. Vince patted the sheep goodbye
and blitzed over the side. He gave Cat a hand down and helped her
adjust her now soiled-as-well-as-melted burqa. They made their way
along the road lined with the wooden carts of vendors who sold a
vast array of fruits and vegetables: everything from oranges to
barley, watermelons to radishes. Vince and Cat had come down out of
the arid mountains into Afghanistan's breadbasket. Flat landscape,
trees and greenery, replaced the desolate mountain rocks.

Cat stopped at a public water spigot and
washed her hands while Vince chatted with a man selling onions at a
stand beneath a frayed canvas awning. After a few moments, Vince
joined Cat at the spigot. "The shop owner says the bus for Kabul
hasn't left yet. If we hurry we can get to the stop in time to
catch it. A block over and a block down that way."

"Great." Cat headed down the street, taking
long strides so her burqa billowed out behind her.

Vince finished washing and hurried to catch
up with her. They'd been lucky the sheep truck hadn't been stopped
at the many military and police checkpoints along the Jalalabad
road. If their luck held, a crowded bus might get them the rest of
the way to Kabul without discovery.

Vince didn't feel lucky. The dark tension
still tugged at him. He gritted his teeth and refused to let
whatever brooded in the mountains sidetrack him from his main
purpose. Heroin had ruined his life. He'd waited a long time to
hunt down those responsible.

He followed Cat to the bus stop, trying to
squeeze away the memory of the bullet slamming into his father's
chest. That single image that came back to him every time he
touched a gun, every time he saw some drugged-up junky. It had to
end. Now. In Kabul.

 


* * *

 


Early morning sunlight inched through the
windows of the White House Entrance Hall where King worked at his
daily task of buffing the rose and white squares of the marble
floor. The buffing machine's handle vibrated in his right hand as
the micro-fiber pad spun in a gentle circle.

King glared at a slight scuff on the marble
left by some careless person. "Is it so hard to stay on the
carpeted walkways?" he muttered. He squeezed the spray bottle in
his other hand. A sprits of marble cleaner beaded over the scuff
mark, filling the air with its heady clean scent. King let the
buffer glide over it, back and forth, until the scuff
disappeared.

A pair of Secret Service men came down the
grand staircase and took up position in the hall. King ignored them
as much as they ignored him. His ID badge hung around his neck, but
the Secret Service men didn't need to look at it to know who he
was. He'd been in charge of floor maintenance at the White house
since Kennedy.

More footsteps thumped down the stairs.
Several Secret Service men appeared along with President Duncan, up
for his morning workout, which included a daily jog around the
White House. His golden-brown hair dripped with sweat. His eyes
flashed with their usual intensity.

"Morning, Henry," he said, slapping King on
the back.

King adjusted the buffer so it spun faster.
Its hum filled the Entrance Hall, so only he could hear the
president's next words. "You taken care of the Kabul thing?"

"Yes, sir. Sent in my best two agents like
you ordered."

"Good. I've got to meet with the Senate
Foreign Relations Committee Chair today, and he won't let it rest.
Still trying to keep his campaign promise. Take down the drug
lords." Duncan chuckled and continued with his run.

King grimaced, sprayed the floor again, and
buffed away all sign of their meeting.

 



Chapter Nine




General Tagren stood on the front steps of
his office and looked out across Camp Phoenix, the US army
installation outside of Kabul. The cold wind tossed eddies of dust
into the air and over the camp's barbed-wire-topped walls.
Originally Camp Phoenix had been nothing but an abandoned tractor
trailer park. The army had set up the two Force Provider Kits in
record time, and within a few months there were enough tents,
showers, and latrines to house hundreds of soldiers.

The sound of hammers on wood vibrated the air
in a satisfying cacophony. Tag smiled to see the new cream-colored
barracks going up. The camp even had a gym and flush toilets
now.

The US flag in front of his office fluttered
half-mast in the wind after the explosion in the Khyber Pass
yesterday that killed three of his soldiers and burned a fourth so
badly he had to be flown to the US military hospital in Germany.
Tag hated losing good men and women. He was proud of them though
and honored to serve with so many who willingly risked their lives
to spread freedom and ensure the safety of their country.

Tagren's aid, Captain Johnson, walked up and
saluted. "General. A new batch of reporters just arrived. One of
them has asked to see you."

Tag growled under his breath and smacked some
of the ever-present dust from his uniform. Stupid embedded
reporters. Like I have nothing better to do. "No problem. Bring
him over to my office."

Tag went inside, took the current
intelligence reports from his desk, and shoved them into the bottom
drawer. He lifted a gold framed-picture of his wife and daughter so
he could wipe the gritty sand off the desk, using a rag and lemon
furniture polish.

Johnson returned with the reporter in tow.
"Here she is, sir." He let her in and then vanished, closing the
door behind him. He knew how much his commanding officer loved the
press.

Tag swallowed his irritation and looked up at
the woman. An old, conditioned rush of adrenaline surged through
him. "Sunshine?"

She had to be in her mid-sixties by now, but
her thin suntanned face had few wrinkles. She still wore her hair
blond and short, though the spiked fashion was new. Tag pressed his
palms against the desk to keep them from shaking. "What are you
doing here? I'm retired, remember? I have a different life now." He
forced his eyes to stay locked on Sunshine instead of glancing at
the picture on his desk.

"This room secure?" she whispered through
tight lips. She'd always been tight, trim, confident. Though from
the way she carried her shoulders it seemed her confidence had
frayed a bit. He'd never seen her outside the states before.
Sunshine did not do field work.

Tag nodded. "I check it every day, but I'm
telling you—"

Sunshine slid into a chair in front of his
desk. "You may be retired, but you're still one of us. President
Duncan is an ass, I know, but you took the oath. The only way out
is through a graveyard."

"I think the president is doing a fine job."
She didn't need to remind Tag about his oath, but they'd left him
alone for so long, why drag him back into things now?

Sunshine's eyebrows furrowed in distaste. "I
may work for the president, but it doesn't mean I have to like him.
Good thing we won't have to deal with him much longer. I doubt
he'll get re-elected. But I didn't come here to discuss
politics.

"You have an assignment for me?" Tag choked
on the words.

"Yes, it's—"

"Find someone else." He headed for the door,
but Sunshine jumped up and barred his path with her hand pressed
against his chest. He thought about breaking her arm but only for a
moment. General Tagren would never do such a thing to a "reporter."
Instead he lifted her hand from his chest and stepped around
her.

"It's not a hard assignment," Sunshine said.
"It won't compromise your position here."

"Then why are you bringing me the assignment
yourself. Surely you've suckered some new youngsters into the
program, ruined more lives." He refused to think about his own
induction into the PSF and the years of training and fieldwork
after.

Sunshine took a deep breath; a tremor ran
through her body. She had grown old. "This is important,
Tag. King doesn't want anyone else involved. Besides, you've been
out of the loop too long. You wouldn't recognize any of our newer
operatives."

"More like you thought if you came yourself I
might actually take the assignment." Tag wrapped his fingers around
the cold doorknob.

"Vince and Cat are headed this way."

Tags muscles froze, and his mind flashed to
the angry twelve-year-old who had been thrust upon him when he'd
first quit fieldwork. Vince had been brilliant, gifted, and more
pig-headed than anyone Tag had ever met. Tag had loved him like a
son and tried to convince Vince not to go into field work. Vince
had a softer side that Tag knew the final fieldwork training would
burn away. But Vince would not be dissuaded. He held some nameless
drug baron responsible for his parents' deaths and saw field work
as his only means to gain revenge.

When Vince had passed out of Tag's hands, Tag
had recommended that Vince never be put on any narcotics
assignments. He carried too much baggage to perform well in that
environment.

"Vince and Cat can't still be doing field
work. They'd be far too old by now?" Tag said. No one stayed in PSF
field work for more than twenty years. Most didn't survive past
five.

"Unlike you, they enjoy it." Sunshine leaned
against the door and pulled a couple of passports out of her
pocket. "I won't tell you why they're here. You don't need to know.
All you have to do is give them these new ID's so they can get out
of the country when they're done. A simple handoff. That's
all."

"Then why don’t you cache them somewhere. Or
better yet stay and do the handoff yourself?"

Sunshine managed a full shudder this time.
Tag laughed. It was so unlike her to leave the safety of DC. She'd
always preferred to send the young folks out to get killed.

Officially the PSF did not exist, at home or
abroad. PSF agents worked with no safety net. When things went bad,
no one came to their rescue. That's why King and Sunshine were so
careful picking new recruits. Their kids had to have no family
connections. No one to notice or care if they died, or got stuck in
some foreign prison for the rest of their life.

"I can't stay here," Sunshine said. "I have
other responsibilities. Besides, I already told Vince and Cat
you're their contact. I don't have any way to let them know if
things change."

She pressed the passports into Tag's
hand.

Tag swore. If the job were for anyone besides
Vince and Cat, Tag would hand the ID's back to Sunshine and boot
her from his office. Sunshine's lips curled into what passed for a
smile on her stern face. She knew Tag would do what she wanted. Tag
tucked the passports into the pocket of his fatigues. He'd have to
find a more secure place for them as soon as possible.

Sunshine stepped back and let him open the
door. "Thanks for the interview," she said, her voice light and
airy. She jogged down the steps and told Captain Johnson she needed
to return to Kabul to catch the next flight out.

 



Chapter Ten




Vince leaned against the side of the rickety
bus, stuffed with people as anxious to reach Kabul as himself. It
was so crowded that Cat was pressed up against his chest half on
his lap, a position he didn't mind at all. He kept one arm around
her waist though public displays of affection were frowned upon by
Allah. The old sheep farmer and the three school-aged children that
shared the seat with him were too busy bickering among themselves
to notice.

Vince had the window beside him cracked open,
but the cold wind outside did little to dispel the musty air in the
bus. They'd reached the outskirts of Kabul, and traffic crawled
forward in a snarled jumble. A farmer fought for space in the lane
with his donkey cart while those on foot and bicycle made their way
up the street faster than the cars.

"We ought to get off here," Cat muttered.

"A little farther," Vince said. "We can't
even reach the door right now, and we need to get deeper into the
city. Taba is most likely to go to the Wazir Akbar Khan
Hospital."

"What if he doesn't?" Cat shifted, trying for
a less uncomfortable position.

"Then we call the newer hospitals and see if
he's there. It couldn't hurt to look up any wool processing plants
that might be listed." Vince leaned back and closed his eyes. The
blare of horns and rumble of engines lulled him into a fuzzy
half-sleep. He dreamed of explosions, and blood, and people falling
to an invisible enemy that swept through Kabul.

"Come on." Cat pinched his leg, waking him.
"This is as close as we're going to get on this bus." The sheep
farmer and kids were gone. Cat pushed her way through the remaining
occupants to the open bus door. The traffic stood at a dead stop,
so she jumped to the ground and wove her way through the traffic to
the side of the road. Vince followed.

Three women in drab burqas begged at car
windows at the intersection in front of them. Widows with families
to feed and no education and no chance of employment. Vince brushed
by one on his way to the curb, pressing several Afghan bills into
her hand while Cat wasn't looking.

They were close to the center of town. A
bright aquamarine five-floor hotel rose up at the side of the
street. The Spinzar. Vince and Cat had stayed there several times
over their career in one guise or another. Vince followed Cat into
the building.

Made out of concrete in the 1970's, The Hotel
Spinzar had seen better days. Once it had been a grand hotel with a
luxurious main hall and a beautiful terrace. Now the main hall,
though still expansive, was devoid of anything but a few scattered
chairs.

The terrace remained, but held a heavy air as
if one more war would bring it tumbling down. It had survived so
many already.

Still, the Spinzar Hotel was a gem compared
to the more tattered looking Jamil and Zar Negar hotels across the
street. Either would cost less than the Spinzar, but picking their
lodging was Cat's prerogative. And it wasn't like it was the newer
international hotel which was likely to be crowded with reporters
and other foreigners.

Vince greeted the attendant and asked for a
single room. Two hundred and fifty Afghanis later they had a small
room with a balcony overlooking the street. The bathroom and shower
were just down the hall.

The room was simple: a bed and a table, and
curtains across the window that led onto a balcony. Cat tossed the
scorched burqa on the bed. "I've got to take a shower. Go buy me a
new outfit while I clean up."

"Sure, any color preference?" Vince shook out
his pattu, folded it, and laid it back over his shoulder.

"Bright blue so I can blend in."

Vince laughed. "There do seem to be a lot of
women on the street in blue today. While I'm out, I'll stop by the
hospital and check on Taba. See what you can find about wool
processing plants while I'm gone."

"All right." Cat sat on the bed and ran her
fingers through her snarled hair. "And get a hair brush," she
called to him as he left the room.

Vince made his way back down to the street
and found one of the taxies prevalent in the city. Inside smelled
like someone had been smoking opium, and he rode to Chicken Street
thinking about Taba and a drug baron that would pack his own heroin
with explosives just in case his smugglers got caught.

Vince gritted his teeth so hard his jaw
ached. The spark of fire in his heart that he'd been trying to
repress since he'd got this assignment flickered into a dancing
flame. He'd buried his hatred and anger for so long that he feared
to let the monster loose inside him now. The fiery beast rattled
the bars Vince had built around it, demanding to be let out.

His fingers gripped the edge of the taxi's
torn vinyl seat.

Chicken Street was a wash of color and
people. Brilliant purple, yellow, and blue scarves fluttered next
to the single-story shops along with jewelry, carpets, and hundreds
of other trinkets.

For people beset by continual war throughout
their history, the Afghans were resilient in their ability to
create beauty and smile in the face of untold hardships. When he
and Cat finished their mission, Vince hoped for a chance to pray at
the Blue Mosque before going home. It was a shining jewel in a
barren country.

In a little shop near the middle of Chicken
Street, Vince found suitable blue trousers and a tunic for Cat with
a burqa to match. It said something about a country where a woman
could travel in scorched clothes and no one thought twice. There
were so many live mortar shells and land mines, even in the city of
Kabul, that explosions were all too common. Taba had been lucky
he'd only been kicked by a donkey. If he'd stepped on a landmine
instead, he could have lost both legs and bled to death far away
from medical help.

Vince rolled the clothes in a bundle and
carried them under his arm while he picked out a shalwar qameez for
himself. His face and arm still stung where the bomb had burned
him, and his own clothes were scorched as well.

He passed a shop selling jewelry, and a
delicate lapis lazuli bracelet caught his eye. He haggled hard to
get the price down to what he was willing to pay, knowing that if
the shop owner recognized him for an American the price would have
been more than ten times higher. No chance of that. His entrance
into Afghanistan over the Khyber Pass had weathered his appearance
to match any other Afghan refugee returning to Kabul.

He was in the taxi on his way to the hospital
before he remembered the brush he was supposed to buy. "She'll love
that," he muttered.

 



Chapter Eleven




Less than two miles away from shining new
medical facilities, the Wazir Akbar Khan Hospital looked older than
its thirty-five years in existence. Half of the front side had been
newly painted cream with lilac trim, but canvas tarps still covered
the balconies on the right side where renovations continued.

Vince couldn't be sure this was where Taba
would go, but if Taba hadn't even been carrying enough money to pay
for transport to Kabul, he would most likely go to the Akbar Khan
Hospital. He couldn't afford better. Vince stepped inside and
enquired at the front for a man named Taba who had been admitted
with a broken leg.

After waiting for several minutes in the
crowded reception area with the Al Jazeera network droning on an
old TV set in the corner, he was told that Taba had been treated
and sent home.

"No, I must see him," Vince told the man who
brought him the news. "Taba is like family. I must know that he is
well. He couldn't have come in that long ago."

"He has come and gone. You want to see him
then boro, boro, go, go. He has gone home."

Gone home. If only Vince knew where that was.
The hospital might have that information from Taba. The trick would
be getting it.

"I know his home in Jabah, but I don't know
where he stays since he came here. Did he leave a message for me,
for Kochi? Did he say where I should go to help him. He has two
wives and six children. He will need me."

"No. There is no message. I am busy. Boro,
boro." The attendant hurried away.

Vince gritted his teeth and left. If Cat's
search for wool processing plants turned up negative, he might have
to come back and try again for Taba's address—fast talk the
attendant, sneak in during the day, or break in at night. For all
three options he would need Cat.

He didn't like to work without her. They
never went on assignment without each other—a pledge they'd made at
their wedding and upheld all these years.

A few blocks away from the Spinzar, the back
of Vince's neck tingled, and he remembered the brush he was
supposed to get. He made the taxi stop at a small dilapidated
shop.

"Wait for me," he told the driver.

He took his bundle of other purchases with
him when he got out. They were worth more than his taxi fare, and
there was no guarantee the driver would wait.

Inside, the shop was dim and crowded with old
racks of musty clothes and grooming supplies. Kochi's watch went
off proclaiming Salat-ul-maghrib at the same time the call to
prayer sounded in the streets.

The sun had just set, casting the world in
gray shadow. He would follow the observance when he returned to the
hotel shortly. While Vince searched through the shop for a brush,
the muted chatter on the far side told him that another customer
was there as well.

He found the brushes. He had the choice of
silver handled with bristles, cheap plastic, or fake ivory with the
image of the Darulaman Palace carved onto the back.

"So do you think things are better now that
the Taliban is gone?" an American voice rose over the clothes
racks.

Vince glanced around the racks and discovered
that what he'd thought was a customer was in fact an American
journalist and his interpreter. The interpreter translated the
words and the shop owner answered in the affirmative.

Stupid reporter, Vince thought. Go
back to your hotel. Don't you read the security warnings? A half a
dozen different groups have made it clear they're on the prowl for
Americans to kidnap. And it's not like the old days when hostages
were eventually released. Now you'll likely be beheaded on national
TV.

A flash went off as the journalist began
taking pictures. I've got to get out of here. The last thing
Vince needed was for his picture to end up on CNN or some other
newscast. He grabbed the ivory hair brush and a couple of
toothbrushes, slung the loose ends of his turban across the bottom
of his face, and hurried to the front.

The journalist was busy with the camera.

Vince shoved some money at the shopkeeper
without bothering to barter the price and hurried out the door.

"Hey wait, can I talk to you?" It was the
journalist. A young man, in his late twenties with
fashionably-ragged short blond hair and a glowing tan.

Shouldn't you be home surfing or
something? Vince thought. He called over his shoulder. "No. Go
back to your hotel, American. The streets are not safe."

The interpreter relayed Vince's response
while Vince climbed into the taxi. The taxi driver honked and
waited for a loaded donkey to pass so he could pull into the
street. The hair on the back of Vince's neck stood on end and the
all-too-familiar tingle returned.

"Wait." Vince put a hand on the driver's
shoulder and looked back at the shop. The journalist had come out
and was poking his nose into a narrow unused side road next to the
building. "Don't go in there," Vince muttered.

He did.

"Dewana!" Vince swore and flung open the taxi
door. "Wait for me," he told the driver.

He leaped from the taxi and ran after the
journalist.

The journalist was looking, pointing,
clicking pictures, paying attention to everything except where he
was walking. His interpreter followed, staying out of the way of
his camera shots.

"Stop!" Vince shouted.

The journalist didn't respond, but the
interpreter turned around.

Vince's gut wrenched. He lunged, caught the
journalist's shirt, and jerked him backwards, throwing him to the
ground. The journalist swore at him and tried to get to his feet,
but Vince pushed him down again, scanning the road to see what had
caused his reflexive warning.

On the ground where the journalist's next
step would have been, lay an unexploded mortar shell.

"Look at that," Vince said to the
interpreter. He pointed to the deadly object. "Have you no brain?
You let this man come down here. He could have been killed."

"What is he saying?" The journalist sounded
shaken. Not nearly as shaken as Vince wanted him to be.

"There is an unexploded shell. It could have
killed you," the interpreter said in English.

The American got to his feet and focused his
camera on the mortar shell. "This will be good," he said.

"Did Allah give you no brains?" Vince grabbed
the American's arm and dragged him back toward the main street.

"Let go of me. You have no right," the
journalist twisted away.

Vince shoved him a little farther from the
shell, checked to make sure there was no one else on the little
street and no windows in the buildings on either side. Then he
snatched up a stone and fast-balled it into the shell. A burst of
fire enveloped the street, and the concussion knocked Vince, the
journalist, and the interpreter to the ground.

"You are crazy!" the interpreter shrieked at
Vince, jumping to his feet.

The journalist got up more slowly. Now he was
shaken enough. His face was pale. "Go back to your hotel," Vince
said. "Go back to America."

The man took a picture of the blackened
street with trembling hands. Then he turned the camera on
Vince.

"No." Vince pushed the camera down. The
camera strap caught on the man's sleeve, bunching the shirt back to
reveal needle tracks up his left arm. So that explained the
journalist's recklessness.

"Infidel!" Vince said, catching hold of the
man's arm and pointing to the tracks. "Allah will punish you. Why
don't you stay in your own country to use this filth?"

The journalist waited to hear the
translation. "Because," the man sneered at Vince. "You people make
it, so it's cheaper here and easier to get. Aziz brings it to the
new international hotel every other day. You can't get service like
that in America."

He jerked his arm free, motioned for his
translator to follow, and went in search of a taxi. Vince stared at
the blackened walls and the new pit in the middle of the narrow
street. The explosion had not shaken him. What he'd seen after
had.

He hurried to his taxi and found it gone,
along with all his purchases. He threw his hands up in exasperation
and walked back into the shop.

The shop keeper was closing up, but let Vince
purchase a faded blue outfit for Cat and a gray one for himself.
Another brush and toiletries. There was nothing there to equal the
lost bracelet. He wished he could have seen it on Cat.

He walked the last few blocks to the hotel
and found Cat sitting on the bed waiting for him. He handed her the
brush and clothes and headed for the showers.

"It took you that long to find this?" Cat
said before he made it out of the room. "You could have bought
something like this in the shop on the corner."

"It's the best I could do." Vince said.

"There was an explosion a few blocks from
here while you were gone." Cat slid into the new clothes.

"Yes I know." Vince opened the door.

"You were there?"

"Yes. It was nothing. I set off an unexploded
mortar shell before it could hurt anyone." He escaped into the hall
and went to take a long shower.

 



Chapter Twelve




Cat frowned at the door after Vince had gone.
He'd had a haunted look in his eyes that she was not used to
seeing.

An explosion more often than not brought an
excited sparkle to his gaze. Not this time. He'd had that same
strange look for a few moments when Sunshine had first given them
this assignment. Something was bothering him. She wished she knew
what.

He came back a while later, washed, with
clean clothes, and his beard trimmed. He was pale except the red
side of his face where he'd been burned.

"Did you find Taba?" Cat asked.

"No. They treated him and sent him home. I
never saw him."

Cat was ready to ask him about the explosion,
but he climbed into the single bed and closed his eyes.

"You going to pray?" Cat asked.

"Allah help us," he said without budging.

"What about dinner?" She slid her hand under
the blankets and rubbed his back.

"I'm not hungry, Cat. Leave me alone."

"Fine." She jumped to her feet. "I'm going to
the hotel restaurant to get some food. If you want to know, there
are ten wool plants in Kabul. Lots of sheep farmers I guess. Most
of them are small operations. I suggest we pay a visit to the
largest two in the morning."

"Cat," Vince said as she crossed the
room.

"What?"

"A man named Aziz sells heroin at the
international hotel every other day. We should look into that as
well."

 


* * *

 


The battered taxi pulled to a stop in front
of a crumbling mud house on a street full of similarly abject
houses.

Taba paid the driver and slid out, cast
first, fumbling to get up with the crutches.

He took a deep breath of fresh evening air.
It was good to be home safe. If the donkey hadn't kicked him, he'd
have died in the pass with the others.

Before he was half-way to the door, the
children rushed from the house, calling out to him, hugging him.
They crowded round his crutches, and he almost fell, but his oldest
son—ten years old now—steadied him until Inas, his first wife,
reached him and helped him inside.

"What happened?" she asked.

His second wife, Sahar, had her chador thrown
back over her head revealing her beautiful worried face. She was
barely sixteen, and pregnant for the first time.

"Taba, tell us what happened," Inas said.

She set him down in the ragged armchair that
was one of the few pieces of furniture, only theirs because they
had found it in the bombed-out house when they took up residence
there.

"Allah has been merciful and brought me home
alive."

The smell of rice and lamb cooking on their
makeshift stove made his stomach growl. "Let's eat, and I will tell
you everything."

The sky darkened while he talked. "Where is
Ishaq?" he asked when he was done telling his story. "He should be
home by now."

Ishaq had lived with them since his wife and
children had died of pneumonia the previous winter.

Sahar and Inas gave each other worried
glances.

"We haven't seen him." Inas said. "He went to
work and never came back."

 


* * *

 


Vince dreamed he was twelve again, sitting on
the steps outside his parents' apartment. The sticky air made it
hard to breathe. He wanted to study his calculus book. He was good
at school. They said he had a photographic memory, but his father
often kept him home as lookout. Inside the house, his father
divided heroin into $5 bags.

The back of Vince's neck tingled.

A black Chevy rolled onto the street.

No! He knew what came next. The police. He
slammed the math book shut and raced up the stairs, let the screen
door rattle closed behind him, and skidded to a stop in the kitchen
where his father sat at the table.

"Pigs coming."

His father swore and gathered up the bags of
heroin.

He had his arms full, but more appeared. The
bags spread across the table and slid to the floor, welling up in a
fountain of white powder. A high school student came in to buy,
found Vince and his father standing in an ocean of heroin, and
laughed at them.

Sirens blared outside.

The police came to the door and rushed into
the house. Vince's mother, lost in a drug-induced haze on the
couch, barely noticed their entrance.

Vince and his father were trapped in the
heroin.

"Freeze," the policemen screamed.

Vince's father reached for his gun. The room
exploded with gunfire. A hot pain burned through Vince's chest,
throwing him backwards. He hit the floor with the blankets tangled
around his feet, and Cat blinking at him from the bed.

Vince rubbed his chest. The pain was still
there. He jumped to his feet and paced back and forth across the
room, wiping his sweaty hands on his shalwar qameez.

Cat stared at him in silence for a long time
before speaking. "Do you want to talk about it?"

"No." Vince pushed aside the curtain and went
out onto the balcony, letting the thick fabric fall back into place
between him and Cat.

Cat followed him out onto the balcony. She
stroked Vince's arm with her fingertips. "Do you want me to contact
Sunshine and tell her to send someone else for this
assignment?"

He thought about that in silence, staring out
across Kabul. His hands gripped the metal railing. He supposed
Sunshine had been right to keep him away from narcotics assignments
all these years.

When he was younger, he'd thought this was
what he wanted. Now he'd met Taba, he started to comprehend what
Tag had tried to tell him. He couldn't solve the drug problem by
hunting down the kingpins and destroying them. There were all the
farmers and their families to think about who needed the income to
survive.

He could take out every heroin plant in
Kabul, and still the poppies would grow, and someone somewhere
would produce heroin.

Stop the flow of heroin from Kabul. That had
been their mandate. Fire burned through him to do it. But that
wouldn't keep it from shipping from the rest of Afghanistan, and
though Afghanistan was one of the largest opium and heroin
suppliers in the world, it wasn't the only one. Vince couldn't
solve the world drug problem any more than he could get rid of all
the terrorists, wars, or natural disasters.

In the end, all he could do was help one
individual at a time, a man with a broken leg, a baby with
pneumonia, a clueless journalist.

"I'm all right, Cat." Vince squared his
shoulders and let himself back into the room.

Cat followed, and he wrapped his arms around
her. "We'll finish this assignment, just like all the others."

 



Chapter Thirteen




While Cat washed and dressed for the morning,
Vince unwound his turban. It was in rough shape from his journey to
Kabul. He shook it out, scattering the rest of his money, a dozen
fire-crackers, a lighter, several yellow smoke bombs, and his PSF
knife across the bed.

His stomach grumbled, complaining about the
length of time since he'd fed it a decent meal. They were sure to
get some good Kofta Nakhod, meatballs and chick-peas, in the
Spinzar restaurant.

"What do you think?" Cat said. She pulled on
the pale blue clothes Vince had purchased. "After breakfast, should
we try to find Aziz at the international hotel or pay a visit to
some of the wool processing plants?"

Vince closed his eyes and took a deep breath.
Both were good leads. They could also try the hospital again and
see if they could lift the information about Taba. All things
considered, they'd made great progress in their short time in
Afghanistan. It might take them a while to find the right wool
processing plant though, and without Taba it might be harder to win
their way into the confidence of the drug manufacturers. If they
went to the hospital, they might be able to get Taba's address, but
they had no way to convince Taba to trust or help them.

When Vince thought about the drug pusher,
Aziz, his heart fluttered, and a sour taste lingered on his tongue.
Aziz, selling drugs, just like Vince's father. The thought of
meeting the man made Vince sick. Bricks of heroin on the table,
stamped HC. A candle and spoon beside them. His mother sampling the
wares. His father yelling at her.

"Vince?"

Vince blinked, unsure how long he'd sat in
silence. He forced himself to move, shoving a reasonable amount of
money in his pocket and rewinding the rest along with his other
things in the turban.

"Where are we going?" Cat's forehead wrinkled
with concern. She leaned over the bed and brushed her fingers along
his jaw.

"The hotel," Vince said. His gut twisted in
rebellion, but it felt like the right place to go. He kissed her
fingertips and got to his feet. "I think we'll find all the trouble
we need there."

 


* * *

 


The new international hotel close to Chicken
Street was a more sedate tan color than the Spinzar, but the road
in front was paved and watched over by ISAF forces.

The bottom floor sported a new internet café
with ten computer stations on desks of dark polished wood.
Comfortable chairs throughout the lounge were strategically placed
next to ethernet connections, and for those with wireless
capability, even the cozy tables provided the chance to hop online,
send a news story, or catch up on e-mail. Reporters and other
foreigners packed the place as well as Afghans visiting the
city.

"Should have had breakfast here," Cat
whispered as the smell of frying burgers and espresso wafted to
them.

Vince forced himself to smile, ushered her
into the café, and ordered an espresso for her and the more
traditional green tea for himself. A discreet inquiry after Aziz
met with the response that he would arrive soon but was not welcome
in the café.

"Upstairs in the lounge," the attendant told
Vince.

Vince left Cat to finish her espresso and
keep an eye on the hotel entrance. As Kochi, he had a hard time
leaving his wife alone with so many strangers. The law that women
had to be accompanied by their husbands was no longer in affect,
but tribal laws outweighed government statutes. She was alone with
men not of their family. Who knew what might happen.

Vince chuckled to himself. His Kochi persona
might be worried, but Cat was a far better fighter than he was, and
much more capable of taking care of herself.

He glared at a journalist in jeans and a gray
sweater who was eyeing Cat. Vince's glare left no doubt that Cat
was out of bounds to anyone but her husband.

Vince slipped into the closed lounge and took
a seat in a chair at the edge of the room where he'd see anyone who
came in, before being seen. The lounge floor and walls were covered
with tile, awash in a mosaic of color. Everything bright and crisp.
Only a faint scent of the beer, consumed in the lounge the previous
night, still hung in the air. A television sat up against one of
the walls, turned off, waiting for evening when it could come to
life and fill the silent lounge with sound.

Leaning against the wall, Vince listened for
noise outside the room. Overhead, a vacuum hummed, keeping the
expensive Persian rugs in the hotel rooms free from grime. Two
American's argued over the meaning of a Pashto word. They were both
wrong.

It was almost an hour before Vince heard a
knock at one of the doors upstairs. "Room service," a man said.

The dead bolt on the room clicked open and a
half second later, the occupant said, "No thank you," and closed
the door.

A knock at the next two rooms got no
response, but the occupant of the third let Mr. Room Service in.
The two men spoke, their voices too muffled for Vince to make out,
but he had imagination enough to picture the transaction. Aziz had
arrived.

It took Aziz forty-five minutes to make his
way through the hotel. He stopped at the lounge last and peeked in.
The café attendant had let him know Vince was waiting for him.
Perhaps Vince was a client. Perhaps not. He could be a member of
the Afghan police.

"Aziz?" Vince said in Pashto, getting to his
feet. He needed a good look at the man so he could tail him to his
boss.

"I think you are mistaken," Aziz answered. He
hovered outside the door, beyond Vince's sight.

If Vince asked for heroin, Aziz might run, so
Vince chose another tack. "Aziz, it is Kochi. I have come back from
a refugee camp in Pakistan. I found my house only rubble, and all
my family gone. Aziz, my brother, is that you?"

"No. You are mistaken." Aziz came into the
room. He was middle-aged, clean shaven, dressed in a white shalwar
qameez and gray turban. "I have no brother named Kochi."

He turned so Vince could get a good luck at
his lanky form, slumped shoulders, and long thin nose. "Do I look
like your brother? No. You have the wrong person, see?"

Vince feigned a heavy sigh and shook his head
in sadness. "You are right. My brother is lost. My family is lost.
Forgive me for disturbing you." He gave a slight bow to Aziz and
hurried from the room.

He returned to Cat in the café downstairs.
She had two empty espresso glasses in front of her and a plate with
hamburger crumbs and grease stains from a pile of French fries
she'd probably polished off first.

"Time to go," he said. "Get a taxi."

Cat hurried out of the Café, and Vince kept
an eye on the hotel exit while he paid for the meal. Just as he
finished, Aziz came down the stairs and left the building.

Vince followed him out and got into the
waiting taxi Cat had just procured. He nodded toward Aziz so Cat
could get a fix on their quarry.

Aziz climbed into a rusty yellow pickup, and
fought to get the old engine going.

"That is my brother," Vince told the Taxi
driver. "I told him we would follow him to his place in case the
truck dies again."

The truck started, and Aziz pulled out into
traffic. The taxi followed.

 


* * *

 


Hashim Chopra leaned against the desk in his
office and stared through the open door out into the heart of his
operation. Wool upstairs, heroin below. The familiar clatter of
machines meant money, plenty of it. Some of it he passed on to
Ahmadzai. The warlord had demanded seven million recently. So very
much. But what was money anyway, just numbers in a bank.

Chopra had plenty of cash stashed at his own
villa, enough to last him a lifetime. This other money would ensure
that his life would be a good one. He would no longer be Hashim
Chopra, wool merchant. In the new government he would be Ahmadzai's
right hand, the sword to strike down all enemies of the new state,
the diplomat to secure that state a seat in the United Nations.

"Uncle?" Sayed stepped into Chopra's cramped
office. "Taba just called, asking about his brother, Ishaq."

"Taba?" Chopra straightened in his chair.
"Isn't he dead?"

"Apparently he survived your unexpected
present. If he talks, our little diversion could cost us."

"Take care of it," Chopra snapped. "I don't
have time for this."

Sayed bowed. "The problem will be solved
today. Do not worry." He flipped open his cell phone and left the
office.

 



Chapter Fourteen




"I don't think we're headed to a wool
processing plant," Cat whispered to Vince as the yellow truck edged
its way through traffic toward the west side of the city.

Vince nodded in agreement.

The bombed-out part of Kabul was not the most
likely place for a large wool processing plant. Then again, there
was always the possibility that they didn't process the opium into
heroin at the same site as the more legitimate export.

The traffic thinned. Only a few vehicles
moved on the road, making it hard to follow Aziz without being
noticed. Aziz pulled onto an unpaved residential street with many
shattered houses that looked occupied.

"Stop here," Vince told the driver before he
turned behind Aziz. "His house is close. We can walk now. Allah has
kept my brother's truck working to bring him home."

Vince paid the driver, helped Cat out of the
Taxi, and watched it drive away.

"If Aziz doesn't stop on this street, we
could lose him," Cat said.

"I know." Vince edged behind a broken fence
made from mud bricks so he could see down the street without Aziz
noticing him if he glanced back. "But I'd rather lose him now and
pick up the trail later than have him learn that we followed
him."

"Vince!" Cat dove behind the fence and ducked
down as another pickup zoomed toward them and turned onto the
street Aziz had gone down. Two men sat in the back of the shiny
black truck with AK-47s in hand.

Vince ducked down beside Cat, and neither of
them was seen by the men in the truck.

"Looks like they're having a party," Cat
said, reaching for her gun.

"Aziz stopped four houses down," Vince
whispered. The back of his neck tingled. "The others pulled up
behind him. I don't like this. Let's hurry."

Vince raced along the fence that blocked the
gunmen's view. He'd have to stay to the yards and pray he didn't
encounter any mortar shells or landmines. Cat ran beside him.

Four houses to go—crumbling buildings with
blankets and rugs strung across the holes in the walls to shield
the residents from the cold fall weather. Three children on a dusty
porch stared at Vince and Cat in silence as they raced past, jumped
over the wall and sprinted through the next yard.

The house after that had no fence, so Vince
zagged behind the house, disturbing a flock of chickens that
fluttered and clucked, sending up a racket.

A woman standing at the back of the house
cried out and flipped her chador down over her face.

Vince hoped the gunmen were too focused to
notice.

He looked into the next yard before
scrambling over the fence and hitting the ground in a crouching
run. The thin yard was empty, but two bare windows stared out from
the house. A red rug hung in a shattered doorway. The gunmen had
stopped in front of this house and gone inside.

Vince slipped his knife out of his turban and
activated the blade. He and Cat pressed up against the house on
either side of the door. Inside, a young child whimpered, quickly
shushed by a woman.

"Taba, what a surprise to see you." Aziz's
voice seeped through the rug.

"Where is my brother?" Taba asked.

"Ishaq was a fool," Aziz said. "He tried to
kill Chopra, and died like the dog he was."

"No!"

Click, click, click. Three AK-47s
readied to shoot.

"Wait. Wait," Taba pleaded. "My wives, my
children, you can't!"

Vince nodded, and he and Cat crept through
the doorway. The voices had come from the front part of the
house.

"I'm sorry, Taba. Chopra has no more need of
you, and these others will only cause problems."

Vince took a deep breath. Through the
hallway, he could see Taba's wives huddled with the children
against the living room wall.

Taba stood propped up on crutches, his leg in
a cast, in front of his family as if his body could shield them
from Aziz and the three men from the truck. Each of the three had a
gun, and all had their fingers on the trigger.

The gunmen stood with their backs to Cat and
Vince.

Cat eased the burqa off so she could get a
clear shot with her pistol. The soft material rustled to the
floor.

"I can be useful," Taba said. "Tell Chopra
I'll do anything he wants. Just don't hurt my family. Call him now.
He will understand. I am loyal."

"Chopra is too busy for swine," Aziz said. He
lifted his hand to tell the others to shoot.

Vince sprang into the room and planted his
knife in the base of the first gunman's skull. Cat's pistol went
off. Blood welled around Vince's hand as he pulled the knife from
the corpse, let it drop, and plunged the blade into the next man's
jugular. Cat shot again. Four men lay dead on the floor. One of
them Aziz, the drug dealer, shot in the back of the head by
Cat.

Vince shuddered and stepped away. He'd killed
before. Both he and Cat, so many times. But he had to blink to
dispel the image of his father's face on the dead man.

The children stared at Vince with round eyes.
Taba's wives tried to shield them from the gruesome sight with
their burqas.

"Kochi?" Taba blinked in surprise. He
motioned the women and children out of the room. He looked from the
dead men to Vince. "Who are you?"

"I am Allah's messenger, an avenging angel to
destroy all those who stain the world with heroin," Vince said, his
voice low and hoarse.

Taba fumbled with his crutches and took a
step back. "Please don't hurt my family."

"Allah loves the innocent and is merciful to
them."

"You're wife . . . she. . . ."

Cat had the burqa back over her face
already.

Vince shrugged. "She is a better shot than I
am."

"We have to get rid of these bodies and find
somewhere safe for your family," Cat said.

"There is nowhere safe," Taba said. "Hashim
Chopra owns this city. He has men everywhere."

"Chopra?" Vince said. He found a bucket of
water in the kitchen to wash his knife and hands. He closed the
knife and slipped it back into the folds of his turban.

Taba clamped his mouth shut.

"Yak roz didi dost. Digar roz didi brodar,"
Vince quoted the Afghan proverb—One day you see a friend. The next
day you see a brother. "We are like family now, Taba. You can trust
me. I promise you. If you give me the information I need to stop
Hashim Chopra, I will make sure you, your wives, and your children
are kept safe."

"How can you do that?" Taba slumped into the
house's single chair in the living room.

"I work for Allah, and I have other friends
too."

From his seat, Taba prodded one of the
corpses with his foot while he thought over Vince's offer. "I guess
I will trust you," he said at last.

"Good." Vince slid the cell phone out of
Aziz's pocket and flipped it open. Cat watched over his shoulder
while he punched in a number. She put a hand on his arm before he
hit send, shook her head, and led him to the far side of the house
where Taba and the others wouldn't hear.

"Are you crazy? You risk blowing his cover if
you take them there," Cat whispered.

"I will not let these people be
butchered."

Vince pushed the button. A moment later, a
familiar voice came on the line. One he hadn't heard in a long
time.

"This is General Tagren."

"Good afternoon, General," Vince said in
English, sounding every bit like a swanky New York journalist. "I
am an associate of the Press for Social Justices. I have come
across some documents that I intend to publish, but I thought it
might be good to have an expert look them over to verify their
authenticity first. If I bring them over to the compound, can you
meet me at the gate to take custody of them?"

A long moment of silence stretched out on the
other end of the line. "Documents?"

"Yes. Three quite weighty, and six little
ones. They are proof that this country has a long way to go before
true social justice is upheld. I've heard that you have some skill
in analyzing documents. Do you think you can handle these
ones?"

More silence.

"General?"

Cat gave Vince an "I told you so" look
through the burqa's mesh panel.

Vince tried to picture the
jeans-and-t-shirt-wearing biker, who had raised him, as a US Army
National Guard general. The images didn't mesh. But Tag had
finished field work before he got stuck with Vince. Rules of the
game, you trained your own replacement. If Tag was a general, he'd
worked his way up through the ranks the same as any other man. He'd
probably joined the service right after unloading Vince. Vince
couldn't imagine how Sunshine had dragged Tag back into the game as
their contact.

"All right, bring them over and I'll take a
look," Tag said.

 



Chapter Fifteen




Cat herded Taba's wives and children out of
the crumbling house that smelled like blood and death. The sun
overhead was bright, but not warm.

The children whispered to each other and
stared at her with wide brown eyes. She caught hold of the tailgate
through her soft burqa and thunked it open. Vince would need a
minute or two to haul the bodies off and hide them in a sewage
drain while Taba cleaned up the blood.

"It's all right. You're safe now." Cat
attempted to reassure the women, but they were distrustful of her.
They'd seen in her eyes the cold killer she'd worked so long to
become. Vince was much better at getting along with people than she
was.

To avoid sitting in uncomfortable silence
with the other women, Cat went through the glove compartment of the
black truck, noting important things like vehicle registration and
owners ID. She tossed a battered map on the seat and dug through
repair receipts, deciding if the truck had to be fixed that many
times it was a real lemon, but noting the name of the repair
shop.

The yellow truck carried a list of wool
grades and prices. Beneath the seat she found a metal box full of
heroin bricks and bags of powder and another box stuffed with
money, predominantly greenbacks.

"Jackpot." She had both open on the seat when
Vince and Taba joined her. Taba carried his AK-47 awkwardly while
wielding his crutches.

"Check it out," Cat said.

Vince frowned and rubbed his finger along the
HC stamped into the bricks of heroin. A desolate look came into his
eyes. He blinked it away and picked up the box of heroin.

"I think I'll go toss this in with the
bodies. We wouldn't want to be busted as drug dealers ourselves."
He marched off with the box.

"At least he left the money," Cat said,
running her fingers through the bills. They smelled like rust from
the box mixed with old oil.

"Are you really his wife?" Taba asked.

"Yes, I am." She held out a handful of bills
to Taba.

He shook his head.

"Take it. You have a family. You will need
it. In fact"—Cat stuffed the money back in the box, tapped the lid
into place, and held the whole thing out to him—"Kochi and I don't
need this. We have enough for now."

"I will take it only if you tell me who you
both really are." Taba rested his arms on the top of his crutches
and waited.

"Names mean nothing. We are servants of
Allah, just like my husband said."

Taba shook his head and went back to the
black truck to comfort his family.

Vince returned. "Making friends and
influencing people again, I see," he said, motioning to Taba and
his family.

Cat nodded. "They love me because I'm so
personable."

"I don't think we need two trucks. I take it
you want to ditch the yellow one?"

"The black one's newer."

"Fine. Let's get out of here. I'll drive this
one and you play chauffeur. We'll drop the old truck off at the
kidney foundation." Vince climbed into the yellow truck. He had the
keys off the bodies and tossed the other set to Cat, then ground
the engine to a start.

 


* * *

 


Vince drove the truck through the desolate
subdivisions, his jaw clenched. Cat followed in the other
truck.

HC, Hashim Chopra. Taba had given him a name.
Vince's face burned and his hands tingled. "Chopra, you're a dead
man," he muttered aloud since Cat wasn't close by to hear. "Just as
soon as I get rid of this truck." Vince tapped his finger against
the steering wheel. On an impulse, he turned into a neighborhood
and drove down the narrow street, passing houses in only slightly
better condition than Taba's had been.

The WAK district of Kabul had been rebuilt,
with rich mansions for government officials and comfortable guest
houses for all the foreign workers who'd come to rebuild the
country. Much of the rest of Kabul would be condemned by any
housing authority in the US.

The back of his neck tingled as he drove past
a house with a tattered blue rug in the doorway. He pulled the
truck to the side of the road and got out. A man in shabby clothes
and a bare head emerged from the house and stared at him.

"May the peace of Allah descend upon you,"
Vince said in a congenial tone.

"What do you want?" the man demanded.

Vince smiled at him, thinking of something to
say. Who didn't need a vehicle after all? "I have heard that you
could have a job now, if you only had a way to get there. The owner
of this truck no longer needs it. Get rid of those"—Vince pointed
to the license plates—"and this truck is yours." Vince tossed him
the keys.

The man spluttered as he caught them, "how
did you know?"

"Allah's mercy and blessings." Vince waved
and climbed into the other truck with Cat. He'd left the cashbox
behind on the seat of the yellow truck. Drug money. He wouldn't
touch it.

 



Chapter Sixteen




Vince forced his body to relax as Cat drove
away from the crumbling neighborhoods. "How long to do you think it
will take Chopra to figure out his men are missing?" Cat asked as
she maneuvered through the thick traffic in downtown Kabul.

She was as free with the horn as she was with
the traffic laws, steering around a slow-moving string of camels,
honking at a cluster of bicyclists, and even driving half off the
edge of the road to get past a tangled intersection.

"I'm waiting for him to call." Vince held up
Aziz's telephone.

The phone jingled and Vince flipped it open,
answering in Aziz's voice.

"This is Sayed," a man on the other end of
the line said. "Is it taken care of?"

"We have handled the situation. Taba and his
family will no longer be a problem for us," Vince said.

Cat turned onto the Jalalabad road that ran
out of Kabul, retracing the way they'd come the day before. Vince
tucked the phone away. Sayed had not questioned him further. Vince
would rather have talked to Chopra, so he could get a feel for the
man he was going to kill. He looked into the back at Taba and his
family. They sat huddled together, fearful of their fate. He'd have
to get as much information as he could from Taba.

"Well, go ask him." Cat slammed on the brakes
at an intersection.

Vince jumped from the front, shut the door,
and climbed into the back. He eased to the bed of the truck next to
Taba.

"Tell me about Chopra and the heroin."

Taba talked while Cat drove past the small
huts and stalls crammed on either side of the road where people
milled about, shopping. Trucks with brightly painted pictures,
flashing mirrors, and chains dangling from the back, filled the air
with a jangling cacophony that mixed with the vendors' shouts.

After leaving the city behind, Cat turned off
the Jalalabad Road onto the way that led to Camp Phoenix where over
a thousand servicemen from the United States and seven other
countries had been assigned the duty of training the new Afghan
National Army.

Cat stopped the truck well away from the
heavily guarded entrance to the compound.

"You're giving us to the Americans," Taba
said with dismay. Fear shown in his wives' eyes, but the children
cheered in excitement. Children loved the American soldiers for
handing out candy and other needed supplies.

"The general is my friend. He will take care
of you." Vince climbed from the truck and walked toward the gates.
A lone figure came out to meet him. Tag looked unfamiliarly
respectable in his starched desert uniform. He stood straight and,
though age had caught up to him, his physique remained
impressive.

"Hello Vince," Tag said.

Vince bowed. "The blessings of Allah be on
you and your house."

"Knock it off," Tag snapped. The years had
not mellowed him. "Who are these people, and what do you want me to
do with them?"

"I need you to keep them in protective
custody." Vince kept his voice cool and watched Tag for any sign
that the general might be reasonable.

"Why?"

The wind whipped the dust up around them.

"Because some unfriendly men just tried to
plaster the women and children's insides against the wall." Stay
calm. Vince felt like a teenager again, arguing with Tag every
time Vince went out of his way to help someone.

"SEP?" Tag glared at Taba and his family.

"No, not Someone Else's Problem. My problem.
That man just fed me all the information I need to finish my
assignment here in exchange for his family's safety." Vince
clenched his fists and matched Tag's glare.

Tag's face softened. "All right, Vince. How
long am I going to be stuck with them?"

"Probably less than a week. When this
assignment blows, you'll see it all over the news."

"Very well, send them over." Tag started back
to the compound, but half-turned after a step. "It's good to see
you."

Vince nodded. "You too. Thank you." He
hesitated. It seemed like there was so much more he should say, but
Tag walked back to the gate.

Vince strode to the truck. "General Tagren
says he's going to take good care of you until Chopra is no longer
a problem. Go ahead and take your family to the gate."

Taba motioned for the women and children to
climb from the truck and go. He stayed behind. "Hashim Chopra
killed my brother. Ishaq's blood cries for vengeance from the dust.
I will stay and help you purge this evil from Kabul."

"No." Cat slammed the tailgate down so he
could get out with his crutches.

Vince winced.

"You need me," Taba said. "Chopra is a
dangerous man. He is also very good at hiding what he really does.
If danger threatens, his underlings will fall, but not him."

Vince gazed at the lifeless brown mountains
in the distance, picturing leaving Taba at Camp Phoenix. A black
dread filled him. He considered taking Taba with him and Cat. The
sun warmed his face, and the dark feeling lifted.

"Taba comes with us." Vince climbed in the
driver's seat and waited for Cat.

Cat glared at Taba for a moment, then shut
the tailgate and got in the truck. Vince restarted the engine and
headed toward the city.

"You sure we should take him with us? He has
a broken leg. He'll just get in the way," Cat said.

"I'm sure he will," Vince chuckled. "But he
knows far more about this drug baron than we do. Besides, it feels
right to take him."

 


* * *

 


Hashim Chopra's fork chimed as he set it on
his empty plate. He washed the taste of the noodles and spinach
dish down with a sip of green tea. From where he sat, eating a late
lunch on his hand-carved oak table, he could see out the bay
windows of his mansion down into the streets of Kabul. They teamed
with people and cars, each a flash of color in a kingdom that would
soon be all his.

A serving man rustled across the thick rugs
on the floor and took his plate. Hashim ate alone beneath the
crystal chandelier. He'd considered marrying once in his younger
days, but a wife and children were a vulnerability he could not
afford. His nephew, Sayed, was the only person he claimed as
family.

Sayed joined him in the dining room and sat
at the table without speaking. He had a troubled look on his
face.

"What is it?" Chopra tore his gaze from the
city and fixed it on his nephew.

"No one has heard from Aziz since he assured
me Taba was taken care of. He did not make his rounds at the hotel
this afternoon."

"He's probably back at home jumped-up on
heroin." Chopra sneered at the thought of the detestable man. Aziz
was useful, but not always reliable.

"The three men who accompanied him to get rid
of Taba are missing also." Sayed leaned back in his chair, waiting
to see his uncle's response.

The announcement startled Chopra. He jumped
up. "Four men gone, and you are sitting in my dining room doing
nothing about it? Find them now, and make sure Taba is dead. He
knows too much."

"Taba is only one man, Uncle. He is too
afraid of you to do anything." The chandelier's crystals sent
shards of light dancing across Sayed's face.

"I built this empire from the ground up,"
Chopra said in a soft menacing voice. "Thirty-five years ago, I had
nothing but a vision of what could be if Afghanistan's true
resources were harvested, processed, and shipped by a competent
organization. Governments have come and gone, but my power remains,
and it does because I pay attention to small details. Taba is a
detail that we cannot ignore."

"The only reason you have power is because
Abdul Ahmadzai lets you."

"Ahmadzai would be nothing without me!"
Chopra could keep his voice down no longer. "Get out of my sight,
Nephew. I will deal with Taba myself."

Sayed bowed and left the dining room. If
Chopra were a younger man, he'd take care of Sayed too, but he
needed someone to rule in his place after he died of old age as a
powerful and wealthy man.

 



Chapter Seventeen




Vince took the driver's seat and wove the
truck through Kabul's jumbled traffic on his way back to the
Spinzar. A pair of donkey carts, loaded with television sets and
car radios, edged in front of him. Cat reached over and honked the
horn, then leaned out the window and yelled for them to get out of
the way. A breeze wafted the donkey's smell into the truck.

Vince kept his hands on the smooth steering
wheel and his mind on a man named Hashim Chopra.

Revving the truck's engine, Vince swerved
around the donkey carts. He swallowed back the bitter taste in his
mouth. He'd waited so many years to get to the source of the heroin
that had destroyed his family. The time had finally come. Today he
would take down Chopra and put an end to the nightmare that had
haunted him for so long.

Aziz's telephone jingled in Vince's pocket.
He kept one hand on the truck steering wheel and answered the phone
with the other, careful to make his voice sound like Aziz.

"Who is this?" an angry voice on the other
end of the line said. "What have you done with my men?"

Vince mouthed Chopra's name to Cat, but
remained silent.

"Oh, now you aren't going to talk. Well it
won't save you. I know what you're driving and what you look like.
I know that traitor, Taba, is with you. My men have already
reported your position to me. Make your peace with Allah because
you will not live to see sunset this day."

The line went dead. Vince turned off the
phone and stuffed it back in his pocket. "Chopra's not very happy,"
he told Cat.

A bullet ricocheted off the windshield,
shattering it, followed by two more bullets that pinged off the
truck's side. The pedestrians on the sidewalk scattered, and many
people that had been driving on the traffic-clogged street, jumped
from their cars and ran as well.

"In fact, I'd say he's furious."

From the back of the truck, Taba returned
fire at the sniper that had shot from the rooftops of a drab
apartment complex that fronted the street.

The road was jammed, and the sidewalks
quickly clearing. Vince jerked the wheel and pressed the pedal down
full, careening the truck off the road onto the sidewalk. Metal
screeched as he sideswiped a street sign and kept going.

Another of Chopra's men stepped out of a
jewelry shop and sent a bullet through the truck's side window,
just missing Cat's head and grazing Vince's arm. The face of an
astonished Afghan policeman flashed past as Vince saw an opening
and careened back onto the road.

As soon as he lost sight of the gunmen in the
rows of buildings, Vince pulled the truck over and jumped out. Cat
hit the sidewalk already sprinting for cover. Taba was a bit
slower.

"Come on! Leave the crutches." Vince helped
him out of the truck and wrapped an arm under his shoulder. As
Vince passed the open truck door a tattered lump of paper on the
front seat of the truck caught his eye. He grabbed it, stuffed it
in his pocket, then followed Cat through the alley to the next
street.

Cat led them into a large rug shop, teaming
with people. She went straight for the back wall where racks of
rugs shielded them from the front windows, and a thin door provided
an escape route.

"What happened?" Taba said, shaken.

"If you wanted to live, you should have
stayed with your family," Cat said.

"It seems Chopra has discovered his men
failed to kill you." Vince leaned against a wall and took a deep
breath.

"They went in there," a voice said from the
sidewalk in front of the shop.

Vince caught a glimpse of three Afghan police
sprinting into the rug shop. They probably hadn't seen the snipers,
only noticing Taba firing at the apartments as they drove past.

"Time to go." Vince held Taba up as they ran
out the back door.

They scattered a group of small children
sitting on the curb. The beautiful Blue Mosque rose up in front of
them on the far side of the road, surrounded by trees.

Vince raced across the street with Taba, and
Cat followed. As soon as they hit the gray tiled plaza in front of
the mosque, Cat wrenched the AK-47 out of Taba's hands and slid it
under her burqa.

The call for Slat-ul-asr, the afternoon
prayer, had filled the mosque with people.

 


* * *

 


Cat separated from Vince and Taba as they
pushed inside. Men and woman prayed in separate areas of the
mosque. She watched as the two men joined the worshipers beneath
the lofty blue dome—rows of men standing and kneeling in prayer,
chanting the sacred words in undulating tones.

If the police came to the door, they'd never
be able to pick Vince and Taba out of the vast sea of people.

Cat slipped outside and back across the
street. With the burqa on, she could walk freely without being
identified. She found a shop a block away, and purchased a razor,
shaving cream, and new clothes for the men.

It was hard to manage the gun under her burqa
and a bundle of clothing, but she made her way back to the mosque
by the time Vince and Taba eased outside with a hundred other men
who had just finished praying.

They changed in the public restroom at the
mosque while Cat waited outside, fingering Taba's gun. Her heart
raced. There was nothing like a shoot-out to provide aerobic
exercise.

Vince and Taba came out of the restroom.
Taba's brown clothes covered his cast, and a tan pattu wrapped
around his shoulders. Vince looked ten years younger dressed in a
topaz shalwar qameez and clean shaven. He'd kept his arsenal-toting
turban.

"I have sinned against Allah and shaved my
beard," Vince muttered to Cat while stroking his chin.

Cat rolled her eye. "Let's find a taxi and
get off the street."

 



Chapter Eighteen




The squat wool processing plant looked much
the same as the tannery on one side of it and the butcher shop on
the other side.

"It's the perfect cover," Vince said,
breathing through his mouth to ward off the tanning chemicals mixed
with the overpowering smell of aniline dye used to color the wool.
Most heroin plants were well away from cities and villages to hide
the pungent vinegary scent of acetic anhydride used to process the
heroin. The wool dye hid the smell here.

Vince stood with Cat and Taba downwind of the
wool plant on a narrow street at the far side of the tannery, out
of sight of the two armed men that lounged near the wool plant's
entrance.

"They dye the wool on the main floor, and
make the heroin in the basement," Taba said.

Vince lifted the new digital camera he'd just
purchased to get a clear shot of the building. But the outside of
the building wouldn't be enough.

"Time for a diversion," he told Cat.

Cat glanced at Taba and smiled deviously
through the burqa before taking it off.

Taba caught his breath. Vince smiled,
appreciating Cat's beauty and the affect it had on him and other
men.

Cat handed Taba his gun and walked up the
street to the butcher shop.

"Stay here," Vince told Taba.

As soon as the guards were focused on Cat,
Vince sprinted past the tannery and around to the back of the wool
plant.

He found a window cracked open with steam
rising from it, coming off the heated vats of dye. He slipped
inside. The men who stirred the wool in the vats did not notice him
as he ducked across the room to get to the stairway leading to the
basement. The rough sound of machines ground from the front of the
building where they carded the wool.

A heavy door blocked the top of the stairs.
Vince turned the handle, but it was locked. He only had a couple of
minutes before Cat came back from the butcher, but few doors could
stop him for long. This one was no exception. Using his PSF knife,
he unscrewed the hinges from the left side, pulled the door back a
crack and slipped through.

Downstairs looked much like the main floor,
except it wasn't dye heating in the vats, and armed guards stood at
the bottom of the stairs overseeing the men who worked to refine
the opium into heroin.

Vince stayed at the top of the stairs, taking
the pictures he needed, including one of the press that shaped the
heroin into bricks marked with the symbol HC.

He was done in thirty seconds, back through
the door, and refastening the hinges. Ducking down, he scurried
past the vats of dye and back through the window. Outside, he took
a deep breath of clean air, wondering how those inside could stand
to work in such sweltering heat and stench.

"Good evening," he heard Cat say to the
guards.

He ran around the building, past the tannery
to the side street where Taba waited while Cat exchanged
pleasantries with the men.

Cat came a few moments later, replaced her
burqa, and set off down the street away from the plant with Vince
helping Taba along behind. One down, nine more to go.

 


* * *

 


Warlord Abdul Ahmadzai paced back and forth
across the gold Oriental rug in his city office. It was a brown
brick building, and this room had no windows. A square table sat
against one wall with his laptop open on it and two chairs beside
it.

The room was little more than a cell, but
with ISAF hunting him, he could not allow the inhabitants of Kabul
to see him yet. Soon he would stand on the steps of the
presidential palace, throngs of people would cheer him for freeing
Afghanistan from the infidels, and it would be the esteemed Afghan
president ISAF condemned.

One of his guards knocked and entered.
"Hashim Chopra called. He is concerned that four of his men have
vanished. He thinks they were killed by a Pashtun from Jabah. The
man's name is Kochi, and he is working with one of Chopra's own
men, Taba, a traitor. There is a woman with them as well.

"They had a shoot-out on the street, and the
police are hunting for him too. The ANA is after this same Kochi
for detonating a bomb in the Khyber Pass that killed five men." The
guard bowed and left. It was his job to deliver information, not
question it.

Ahmadzai stopped pacing and tapped his finger
on the table beside the laptop. Five people dead at the pass; that
was Chopra's doing. The four in Kabul though . . . could it be?
He'd been checking the passenger lists for every flight that had
come into Kabul the last few days and was starting to think the
American wasn't going to hold up his end of the bargain.

A Pashtun from Jabah? It seemed hardly
possible that he could be the man the American had sent to do the
job. Perhaps he was though. The American had promised his very
best, Vince, an operative who could not be stopped. Good. Then it
was time to gather the army and prepare to mobilize.

 



Chapter Nineteen




The sunset filtered across the rainbow
display of scarves Cat examined in front of a thin clothing shop
that shared walls with shops on either side. The evening wind
ruffled through the bright assortment of tunics, trousers, burqas,
and scarves. All of them hand-dyed by Aga Majumder, using natural
dying techniques passed down through his family for generations.
The acrid smell of the dye spilled from inside the shop.

Aga was an old man now, but he wore bright
purple clothes with a royal blue turban. He hummed to himself while
he prepared to move the displays into the shop for the night.

"See something you like?" he asked Cat.

"It is all beautiful," Cat said. "You make
these colors yourself?"

"Oh yes."

Cat fingered her faded blue burqa. "I asked
my husband, Allah's grace shine on him, to purchase bright blue
clothes for me. This is what he came back with. If I drop it off
tomorrow, could you fix the color?"

"Sure, sure." Aga nodded, jouncing the turban
on his head.

"Good," Cat said. "I will come then, if he
will let me." Out of the corner of her eye, Cat saw Vince slip out
of the shop and walk away.

It was the third place they'd visited and the
smallest. Taba was right. Plenty of people worked for Chopra, even
poor old Aga—a dye-master wasting his time making heroin. Vince was
sure to have a twinge of guilt about sending Aga off to jail. Cat
wouldn't waste the energy thinking of Aga beyond the moment.

She met Vince a block down the street where
he waited with Taba.

"It's getting dark," Taba said. He leaned
against the side of the building, grimacing as he adjusted his
broken leg to keep his balance.

Across the street a man and his two little
sons watched a newscast on a staticky black and white TV in the
front of their hut-sized watch shop. Vince was staring at the TV
oblivious to Taba's hint that they should quit for the night.

"Vince," Cat said. "Let's go. We can get the
rest of the pictures tomorrow."

Vince stiffened and edged back against the
building. "I don't think we should go back to the Spinzar," he
said. "The ANA have shared Kochi's name and description with the
police. They know we're registered at the hotel and are waiting for
us."

"Great!" Cat stepped into the road and waved
down a taxi as it crawled by, looking for passengers. At least they
were getting the evidence they needed. She'd hoped for a good
night's sleep before investigating more wool plants, but she'd
survive without it.

"We'll be okay," Vince said while Cat climbed
in the back behind the driver. Vince helped Taba into the taxi then
got in himself and gave the driver the address of the next
plant.

Darkness blanketed the night sky, leaving
shop lights and headlights to illuminate the city as the taxi wound
its way downtown. Up ahead, the rusted sign proclaiming Zahirud Car
Repairs caught Cat's eye. It was the place the black truck had been
repaired so many times. The Taxi eased up the street toward it.

Cat slid her hand under her tunic and got
hold of the P32. Its warm polymer grip felt good in her hand.

Vince looked a question at her when he saw
her move. She pulled the gun out, and Taba stiffened. She gave them
a reassuring smile, racked the slide back to cock the pistol and
pressed it to the back of the taxi driver's head. "Pull over and
stop the car."

 


* * *

 


The driver let lose a string of curses and
questions. Vince had the same questions, but he kept his mouth
shut. Cat knew her business. Vince trusted her.

"Just do it, or I'll put a bullet through
your head," Cat said.

The driver swerved to the side of the road
and slammed on the brakes, stopping the taxi only a few feet from
the entrance to the repair shop.

Cat nodded toward the front seat. Vince
vaulted into it, his muscles tingling, ready for action.

"Get out," Cat told the driver.

He protested, but Vince pointed to the door.
"You'd better do as she says. She's killed many men before
you."

Still swearing, the driver flung open the
door and got out. Vince slid into the driver's seat, closed the
door, and put the car in gear.

A row of what looked like broken cars were
parked in the shadows at the side of the repair shop. Rifle fire
erupted from behind them. The taxi driver ran for cover. Vince
ducked as the bullets slammed into the car. Staying low, he hit the
gas, and the tires screeched as he shot forward. In the rear-view
mirror he saw the rifles flash again, then the gunmen jumped into
four of the parked cars and rushed after the taxi.

"Should I ask how you knew we were driving
into an ambush?" Vince said. His blood pumped. Taba hadn't lied.
Chopra did seem to run the city, including the taxi force.

"Just get us out of here." Cat rolled down
her window, took aim at the lead car behind them, and shattered the
windshield. The car careened into a lamp post at the side of the
road.

"They're not shooting back," Cat said.

"They don't want the police or ISAF involved
with this, and neither do we." Vince whipped around a curb onto the
wrong side of the street, swerved to miss an oncoming line of
traffic, sped to the next intersection, and made a hard right
turn.

Chopra's men stayed on them. Vince couldn't
risk getting caught in thick evening traffic. If he stopped, the
gunmen would catch them. He turned onto Darulaman Avenue, a four
mile stretch of wide road built as a concourse to the majestic
Darulaman palace that had been blasted into a crumbling shell a few
wars back.

Vince floored the pedal, but the old taxi
stayed just ahead of the four cars that pursued them. The engine
roared, and the tires sent up a loud whine as they sped past the
twisted stumps and remains of the poplar trees that once lined the
road in stately grandeur.

Their pursuers fanned out across the road
behind them and came up on the driver's side, forcing Vince toward
the edge of the road. Taba fingered his assault rifle.

Vince hit a bump, jolting the taxi up against
the other car. Metal squealed, and the other car gave way. Vince
tried to coax more speed out of the old taxi, but it was topped
out.

The former soviet embassy flashed past
followed by the Canadian ISAF base as Vince neared the top of the
hill where the palace crouched. If Cat fired her gun here, ISAF
would be on top of them in an instant.

A cold sweat beaded on Vince's face. He
licked the salt from his lips and gunned the engine. "Come on
baby."

The three-story Darulaman Palace, with its
domed corners and mortar-blasted walls towered in front of them as
the pursuers nosed past Vince and swerved hard, forcing Vince into
the dirt at the side of the road.

Vince slammed on the brakes, skidding to a
halt. Chopra's men stopped and leaped from their cars.

"Bait and switch," Vince said, throwing open
the passenger door that faced away from the road.

"Come on." Cat wrapped her arm around Taba
and dragged him out of the taxi across the sloping ground away from
the road and the palace.

Vince rolled out of the car, slid underneath
it, caught hold of the front axle, and lifted himself even with the
bottom of the car just as Chopra's men reached it. When they found
the car empty, they went after Cat and Taba.

Vince swung out from under the car and ran to
the closest vehicle blocking their path. The door was open, the
keys in the ignition, and the engine running. He put it in gear and
tore off the road. The open car door slammed into Chopra's men as
Vince passed them and slowed just enough for Cat and Taba to dive
in the back seat.

He pushed the gas pedal to the floor, and
dirt flew up from the back tires into the faces of the stunned
men.

The wheels screeched as he careened onto the
road and sped away, past the ISAF base and the soviet buildings.
Cat whooped and slapped Vince on the back. He grinned over his
shoulder at her.

Taba clutched his rifle in a white-knuckled
grip and muttered a faint prayer to Allah.

Vince crossed the bridge over the black,
snaking Chan Cha Mai River, and turned left on Sarak-e-Chilsitun
Road, trying to lose himself in the thick traffic. He wondered how
many more of Chopra's men waited for them in the dark. The call for
Salat-ul-isha, the night prayer, echoed through the city.

 



Chapter Twenty




The car's engine thrummed in time with
Vince's heartbeat as he maneuvered it through the city, keeping his
eyes open for further attack.

"What now?" Cat said. "That was a ton of fun,
but they will report this car stolen and give everyone a new
description of us."

Vince nodded. "We'll have to ditch this car
and wrap up the assignment tonight. No point wasting any more time
on the smaller operations. Chopra's main plant is close to here. It
should give us everything we need."

Vince slowed next to an elaborate stone wall
that rose up beside the road. An arched gate led into Bagh-e Babur,
the moghul garden created by Zahiruddin Muhammad Babur in the 16th
century. Years of war had left the gardens wasted, but
Non-government groups had replanted the terraced gardens leading to
the tomb and mosque near the top of the hill.

Vince turned in at the gate, but an attendant
stopped him. "We are closing soon."

"The garden has been replanted, yes?" Vince
said.

"It has," the attendant agreed. "It is late.
Come back tomorrow."

"Tomorrow we have to return to our village."
Vince handed twenty Afghanis to the man.

"Hurry and look then." The attendant took the
money and stepped away from the car.

Vince pulled onto the narrow road that led
past the Babur's palace, which was being rebuilt as a hotel. He
turned off the car's lights and coasted. Near the far wall, in a
dark corner of the garden, a ragged assortment of landscaping
vehicles waited for spring. That would work. Vince pulled the car
in between a backhoe and tractor and stopped.

"I suppose this is as good a place as any."
He climbed from the car and helped Taba out.

A tattered brown tarp covered the front of
the tractor to keep rain from coming through its broken windows.
Vince cut the rope that held the tarp in place and moved the tarp
over the stolen car. He and Cat tied it down.

Vince got one arm around Taba and helped him
limp to the main path. Cat followed them in time to join the group
of people coming from the restaurant in the pavilion near the top
of the garden. The smell of rice and kabobs drifted down with the
people. Vince took Cat's hand, ignoring the burqa's soft fabric
pressed between her flesh and his. "I'd ask you to dinner, but it
looks like the restaurant is closing."

Cat grinned through the mesh. "We'll have
time to eat later," she said in Japanese so Taba wouldn't
understand. "Back in the states where we can get a juicy chunk of
ham, smothered with mashed potatoes and gravy."

Vince's mouth watered at the thought. Wind
rustled through the newly cultivated rose plants. By spring the
vast walled garden would be filled with rose blossoms and fig
trees, grape vines and oak saplings, all sprouting leaves in the
sunshine.

Holding Cat's hand with one hand and using
the other to help Taba walk, Vince went through the gate amid a
group of pedestrians, bicyclists, and taxis. They left the garden
and its promises for a bright future behind and stepped into the
ebb of a dark and dangerous city.

A short time later, Vince crouched in an
alley across the street from a blocky three-story building. It was
the largest they'd seen so far, with loading docks along one
side—small ones with ramps that sheep farmers could drive their
donkey cart up on and unload bales of raw wool, and large ones that
trucks could back up to for loading processed wool and yarns.

Vince sucked in the cold night air, and got a
lungful of the acrid dye smell. He gagged. Steam lifted from vents
on the roof. A few scattered windows dotted the building on the
upper floors. On the ground floor, a flight of steps led to a
single door in front.

A dozen cars, parked in the street next to
the building, showed it was in use even at that late hour.

"This is his main operation," Taba said.
"Chopra's office is on the first floor mid-way back on the right.
There are always guards in the building."

"How many?" Vince reached into the folds of
his turban and pulled out his lighter and the remaining smoke
bombs. His hand shook. Hashim Chopra. He has to be
here tonight so I can finish this. Chopra's mine, Vince
wanted to say, but he clenched his mouth shut instead.

"Five, usually. Plus the workers. The wool
plant shuts down at night, but they make heroin all the time. There
will be at least twenty men."

"Okay. Taba, you stay out here and keep
hidden," Vince whispered. "Cat, you hit Chopra's office and get
everything you can off his computer. How long will you need?"

"Depends on what operating system he's
running."

Taba caught Vince's arm before he could dart
across the street. "I'm coming in with you. You'll need my
help."

"You can't even walk by yourself," Cat said.
"You'll be in the way."

"I may not be able to walk, but I can shoot."
Taba held up the AK-47.

"We don't need a gun." Vince pushed the AK-47
away from his face and picked up a piece of crumbling brick from
the ground. "We're just going to go in, pull the information we
need off the computer, and come out." And finish off Chopra.
Vince imagined plunging his knife into the base of Chopra's
skull.

"You can't sneak into that building," Taba
said. "They have cameras everywhere."

"Sneaking isn't what I had in mind. You
ready, Cat?"

Cat nodded, and Vince darted across the
street with her at his side. A light glimmered from a small window
on the second floor at the front of the building. Vince tossed Cat
the brick and pointed to the window, then ignited the lighter and
held it to one of the yellow smoke bombs.

Cat threw the brick at the window,
splintering the glass, just as Vince got the fuse lit. He tossed
the bomb through the hole in the window then pressed up against the
wall beside the front door. Cat eased against him, warming his arm
and shoulder.

A startled cry to Allah sounded from the
window above. "Mustard gas!" A door slammed open, and footsteps
thundered out of the room. A moment later the front door burst open
and two men ran out, clutching their eyes and panting with
fear.

Vince and Cat slipped in through the open
door and found themselves in a shabby lobby. They dodged past the
pitted front desk toward the back of the building.

Beyond the lobby, a door led onto the plant's
main floor. Bulky carding and spinning machines blocked the way
like monoliths in the dark. This floor was deserted for the night,
but boots thudded on the stairs, coming up from the basement and
down from the upper floors.

Cat ran to the office at the edge of the
plant and slipped inside. Vince lit another smoke bomb and tossed
it between the stairwell and the plant floor.

Chopra's men came from above and below, and
were met by a wall of yellow smoke.

"Help! Mustard Gas!" Vince called. He pressed
his arm against his mouth and nose and watched the men race toward
the front exit. Taba had given him Chopra's description. None of
these men matched.

Rifle fire rattled from the office followed
by the soft click and pop of Cat's gun. Vince whipped around in
surprise and rushed to the office door, trading the lighter in his
hand for the knife.

When he looked in, he found a guard on the
floor, bleeding from a bullet hole in his head. Not Chopra. Vince
grimaced. Cat leaned over the table, riffling through the papers
while an old computer booted up.

"You all right?" Vince said.

"Fine. Go get the pictures. I want this
finished tonight."

Vince left her, ran through the harmless
yellow smoke and down the stairs. The basement was a vast heroin
processing facility—every step from opium to refined heroin
arranged in lines capable of producing more heroin in a single day
than Vince had ever imagined possible. He ran the numbers in his
head while he filled the camera with pictures.

Ten workers still in the room looked up in
surprise. Vince caught their stunned faces with his camera. None of
them Chopra.

"Hey!" Chopra's men went for their guns to
come after him.

Vince raced up the stairs and sent another
smoke bomb tumbling down the way he'd come. He swung into the
office. "Ready?"

Cat slipped a computer disk and a roll of
papers under her burqa. She and Vince ran to the side of the plant
where the loading docks were and let themselves out. Vince
hesitated in the doorway, looking over his shoulder into the
tainted building. Disappointment stoked an angry fire in his gut.
He fingered his knife and took a step back inside.

"What is it?" Cat said, gripping his arm. "We
got what we needed. Let's go."

Vince shook himself. He could not compromise
their job for a personal vendetta. Still he hesitated.

"Vince!" Cat hissed.

Steeling himself, Vince closed the knife and
stuffed it in his pocket. As he slipped out the door into the
shadows, he felt like the whole world crumbled behind him. Chopra
had not been there. With the information they had, he and Cat could
take down the whole organization without ever meeting up with
Chopra. Vince couldn't stay in the country to hunt down the drug
baron personally. He and Cat were wanted by too many people. As
soon as Cat uploaded the pictures and files to the proper people,
Vince's mission would be over. His gut churned with anger and
disappointment.

Chopra's men stood outside, arguing, looking
for something to shoot at.

"After you." Vince motioned to the cars
parked beside the road.

Cat ghosted to the closest one and got in.
Vince followed.

"Stop!" one of Chopra's men spotted
Vince.

Vince froze with seven rifles leveled at his
chest. He'd hesitated too long at the doorway.

 



Chapter Twenty-one




"Who are you, what are you doing here?" one
of the men demanded.

Vince shrugged. "Just sightseeing. Kabul is
such a pretty town this time of year."

"Kill him," the man said.

"No. We should take him to Chopra," one of
the others said, grinning widely.

"Good idea." Vince's fist closed around his
knife, and he stepped forward.

A rifle went off from across the street,
sending a stream of bullets above Chopra's men. They ducked and
scrambled for protection behind their vehicles.

Cat grabbed Vince's arm and pulled him into
the car, then gunned the engine, spinning the vehicle across the
road. Bullets, aimed at Taba, slammed into the car's side. Vince
threw open the back door, and Taba jumped in.

"Shoot the tires," Vince told him.

Taba sent bullets into the row of cars at the
side of the road as Cat sped past them.

"Let's get to the international hotel before
the café closes," Cat said.

Vince leaned against the passenger seat. His
head spun. Sweat slicked the palms of his hands.

"Thank you, Taba," Cat said. "It's nice to
have some extra backup. I guess Vince was right to let you come
with us." She swerved around a slow car in front of them and
skidded through a tight turn at the intersection, filling the air
with the scent of burning rubber. She glanced at the rear-view
mirror. "I don't see them following us."

Vince swallowed a lump in his throat and
wiped the sweat from his palms. They'd done the job neat and
simple. Now all they had to do was get the information to the
authorities. A wash of black terror seized him, something far
darker and stronger than his anger at not getting Chopra, but he
couldn't tell what prompted the warning.

He gasped.

Cat pushed the car faster. "You hurt?
Hospital first?"

Vince shook his head. "No, Cat. Get to the
hotel."

"What's wrong?"

"The monster. It's still out there." He
couldn't explain and knew he sounded idiotic.

"The same one from the mountains?" Cat's lips
drew into a tight line.

"Yes." He knew she trusted his instincts, but
he wondered if either of them should. Perhaps the monster was no
more than Chopra and the heroin. His own past. But it felt like
something worse.

Cat snorted and tossed the roll of papers to
him. "Get those on your camera."

"Did you find what we needed?" Vince spread
out the papers and started taking pictures, forcing himself to
focus on the work at hand.

"I got names of all Chopra's businesses
partners and underlings, location of all his plants. There was one
encrypted file I didn't have time to break into. I think it gave
the name of his contacts out of the country. It shouldn't take the
US military long to crack the code and get the information."

The camera clicked in Vince's hands, letting
off flashes of light as he worked. He forced thoughts of killing
Chopra and the unknown monster out of his mind. At least the
information in front of him would land Chopra in prison, if they
could get it sent off without further incident.

 


* * *

 


Vince helped Taba into the international
hotel's café and let him down at a table by the door. The café
stayed open late so journalists and reconstruction workers could
keep in contact with superiors and family on the other side of the
world or get a late night latte. Two Americans sat at a table with
their laptops open, conversing quietly and drinking coffee. Several
others made use of the PC's along the back wall. Cat headed over to
claim an unused one.

"Looks like that leg hurts," Vince said.

"Yes." Taba's face was pale and strained. He
should have spent the day in bed, not tearing all over the
city.

"I'll see if they have some pain
killers."

"Something to eat would be better."

"All right." Vince went to the counter, but
the attendant said the grill was closed for the night. Vince
offered the man enough money to reopen it. Vince and Cat hadn't
eaten since breakfast. His stomach grumbled, and he felt the
jitters caused by lack of food and rest, mixed with prolonged
adrenaline flow. He couldn't shake the unease he'd felt since
leaving Chopra's office.

Vince paced back to Taba, eyeing the other
occupants of the room. Through the café windows he could see the
empty street in front of the building. Goosebumps prickled his
arms.

"It will be just a few minutes," he told
Taba. "Keep an eye on the door."

Taba agreed, and Vince joined Cat at the
computer. She had the connection open and fed the disk into the
drive. "Three-and-a-half-inch floppy disk, can you believe it?" she
muttered. "Chopra needs to get with the times. We're lucky this
computer even has a floppy drive."

The drive whirred to life, and Vince's chest
constricted like a giant hand had slammed him against the wall. He
tried to speak, but couldn't make his voice work. Cat plugged in
the camera and added the pictures to their package.

A chair scrapped against the tile floor. Taba
had pushed his chair away from the table. He pointed to the
restroom so Vince would know where he was limping off to. The hairs
on the back of Vince's neck stood on end, and he put a shaking hand
on Cat's shoulder.

She looked up at Vince then scanned the room.
No sign of trouble.

Cat grimaced. Her fingers flew over the
keyboard and mouse as she sent copies of their package to the ANA
office, the police office, the ISAF office, Camp Phoenix, and
several noted news agencies—enough places no one would be able to
sweep it under the carpet.

"That ought to take care of it," Cat said,
clicking out of e-mail. "ISAF and the Afghan police will have to
shut him down. Let me just clean our presence off this computer,
then we can go home."

A dagger of ice cut down Vince's back. "Cat,"
he managed to say. "Got to get out of here."

Cat snatched the disk from the drive stuffed
it into a half-full cup of coffee that had been left at the next
computer station and stood. Six armed men raced through the kitchen
door and around the counter, their AK-47s pointed at Vince and Cat.
"Don't move!"

Vince lifted his hands in the air. The
Americans at the table froze.

"You too." The man motioned for Cat to bring
her hands out into the open as well.

She lifted her hands out from under the
burqa.

"Let's see," Vince said. "No uniforms. I
guess that means you're Chopra's vermin. You're too late, you
know." His stomach did a summersault. Perhaps he'd get a
face-to-face with Chopra after all.

"Move," the man said. His partners' hands on
the trigger and scowls on their faces showed they'd rather shoot
than not.

Vince stepped away from the desk. Cat came
with him. Chopra's men kept the guns on them while the leader
forced Vince's hands behind his back. Vince's fingers brushed past
his pocket as the man pulled his hands in place and tied them
together.

They tied Cat up next.

"Be gentle with my wife," Vince said.

The man backhanded him and pushed him toward
the door. "Let's go."

They had Cat and Vince captured, bound, and
out of the café in less than five minutes. Vince figured the
Americans wouldn't reach for their cell phones until the gunmen
were gone. He dropped the car keys on Taba's table as he passed it
on the way out the door.

 



Chapter Twenty-two




Cat sat in the back seat of a car between two
of Chopra's men who kept their rifles pointed at her head. A rope
bound her hands behind her back, chaffing her wrists. The car
smelled like sweat and rancid tea. The men had taken her burqa and
found her hidden gun. She felt naked without her favorite
weapon.

They'd loaded Vince into a different car,
keeping them separate. She gritted her teeth at the thought of
Vince's strange behavior. He'd hesitated until they'd been spotted
at the processing plant and had seemed almost eager to go with
Chopra's men there. Then at the café he'd submitted without any
attempt to escape. She and Vince had worked together long enough
that she usually knew exactly what he was planning and thinking
even without him saying. Not this time, and it worried her.

The engine purred as they rolled down the
dark streets, heading for the Wazir Akbar Khan area of the city,
with its majestic mansions and elegantly landscaped yards. The
higher up the hill they went, the bigger the houses got, a
phenomenon Cat had noticed in most of the world.

They turned onto a tree-lined drive that
ended at the front of a house that towered against the hillside,
propped up by the sweat of thousands of destitute poppy
farmers.

Chopra's men dragged her out of the car and
forced her and Vince up to the front door. If they thought to
intimidate her by the house's grandeur, they failed. She'd grown up
in a house not so different from this one.

Inside, red and gold Persian rugs lay across
a mahogany hardwood floor. Sweeping gilded curtains billowed and
plumed across the windows.

A man in a blue and green robe as fine as the
house he stood in, met them in the entryway. He was in his sixties,
and his neatly trimmed gray beard gave him a distinguished air. He
could have been a tender grandfather, except his eyes exuded an
endless malignant nature.

Cat didn't need an introduction to know that
this was Hashim Chopra, the largest drug baron in Afghanistan.

"What do we have here?" He cupped Cat's chin
in his rough hands.

"Don't touch her," Vince said. His voice held
a dangerous edge she had seldom heard from him.

"And you must be Kochi," Chopra said. He let
his hand slide from Cat's chin down the front of her before
stepping away. Vince's eyes blazed with anger. He usually laughed
when other men found her attractive, knowing he was the only one
she'd voluntarily give herself to.

Chopra raised a pistol to Vince's face.
"You've made quite a disturbance all over the city."

"If you're going to shoot me, do it now,"
Vince said. "I can't stand to be in your filthy presence." So much
fire in his eyes, so much hate in his voice. Cat swallowed,
wondering what was happening to Vince.

Chopra gave a dry laugh and lowered the
pistol. "As much as I would love to put a bullet through your ugly
face, I have my good name to maintain. I have a better idea."

"Whatever it is, you should do it quick,
because I'm going to kill you."

"Kochi?" Cat whispered. If he was going for
some kind of ruse or distraction, she wasn't following what he
intended.

He turned to her, and looking at him was like
looking into the face of a stranger.

"Bring them." Chopra motioned for his men to
force Vince and Cat into the dining room. He ordered them tied to
chairs with their arms secured to the armrests.

Cat's right hand brushed across her waistband
as Chopra's men forced it in position to tie it down. Through the
large dining room window, lights glimmered from the city below.

She flashed Vince a thin smile to let him
know she was ready when the chance came.

He didn't acknowledge it.

His gaze was fixed instead at a large blue
spoon made from blown glass on the table next to a gold candle. The
candlelight reflected from the crystals in the chandelier
above.

"Where is Taba?" Chopra asked his men.

They glanced nervously at each other. "Taba
wasn't there. We only found these two."

"You Swine, you mewling dogs, the lot of you.
Get out and find him."

The gunmen retreated, leaving Vince and Cat
alone with Chopra.

Chopra stepped into the kitchen. Cat flipped
out her blade and set to work on the ropes. Chopra returned a
moment later, and she retracted the knife. In his hand Chopra
carried a bag of heroin, a large syringe, and a bottled water.

"You'll find this to be the highest quality,"
he said as he emptied the heroin into the glass spoon, sucked up
some water with the syringe and squirted it on the powder. "Very
pure."

 


* * *

 


Vince's mouth went dry, and he swallowed,
trying to wet it while Chopra lifted the spoon over the candle.
Vince hadn't been able to get to his knife, but Cat had hers.

Now was the time to make their move, but a
paralyzing dread filled him. His mother's face hung in his mind.
Her paraphernalia had not been as fancy, but just as effective.
Vince's heart beat like thunder. His parents were dead because of
this man and his poison. The anger Vince had been repressing for so
long burned like an inferno inside him.

Cat narrowed her eyes at Vince. She needed a
diversion, and he knew he had to give it. "Hey, what about a
filter," Vince said as Chopra sucked the heroin directly from the
spoon into the syringe.

The yellow liquid filled the syringe, over
1800 mg, enough to overdose even the most hardened user. "The least
you could do is load it up right." Vince's hands shook, his voice
too, though he tried to hide it.

Chopra chuckled. "Since you're only going to
get one dose, we don't have to worry about damaging your veins now
do we?"

Vince shuddered, but kept talking to keep
Chopra's attention on him. "You have a point there, but you know,
the Mexicans are much better at production and distribution than
you are. You think your operation is big, but it's just a drop in
the bucket compared to theirs."

"Not true!" Chopra slammed the spoon onto the
white lace table cloth. "HC heroin is the most coveted in the
world."

"Not any longer." Cat leaped from the chair
toward Chopra.

A gunshot shattered the silence, and a bullet
tore across the left side of Cat's head, cutting her flesh away,
cracking her skull, and sending blood spattering onto the table
cloth.

"No!" Vince yelled as Cat fell to the floor.
He wrenched his arms against the ropes that held him to the
chair.

A man that looked like a younger version of
Chopra stepped into the room, holding an AK-47. "We have to get out
of here right now, Uncle. I checked the computer they used. They've
sent detailed information about the whole operation to just about
everyone in the world."

Chopra's face went livid. He advanced on
Vince with the syringe in his hand. "You devil's spawn. May your
master consume your soul in hell." He pushed the needle into a vein
in Vince's arm.

Vince kicked backward, trying to topple the
chair, but Chopra's nephew caught it and held it in place while the
heroin spilled into Vince.

"Drop the needle and put your hands up!" Taba
yelled into the room. He stood in the doorway with his AK-47
leveled at Chopra.

"Taba," Chopra said, stepping away from
Vince. "How nice of you to join us."

"You murdered my brother," Taba said.

"Actually, Sayed did that." Chopra pointed to
his nephew who still clutched Vince's chair.

Taba turned his attention to Sayed, and
Chopra darted into the kitchen.

A wave of euphoria hit Vince. Like making
love to Cat on their wedding night amplified by the atomic power of
the sun. He leaned back in the chair and let his eyes wander around
the sparkling room.

The sound of Taba's gun as it sent bullets
tearing through Sayed's body, startled Vince back to some sense of
the situation.

Cat lay wounded at his feet, dying, maybe
dead. Shot like his father had been. A hot rage burned through
Vince, and he started to shake. Taba pulled the half-empty syringe
from Vince's arm. Then he grabbed Cat's open knife from her hand
and cut the ropes that held Vince to the chair.

"I'm going after Chopra," Taba said and
limped into the kitchen.

Vince pulled himself up from the chair and
leaned over Cat. The side of her face was torn away from the bone.
He tried to call her name, but his throat constricted, and he had
to fight for breath. The heroin would take him too. No time
left.

Through the window, he saw Chopra run from
the house, heading toward the cars.

A razor of pain spread down Vince's back.
With a broken leg, Taba would never catch Chopra. Vince reached for
his knife, but Chopra was too far away.

No. He would not lose. He could not fail now
when it mattered most. He fumbled for Sayed's gun. The metal burned
his hands as he snatched it up. He slammed the butt into the
window, breaking the glass, and took aim at the fleeing figure.

Gasping for breath, he pulled the
trigger.

The first two rounds sent Chopra tumbling to
the ground. Vince's heart raced. He cursed Chopra and kept the
trigger depressed, spraying the body with bullets. Killing had
never felt so good, or hurt so bad.
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Pain exploded through Cat as the bullet
struck the side of her head and dropped her to the floor. The room
disappeared into a gray fuzz. Above her she heard Chopra say
something to Vince. She tried to rise, but her body refused.
Someone else spoke, and a gun fired.

She had to get up and free Vince from Chopra.
She moved. Agony. Her sight went black. The sound of automatic
rifle fire rattled her. She blinked, and color washed back into her
vision.

Vince stood at the window, emptying the
magazine of an AK-47 into something outside. He held the trigger
down even after the gun stopped shooting. His lips were blue and
his skin gray. The muscles in his legs spasmed, and he fell to the
floor, the gun still clutched in his hands.

"Vince?" Cat crawled to his side and pried
the rifle from his fingers. "What are you doing?"

A bead of blood welled up on Vince's arm
where the needle had pierced it. His breathing was erratic, his
pupils constricted to black pinpoints. Chopra must have given him
the dose of heroin.

"Killing. Revenge," Vince said. His words
slurred together, hardly recognizable.

"What?"

"He killed my parents," Vince whispered.

Cat pulled herself up to the window and
caught sight of Chopra's bullet-riddled body on the ground outside.
Vince's erratic behavior on this mission suddenly made sense. "You
should have told me."

Vince opened his mouth to respond, but no
words came out.

Taba limped to Chopra. He looked over and saw
Cat watching from the window. She motioned for him to come back.
She'd need his help. Convulsions wracked Vince's body. They had to
get to a hospital before he stopped breathing. Cat's hand went to
her mangled face. She was no better off than Vince. "But we did the
job we were sent to do," she muttered. "Hope it's not our
last."

Taba limped back into the room.

"Help me get Vince to the car." Cat tore the
tablecloth off the table and wrapped it around her face to slow the
bleeding.

"I can hardly walk," Taba said.

Ignoring his protest, Cat lifted Vince by the
shoulders and dragged him out of the dining room, through the
entryway and front door, and over to the car. Taba hobbled behind
her and helped her load Vince into the back seat. Vince closed his
eyes, and his breathing faded to almost nothing.

"You drive," Cat said. Taba had managed
somehow to drive with his broken leg in a cast to Chopra's house.
She figured he could do it again.

"Right." Taba climbed in the driver's seat
while Cat got in the back next to Vince. A building pressure in her
skull almost blinded her with pain. She kept her fingers close to
Vince's lips, feeling for breath. The taste of blood lingered on
her tongue.

Lights flashed past as the car hurtled down
the street. Cat was grateful the heavy traffic was gone for the
night. Ignoring traffic signs, Taba raced for the hospital. He
skidded to a halt in front of the emergency doors.

Cat climbed out. Vertigo hit her, but she
staggered inside yelling for Narcan, the drug that would block the
heroin. "In the car," she cried. "Hurry, he may have stopped
breathing."

By some miracle, the emergency personnel
reacted swiftly. They got Vince in on a stretcher and sprayed the
Narcan nasal mist in his nose. His breathing smoothed out.

"He'll be unconscious for a few hours," the
EMT told Cat as he examined her head wound. "But should be fine
after that. How long has he been using heroin? Narcan causes
immediate withdrawal symptoms."

"This is the first time?" Cat said. Her voice
sounded strange to her, and a ringing started in her ears.

"What happened to you?" The EMT got Cat on a
second stretcher.

"An accident," Cat said. Her head pounded.
Her vision faded to gray and then black.

 


* * *

 


Sunlight warmed Vince's face. He kept his
eyes closed. His head spun in a weird distorted dance. He lay on a
hard bed. Its uncomfortable mattress added to the nausea that
threatened to overwhelm him. Muscles all over his body cramped in
jagged pain. A longing burned in his chest that he'd not known
before, an empty blackness.

He groaned and rolled on his side, opening
his eyes.

A row of beds stretched out in the long
hospital ward. In a bed beside Vince's, a man lay with two leg
stumps wrapped in bandages—another landmine victim. His young son
slept on a chair beside him. The man glared at Vince.

"Where am I?" Vince whispered.

"The Wazir Akbar Khan Hospital," the man
answered.

"Why?" Vince rubbed his head, trying to
untangle his mind.

"The doctor said you overdosed on heroin last
night. Allah has punished you for using that filth. I don't know
why the Great One has given you another chance. I wouldn't."

"Why? Because you've lost your legs? What sin
have you done to deserve that punishment?"

"I am no sinner." The man glared at
Vince.

"Neither am I." Most of the time.
Vince sat and swung his legs over the edge of the bed, stretching
to relieve the cramped muscles.

Fuzzy gray memories came back to him. A rifle
in his hand, and the loud explosions in his ear as he pulled the
trigger. Chopra's body jerking as the bullets drove him to the
ground. Chopra dead. A weight lifted from Vince's shoulders. He'd
done it. Finally avenged his father after so long. But what of the
price for that revenge? The memory of Cat shot and bleeding poured
across his mind.

"Cat?" He jumped to his feet, wavered, but
managed to remain standing. "What did they do with my wife? Someone
shot her. Where is she?"

The other man shook his head. "If she's
alive, she's probably in the women's ward. I never saw her, and the
doctor didn't say anything about a woman."

Vince found his turban and clothes and
dressed as quickly as his rebellious body would let him.

"What are you doing?" the man said. "You
can't leave. You may have shaved your beard, but I recognized you
when I woke up this morning. You're that man, Kochi, who killed the
soldiers in the pass. I told the doctors, and they called the
police. You won't get away. There are officers out front waiting to
take you."

Vince pulled his knife, opened the blade, and
pointed at the sleeping boy in the chair. "I'm leaving, and you'll
keep quiet about it if you want your family to stay safe."

The man's face drained of color. "Please no.
Just leave. I'm sleeping. I didn't know you came awake." He closed
his eyes and pulled the blanket up over his face.

Vince grimaced and put the knife away. He
slipped out of the ward and went looking for Cat. They'd have to
find a back way out of the building.

When he'd come to the hospital before in
search of Taba, he'd only seen the crowded waiting area. He was
deeper in the hospital now. Plaster littered the halls and canvas
draped of whole sections.

Vince leaned against the wall around the
corner from the nurse's station near the women's ward. The station
was manned by a harried. Vince waited for the nurse to pick up a
stack of papers and march off before coming around the corner and
slipping into the chair behind the desk.

He found a clipboard hanging on the wall with
a list of the ward's occupants and which beds they were in. His
head pounded as he scanned for Cat. She had to be here. If she
wasn't. . . . Vince's hands shook. He couldn't lose Cat.

The name in the second-to-last bed was listed
as unknown. Vince gave a sigh of relief and scrambled through the
papers on the desk to find some indication of Unknown's
condition.

There it was. Head wound. Conscious when
admitted, but brain hemorrhaging had called for immediate surgery.
The surgery was successful, but the doctors feared there could be
secondary hemorrhaging. A note scribbled at the bottom said that
the man who had brought her to the hospital had been taken for
questioning that morning. Had to be Taba. Vince hoped he was
okay.

Vince stared at the paper, unable to tear his
eyes away from the words secondary hemorrhaging. The heaviness in
his chest sank to a new level. At last he stumbled from the nurse's
station into the ward itself.

He found Cat in the bed, covered by a pale
green blanket that clashed with the white bandages that swathed her
head and left cheek. Vince knelt by the bed and rubbed her unhurt
cheek. "Cat?" he whispered.

She did not respond.

"Cat. We have to get out of here."

Cat remained motionless in the bed, her eyes
closed. Vince took a deep breath and looked around. Outside the
window, sunlight peeked over the desolate mountains in the
distance. He shouldn't move her, not while she was unconscious. It
might trigger more bleeding in her head.

Non-government organizations had worked hard
to upgrade the hospital since the war when it had an unreasonably
high percent mortality rate for surgeries, but even now it was
nothing like hospital facilities in the US or even the military
medical hospital in Germany. Vince pulled the cell phone from his
pocket and punched in Tag's number. The line rang for a long time,
then an answering machine came on.

Vince hung up and dialed the number again.
"Come on."

Tag picked up the line after the third ring.
"Have you seen the news?"

"No. Cat's down. At the WAK hospital. You've
got to get her an immediate medical transport to Germany."

"I have three words for you"—Tag's voice was
strained—"worse than Watergate." The line went dead.
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"Watergate?" Vince mouthed the word, trying
to get a feel for the full impact.

He and Cat were wanted for questioning. He
had killed Chopra, a prominent Afghan citizen, but there was
no way that anyone could connect the killing to the US
president.

Taba couldn't have told the police anything
useful; he didn't know more than that Vince and Cat were going to
stop the heroin. A mumble of voices echoed down the hall. Vince
tensed.

"She's in here, officer. The surgery went
well, and she should wake soon."

Vince squeezed Cat's hand then bolted for the
window. He had to find a television or newspaper and figure out
what was going on, then get out of the hospital before the police
caught him. But he couldn't leave Cat.

He slid the window open and crawled out,
getting his footing on the narrow ledge, with his back pressed
against the building. A three-story drop onto asphalt waited below
him. He closed the window with one hand and inched toward the front
corner of the building. A few lone cars sat in the otherwise
deserted parking lot. The chilly air felt good on his aching body,
but his heart raced. He'd be an easy target if the police came
out.

The side of the building he'd climbed out on
had already been painted. The new soothing colors did nothing to
calm him. Gripping the rough plaster to keep his balance, he looked
around the corner.

Several feet below him a balcony jutted out
from the front of the building, draped in waterproof canvas so the
workers could replace the old windows. He was at an odd angle to
it, and the jump would be awkward. Two police trucks were parked
near the front doors below the balcony. The turquoise stripes down
the side of the blue and white vehicles glittered in the morning
sun. No sign of the officers.

Vince worked his hand under the drape and
pulled it away from the wall. Gathering himself, he jumped,
twisting in the air to come down on the balcony.

He missed, and his stomach slammed into the
cast-iron railing.

The air blew out of his lungs. He gasped for
breath and pulled himself over the railing onto the balcony.
Plaster dust puffed around him, filling his open mouth with its
chalky taste.

He coughed, and gasped again. More
plaster.

Through the unfinished window behind him, he
heard the sound of hammers on sheetrock. A pair of workers chatted
about the renovations while the twang of Afghan music came from a
small radio.

Vince pressed his hand to his mouth to cover
the cough and rolled up against the building below the windowsill
so the workers wouldn't see him. The song on the radio ended, and
the announcer launched into the news with the breaking story of
Afghan police teaming up with ISAF to raid nearly a dozen heroin
processing plants in Kabul. Hundreds of drug manufacturers and
dealers were in custody.

Vince fingered the knife in his pocket. This
was the newscast he'd expected to hear. The one he'd made
happen.

Officials were puzzled by the brutal murder
of the drug king-pin and his nephew at their villa in the WAK
district, but had no leads to the culprit. Human rights groups were
pointing fingers at the police.

In other news, the renegade who'd bombed ANA
troops in the Khyber Pass was in custody at the WAK hospital.

"Well, sort of in custody," Vince
muttered.

The newscaster hurried on, his voice
increasing in pitch and volume. US military officials had
discovered a file from the drug baron's computer showing millions
of dollars being transferred through intermediary accounts into the
personal bank accounts of Afghanistan's president and President
Chad Duncan of the United States. Both presidents had accepted the
money as bribes from the drug baron to look the other way
concerning his drug production and smuggling.

Protestors were taking to the streets in
Afghanistan, the United States, and Europe. Authorities feared the
protests would turn to riots. The infant Afghan government was
coming unglued. Duncan's opponents had fuel now to light a huge
bonfire against him and were calling for his immediate
impeachment.

Vince shook his head in disbelief. It had to
be the file Cat had been unable to open. He could believe the
Afghan president would accept drug money as a bribe, but not the US
president, not Duncan.

The back of Vince's neck tingled, and a dark
dread filled him. Something was terribly wrong. Fear knifed through
him. He was President's Special Forces and had just unknowingly
destroyed the man he was sworn to serve. But Vince's fear spun
deeper than that. A dark whirlwind of terror that threatened to
suck him under. Something serious would happen because of that drug
money file.

The faceless monster he'd first sensed in the
mountains loomed over his mind.

His hands grew cold, and he rubbed them on
his pants to warm them. An unfamiliar rattle from his left pocket
made him plunge his hand in and pull out the tattered map he'd
gotten from the seat of the black truck.

He unfolded it and found that it was a relief
map of the mountains between Kabul and the Khyber Pass. The dread
he'd felt on the mountain the night the motorcyclist disappeared
was only a shadow of what he felt now. A red line ran from Kabul
through back villages and tangled trails to the spot Vince had last
seen the motorcycle.

He fingered the map, still taking shallow
breaths to avoid choking on the plaster dust.

He'd backed away from the mountain before,
and its malevolent presence had followed him. He needed answers,
and everything pointed back the way he'd come.

But Cat lay injured in the hospital, and he
couldn't leave her until he was sure she was safely out of the
country and receiving proper medical care. Vince didn't know how he
would do it without Tag's help.

Tag had not sounded in the mood to be
helpful. He was probably as shocked as Vince. After the news Vince
had just heard, every PSF agent would be running for deep cover.
There was little chance that Tag would have the guts to help Vince
and Cat get out of Afghanistan first.

Vince didn't dare call Tag again. There was
no way to know what Tag would do.

Vince considered hauling Cat out of the
hospital, stealing a vehicle and driving like mad for the border.
He might make it, but didn't know if Cat would be able to handle
it.

A pair of armed Afghan policemen stepped
outside below him. He could barely see them through a tiny slit
between the edge of the balcony and the canvas drape.

"Search around that way. He can't have gone
far." The officers split and went opposite ways around the
building. Vince waited for their footsteps to fade before jumping
to his feet. He couldn't count on Tag. He'd have to get Cat out
himself.

The sound of heavy vehicles rolling into the
parking lot stopped him. Glancing over his shoulder to make sure
the workers weren't near the window where they could see him, he
moved to the front of the balcony and eased aside an edge of the
hanging canvas.

A US M997 military ambulance with armed
escort slowed to a dusty stop next to the police trucks. Vince let
out a relieved breath. He'd never been so happy to see the green
vehicle with the bright red cross in his life.
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Tag climbed out of the ambulance, adrenalin
burning a hole in his chest. If he were sane, he wouldn't have even
taken Vince's call. He'd given up sanity long ago when Bran, his
PSF partner, had been shot while they were on a special mission in
'Nam. Bran might have lived, but their contact never showed. Tag
stayed with Bran to the end but had to abandon his body in order to
escape the jungle.

No amount of threat or bribery from Sunshine
and King had ever convinced Tag to take another assignment after
that, except training Vince.

Out of habit Tag scanned the parking lot, and
trees beyond for any enemy threat. Everything lay quiet. The sound
of running feet snapped his attention back to the hospital itself.
A pair of police officers came from opposite sides of the building
and met in front of the main doors.

"Anything?"

"No sign of him."

Tag frowned as the officers rushed into the
building. He thought about ordering his people back to Camp
Phoenix. Vince had closed the noose around his own neck.

Don't let me die. Bran's last words
knifed through him.

He gritted his teeth and pulled out the
passports Sunshine had given him. One last job. He couldn't save
Bran, but maybe he could get Vince and Cat out alive. A movement
from the canvas-shrouded balcony caught his eye. Vince's face
appeared between the white sheets.

Tag lifted the passports so Vince could see
them and motioned for him to come down. Vince shook his head and
spelled out Cat in sign language then pointed to the hospital
entrance. Tag growled under his breath and strode through the front
doors flanked by the EMT's and an interpreter.

The waiting room was crowded and smelled like
sweat. A two-year-old screamed in his mother's arms.

Tag clutched the passports, advanced on the
attendant, and demanded custody of Mr. and Mrs. Schafer. "There's
been a misunderstanding," Tag said. "The Schafers could not
possibly be this criminal Kochi and his wife that you think you've
apprehended. Mr. Schafer called the German consulate from the
hospital and told them about his wife's condition. They called me
and requested the US fly her to Germany to be treated."

Tag handed the attendant the Schafers'
passports.

Tag had no idea what had gone wrong. He
doubted Vince had planted the file on Chopra's computer, but it was
there all the same, and everyone was pointing fingers. He could
only hope the German identities were still safe to use.

"Just a minute." The attendant took the
papers and left the desk. He came back a few minutes later with the
two police officers.

"The papers seem fine," one of the policemen
said. He looked disappointed. "There was a third man with these
two. He claimed he found them injured on the street and brought
them to the hospital. They spoke to each other in Japanese."

Tag gave the policemen a rueful smile. "This
fellow must not be able to tell the difference between Japanese and
German." He had to make this convincing before someone started
asking too many question or decided to call the consulate. "Here,
look at these pictures. Are these the people you have or not?"

The policeman squinted at the pictures on the
ID's again and nodded.

"They are upstanding German citizens," Tag
said. "Part of a German relief organization. They came here to
assess the mortality rate of women in labor in the outlying parts
of the country. They were hoping to send midwives to help train
more Afghan women in that capacity."

The policeman frowned. "From this end it
looks like they were here for other reasons. Mr. Schafer overdosed
on heroin, and his wife has been shot."

Tag gritted his teeth and kept his face
impassive. Vince had not mentioned the heroin.

"You can take the woman," the policeman said.
"But not the man. He seems to have vanished."

"Vanished?" Tag made his voice sound shocked.
He curled his fist around Vince's passport and tried to imagine
what Vince might be up to. King and Sunshine had disregarded Tag's
suggestion never to put Vince on a narcotic's assignment. Vince and
Cat had taken down Afghanistan's biggest drug cartel. Someone had
not only shot the drug baron, Hashim Chopra, but had mangled his
body with bullets after he died. Was it Vince?

Tag choked, remembering what Vince had told
him about HC heroin and Vince's father. What were you thinking,
King?

King had sent Vince straight into his own
personal hell. And on top of that there was the drug money file,
implicating the US president that Vince had uncovered. A dark anger
replaced Tag's uncertainty. Sunshine had expressed dissatisfaction
with the president, even going so far as saying he wouldn't get
reelected. Certainly not if she and King used Vince to expose their
damning file.

"Yes, General. He's gone. We were looking for
him when you arrived. Why do you suppose he would call the German
consulate and then run away if he's not the man we're after?" The
policeman fingered the rifle he carried and smirked at Tag.

Tag glared back at him. "Perhaps he doesn't
trust your justice system. He's probably headed to the consulate
where he knows he'll get a chance to tell his side of the story."
Or he wants to get to the bottom of whoever planted the drug
money file.

"Perhaps." The policeman fell silent. He and
his partner retreated from the building. The attendant ushered Tag
and his medical team into the woman's ward. The EMT's got Cat onto
a stretcher and carried her out to the ambulance. She looked awful.
Her eyes fluttered open and focused on Tag for a moment as the men
loaded her into the back.

Tag gave her a reassuring smile. The back
doors slammed, and he climbed into the passenger seat, casting one
last worried glance behind him as they drove away from the
hospital. He'd get Cat the medical help she needed, but there was
nothing more he could do for Vince.

 



Chapter Twenty-six




As soon as Tag went in through the hospital's
front doors, Vince left the balcony through the unfinished window.
He raced past the workers into the second floor and ran down the
hall to the stairs. Took those two at a time to the ground floor
then headed to the back of the building.

He hit a T where the hall branched to his
right and left with no back door in sight.

Cursing under his breath, he pushed open the
closest door along the back side. The room beyond was dark and
smelled like dust and papers. Metal file cabinets lined the wall on
one side, and an ancient desk with one leg replaced by a hastily
nailed 2x4 stood next to the other wall.

Vince closed the door behind him, sprinted
across the room, and tried to open the window. The rusted metal
frame stuck. He put all his weight into it, and the window finally
screeched open. He jumped out and landed on the asphalt roadway
that ran along the back of the building.

Hoping Tag was keeping the policemen
occupied, Vince rushed across the open space to the leafless trees
beyond and kept going.

The physical effort loosened his tense
muscles. He gulped cool air into his lungs, glad to be alive. He
hated to leave Cat though. At least Tag had come for her. And
Vince. Vince could have gone with him and gotten out of the country
safe. But whatever was going on, it was bigger than Vince, more
important than his personal safety.

Dry grass and leaves crunched beneath his
feet, waiting for the onset of winter. He pushed his way through
some heavy bushes and out onto an empty field. Beyond it ran a main
street in front of rows of nice WAK-district houses.

In the early morning, only a few cars
traveled the road. A caravan of camels, sheep, and goats plodded
along, herded by shepherds on horseback. Women in embroidered
dresses of green, purple and red walked along beside, keeping a
watchful eye on children that raced and played among the
animals.

A lone car made its way toward them. At the
sound of the engine, the sheep scattered into the center of the
road.

Vince hurried across the field and called a
friendly greeting to the senior shepherd, with wrinkled brown skin
and a magnificent white beard. The man slid off his horse and
motioned for Vince to walk alongside him.

"My name is Sana," Vince said. Better to use
a new name, with the police and the ANA after Kochi. "Are you
headed out of the city?"

"Yes. To our winter grazing lands on the east
side of Kabul." The man shooed the straying sheep back into the
caravan and waved for the car to go around. "My name is Mahmood
Dawlat Khan. We pass through the city to sell some of the
livestock."

Vince had guessed right, Mahmood was the
chief, or Khan, of this nomadic Kuchis tribe. The Kuchis came down
from the mountains every fall to lower pasturelands for the
winter.

"Are your herds recovering from the drought?"
Vince asked. He rubbed at the whiskers that had grown back since
he'd shaved, wishing he still had a full beard.

Shaving had not done enough to throw the ANA
off his trail.

Mahmood frowned. "The herds would do better
if the warlords would not keep claiming our pastureland. We have
title to it, yet they sell if off for construction. He spit in the
dirt then ran his hand along his horse's neck. "If they try it
again, we will fight them."

"As if life as a Kuchis is not hard enough,"
Vince said. "May I walk with you out of the city? I am looking for
a new Buzkashi horse. Do you have any good ones, already trained,
for sale?"

Mahmood laughed. "My horses are the best.
They will win this season. You will see. My son, Reis, rides for me
this afternoon." He pointed to a sturdy young man near the front of
the caravan.

"That is a fine horse, he rides," Vince said.
"Very strong. Yes, I think you will win."

Mahmood grinned. "Come out of the city with
us. We will find you a horse." He remounted and trotted forward to
join his son.

Vince wrapped the trailing end of his turban
across his lower face, threaded his way through a maze of sheep,
and took up walking between two of the camels. Best to hide among
the animals so that passing cars wouldn't see him. The turban did
little to keep out the smell of the camels and sheep, but it hid
his features.

He'd chosen a slow way out of the city, but a
safer way. There were too many police and military checkpoints
along the main roads. If he stole a car and tried to make a run for
it, they'd catch him.

The camel in front of Vince farted, adding a
new twist to the pungent smells that already strained the air.
Vince settled in for a long walk, but kept his eyes and ears opened
for trouble. All of Chopra's men not already taken by the police
would be hunting him. They'd found him twice before.

He scanned the edge of the street as he
walked. One of the little Kuchis girls ran over to him, grabbed the
edge of his shalwar qameez as he walked, and looked up at him with
big chocolate eyes.

Vince tensed. It was bad enough that he might
be shot at. He hated to endanger the girl, but if he pushed her
away, it might strain his friendship with the tribe.

A camel swayed against him, wiping its sticky
sweat on his arm. Vince grimaced and kept walking. An incessant
blackness gnawed the inside of his mind, screaming that he should
hurry.

 


* * *

 


The American watched the news play out on the
flat screen TV mounted on his living room wall. A blanket of
satisfaction warmed him. He moved to a black marble wet-bar and
poured himself a glass of Chteau Lafite Rothschild Pauillac 1996.
The dark liquid sparkled in the glass giving off the aroma of mint
and black current.

Everything had gone according to his
plan.

He raised a toast to Vince and Cat. Then
chuckled. He'd seen them in action before. He could only imagine
the shock they'd be feeling now. He almost felt bad about that, but
it was worth it to see Chad Duncan fall. President. Murderer.

The American's wife stepped into the room.
"It's late. Are you coming to bed?"

He glared at her.

She ran her fingers through her short blond
hair, looking hurt. "Thinking about Tracy again?"

He turned away and sipped his wine, letting
the silky texture linger on his tongue. Outside his window the
relentless Washington DC traffic filled the night with a cacophony
of sound and flash of light.

"Nothing you do will bring her back," his
wife said.

"You're right." He set the glass on the bar.
"I can't bring her back. I've done all that I can do. Now the
guilty will pay."

 



Chapter Twenty-seven




The sun had reached its full height in the
sky when Vince and the Kuchis arrived on the plains outside Kabul.
Already hundreds of the low calf-skin tents had been set up here
and there in scattered groups by other tribes. Part of Mahmood's
tribe had already reached the plain and begun their camp.

Mahmood's oldest son, Anvar, stepped out to
meet the caravan as it came in. Mahmood dismounted and broke into a
rapid conversation with Anvar about the livestock he'd sold in
Kabul and other potential deals.

Vince grabbed the closest camel, which
grunted and tried to spit at him as he led it out to the
pasture.

The day had turned cold, with dark clouds
threatening the sun. Vince licked his dry lips and scanned the
pasture for the tribe's horses. He found the mares nibbling at the
dry grass, and the stallions already staked out and saddled for
riding. Vince walked up to a Habash stallion and stroked the
horse's dark red neck. The horse nickered and danced back, no doubt
sensing the coming Buzkashi game from the excitement of the raised
voices in camp.

The Kuchis believed that it is better to have
a poor rider on a good horse than a good rider on a poor horse.
"You are magnificent," Vince murmured. "Perhaps after the game
today, you could take me for a long ride into the hills."

"You like Toroq?" A man in the traditional
fur hat of an accomplished Chapandaz, Buzkashi rider, walked up to
Vince. The stallion pressed his nose into the man's chest and
nibbled at his quilted jacket.

"He's a strong horse," Vince said. "You must
be Sayez, Mahmood's trainer."

"Yes. Mahmood says you are looking to buy a
horse?"

Vince nodded.

"After the games, you choose one. Maybe you
ride Toroq in one of the games today. See if you like him." He gave
Vince a big gap-toothed grin. Vince doubled the cost he figured
Mahmood might settle for. He glanced down the line of horses for
one that might be less valuable, but still suitable to take him
into the mountains.

The trainer laughed. "Mahmood says come, eat
with us, watch the games, ride some horses. You can bargain with
him later. He'll make you a good deal. Promise."

Vince left the horses and followed Sayez back
into camp. The slap of the women making nan bread filled the air
along with ripples of heat from the cylindrical tandoor oven at the
center of camp.

Fareeda, Mahmood's youngest wife, clapped the
flattened bread dough onto the oven's interior wall too cook. Vince
savored the smell of the cooking bread and accepted a tin plate
from one of the children. The women filled it with shredded roast
beef and potatoes in a rich brown sauce. Fareeda pulled the bread
out of the oven with a metal hook and handed it to Vince.

He thanked them all and found a place to sit
beside one of the tents. He used the nan to scoop the hot beef off
the plate. The food settled his troubled stomach, but not the
monster that lurked at the back of his mind. He watched the women
and children rushing around camp and shivered. Even though his back
was to the tent, he felt exposed without Cat there to watch it.

She'd been hurt before. They both had. But
not like this. Not so he had to go on without her. "Allah, keep her
safe," he murmured, "and me."

While he ate, his eyes roved the camp,
looking for trouble. He heightened his awareness of that place in
his mind, that sixth sense, which never failed him. The excitement
in the camp increased as the Chapandaz led the horses out. One of
Mahmood's sons, an accomplished musician, played a wild tune on a
wooden flute and beat time to it with a ring of copper bells.

Reis mounted a gray stallion that reared and
let out a loud trumpet. The men and boys cheered.

"Come." Mahmood motioned for Vince to join
the procession of men, boys, and horses out of the camp. Vince
followed them to an open area where close to fifty Chapandaz
waited.

"We play by our own rules out here," Mahmood
said, clapping Vince on his back. "None of the Olympic Federation
nonsense. No teams. Each Chapandaz for himself, for the honor of
his tribe." He leaned closer to Vince and whispered loud enough so
everyone around them could hear. "Reis always wins. You will see.
He will be the one to carry the calf around the pole and back to
the hallal."

A pair of men dragged a decapitated calf out
into the center where a white circle had been drawn with quicklime
on the ground, the hallal or "Circle of Justice."

The Chapandaz fought for position around the
circle. A gun went off, shattering Vince's already tense nerves.
The horsemen crowded into the circle, each trying to grab the calf
from the ground. After a frantic struggled, Reis got a hold of it,
and his horse bolted for the pole. Halfway there, two other
Chapandaz tore the calf from his hands.

Vince grimaced.

The gray stallion swung around and slammed
his hind quarters into the other two horses. The calf fell to the
ground. Reis leaned out of his saddle and grabbed the carcass from
under the belly of the rival horse. He had it again and broke clear
around the pole set at the field's far end.

A camera flashed from the opposite side of
the field. Vince shielded his eyes with his hands to get a good
look at the crowd of men and boys that cheered as the calf again
changed hands. A group of British photo-journalists had set up
cameras near their jeeps and looked like they were filming some
kind of documentary on the Kuchis. They had brought along three
armed guards to protect them, hardly enough in Vince's opinion.

Vince wrapped his turban around his face and
edged his way to the back of the crowd where Mahmood watched from a
sand hill. A deafening roar filled the air.

"Reis has won." Mahmood raised his fist in
triumph.

Vince added his shout of praise to the
others. Sayez came up beside Vince and Mahmood, leading Toroq.

"Here he is. You ride next." He pressed the
reins into Vince's hands.

"What? No." Vince's heart raced. There were
cameramen out there taking pictures. "I can't ride for you,
Mahmood. I am not as good a rider as Reis. I would disgrace your
honor."

Mahmood laughed. "I have one win for today
already. Besides, Toroq is a champion with many years of
experience. You will do fine."

Sayez held out a thick quilted jacket.
"You'll want this. I'm afraid we don't have extra boots that would
fit you."

Vince eased on the chapan jacket, grateful
for the protection it would supply his arms and torso. Riding
without the thick knee-high protective boots could give him
innumerable bruises at the very least. He'd have a hard time
keeping his seat without the boots' tall heels in the stirrups. But
he didn't dare refuse Mahmood again. As Mahmood's guest it would
dishonor the chief far too much if Vince implied he didn't trust
the horse and trainer enough to accept his generous offer.

Vince put his foot in the stirrup and swung
himself up onto Toroq. Sayez handed him the traditional
wooden-handled crop used by the riders. He stuck the crop's braided
leather in his mouth, the customary place for carrying it, and
rubbed Toroq's shoulder. Vince had ridden Buzkashi before on an
assignment when he'd been much younger. Though many people
maintained that the best Chapandaz were over forty, Vince wasn't
sure that included him.

Sayez clicked to Toroq, and the stallion
swung away from the group of people and headed to the field. Vince
let his lower body roll in rhythm of Toroq's steps, glad for the
horse's smooth gate. He held the reins, but it hardly mattered.
Toroq went straight to the hallal and pushed his way in among the
other horses, vying for position around the circle.

Vince winced as his shin slammed up against
another man's. Toroq twisted, pushing the other horses with his
shoulder on one side and his rear on the other, opening up room for
Vince, then lunging forward and planted his front hooves directly
along the white circle. Vince eyed the other riders around him.
They returned his gaze, some in amusement, some in distrust.

Most of these men knew each other and had
competed with the same group for many years. Vince was a new face.
Vince grinned at them, the crop still locked firmly between his
teeth. He leaned forward.

A shot sounded. Toroq moved before Vince had
even registered the sound. Vince almost lost his seat at the sudden
lunge forward. The horses all crowded in, but Toroq had reached the
calf first along with another rider on a sturdy black horse. The
two horses danced and pushed each other over top of the calf.

Vince pulled one foot out of the stirrup.
Toroq froze while Vince leaned over and made a grab for the calf's
leg. He missed, and the other rider got it. Toroq swung around and
backed hard into the other horse's flank. With the impact, the calf
slipped from the other rider's hand. Vince caught it on the way
down.

His fingers closed round the rough fur, and
the weight of the two-hundred-pound calf almost dragged Vince to
the ground. Vince threw his own weight in the opposite direction to
balance it. Toroq lunged out of the circle of grappling horses and
riders. He made it four long strides toward the pole before riders
came up on both sides and a third wheeled his horse directly in
Toroq's path.

The rider on the black grabbed one of the
calf's other legs and jerked. Vince grabbed the calf with both
hands, and pulled back. But the horse on the other side, slammed
into Toroq's flank. The jolt, along with the calf's weight, and the
pull from the other rider unseated Vince. He released the calf and
rolled as he hit the sand.

Sweaty, hot, and aching, he jumped back on
the horse, who had been trained to stop for a fallen rider. He
touched the crop to Toroq's side to let Toroq know he was
ready.

Toroq bolted to intercept the other riders
who, despite their fighting over it, had managed to round the pole
with the calf.

Vince gasped for breath and readied himself
for more combat. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end. He
looked up from the game and saw five motorcycle riders speeding
toward the crowd at the far side of the field. Each held an AK-47
in one hand with fingers next to the trigger.

 



Chapter Twenty-eight




Vince veered Toroq away from the other riders
and kicked him into a gallop toward the photo-journalists. A little
part of his brain said he'd get his face plastered all over the
news for this. He ignored it as he pushed his horse in a race to
reach the journalists before the motorcycles.

Fine sand puffed up beneath the horse's
hooves as he thundered toward the journalists. The motorcyclists
fanned out.

"Taliban raiders!" Vince yelled to the
journalists' guards and pointed out the coming motorcyclists. The
guards urged the journalists down behind the cover of the jeep and
readied their weapons.

Gunfire sounded as the raiders shot over the
heads of the crowd. People scattered, and four of the raiders
closed on their target, firing in earnest at the guards. The guards
shot back. Too many journalists had already been kidnapped and
executed.

Vince wheeled the horse back away from the
bullets. He couldn't do more. If Cat were there, she would have
taken down half the raiders by then with her deadly aim.

The fifth motorcyclist speed directly toward
the crowd of horses and riders on the field. A cold shiver went
down Vince's spine.

Swearing, he spurred Toroq toward the raider.
He put the crop back in his teeth and pulled out his knife. The
taste of the dusty leather gagged him. Gunfire drummed in time with
his heart beat. His body moved with the horse as Toroq's muscles
bunched and stretched between Vince's legs.

He came alongside the raider and dove off
Toroq's back into the man, slicing the man's gun hand with the
knife as his body slammed into the heavy explosives strapped under
the raider's shirt. Both men toppled from the bike.

The raider screamed, dropped the gun, and
reached to detonate the explosives with his other hand.

Vince grabbed the man's arms and wrestled to
pin him against the ground. Toroq stood frozen in place beside
them, waiting for Vince to remount. Vince spit the crop from his
mouth.

"Get out of here," he yelled to the horse.
Toroq remained in place, refusing to abandon his rider.

The Taliban raider inched his fingers toward
the detonator. Vince twisted his hand up and sliced the raider
across the eyes. The man screamed again, but instead of clutching
his bleeding eyes, he continued his struggle to detonate the bomb
that would kill him, Vince and Toroq.

Vince grappled with him, trying to keep
control of his hands.

The raider kneed Vince in the back, threw him
off, and got to his knees, feeling for the detonator he could no
longer see. A shrill whistle sounded from across the field, and
Toroq galloped away to Sayez.

Vince slammed the raider back down and drew
the knife across the man's throat.

Blood spurted into Vince's face and soaked
his clothes.The man collapsed beneath Vince, but got his hand on
the detonator. Vince tore the man's fingers away from the bomb and
held him flat against the ground until he stopped struggling.

Vince staggered to his feet and wiped the
blood away from his mouth and nose so he could breathe. If the
suicide bomber had succeeded, he would have killed dozens of horses
and riders.

Behind him, the shooting stopped. Vince
whirled around to see the remaining raiders give up trying to take
the journalists. Their surprise attack had failed, and Vince had
stopped the chaos from the suicide bomber that would have covered
their escape with the kidnapped journalists.

They revved their motorcycles and sped at
Vince, hatred open on their faces, their guns now pointed at
him.

A shock of fear went through Vince. He stood
out in the open alone. No Cat. No gun. No defense.

Bullets slammed into the ground in front of
him. His body jerked into motion, lifting the motorcycle, and
sliding onto it. He tried to start it with hands slick from
blood.

His hand slipped off.

A bullet pinged into the handle bar. He wiped
his hands on his pants and tried again. Got the engine going as two
more bullets kicked up puffs of dirt from the ground to his
left.

He gunned the engine, and the back tire swung
in a half circle, flinging up dirt, then got traction. He sped
forward. Behind him, the raiders yelled and gave up shooting for a
moment to race after him.

He swung the bike around and headed away from
the Chapandaz and horses, away from crowds of spectators, out
across the open plains toward the mountains to the northeast.
Vince's senses screamed danger. He had little chance of losing his
pursuers, and no chance of defeating them when they caught up to
him. His knife would do little against their rifles.

"Cat!" Vince cried. But the wind whipped his
plea away across the desert.

He could have just ridden away from the game,
let the Taliban kidnap the journalists and kill the horsemen.
Gotten away safe to continue his mission. That's what he'd been
trained to do. What he'd refused to do all his life. But every time
he'd dealt with Someone Else's Problem before, Cat had pulled him
out of trouble.

Not this time.

The rough ground vibrated the bike as he
speed over it. Behind him, the raiders started shooting again.
Their shots went wild as they fired one-handed.

A group of horsemen broke away from the camp
and galloped out on an intersecting course. Mahmood, Reis, Anvar,
and Sayez, carrying rifles of their own. Their horses, trained to
run without the riders' hands on the reins, swept across the plains
in a smooth gate that allowed the men to raise their rifles and
shoot.

Vince ducked low against the bike as their
bullets fired over his head and into the Taliban raiders behind
him. Vince passed Mahmood and kept going, coaxing as much speed out
of the bike as he could. A glance over his shoulder showed the
Kuchis finishing off the raiders.

He waved a thank you to Mahmood, wishing he
could stop, but he knew it would only be moments before the US
military and the ANA would arrive in response to the attack. This
was his only chance to escape into the mountains.

 



Chapter Twenty-nine




Vince sped into the hills, following the
route on the map. He avoided the villages along the narrow trail.
The blood on Vince's hands became sticky and dried. He grew
light-headed as his adrenalin rush faded. Cat would have loved that
shoot-out.

Clouds gathered overhead, forming towering
dark billows that blocked the last rays of the sun. He crested a
hill and saw a bombed-out homestead tucked down at the base of the
mountain's folds. He slowed and made his way to it, watching for
anything on the ground that might explode if he passed over it. He
wanted to continue in the dark, but didn't dare go on without being
able to see his path. Too dangerous.

There wasn't much left of the building, only
a crumbling outer wall to the courtyard. The main part of the house
had been hit by a mortar and blown outward, littering the ground
with the clay bricks and leaving only a corner standing with a bit
of roof for cover.

Vince walked the bike over the rubble. The
loose bricks twisted and crunched beneath his feet. A couple of
rain drops spattered the ground. He hid the bike behind a pile of
stones and hurried to the shelter in the corner, gathering an
armful of dried dung from the courtyard as he went.

He ducked inside just as the sky opened up. A
drenching rain cut him off from the rest of the world.

He stacked the dung in a pile by the wall and
built himself a fire. The undulating curves of the smoky fire
reminded him of Cat. His arms ached to hold her, and he could
scarcely believe he'd left her behind. If she woke up—No,
when she woke up. She was a fighter. She would survive. He
had to believe that—she'd wonder what happened to him. He fingered
the cell phone in his pocket. He should call Tag. Make sure she'd
made it to Germany safety.

He pulled the phone out and punched in the
first few digits of the number. The back of his neck tingled in
warning. He'd already compromised Tag too much. He squeezed his
eyes closed and wrapped the phone in his fist. Cat. If he could
just reach her. Hear her voice. But every instinct warned him away
from it.

He shook his head, turned the phone off, and
put it away, filling his mind with the memory of how she'd looked
before the bullet had torn her face apart. How brilliant she was
when they were on assignments. There was that time in Yemen the
summer before 9/11. The terrorist warning had been high, with
possible strikes in many places around the world. Yemen was a hot
spot, and the embassy had been ordered closed in June.

Vince and Cat were sent as backup to insure
all US citizens at the embassy reached the States safely,
particularly Senator Palmer and his wife who had been visiting
Yemen.

But the senator and his wife were not at the
embassy when Vince and Cat arrived. They'd gone into San'a, Yemen's
capital, to buy souvenirs before going home. They'd been missing
for hours, and the soldiers who'd been sent to assist in closing
the embassy couldn't locate them.

It had been Cat who found them, tied up in a
back room of an herb store in the high-end shopping district, their
military escort dead.

What a battle it had been to free the Senator
and his wife and smuggle them out of the imprisoning red walls that
surrounded the city. Chased by Abu Zubaydah's militants, Cat had
engineered their escaped from Yemen on a fishing boat headed for
Somalia. They'd finally lost their pursuers on the streets of
Mogadishu.

Vince chuckled. Good times those were. He
could go on living like that forever as long as he had Cat beside
him. He pulled his legs up against his chest to preserve warmth and
tried not to think about the head wound Cat had gotten at Chopra's
villa. Even if she lived, there was no guarantee she'd be the same
woman. If she couldn't walk, or couldn't talk. . . . Vince fought
to chase the dark thoughts away, but they continued to crowd his
mind.

 


* * *

 


The truck jounced as Abdul Ahmadzai's driver
steered over the ruts and craters in the road. Night had fallen,
and with it a pounding rain storm. All the better to hide his
passage back to he mountain where his men waited. The agent the
American had sent had done his work beautifully, even killing
Chopra, so he couldn't tell the police anything.

Ahmadzai smiled and steadied himself with a
hand on the doorframe. The rain thundered against the truck and
slicked the windshield. The driver carried on, unconcerned. He'd
made this trip dozens of times for Ahmadzai and knew the safe path
to drive on the road. The rain worked to Ahmadzai's advantage.

He'd chosen this dubious time of year to
launch his assault on Kabul because no one would expect it. Only a
fool conducted a military campaign in the mountains in the winter.
But November was early. If he struck fast and hard, he figured he'd
take Kabul before the snow blocked the roads and the temperatures
plummeted below zero. Soon he'd make his move while the US and
Afghan governments were still in turmoil from the drug money
file.

 



Chapter Thirty




Captain Johnson handed a photograph to
General Tagren. "Some guy took out this suicide bomber. They're
calling him a hero, sir."

Tag accepted the picture from his aid. He
gritted is teeth as he stared at the photo of the dead Taliban
raider. Three clean knife cuts, unmistakably PSF: one across the
hands to make the raider drop his gun, one across the eyes to
distract him, and the third across the neck to finish him off.

"Did they get a picture of the man who did
this?"

"No, sir. The journalists were too busy
dodging bullets at the time."

Well that's a stroke of luck. Damn it,
Vince. Tag couldn't afford this kind of trouble.

"The Kuchis say the guy who killed the raider
is named Sana, but it's the same man, isn't it? The same MO as two
of the four men found murdered in the city. It's this Kochi fellow.
Killed our boys at the pass, but you met with him at the camp
gates. And I'm stuck babysitting a bunch of women and
children."

"He didn't kill our men." Tag slammed the
picture onto his desk. Stupid Vince. Johnson was connecting all the
dots now. Tag had worked with Johnson for a long time. They were
friends, but this could still lead to a court-martial. "I talked to
the Black Hawk pilot myself. Kochi and his wife were fighting the
drug smugglers when we arrived. Someone planted a bomb in the
heroin, but it wasn't Kochi."

"Yes, sir." Johnson took a step toward the
door but still hovered in the office. "Somebody shot Chopra and his
nephew. The reports said heroin was found at the site, and this
Kochi and his wife show up at the hospital. Heroin overdose. Bullet
wound. Coincidence, I don't think so. This guy Kochi's all over the
place. Only you go to the hospital and claim he's a German citizen.
Fly his wife to Landstuhl."

Tag held up his hand for Johnson to stop, but
Johnson plowed on.

"You never got a call from the German
consulate. I would have been the one to pass it on to you. And why
didn't Mr. and Mrs. Schafer have their own passports. Where did you
get them?" Johnson ran his hand over his worried hazel eyes.
"General—"

"That's enough, Johnson." Tag ignored the
sick churning in his gut. He stared for a moment at the picture of
his wife and daughter on the desk. They knew nothing of his past
with the PSF. This would tear them apart if he couldn't find a way
to reassure Johnson.

Tag cleared his throat. "Captain, a lot of
world leaders are putting pressure on the US to do something about
the drugs coming from Afghanistan." He spread his hands in an
innocent gesture. "What can we do really? We're trying to fight a
war, and every time we stamp the Taliban down, it grows back up.
Prosecuting drug dealers is not our mission here."

Johnson glanced over at the picture of the
dead Taliban suicide bomber. "Sir, this guy Kochi is a killer. I
just want to know whose side he's on." Johnson's voice was tight,
and his stance ramrod straight.

Tag sucked in a deep breath. He had to make
this good, say just enough and no more. He picked up the gruesome
picture from the desk. "The CIA has a strict no-assassination
policy at this time." He opened a desk drawer, threw the picture
in, and slammed the drawer shut. "That's the end of it. Understood,
Captain?"

The worry faded a bit from Johnson's
eyes.

Good, Tag thought. Let him think
this is off-the-record CIA business. Better that than the
truth. "So, you got the police to hand this other man over to
us?"

Johnson nodded. "Like you ordered, sir."

"Good. Bring him in."

"Yes, sir." Johnson saluted, twisted on his
heels, and walked out.

Tag rubbed his aching forehead and stared
through the window in the direction of the nomad camps. He just
wished he knew what Vince was doing? He could try calling. He had
the cell phone number Vince had used to contact him. There were
enough military satellites to insure phone coverage even up in the
mountains. Couldn't risk having spotty communication in a war zone.
But trying to contact Vince could drive the last nail into Tag's
coffin. Not the best course of action.

He shook his head. Vince had dragged him in
too deep already. He had to find out something, so he could cover
his own backside in case everything hit the fan.

 


* * *

 


Taba entered General Tagren's office,
escorted by the general's aid who had transferred him to American
custody and given him a new set of crutches.

The comfortable office smelled of lemon
furniture polish. A padded black chair sat behind a desk with
papers stacked in neat piles and a computer that looked like it had
just been unpacked from the manufacturers. An aerial map of
Afghanistan took up one whole wall. Behind the desk, a window
looked out across the wet military complex. Rows of yellow lights
warded off the night's darkness.

General Tagren stood next to the desk. He
nodded to the aid who saluted and left.

Taba leaned on his crutches and stared at the
general. He was a mature man with gray hair and a hard look in his
eyes. This man had Taba's family. Taba did not know what to
expect.

Taba had driven Kochi and his wife to the
hospital, and then been arrested and taken to Pul-e-Charki jail for
questioning. He had insisted he knew nothing about Kochi. Kochi's
wife had flagged Taba down, and he'd taken them to the hospital.
That was all. He'd feigned surprise at learning that Kochi was
wanted by the police.

The police had found nothing to convict Taba
on, but instead of letting him go, had brought him to Camp Phoenix,
saying the Americans had some claim to him for further
questioning.

The general pointed to a row of chairs in
front of the desk and told Taba, in broken Dari, to sit down.

Taba sank into the first chair and adjusted
his cast to take pressure of his aching leg. The general didn't
speak Taba's language well, and Taba didn't speak English. An
interpreter might help, but Taba didn't ask for one.

The general sat on the edge of the desk and
rested his hands on his knees. "What do you know about Hashim
Chopra?" he asked.

Taba flinched. "He was an evil man." He
hesitated, not knowing if he should say more. The general already
knew Taba had worked with Kochi.

The general leaned toward him, scowling. "I
need the truth. Whatever you say, remains between you and me."

Definitely no interpreter then. "Chopra
killed my brother, so I helped Kochi get the information to stop
him."

"How did you meet Kochi and his wife?"

"I met them in Ghani Kheyl. They gave me
money so I could get to Kabul. They are nice people." That was not
the whole truth, but Taba could not admit he'd been smuggling
heroin for Chopra.

"When you brought them to the hospital, the
woman had been shot and the man overdosed on heroin. What
happened?"

Taba frowned. "I don't understand you."

The general repeated his question again,
struggling with the Dari language.

Still Taba feigned misunderstanding. He'd
killed Sayed and witnessed Chopra's murder as well. He didn't dare
admit to that, though he wasn't sorry. Chopra died like the swine
he was.

"What happened?" The general raised his voice
and balled his fists.

Taba flinched. "I don't know."

"How did Kochi overdose on heroin?" the
general tried a new question.

Taba rubbed his leg, his heart raced. He'd
survived the police questioning. It wasn't so hard to lie to them.
They slapped him and kicked him, so what? They didn't have his
family. The general did. Taba couldn't be sure what the general
would do to them if Taba didn't please him. "Chopra tried to kill
Kochi with the heroin. I . . . I saved him."

"You killed Chopra?" A fire burned in
the general's eyes.

"No!" Taba jumped to his feet, steadying
himself on the desk. "No please. I didn't. Please. Just let my
family go. Don't hurt them."
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