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“Thanks, kid.” Retrieving two sweating six-packs of Red Bull from a grimy-looking
adolescent, Flowers dlipped the boy afistful of Afghanis then rattled off something in
Pashto to which the kid nodded, pocketed the money and gave Flowers athumbs up.

Asthey pulled out of the Panjir Pump, John asked, “What did you say?”’

“1 asked him to set aside a couple more six-packs and then keep the change. There'sa
guy at the gate, Maimon. He's okay for a Zero. He'll hang onto those babies until we
get back.”

“You trust the kid not to just run off with the money?’

“Not really.” Flowers swung their Humvee onto the Russian Road, which ran west to
east along the north side of the airport. “But | prefer to believe in humanity’ s inherent
goodness.”

“In Afghanistan?’

“Yeah, well. We live in hope, man.”

Not much of hope in Afghanistan either.To their north, the taillights of the other two
vehicles of their convoy were nothing more than fiery twinkles. Roni was in the lead

Humvee.With Driver, of course.The thought provoked a stab of jealousy that he tried
to ignore but failed. “We're going to lose the others.”



“We lose them, we lose them. Not like | don’'t know the way,” Flowers said,
carelessly. Then: “Better give that seat belt another tug, Doc.”

“What?" The word was barely out of his mouth before his shoulder slammed against
the passenger side window as Flowers spun the vehicle into a sharp left. The jegp’s
chassis dipped and bucked as the tires struggled to find purchase and then they were
juddering over open desert.

The hell?Hooking a hand onto the grab bar above the passenger side door, he
shouted, his voice hopping and skipping with every bounce, “T-t-take it eee-eee-
eeasy!”

“Relax, Doc!” Flowers shouted above the vehicle's creak and squeal. “A little
shortcut! Got to put on some speed to catch up with the others!”

“Uh-uh-uh-huhuhuhuh.” The word jumped and jigged in time to the rock and shimmy
of the vehicle. Hooking his right hand onto a grab bar above the window, he shouted
above the racket, “Wouldn't call this ar-r-r-road!”

“Becauseit’snot!” In the green glow from the dash, Flowers’ teeth gleamed in awide
grin as they bumped and jumped along, their speed dropping then picking up again as
the tires found purchase on stretches of flatter earth. They rocked in their seats as the
vehicle dipped and swayed. Above the engine's scream, Flowers bawled, “Hold on,
Doc. Two minutes!”

Gonna be a long two minutes.Planting his boots in the footwell, he braced as the
Humvee bounced and jounced, the beams of its headlights dipping up and down in
wild, erratic arcs. It would be a miracle if they didn't break an axle.Or me chip a
tooth.

The next two minutes were punctuated by Flowers jabbing at the brake, jerking the



wheel, or spinning them right and left. Rocks pinged and ponged and ricocheted
against the undercarriage as the tires churned, throwing up whorls of reddust, red dirt,
red sand, and chalky debris. This, John thought, must be what it was like to take a
joyride on Mars.

Then, Flowers spun the wheel right, a maneuver that would’ ve thrown John into the
man’s lap if he'd not had the grab handle in a death grip. There was a tremendous
bump and then a lurch as the Humvee jumped over alip, reared, and then came down
onto hard-packed earth.

“There we go.” Flowers used his chin to point through the windscreen at a red wink
of taillights. “ See ‘em up ahead?”’

“Yeah.” He had to push the word through clenched teeth. “Where’' d you learn to drive
like that? They teach you that in the Raiders?’

“Naw.” Flowers jabbed a control on the dash. A half-second later, twin jets of water
bathed the windshield as the wipers went to work. “Believe it or not, learned from a
cop.”

“You'rejoking.”

“Honest to God. See, the cops in my town did this thing every year for people who
wanted to write police procedurals. You know, become someone like that John
Sandford guy, or Tess Gerritsen? Part of the course was you could learn how to drive
like a cop in a high-speed chase, force someone into a spin, that kind of thing. So, |

went.

“Y ou wanted to write a police procedura ?’

“Naw.” Flower snapped off the wipers. “I just wanted to learn how to scare the crap



out of someone.” A pause. “Y ou need me to stop so you can clean yourself up?’

“Very funny...”

A haf hour later.

The Moon was new and the bowl! of the sky milky with stars. Night, velvety and
deep, seemed to drape itself like a heavy curtain over the earth. Other than the hum of
tires on the packed dirt road as they sped north and the occasional squea of the
vehicle s chassis, there were no other sounds.

Flowers was on his second Red Bull when John asked, “You going to tell me how
you guys ended up ex-Raiders?’
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He watched Flowers, his face illuminated by the green glow from the dash, think
about that. “Big ask,” the other man finally said.

“Y ou going somewhere I’m not? We' ve got hours yet.”

“That we do.” Tipping his head back, Flowers drained his drink, the knob of his
Adam’s Apple sliding up and down. Crushing the can, he lobbed the wad of crumbled
aluminum over a shoulder. “Pop me another, Doc, wouldcha? Nothing like an icy-
cold Red Bull on a hot night.”

“You forgot to add how much better it tastes when performing a court martial
offense,” John said, plucking another can from the packs by his feet. “Like Roni and
me being AWOL, however noble the cause.”

“You worry too much. No one’'s going to court martial you or Roni. Ain't like docs
grow on trees. Now, if you wereregularmilitary, well...yeah, you would find yourself
staring at areal unfriendly military judge.”

“Listen, the closest | ever want to come to a military judge is watching Jack
Nicholson chew up the scenery.” A Few Good Mencentered on Marines, but details.
“|1 prefer amovie over Leavenworth.”

“Naw.” Flowers flapped a hand. “That only happens if you're regular military. Worse
they’ll do is ship you to a duty station at the ass-end of nowhere, say...the Antarctic

or something.”

“There s no army base there.”



“Alaska, then. Theydogot a couple bases up there. Except you won't land there either.
You don’'t need them, man, but they sure as hell needyou.” Flowers flicked a look.
“You really that worried, Doc?’

“l find worry to be a very healthy emotion. It generally keeps people from taking
stupid chances.”

“Drink aRed Bull. You'll fedl better.”

Having once tried a can in med school, John doubted that. The stuff tasted like
carbonated cough syrup. “No thanks. | prefer real coffee and real chocolate. I'm also
unsure that caffeine is going to make melessjacked.”

“Then take a nap. | need you to be awake and alert just in case | got to catch a couple
winks.”

“Are you kidding? The way you're going through this stuff, you'll be vibrating by
morning.”

“True.” Flowers dipped him a sidelong glance. “Daoc, listen, | know you’re worried,
but if there' s any trouble about us slipping Shahida’s kids onto that last transport, we
just leak it to the newspeople. Trust me, the military’s not gonna want that kind of
negative publicity. How would it look if word got out that they denied a bunch of
Kids passage outta this hellhole?’

“Okay.” He wasn’t convinced. “But | thought this was a clandestine, spook-driven
snatch and grab.”

“Oh, yeah. Well...” Flowers scratched the underside of his jaw. “Okay, so we leak
about you and Roni, and maybe thenwe'llget a commendation and, you know, our
dignity back.”



“You forgot quiet pride in ajob well done.”

“Not to mention a shitload of back pay,” Flowers added. “And likely reinstated.”

“Reinstated?’ he asked lightly. “So, you were kicked out of the Raiders?” When
Flowers didn’t reply, he pressed. “Does the fact that youneedto be reinstated have
anything to do withwhyyou’ ve hooked up with Mac and Shahida?’

“Why, Doc,” Flowers drawled. “Look at you, getting all sneaky. Don’'t think | don’t
see what you' re doing there.”

“Don’t think | don’t see you trying to change the subject. | know you guys have done
this before. | know you’ re working with a spook. The question iswhy?’

“Y oung boys ending up as sex slavesto pervsisn’'t enough for you?’

“At the risk of sounding cynical, there are al sorts of things that force you to cross a
lot of moral boundaries.” He knew what he was talking about, too, seeing as
howhehad first-hand experience. When he was fifteen, he crossed just such a
boundary.With no hope of going back either.“So how is it that you guys get booted
out of the Raiders only to end up with a spook like Mac? And don’t say it's kind of a
long story.”

“Well, it is.” Flowers paused then sighed. “Fine, fine, | guess we owe you that much.
But I'm serious about the Red Bull. Y ou stop holding it hostage, I'll tell you.”

“You'll tell me, regardliess.” But he handed over the energy drink. “How long has it
been?’

“That we've been with Mac?’ Flowers took a pull, swallowed, then said, “Couple of
years. We met him right after.”



“Right after what?’

“Right after...” Flowerstrailed off then said, “Listen, you can’t breathe a word of this
to Driver. Just keep this between us, al right?’

“Scout’ s honor.”
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“This isn't gjoke, man. We're talking life and death here, we're talking...” Flowers
fumbled. “It’s damn seriousis what I’m saying.”

“I’'m sorry,” he said, and meant it. “What happened? What got you guys booted out?’

Tossing back a mouthful of Red Bull the way another man might do a shot, Flowers
swallowed then said, “| hear you' re amovie guy. You ever seenThe Wizard of Oz?

“Sure.” He was puzzled. “Why?’

“What does that movie have in common with this place?’

“With Afghanistan?” He thought of that rich technicolor world, every hue so
impossibly vivid. Afghanistan was, largely, a study in various shades of brown.
“Nothing?’

“Wrong. Try again.”

“Well, it sure as hell isn't the Y ellow Brick Road.”

“Ah, but whatgrowsalong the Y ellow Brick Road?’

“Grows?’ Then he snapped his fingers. “Poppies.”

“Give the man agold star.”

“You're saying that the reason you were booted out of the Raiders is because of



poppies?’

“In away. See, about two years ago, we were given thislittle no-nothing of a mission
to thislittle no-nothing village to burn the hell out of their poppy fields.”

“ And something went wrong?’

“ And something went wrong.”

“What?’

“Everything, man,” Flowers said. “ Everything.”

Only a single RedBull remained by the time Flowers stopped talking. A silence, not
uncomfortable, settled between them.

Turning over what Flowers had said, John thought there might not be that much
distance between these men and himself as he'd imagined. Like him, they had chosen
the only possible course of action in an impossible situation, one where there were no
winners and morality struggled with loyalty.

And then Mac shows up and offers to get them reinstated if they’ll go on a couple
missions, help him out.

Flowers broke the silence first. “All that talking’'s made my throat kinda dry. Hand
me that last can, if you don’t mind. Oh, and check my pack. There's a thermos in the

pouch. Brought that along for you.”

After handing Flowers his drink, John unscrewed the thermos, sniffed at the curls of



steam unfurling, then said, “This smellsreal. Where you' d get this?’

“1 got my ways. Drink up, Doc. Hope you take it black.”

“l do.” The coffee was as strong as its aroma implied and he swallowed back a
mouthful with something close to a groan. “Man, that tastes good. Thanks.” He let a
few moments dlip by then asked, “ And no one ever found out? Other than Mac?’

“Nobody. But he's not holding it over our heads, if that's what you' re thinking. Me,
I’ ve always had the sneaking suspicion he was more than okay with what we did.”

“Or thatwhatyou did fit very conveniently withhiswork. Isn’'t it alittle too convenient
that Shahida just happened to be working with the same guy who helped cover your
collective asses? Command didn’t think it odd that the whole squad left the Raiders
right after?’

“Not really. We were asked, nicely, if we didn’t think it was a better idea all the way
around if we dipped out the exit with no one really noticing. Look at it from their
perspective, man. If the truth ever got out, the press would have a field day. We did
the right thing.”

“Asorchestrated by Mac.”

“I’ll grant you that. But, man, he kept our collective asses out of a court-martial.”
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“He did more than that,” John said. “He kept you guys from Death Row. He's aso
your ticket to getting back in.”

Flowers was quiet for a few moments. Then: “I won't deny that. Because JSOC,
DARPA, CIA, al those aphabet agencies and forces are tied together, operating
under the radar and in the dark. We're the type of people Mac wants for this kind of
work. But | don't get any thrill out of it. This isn't my own personalMission
Impossible. I'm aso in this to, well, notatonefor something, that’s not it. | don’t feel
bad about what we did or how Mac helped cover it up in exchange for working with
Shahida. | don’t know what the right word is, exactly, for what I’ m after.”

“Maybe what you’ re after is redemption.” Lord knew, he understood howthatfelt.

He watched Flowers think about that. “Yeah,” the other man said, “that feels right.
Every kid we get out of this placeisakind of redemption.”

“Meaning you want back in?’

“To the Raiders? | dunno, man. Things haven't changed that much. | don’t know if
Icango back to a system where we're told to look the other way because it's in the
best interests of the mission or we want to keep some asshole of a police chief on our
side. Not when you're talking kids. So, there might not be a way to slot myself back
in and pretend nothing ever happened.”

“Areyou sorry?’

Flowers shook his head. “There' s war, man, and then there’s a time and place where



morality kicks in. No matter what Command said, we couldn’t look the other way.
Don’t get me wrong. When you' re getting shot at all the time or eventhinkingyou will
be and you haven’'t had a square meal in three weeks and you' re so dirty and stinking
your clothes could keep on marching all by themselves, that’s when it’s hardest to
stay, well,civilized. Even that’s not quite it, though. There are lines you toe, that you
come right up to jumping over, and then there are others that onlysomemen cross.” A
pause. “Y ou ever hear of The Kill Team?’

John thought for a second. “ That’s ailmost ancient history, isn't it? Well, at least when
it comes tothiswar. Happened over ten years ago, | think. Bunch of Army guys,
right?’

“Yup.” Flowers nodded. “And it was 2010, to be exact. Maywand District. These six
Army guys killed a bunch of Afghan civilians just for kicks. Thrill kills. They
admitted to three, but there were probably more. They took photos, staged things with
the corpses. Even kept trophies. Finger bones, part of a skull, sick shit like that.”

Why was his mind jumping to scenes fromApocalypse Now?His Uncle Dare had
never become that jaded from his service in Vietham. On the other hand, Dare had
been a sniper. Picking off the enemy was his job.

Y ou become a sniper,Dare once said,you’re snuffing out a life. That person may not
be an admirable man or even a good one, but that’s between that person and his god.
Y ou can't do this job otherwise, son. Y ou got to beice, son. Y ou got to be stone.

When he was fifteen, John had done exactly that. Doing what wasrighthad cost him
everything. The same was true for Driver and his men.

Pouring himself another cup of coffee, he said, “You're drawing a parallel between
that kill team and you?”’



“No.” Flowers crushed his Bull in afist and tossed it over a shoulder. The can let out
a faint metallicchikas it bounced against a side panel. “I’'m drawing a contrast. I'm
painting a different picture. There's a difference between, say, kind of suspecting that
aqguy is beating his wife andknowinghe is.”

“You don't take out an abusive husband.”

“No, you leave that up to hiswife.” Flowers was getting hot. “ That poor woman pulls
the trigger, andshegoesto jail. Go look up the stats, you don’t believe me.”

“Easy, man, take it easy,” John said. “I’m not judging. I’ m trying to understand.”
“Okay, then how about this one? Is there a difference between a neighbor who gives
candy to certain kids a little too often and thesameguy saying to a kid that he’s got
something to show him only the kid has to come inside or go down-cellar?’

John flashed to that movie he and Roni had watched on-call: the one about a
murdered girl named Suzie who had worried about a lonely penguin in a snow-globe.
“You know thereis. But then you report the guy to the police.”

“Who might do diddly.”

“Can’'t argue that.”

“What I’'m saying is we weren't acting on a hunch. What we did wasn't for thrills,
We did the only morally right thing we could.”

“That’ s not true, and you know it,” John said, quietly. “Y ou acted because you had no
faith that the military would. Y ou acted out of a sense of moral certainty.”

“And duty,” Flowers said, histone grudging. “Wedid our duty.”



“I hear you.” He waited a beat. “Listen, true story. Roni was once asked to evaluate
this kid. Corporal, at the time, worked in long-range surveillance on an E-3 Sentry.
Y ou know what that is?’

“Yeah, AWACS, Airborne Warning and Control System, right? Tracking satellites
and enemy aircraft and monitoring radio traffic. | thought that was Air Force.”

“Itis.”

“S0, how come they brought him to an army base?’

“Because of the nature of what he'd done. Had to keep an eval on the down-low.
Seems that while he was on-duty, the corporal let a Chengdu J-20 do a pretty close

flyby.”
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“Whoa. Isn’t that China s version of a stealth fighter?”

“Correct. S0, there' s this Chinese stealth fighter in our airspace, but it was only when
one of the other guys on the E-3 heard the Chinesechatterthat people on the ground
even knew how close that plane was. Now, those planes are hard to see on radar,
which is the whole point. But, looking back over the flight data, Command figured
that the planewasvisible. Just for thirty seconds, but it was there, and the kid
should’ ve caught it.”

“And hedidn’'t?’

“No, see, that’s the thing. Hedid.”

“What? And he let that go by? Why?’

“Because he claimed he recelved instructions to alow that plane to pass by.”
“And there weren't any instructions.”

“Nope.” John paused. “At least, not on Earth.”

Flowers was silent for ten seconds. Then: “Y ou’ re shitting me.”

“Cross my heart.” John drew an X over his left chest. “That boy said he'd gotten

orders from his ‘superiors’,” he said, adding air-quotes, “and his orders were to

ignore the plane. Problem withthatwas. ..the kid’ s superiors were on a spaceship.”



Flowers was quiet along moment. “Holy Mother of God.”

“Yup. Turned out that kid had been quietly psychotic for some time. | observed
Roni’s interview through a one-way. That boy was so watchful and paranoid, he
barely blinked. Face was really waxy, too. Practically no expression whatsoever.”

“ S0, what happened?’

“She admitted him. Loaded the kid with antipsychotics. He got better.” Swallowing
the last of his coffee, John lowered a window and shook out the remaining drops.
“And then the powers-that-be returned him to duty. Not in the same job, but...” He
screwed the cup back onto Flowers s thermos. “ They did not board that kid out of the
service.”

“What? They kept a psychotic kid on-duty? How could they do that?’

“Remember | said he was brought to our ER because ofwhohe was? Turns out that
the boy’s dad was a full-bird. So, you've got a kid with a boardable diagnosis for
whom the rules were bent,” John said. “Just like you guys bent the rules, and they
were, in turn, bent for you.”

Flowers was silent for so long that John thought their conversation was done. But
then, Flowers drew in along breath and let it out. “It’s not the same. Remember, we
got separated.”

“But nicely. With the chance of return when you should have been court-martialed.
An error of omission is still intentional.” Flowers opened his mouth, but John pushed
on. “I don’'t blameyou guys. Your lieutenant was poison. There are some things you
can't forgive or look away from and pretend they never happened. So, me, | think you
did the right thing,” he said—and then thought,what am | saying?



“Even if we had to sall our collective souls to the devil ?”

Yes.Hadn't he, as ateenager, done exactly that? Much later, he saw a movie where a
character talked about the needs of the many outweighing the needs of the few—or
the one. Once upon a time, when John was fifteen,he’ dweighed those needs—and
thenhehad killed.

The one thing he also knew: he hadn’tneededto kill. He could’ ve wounded. He was
that good a shot. But he hadn't.

Taking that kill shot made him a hero—until everyone decided he might be the next
monster in their midst.

Aloud, he said, “Better the devil you know. Although the way | see it? What you and
Mac and Shahida are doing? Y ou' re on the side of the angels.”

An hour later,the sun was up and revealed an eerie landscape: a vast expanse of semi-
arid flatland edged with high, largely barren peaks. The colors were a monotonous
study of browns and reds. The area must once have been farmland, John thought, if
the occasional cluster of tumbledown structures and long troughs of defunct irrigation
canals were any indication.

“Where are we?’ he asked.
“Central Hindu Kush, north of Kabul. This is practically the only area in the whole
country where the Taliban aren’t in control, but that's mostly because no one lives

here.”

“Why is that?”



“Look around you, man. There aren't any rivers or even tributaries worth talking
about in this area. They once had aqueducts, though, until the Russians took them out
way back in the eighties. The agueducts in this region were fed from the runoff of
that big monster of a mountain to the right.” Flowers pointed. “ That’s Kohe Koran.”

He studied the mountain a moment, trying place why it look so different from others
he' d seen. Then, as his eyes picked out specks of green topped by smears of white.
“Why is there vegetation there and not anywhere else?’
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“Ah.” Flowers held up a finger. “Excellent question, Grasshopper. What you're
looking at iswild licorice.”

“Where' s the water coming from?”’

“Think about it a second. Just because the watersupplyto the villages got smashed,
that doesn’'t trandlate into no water at all. There's a small spring there, a pool that
stays filled most of the time. We figure the spring’s fed by the alternative track the
water took after the aqueduct was destroyed.”

“So why didn’t people stay?’
“1 don’t know, but | might leaveif I'd been atarget.”

“But if there's plenty of water, are you saying they couldn’t rebuild or re-configure
the agueduct to bring the water to them?’

“Guess not. But their loss is our gain.” Squinting through the windscreen, Flowers
grinned. “Y ou want to see something interesting, | got a pair of binos in the glove box
there. Grab ‘em and glass the base of the foothills.”

Popping the compartment, John rummaged through a couple MRES, a box of bullets,
packets of chewing gum. Flowers's binoculars had dlid to the back and as he reached
for them, he spotted a flash of orange plastic, which he fished out. “You carry aflare
gun?”’

“Sure. Never know when you need to signal someone. All the paratroopers carry ‘em.



Radios get busted, you know, and sat phones...Y ou ever see the movie they made of
that book, the one about the guy whose team gets wiped out? Starred the guy with the
hamburgers.”

Hamburgers?‘Y ou mean, Mark Wahlberg?. one Survivor?”’

“That’s it. Remember the scene where that guy trying to vector in the choppers has to
get out in the open, so the phone connects? And then he gets shot? That's what |
mean. If he'd had a flare, he coulda just fired it off. Sometimes the best tech is the
lowest.”

“You ever use thisthing?’

“Naw, man, don’t you see, that’s why you pack it. It’s like an umbrella.”

“It never rains when you carry one.”

“And only rains when you don't, that’s right. That flare gun is like an umbrella. I’ve
never had to use it.” Flowers flashed a grin. “I re-load and switch out that cartridge

every three years. Keep a couple spares. So far, though, knock on wood.”

“If you say so.” Slotting the flare gun back into the glove box, he pulled out
Flowers s binoculars. “Where should | l0ok?’

“To the right. Glass those foothills over there, at the base where the shrubs and that
spring are. You watch, you’'ll see movement.”

Squinting through the binoculars, John spotted something long and brown loping
along the near flank of a solitary crag. He adjusted the focus, and the figure of a wolf
coalesced and sharpened. “Wow. | didn't know they even had wolves here. How
didyousee them? | can barely make them out.”



“1 know where to look? They’'re like clockwork. Plus, when they start moving, they
stand out against the green. Same pack runs heads east toward the spring every
morning. They’ll go back out to the west again at night.”

“There’' s game?”’

“Enough, | guess. Rodents, marmots, stuff like that.”

He watched as five more wolves emerged. The largest trotted up and nosed the lead
as the remaining four rubbed and exchanged playful nips. “Looks like afamily.”

“More than likely. Mom and Pop out with the kids for a little stroll. Everyone talks
about the alpha male? That's a buncha hooey. Most packs are held together by the
dominantfemale.”

“They’'rereally quite beautiful.”

“ | know. What's weird is how much people here hate them. Think they’re evil and
unclean. Except, get this. Wolves are asosupposed to be protectors. There's this old
myth. Might just be Iraqgi, but what | heard is people believe that it's good luck to
have a wolf hanging out at your door. That way, come night, it can see the fingers of
evil jinn coming up out of the ground from their version of hell.”

“That’s pretty wild.”

“lsn’'t it? Anyway, that wolf will eat the jinn's fingers and the family’s safe for one
more night. And yet they treat wolves and dogs like they’ re scum. That always burns
me up. Like, who would kick a dog? Where my family’s from, dogs and
wolves...they’'re like aman’s brothers.”

“Where' sthat?”’



“Michigan. The Upper Peninsula. We lived on Superior. Couple kids in my class
were Ojibwe.”

“Yeah?' His heart did a queer little flip, and he couldn’t help the alarm bell that
suddenly clanged at the back of his brain. Michigan was next door to Wisconsin
wherehehad been sent to start a new life as John Worthy. “Me, too,” he said. “Small
world, man.”
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“lsn't it?” Flowers agreed. “Anyway, we used to hang out. They were just, like, you
know...kids. They didn’'t live on a rez or anything, though. They said they were city
Indians. Y ou know any kidslike that in school ?”

“A couple.” He needed to steer Flowers away from talk abouthishistory. “So, what'd
you use to be? Before the Marines?’

“Y ou fishing for information, Doc?’

“Yeah, maybe. To borrow a couple lines, who are you redly, and what were you
before? What did you do, and what did you think, huh?’

“Ah.” Flowers grinned. “Channeling Humphrey Bogart.”
He was impressed. “Y ou know your movies.”

“Are you kidding?Casablancais a classic. My grandparents used to watch it. Now that
was one beautiful film, and acomplete accident. No one really knew what they had
until the thing opened and then everyone went Casablanca-crazy...oh, oh.” Flowers
suddenly straightened out of his relaxed slouch. “ Shoot, now see you got me talking,
gonna miss my turn, hang on.”

Flowers hooked a right. The turn took them from the packed earth that was the road
and onto rougher ground. As the Humvee crunched over rocks and mounted a rise,

John spotted two distant dust plumes. “There are our people,” he said.

“Yup. Toward that defunct village down there.”



“l seeit.” Anarray of blocky structures were snugged at the base of a soaring, largely
barren peak. Other than the few green patches of the foothills, everything was brown
or yellow or red: barren rock and patches of gnarly scrub clinging to thin soil.
Squinting into the sky above the peak, John spotted large birds circling on an updraft.
“Vultures?’

“No, probably steepe eagles. Beautiful birds. They tend to hang where there are
people.”

“Why isthat?’

“Because where you got people, you got water and livestock. Baby goats, baby lambs
make for easy pickings. Mice, too. Green stuff’s mostly wild almond and a variety of
pistachio tree, but again, they’re kinda starved for water. You look down at the
buildings there, well...what’ s left of them, and you' Il see the old riverbed.”

The riverbed was an undulating, deep furrow which meandered between the near
edge of the buildings and wide, regular swaths of nearly level brown earth. He
noticed, too, that instead of heading for the village, the other Humvees in their
convoy had veered off toward alarge, oval depression in the earth.

“What isthat?’ he asked. “Isthat acrater?”’

“No, old collection lake. All agueduct systems in this area had them.” Flowers
pointed their vehicle down a steep slope. “Hold on. Gets rough from here on out.”

That was an understatement. As they bounced and jounced along, he shouted over the
ping and pong of stones striking the undercarriage, “ D-d-dried up n-now, t-t-too?’

“Pre-he-he-he-ty much!” Flowers had the wheel in a death grip, his knuckles tenting
his skin white. “Y ou get alittle bit down at the very b-bottom in sp-spring.”



“An-and the r-r-rest...” he began then stopped as the Humvee caromed onto level
ground and the bouncing ceased. “ The rest of the system? It’s still here?’

“The karez? The other vehicles had thrown up so much dust and red grit, Flowers
was hunched over the wheel and squinting. “Yeah, we figure that original system
tapped into a massive underground reservoir. We're talking hundreds of millions of
galons. Like having the Mississippi flowing next to your window. Break the glass
and you'd bein trouble.”

“Where' s all that water going?’

“Right now, back underground. Some has made its way to the surface, though.”

“Like the spring where the wolves are.”

“Exactly. In fact, it’s practically around the corner. When you're in the access tunnel,
you can hear water through the wall. A lot of water gushing through there. We figure
the same missile strike that destroyed the original agueduct weakened the rock right
next to this tunnel. Because, you know, you drill into stone, adjacent rock cracks and
gets weaker.”

“Sounds like a flood waiting to happen.”

“Only if there’ samissile strike. But this area’s not active and we stay off comms, so
no one's the wiser. In fact, the water’s why it’s such a nice hiding place. Stays pretty
cool inside even when it's hot enough to fry an egg on a stone. Anyway,”
Flowerssaid as he swung them around the dead lake, “remember what | said. Not a
word about what | told you about our lieutenant or Shahida or anything, man.”

“Cross my heart.” John drew an X over hisleft chest. He left out thehope to diepart.



No point tempting fate.

By the timeFlowers dlid their vehicle into a large mudbrick building and alongside
the other two Humvees, the others had dismounted and were arranging their gear.
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Except, John noted, for Mac and Shahida. The two had moved off from the others and
seemed to be in some sort of quiet argument. No raised voices, no shouts, no waving
of arms. But Shahida was shaking her head in an emphatic negative while Mac |eaned
in. Fromhisbody language, the man was at the end of his tether.

Trouble in Paradise?nteresting, if true. These were Shahida's kids, boys she and
Driver’s men had rescued from lives spent as playthings for pedophiles. Many of the
older boys had eventually become fighters under her command against the Taliban.
Even if that hadn’'t been the case, he could understand why she wouldn't want to
leave a single kid behind. From what he' d gathered, Mac already had doubts whether
they couldreallyget them al on a transport. There were just as many Afghans who'd
worked for the Americans and deserved to get out, too.

Maybe that’s what they’re arguing about.He shrugged on his pack.Maybe there are
just too many kids. Unless?—

“Hey.” When he turned, Roni gave him a tense smile that showed no teeth.
“Everything go okay?’ she asked.

“Fine.”How could anything be bad when I'm near you?‘Other than Flowers really
ought to try a Monster Truck derby.”

“What?’ she asked, her brows knit, at the same moment that Flowers said, “Hey, |
resemble that remark.”

Meeks, who was nearby, only rolled his eyes. “He do that to you, too? He's like that
when he gets jacked on caffeine. That Red Bull habit of his?—"



“Enough chit chat!” Mac gave a brusgque clap of his hands, like a scout master
rallying a bunch of bored ten-year-olds. Which, oddly, John thought they sort of
were. “We need to get a move on here,” Mac said in his clipped, almost Brahmin
accent. Anyone listening to the man might be forgiven for thinking him British. “We
have a number of boys to process and only limited time—andspace.” This last he
seemed to direct a Shahida, who now stood with Musa, the two of them looking
thunderous. Clearly, their argument with the CIA agent hadn’t gone in Shahida's
favor.

John put his hand up. “Can | ask a question?’

Mac looked first startled and then pissed. “Y es, Worthy, what isit?’

“You said we have kids to process.”

“Yes,” Mac said. “And?’

“And, well,processingmeans making sure the kids are fit to fly.”

Mac'sjaw worked asif he were mouthing something foul. “Do you have a point?’

John squeezed a hit of air between two fingers. “Just a teeny-weenie one. What
happens if we find akid whoisn’ tfit to fly?’

Silence. Everyone swapped glances. Finally, Roni said, “I haven't found that to be
the case, John.” At the same moment Shahida declared, “We no leaveanyboy
behind.”

John put up both hands. “Whoa, whoa, easy. I'm just trying to understand what you
want me to do. If Idofind something, | need to know now whether or not | should
outrightlie. You know, falsify a record and in so doing, maybe put other people at



risk. Little things like that.”

More outraged noises from Shahida, some shuffling of feet, but it was what Mac said
next that struck home.

“Why,lie, obvioudly. In fact, | should thinklyingis something at which you excel
given all your years of practice.” And then Mac’s lips curled into a smile a crocodile
would envy. “lsn’t that right, Captain?’

POYA: THE BOY WHO LIED

November 2023: Bam-e Dunya, Afghanistan

Everyone goes to the stoning.The villagers know to obey. Best not to attract the
wrong kind of attention.

Poya walks ahead of Mami.He is his mother’ smahramnow. He leads the way by
several paces, not looking at his own feet but staring straight ahead, shoulders back,
his face a studied neutral. He takes care not to check over a shoulder to see if Mami,
hidden away in the billowing folds of a dusty bluechaadar,follows. Every escort
knows he will be obeyed, even if that escort is a boy whose ears this very same
mother boxed only that morning.

In matters such as this, a woman—wife or mother or sister—is a bit like a dog,
although no one trulykeepsdogs. A dog isngjis, unclean and impure.

So, too, a woman's face isawrah, not unclean but a temptation, just as the sight of a
woman'’ s entirejuyubihinnais meant only for a husband. Different label, same idea.



Touch a dog, though, and not only can youwashyour hands, you get to keep them.

But touch someone else’s wife? If the man is unmarried, he gets off with only twenty
strokes from the branch of a date pam and a suggestion that heading into the
wilderness is ineveryone's best interest. All a man has to do is leave and keep it
zipped.

But for the woman? No such luck. Her lush breasts and smooth belly, her supple skin,
that throb along the side of her neck as her heart bounds with desire, her groans and
sighs of pleasure, her juyoobihinna? Every part of a woman, especialy a young one,
is forbidden flesh after which a man might lust.

So, everyone knows. For certain women, only death will do.
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The pit isoutside the village. When Poya and his mother arrive, the girl, Chandra, is
already in the ground. Bare-headed and clothed only in a simple shift, Chandrais still
a beauty with a slender neck, high cheekbones, and wide, dark eyes.

The pit in which Chandra stands is narrow and comes only to her shoulders. An agile
person would have trouble scrambling out, so a girl like Chandra doesn’'t stand a
chance. Despite this, her hands are tied behind her back. No point in her being able
shield herself or, worse yet, grab arock and fling it right back.

Six men ring the pit. Four are witnesses, the number required to make such a serious
charge stick. The two remaining men are volunteers. Her father is one of these.

Each man selects a stone from a large pile next to the pit. All the stones are relatively
uniform, as big around as a man’s fist. Size is important. Too small, and a stone does
nothing but bruise and sting or maybe put out an eye. Death would take forever. On
the other hand, a stone shouldn’t be so large that one good smack, and Chandra's
skull cavesin. The point of stoning is for the guilty to suffer and die slowly—but also
to die so slowly and in such agony that any woman tempted to give herself to a man
other than her husband thinks twice.

The first two witnesses throw badly. Their wind-ups are slow, their throws so
tentative the girl has time to twist and offer her back and shoulders. Still, Chandra lets
out small mewls as the rocks strike. But there is no blood and that will never do.

The third witness is younger. He is also the man Chandra was supposed to marry. His
arm is much better, too. When he throws, his stone flies fast and sure and parts the air
with a low whistle. His form is so expert, Poya wonders if he practiced. Given the



fury and hurt on the young man’s face, the way his upper lip peels from histeeth in a
snarl, Poya bets he has.

His stone strikes Chandra's right cheek. This time, there is an audible crack of bone
and ajump of bright red blood. Her skin parts and gapes open asif a hidden seam has
been undone. Crying out, Chandra begins to jabber and plead for forgiveness. Sheis
sorry, she walls, she is so very sorry, she loves the man, she has always loved him,
and she is sorry, sorry, so sorry. The words stream from her mouth on a gush of
bloody drool that drizzles over her lips and chin.

At the sound of her voice, the fourth man—her father—Ilets go of a strangled cry of
rage and hurls his stone with such force that Chandra's pleas abruptly stop because
now she's choking and coughing blood through broken teeth and split gums.

This only seems to make her father angrier. Together, he and the jilted bridegroom
hurl stone after stone, their missiles coming faster and harder, the impacts growing
more sodden and duller.

Stop.An odd buzz sounds in Poya's right ear. Maybe he's even blacked out because
the view shifts, like ajump cut in one of the movies his father likes. Now, Chandra's
body slumps against one side of the pit. Her face is aruin, her head a spongy mess of
sodden hair and pink clots where her skull has shattered, and her brains leaked out.
Chandrais silent and unmoving until someone empties ajerry can of gasoline overher
head. Pulling in a strangled, gargling breath, Chandra moans and twitches and then
her eyes bulge with horror as her father and the boy she would' ve married hold lit
torches just above her head—and then there is a hollowwhup. The gasoline’s vapors
ignite and Chandra shrieks...

The sound of her scream merges with that odd buzz in Poya's right ear. He wants to
turn away from the sight of Chandra in flames, but for some reason, he can't move.
Meanwhile, thebrrrin his ear grows louder and stronger as black smoke, stinking of



gasoline and burnt kebabs, boils into a merciless blue sky.

And then, the scene shifts and now the buzz is the faint roar of an enormous plane
rising into a blue sky and then?—

They are in alarge,lush garden. Pink damask roses sweeten the air. Honeybees from
Mami’s hive flit from one pillowy blossom to the next. Poya shibihad fussed over
these bushes for twenty hot Kabul summers and snowy winters by the time Mami
dressed all in white, crossed the threshold of her mother-in-law’s house in Wazir
Akbar Khan.

The neighborhood is a wealthy one with tall trees and nice houses. Not far from their
house, there are embassies and the Presidential Palace, and they are only a stone's
throw from the hospital whereBabais a doctor. A botanist at the university, Mami
grew up in Herat, a garden city well west of Kabul where Alexander the Great built a
great citadel. When she first walked into the house's backyard, Mami amost cried
with relief to find flowers and trees instead of dusty chickens.

| heard so many stories,Mami says as she and Poya work in the garden, pulling
weeds, taking cuttings, carefully planting tender seedlings begun in small pots along a
high shelf in thegardening shed.All the gossipabout how Kabul is so dirty and
crowded. Thisis before | went to university where | met your baba, you understand,
but school...Mami clucks her tongue.When you are a student surrounded by other
students, when you are in a place where your only job isto learn...you forget that the
real world iscruel. Therea world is broken?—

And the scene shifts again.

Now, it ishigh summer. The air is hot, the light so bright that it cut tears and bleaches
the houses and streets to the color of old bone.



The droneis aso there, as insistent as before.

He and Mami are in the garden near the hive. Perched on a low stool, Mami faces
north toward the airport. High above, the many planes are like needles threaded with
fluffy white cotton which they stitch into brilliant blue cloth. But the effect is chaotic
and with no pattern and soon the fine threads shred and disperse on a westering wind.

Soon, there will be no more planes. Today is Thursday, the 26thof August. By
Sunday, the Americans will be gone and the Taliban, who seethe through the streets
like an army of antsinvading a weaker nest, will take over for good.

They need to run. They need to get away. Baba has a plan. He' s gone to the airport to
meet with an American. Hiscontactas he told Mami that morning when both parents
thought Poya was still sleeping instead of huddling on the stairs to listen to what his
parents don’t want him to hear.

Are you sure he is there?Mami’s voice was tremulous, strained.Are you certain he
will keep hisword? All those people at Abbey Gate, we'll never get in.

Hush, hush now.Poya could imagine his father gathering Mami into his arms and
stroking her hair as if she were a little girl frightened awake by a nightmare.He will
help us. There is another wayinto the airport the Taliban don’t patrol. He will give me
all the papers we need to get through, so you must be ready to go when he says.

They never say this man’s name. Although Poya knows who they mean because he
has seen this American twice before.

The first timehappened very late one night this past winter when Poya wakened to the
murmur of men’s voices. The clock by Poya's bed said it was after two in the
morning. Curious, he'd slipped from his bed and dlid into the hall. Here, the voices
were louder and, judging from a lemon-colored sliver of light leaking from beneath



the door the men were in Baba's study. Poya couldn’'t make out what they were
saying. Their voices were too muffled, though from the occasiona word he picked
up, he knew they were speaking in English. So, he had dlithered into an inky corner
where he huddled and waited. He wanted to see just who his father’ s visitor was.

Why?

Because his father was aliar. A liar with a false face. Oh, the one he showed to Poya
and Mami was real enough. The one he wore with his students or university
colleagues or friends or guests was the truth.

But Baba aso had another face. In fact, he had many. Poya had even seen them,
hidden away in a secret room at the back of Baba's study. Like his father’s other
faces, from his hair to his nose to his eyes of different colors, Poya kept whathenow
knew a secret, too, because you never could tell.

He waited a long time in the shadows. The men finally ceased speaking just the near
side of dawn as the faraway calls forfadjhad begun. As his father’s study door swung
open and the men stepped out, Poya pressed back in his shadowed corner. The men
paused on the landing to shake hands. The American had aimed a glance in Poya's
genera direction—and never saw him.

People were like that. They missed what was right in front of their nose all the time
simply because they didn’t expect to see anything. But Poya had an excellent view of
the American as the two men paused to shake hands.
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“How will he know you?’ the American asked Baba.

“Easy.” Baba grinned. “Tell him I’ll be the man with blonde hair and black glasses
and who looks like he needs to work out.”

They had laughed, and that made Poya wonder about Baba—and that study.

Poya would see the American again the very next spring. That was when he went on
a secret mission with Mami and her students. The American drove one of the trucks
and Poya sat next to him all the way to Herat.

That time, the American’s look was different. Not by much, but enough to call what
he wore a disguise. Baba said the American’s name was Mr. White. But Poya thought
that was a lie because he had seen the American’s true face the night his father shook
the man’s hand.

And Poya never forgets a face.

Now,it is August, and his father has gone in search of his American, who will spirit
them out of Kabul ahead of the Taliban.

“What will happen when we go to America?’ Poya's tongue skims salty pearls of
sweat from his upper lip. “What will happen to the bees?’

“Nothing.” Mami’s voice is curiously hollow asif she's fallen into a pit much deeper
and darker than one for a stoning. “ There was a terrible drought twenty years ago,
and the hive lived through that. So long as there is no disease or some bandit steals all



their honey, the hive will survive indefinitely.”

“S0, when we come back, they will still be here?’

“B-back?’ The word wobbles as if suddenly so slippery, his mother’s tongue has lost
control. Closing her eyes, she says, “We will not be back. We will never see this
house again?—"

There is a sudden, oddcrump. The sound isn't that of a rocket hitting a building,
which Poya has heard before. Thisis a much duller and distant explosion. They both
flinch and then Mami lurches to her feet, her stool toppling to the hard earth, as they
turn to look north.

“Oh!” Mami clasps both hands to her heart. “ Oh, your father!”

A distant pillar of black boils into a clear, cloudless sky though, weirdly, Poya's
nostrilsfill with the scent of aburning girl and roast meat and crackling fat laced with
the fainter tang of gasoline and hot metal and scorched rubber.

No, that’s not right.tHow can he smell ruined machines or people blasted to
bits?Something’'s wrong, this isn't right.Thesky above Kabul is a surreal blue: as
intense as the center of anazar, an evil eye, which has grown swollen and fat with
men’sevil.

“That was theairport!” Mami wails. Her keening is the shrill scream of a rabbit in a
wolf’s jaws, a stray dog being bludgeoned to death by a crowd of men taking bets on
when the creature will finally have the good grace to die—or a young girl, stoned by
herfather because she has had the great misfortune to fall in love with aman he would
never choose.

“Oh, my husband!” Mami beats her breast and tears at her hair. “My husband,



myhusband?>—"

“Babal” Poya gasped?—

And startled awake to a different nightmare.

Now.

Poya was on his right side, in darkness, his head on a crude pillow made of a cloth
sack stuffed with lumpy clots of wool. Humid from his breath, the darkness stank of
sweat, singed grass, and the fusty odor of pee. One thing he' d learned since coming to
live in this place was that sheep’s wool, when damp, smelled of urine.

For severa long moments, he lay still, swallowing back salt from the tears he'd shed
in his sleep. Welirdly, the sound, which Poya's sleep-addled brain turned into a bee,
was still there: that buzz, muffledbrrr.

Quiet.Lifting himself on an elbow, he dlipped a hand beneath his pillow and fished
out Mami’s still-vibrating cellphone. Killing the alarm with a tap, Poya lay back and
cradled the cell against a chest that was no longer quite so flat, a fact which often
worried him because of what that would mean here.

Don’t think about now. Remember who you are. Y ou are Poya Durrani. You are the
son of Benyamin and Soraya. Y ou are Poya.

This was a mantra he recited upon awakening every morning, his own and very
private fadj as devout and fervent asany prayer. His parents, neither of them religious,
insisted he learn as a matter of course.You need to blend in, they’d said. How they
justified the many lies he had to tell and live back in Kabul, they never said, but they



made him study with amullahwho marveled at his memory and easy facility with
languages.

How quickly he has picked up the Fushalthe mullah once said to his parents.Not a
dlip, not a mistake! Far faster than any of my other students and quite a few of the
adults. He switches so well between Pashto and Dari, even English...have you ever
given thought to his becoming an imam? Sending him to study at a private madrasa?
No?The mullah had worked his arthritic fingers through the tangles of his long,
henna-stained beard.Give it thought, give it thought. He is too quick, too bright and
he would languish at a state school. A private madrasa will expose him to studies he
will never receive anywhere else. How else to counter impiety?

His parents knew better than to send him anywhere and, regardless, Poya certainly
didn’t need religion to blend in withthesepeople. In this place, so far removed from
any true town or even small village, there was noadhan, no one to announce when
prayers were to be said. The family he lived with weren’t sticklers either. The closest
Amu Alazar came to a prayer was a perfunctoryOmindelivered before a mea and
offered more out of superstition than actual gratitude. Anything Amu ate or wore
came from sweat, hard work, and a cool head when bartering for supplies. No one
studied Quran either. Poya had an idea this was because none of them could read.
Amu and his fellow clansmen had televisions and DVD players and cell phones, but
there were no schools, and no one had books.

Well, almost no one.

Poya was a boy with secrets. Look at it a certain way, andhewas a secret.
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But you're smart. You can do this. You'll figure a way to escape before Amu finds
out.

Howhe might do this would require more than book-smarts. More than supplies and
luck.

The challenge was a so trying to figure out where he could possibly go.

He and Mamicame to the literal end of the road in early September 2021 when the
asphalt simply stopped at Sarhad, a sleepy, largely pastora village of cheerful
Wakhis. In Pashto, Sarhad meansborderorfrontier. The name was apt, too. Sarhad was
only about a hundred miles from Kabul, but out here, that was like being on the
Moon.

Sarhad had no infrastructure. Electricity came from large car batteries or, for some,
solar panels. There was no running water, no hospital, no road past the village. Just as
well: there were few vehicles because petrol was both expensive and hard to come
by. With little ready cash, people bartered. With no reliable cell service, a person
went by yak or donkey or camel or horse to within a few kilometers of the Tajik
border to pick up the T-Cell network.

Y et there was a school. A few shops. The village even had a nurse.

There was also a police station. Two officers were tasked with checking tourist visas
for the Wakhan Corridor, a narrow panhandle bounded by Tajikistan to the north,



Pakistan to the south and, far to the east, China. Since there’'d been no tourists for
severa years, the officers mostly picked their teeth.

Mami decided not to wait for the police to noticethemand marched into the station the
day they arrived. The duty officer studied their papers for a moment then asked after
their business and where they were staying.

“With my husband’ s third cousin,” Mami said smoothly and gave a name.

“l see.” The officer cocked an eyebrow. If anything, his frown deepened. “And your
husband?’

“Dead. | travel with my son, asisonly proper.”

“Indeed.” The officer flicked only a cursory glance at Poya. “And where did your
husband die?’

“Kabul, when the Americans fled.” By then, Mami had repeated this so many times,
her tone sounded as if she agreed that, yes, the weather was fine. “His death
certificate isin the back of the packet.”

His mother might be cool, but this was aways the moment Poya’s palms grew damp.
No telling just which way the next few moments would go. He watched in quiet
agony as the officer riffled through their papers to the back—and then paused. His
hesitation lasted for so short a time that only the astute observer, or Poya with his
heart pounding, might notice.

“This seems to be in order.” Face now as smooth as fine porcelain, the officer
proffered the packet between right thumb and forefinger the way a croupier did in a
movie Poya once had seen. “Say hello to your cousin,”he said while his left
hand—and the money Mami had dlipped into their packet—disappeared into a



pocket.

Because, of course, there was no death certificate. How could there be, with no body
clam?

Time passed. They waited for Baba s American to appear. Mami paced the streets;
Poya read books he' d scavenged from their home in Kabul. His mother had fussed,
pointing out heneeded clothes, but he couldn’t leave so many books behind knowing
the Taliban would only burn them.

Eventually, Mami took a teaching job. Her pay was food and supplies. The local
school was integrated. Boys and girls took the same classes, sat in the same rooms.
There were only three other children Poya's age in his form, all boys, and none were
particularly bookish or even ambitious. None knew a language other than Wakhi,
which Poya hadn’t known when he arrived. Languages were easy for him, though,
always had been, and Wakhi was close to Dari. So, he picked up the language fast.

Things were notfine, only livable. At night, he and his mother would plot and plan,
though there were few choices. With no relatives and Baba's American having
forsaken them, only Khorog in Tagjikistan seemed an option—and a bad one, at that.
They might try crossing the river that divided the two countries, but the river was icy
with melt in spring as well as deep. Snow was not unusual even in July. Given the
atitude, there was little natural cover and certainly no trees. Plus, the Taliban
rumbled by on regular patrols. They might bribe their way aboard a lorry; people
knew people who knew other people who knew smugglers. These same people who
knew people knew others who'd heard horror stories of refugees who ended up as
food for wolves. Even if they managed a safe crossing, Khorog was many miles
away. His mother knew no professors there either and living in a city, even a small
one, would be expensive.

They went round and round for hours but never reached any conclusion about what to



do or whereto go.

Until the beginning of the end was forced upon them: the day when the Taliban came.

The first truckloadsof men and equipment rumbled through what passed for Sarhad’s
village center in the early spring of 2022. It was like watching one of Baba's
American movies when the outlaws ride into town. If the stony faces of the other
villagers were any indication, Poya thought every single Wakhi knew that things
were about to get much, much worse.

“This is not good.” Mami’s voice was tight. That day, for the first time since they’d
arrived, she had veiled so only her eyes showed. She wasn't the only woman in the
village to do so either. “Thisis very, very bad. Look at them, those workers. See how
skinny? And their clothing, do you see?’

What clothing the men wore was all similar: an odd camouflage pattern of greens and
browns, like something from an American war movie. “ Soldiers?’ Poya said.

“Yes. Afghan National Army. | remember when they started wearing these. Y ou were
young then, only five or six. The uniforms, they call them ‘forest camouflage,” came
from the Americans, but the choice was made by a defense minister, oh, long ago. |
do believe the Americans tried to talk the ministeroutof the uniforms. As if there are
forestsin Afghanistan.” She huffed a derisive laugh. “Better to dressthem in pink.”

He remembered seeing cast-off uniforms in the streets north of their house in Kabul.
“Do you think they surrendered?’

“Who can tell? Captured or surrendered, it makes no difference. This is bad,” Mami
said again. “The Taliban will be here around the clock now, until winter. We need to
be careful.”



They were. Even so, things got worse. In the months that followed, Taliban overseers
waked up and down the line of men laboring with shovels and pickaxes and
wheelbarrows at thehard earth. Anyone who flagged from exhaustion was beaten.
Any man who tried to run was shot. A man foolish enough to argue with a Taliban
had his tongue cut out. After all, there were always more ex-soldiers to find, more
traitors to root out.

Then, one day in the late spring of 2022, something strange happened.
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Poyaand his mother lived in a cramped house of sun-hardened brick perched on the
far eastern edge of the village. Essentially a very large square, the house contained a
pot-belly stove on a brick platform at the center. They slept on pallets by the stove,
pumped water from awell, and did their business in an outhouse with a corrugated tin
roof. Their house was also a stone's throw from where the road had ended before the
Taliban showed up. This meant they often saw and heard the Taliban as well as their
prisoners who were housed in yurts. At first, so many Taliban milling around made
Mami nervous, but after the first two weeks and no one showing up to arrest them,
she relaxed. By and by, they grew accustomed to the racket, which started early and
ended late.

Being so close, though, meant that Poya sometimes saw things he probably wasn’t
meant to see. One morning in the dawn’s thin light, the distant grumble of a truck
woke him. The sound was at first distant but grew louder. This was unusual. New
prisoners normally arrived at midday.

His mother slept on. Curious, he slipped from his pallet and padded quietly to one of
their four windows. Each faced a cardinal direction and had no proper glass, though
they did have shutters with dats. Sidling up to the east window, he peered through a
sliver between two dlats.

There was only one truck, with a dark canvas cover over the rear cargo bay. Thiswas
strange; the Taliban weren’t normally shy about their prisoners. If anything, they
wanted people to stay afraid. As he watched, the truck braked. A moment passed, and
then the driver and another man clambered down from the cab. Both were armed.
Instead of releasing the tailgate so their prisoners could jump down, they waited, rifle
butts resting on their hips, and looked east down the stretch of new road.



Nothing happened for another few minutes and he was about to go back to bed, when
he heard the distant clop of hooves and awhinny.

Horses.

The riders trotted in from the east. He expected to see nomads. These were herdsmen
who belonged to various clans and rotated their sheep and goats between various
pasturelands in late spring through to early fall. Before the first snow fell and as soon
as the melt began, these men would come to Sarhad for supplies, with their sheep and
goats serving as payment. The nomads were different from the Wakhi, not only in
their dress but their looks. To Poya, the nomads always seemed as if they'd just
stepped over the border from China.

Instead of nomads, though, seven men, in traditional pakools and baggy trousers,
trotted up to the truck. They rode with their rifles slung over their chests and double
bandoliers of gleaming bullets, like something out of a Clint Eastwood western.

The man at the head, who was clearly the leader, rode a tremendous, muscled black
stallion. The horse held its head high and the man looked like a king. His eyes were
dark and his beard as black as his stallion’s coat. When the man turned in the sun, a
large golden pendant with a deep blueyaqutstone at its center winked and a massive
golden ring set with another stone of lapis lazuli gleamed on a forefinger. If the
stallion had been white and his owner a curly-haired blonde with a sword insteadof a
big pistal, the pair might have leapt from one of Poya’ s books on Alexander the Great
and his fabulous horse, Bucephal us.

Curious now, he quickly slipped into trousers and a loose tunic then eased the front
door open and tiptoed along the side of the house until he could spy from a corner. He
was in time to see the man he would come to know as Sarbaz dismount and approach
the soldiers. Gesturing, Sarbaz said something; in the next moment, the driver had
pulled aside the canvas flaps and lowered the truck’ s tail gate?—



And boys jumped out.

What?Poya blinked in surprise. The two who jumped down first were clearly the
oldest. Maybe sixteen, seventeen? Men, or nearly so. The others who tumbled out
were younger. All were thin, in ragged clothing, and smudged with dirt. The younger
ones, their faces etched with fear, cowered as if wondering not who would hit them
but when.

He noticed something else about them, though, especially the two older boys. They
were...pretty. Their hair was longer than was normal for most boys. A few seemed to
have fine skin, and they moved differently. He couldn’t put his finger on exactly what
they did. He just knew they were doing it.

“Ah,” said someone behind him. “ So Sarbaz has bought more ruined boys.”

What?Poya nearly jumped out of skin. Wheeling on his heel, he saw that he’d been
joined by an old man named Zahid. He didn’t like Zahid much. The old man was a
religious sort in a town where religion meant virtually nothing and was always going
around uttering pronouncements and curses. No one paid him any mind. Life was
hard enough without worrying about retribution and bad [uck.

“They arebacha bazi.” Zahid's face screwed into a knot and his jaws worked as if
turning over something foul. “Dancing boys,” he said, cupping the head of his
walking stick withboth gnarly hands. He spat to the left to ward off any evil. “I'm
surprised the Taliban haven't kept these chai boys for themselves.”

“What's achai boy?’ What could possibly be wrong with brewing tea?
“1 cannot speak of these things. To do so is to invite calamity, although...” The old

man finger-combed his beard which was very long, stringy and stained with henna
not because he had been to Mecca but because he was vain, and henna was permitted



to cover gray whereas black was not. A bad job he'd made of it, too; from the stain
splashed at his temples, he looked as if someone had taken a hammer to his skull. “If
such were the case, there would be few Taliban fighters left. | can tell because of the
way chai boys mince,” Zahid said. “The way they prance. They don't walk like
proper men.” Zahid let go of a dry cackle. “Or perhaps they are like dogs, trying to
cover their arses up tight.”

What?He was about to ask more, but that was the moment the horsemen’s leader said
something to the two older boys. Poya wished he could tell what, but then one boy
pulled himself up straighter and replied. Too far away to hear the boy’s tone, Poya
could tell from the boy’s stance that he' d said something either defiant or maybe only
something the leader didn’t like because there was a blur of movement and then the
teenager was on the ground and the leader had a boot on the boy’s chest and the
muzzle of hisweapon in the boy’ s face.

A moan went up from the boys. No one moved, not the boys or horses or soldiers or
the other men. The boy on the ground was frozen, hands up and palms out. He looked
alittle the way Poya had seen strays in Kabul behave when beaten or cowed: on their
back, tail between their legs. Only this boy didn’'t have atail. If he had, Poya thought
that would' ve been just like adog’s, too.

A moment dlipped by and then another—and then the man took his boot from the
boy’s chest and made a curt flick with his free hand. At that, two more men
dismounted and took coils of rope from their saddles. In only a few minutes, they’d
bound al the boys hands and linked them one to the other at the waist along another
longer rope. When the boys were properly tethered, the soldiers stuffed money into
their pockets and climbed back into their truck, while the leader and his men swung
up onto their horses. Then everyone went his separate way: the soldiers back toward
Kabul, the boys in their stumbling, staggering line further east and deeper into the
Wakhan.



Like a chain gang. Poya's father once had a great collection of American films. One
had centered on a man in a prison. The movie's star had intense blue eyes and a cool
hand—Poya wasn’t sure what that meant—and, in the movie, he' d eaten alot of hard-
boiled eggs. Poya had never understood the point, but his father said that the
character was showing the other prisoners he was up to the chalenge of showing
other men what it was to be unbroken and unbowed. Poya thought a man didn’t need
to eat alot of eggsto do that, but what did he know?

One thing hedidknow, though? Those boys looked pretty broken.

Later,Poya learned that the man’s name was Sarbaz. No one knew much about him
other than he was rich, and a magic charm was chiseled into his ring’s lapis stone.
From the chatter of the other kids, no one was quite sure what the charm did. Some
swore the charm conjured up jinn. Not al jinn were evil, but there weren't all that
many stories about good ones either. Others said Sarbaz used to be a warlord from
Bini Kamar, duenorth of Kabul. Y et another said that, no, no, Sarbaz was an engineer
from the Weka Dur and Kadar where—as everyone knew—there was supposed to be
alot of yaqut and endless deposits of gold.

This latter story he thought was probably the most accurate. There were the man’s
necklace and ring, after all, and that horse. Only what was an engineer doing here?

This scene would be repeatedat regular intervals every week or so over the remainder
of that summer and into the region’s short fall before whatever operation Sarbaz had
going closed down for the winter. That translated to alot of boys being trucked in and
hustled out, tied together like criminals while the villagers gawked. Zahid said Sarbaz
must be working the boys to death. Otherwise, why did he need so many? And
another thing: at the end of every and before the first snows came, truckloads of men
were carted out for the winter.

But no trucks ever came through with boys leaving Sarbaz’' s employ. It was, some wit



at school said, like that American commercia for some brand of cockroach killer:
boys checked in, but they never checked oui.

And one more thing.

As the road crews worked and new black asphalt stretched into the Wakhan, the
trucks carrying boys bound for Sarbaz never went past the village but aways stopped
in the same place at the end of town. Later, he would think this was probably a way
of breaking the boys down and shaming them. Maybe anydestination would ook
pretty good after suffering that kind of humiliation, even if was alabor camp.

Once, the driver brought a few women. If not for their grimy hijabs, they might even
have passed as boys from a distance. No one could figure out what type of women
they were, although their clothing was the same: khaki pants, loose khaki shirts,
boots.
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But, oh my, didthatset tongues wagging. Ex-soldiers, everyone said. Or police. There
was also talk that these women might have been soldiers trained by the Americans.
Not Zeroes, because those were only men, but a special female squad. Or they could
be doctors. No one knew for sure. Although an older man suggested that, well, in a
labor camp, men must have a woman to stay calm and not kill each other.

Not everyone believed that either. Only three women for al those men? Unless there
were more where those came from, like those boys.

But, Poya wondered, whyboys? What could boys do that grown men could not? Men
could be very strong, but boys were smaller, quicker. Thinner. Easier to control, too.
A boy with spirit might fight back, but a strong man could also tame such a boy very
quickly. Look at how quickly Sarbaz cowed that teenager. And if such a boy would
not learn...well...

The world was full of orphans and little beggar boys. Plenty to go around.

The endfor him and Mamicame in early 2023: seventeen months after the Americans
fled and Kabul fell.

“1 have to.” Mami knuckled away tears. “With so many Taliban here in good weather
and so many men building theroad, better for me to go,now, when work has stopped
for the winter.”

“I"ll come with you.” Poya’'s stomach knotted. “We shouldn’t separate.”

“But we must. Come this August, it will be two years since the Taliban took over.



Your father once said that, for his American friend, organizing a rescue...an
extraction, he called it...took coordination, a lot of planning. But we can’'t wait any
longer. If the American has not come here by now, he never will.”

An extraction.As if they were rotten teeth in need of pulling. “Maybe the American
can’'t come.” He didn’t want to say that the American might have tried to reach them
but been killed. Or simply decided that with Poya' s father dead, they were no longer
his responsibility. “We could wait until the thaw. We're safe for now.”

“But for how much longer?” The small muscles in Mami’s jaw tensed. She was
hollow-cheeked and her face, always smooth before, was lined with worry. “We've
been running out of time since the Taliban started work on that road and since
you...your...” Mami made avague gesture. “Y our timeis short.”

“I"'m careful. | never go anywhere without my eyes.”

She gave him alook. “Y ou know it’ s not just that.”

He did. Saying so out loud, though, made his problem much more real. His problem
was something he couldn’t quite cover up or mask, like his eyes. Although he had
read of people like him doing such things. There was also a movie star...a teenage
girl whose real name he couldn't quite remember but she was Dorothy in the
movie...anyway, they had wound tight bandages around her chest. That way, she
looked like the girl she was supposed to be instead of sixteen and coming into her
womanhood. And, of course, there were dancing boys, many of whom looked like
girls, especialy the young ones. Given the right clothes, he could disguise himself
just aswell.

Asif she'd read his mind, Mami said, “It’s not simply a question of disguise. Thereis
your voice. That will give you away. Past a certain age, your neck...” Mami gestured
at her own. “Y our throat will not be right.”



A voice could be controlled. A throat might be hidden by a high collar. Didn’'t he
already disguise his eyes? He was an actor in the play of his own life. So, he knew a
body might be molded and taped and made to fit, and he said as much. “It is done all
the time.”

“This is not America. You would still attract attention.” His mother’s shoulders
moved fractionally. “And who truly knows? Y our father idolized the Americans and
look where it got him, gotus.Besides, if you are found out...” She didn’t need to
finish that thought. Turning away, she fetched up a cloth and tugged open the grated
door of their potbelly stove. The hinges cried out, a high-pitched squeal that always
sent a shiver tripping up Poya's spine. “We've waited,” she said, poking at embers
with a metal rod before fetching up another large, black flat cake of dried yak dung.
“And your father’s American still hasn’'t come. For all we know, he tried but...”

“But what?’ Poya asked as Mami’ s voice trailed off.

“But perhaps it isas I’ve said before. Your father’s friend was captured.” Slipping in
the patty, she stared into the stove's glowing orange-red core. “Or he's dead. Or...|
don’'t know, maybe | didn’t understand the instructions and made a mistake.”
Shutting the stove’ s door, she stood, put a hand to the small of her back, and groaned.
“Either way, this is no home for us, not permanently. Eventually someone will say
the wrong thing at the wrong time to the wrong person and the Taliban will appear,
ready to question us more closely. How we came to town and when. We've simply
been lucky. But that road is almost done, and that means more traffic, more people
coming through. Well, if Chinalets anyone through.”

“But wouldn’t that be a good thing? Maybe we could go to China” When Mami
flicked alook, Poya amended, “Or maybe not.”

“We have a hard enough time here,” Mami said.



She really meanthim. A bitter thought and one Mami didn’t deserve. “Where would
you...” Poya caught himself. “Where woul dwego?’

“Weare not going anywhere.lam going back to Kabul.” She let out that same short
bark of alaugh. “For what passes as civilization.”

“But you can’t. You can't travel without a mahram.”

“And how much longer can you be that? Truly?” When Poya didn’t reply, his mother
continued, “Believe me, a woman can buy a man to escort her anywhere. And if the
money runs out...well, there are other ways.”

Poya didn’t want to think about that. “And what about me? What if you don’t come
back?’

“You don't think I’ ve not thought about that? So many questions!” She made a cross
gesture. “You will be fine for a while longer. I've reached an agreement with
Ibrahim.”

“Meaning?’

“What do you think?’

Money.lbrahim was the man in Sarhad whom Baba had trusted to shelter them—had,
in fact, supplied Ibrahim with goods as a down-payment. Again, something arranged
by Baba s American handler, but charity went only so far. Money might not have a
lot of meaning here, but that didn’t translate to money havingnomeaning somewhere
else or becoming of value soon. Funny, howmoneyhad meant virtually nothing here
until the Taliban showed up. Now, with a road knifing through town and into the
Wakhan—uwith the start of trade with China and tourists coming back through, say,
Tajikistan or even China because everyone knew the Chinese were masters at



marchingtowards money—ready cash would have true value. “When will you go?’

“March. Best if | go before the work crews start again in April. With the road nearing
completion, soldiers will likely set up their work camps further and further out. The
last was a week’s journey on foot. Yes,” Mami said, with a note of finality, “March
will be best. | have put aside enough to get me to Kabul. | will leave money for you
touseif | don’t return by August.”



Page 14

Source Creation Date: July 3, 2025, 1:52 am

“And then what? Where do | go?’ He couldn’'t possibly negotiate the mountains on
his own. “I’ll have to come back to Kabul anyway. Doesn’'t it make more sense for
me to go with you?”’

“No. You don't have the luxury of that much time.” Mami paused as if to allow that
to sink in. “Kabul will be much more dangerous. More Taliban about, more prying
eyes and wagging tongues.” At the expression on his face, Mami’'s expression
softened. “1 could be wrong, of course.”

He knew she wasn’t. No arguments could change that fact either. But the thought of
trying to find his way on his own was almost more terrifying than what he knew was
going to happen if he did nothing.

There was also no point asking what she would do once in Kabul. She must know
some of Baba's old...well, you couldn’t call themfriends,could you? Not if they'd
never arrived to help them.Handlers,yes. He' d heard spymasters’ underlings referred
to that way in a movie in Baba's collection. The film was a very old one about a spy
in a divided Berlin. Something about the cold? As he recalled that story ended badly
because the spy fell in love. Love made you do stupid things.

So did blind faith. If Baba hadn’t found his handler, just how did Mami think she
stood a chance? That was the thing about adults. They often thought
doingsomethingwas better than being still and watchful and patient.

On the other hand, the reality was as plain as the face he must hide.Hewas the
impetus behind al this. If not for him, Mami would probably stay put. No one had
discovered her thus far. The chances were excellent they would never ask. Although



would the Taliban alow her to keep teaching? Perhaps not. The Taliban never had
gotten this far from Kabul before. That fact was the reason his father had sent them
here to Ibrahim. Sarhad was a contingency, a place that was supposed to be a safe
harbor to wait out the storm. Baba couldn't have known the storm would sweep
through the whole country.

“So where, Mami?’ he asked. “Where do | go? Herat? Try to find your relatives?
Mami, | have never met them.” Besides, would her relations still be alive? If they
were, would they be willing to take him in if he appeared without his mother? “Even
if |1 did that, | still would be in Afghanistan, which we've agreed is no choice at all,
not for me. That leaves only trying to crossinto Pakistan or India.”

“Thanks to your father, you have a passport for both countries. You have one for
Tajikistan,” Mami said. “He put by the cash for each country.”

“Which will run out eventually. Mami, even with the correct passport and papers,
there will be no one to claim or speak up for me. There are no American aid agencies
operating in any of those countries. We have no friends there. | have no way of even
figuring out how to find Baba's American or someone who worked with this
American and might help me.”

“You could go to the American embassy in Pakistan or Tgjikistan. You might even
goto India”

“And say what? Mami, | don’t know what the American’s real hame is. Do you even
know?’

He watched her debate how much she should say. “Yes. That is, | know what
message | was to send and to whom.”

“A coded message?’



“To?

Her teeth snuck out to chew her lower lip. “Do you remember Mr. White?’

Ah. | thought as much.”l remember.”

When he said nothing more, she studied his face. “You knew.”

Not a question. “1 had a suspicion.”

“Because?”’

“Of what we talked about.” Which he didn’t want to get into now, so he said, “When
you followed Baba's instructions to come here, how long were you supposed to

wait?’

Her eyes dlid to stare at her feet. When she replied, her voice was meek. Or, perhaps,
ashamed? Embarrassed? “ Two months. Three, at most.”

“Threemonths?’ She couldn’t have surprised him more if she’d slapped him. “Mami,
we' ve been here for amost a year and a half! Why did you wait? We could ve gone
together to India or Pakistan, or back into Herat to find your family.”

“Please.” She raised her hands in a weak, warding-off gesture. “I don’t know. | made
a mistake. | thought, Ireallythought Mr. White would keep his word and was only
delayed.”

Delayed for almost two years?That wasn't a delay. That was more a kick aimed at a
stray dog. “Mami, without you, I’ [l wind up in arefugee camp.”



“Youwill bedive.”

“Yes, alive butalone.” He didn’t add that if he chose that route, he wouldn’t even be
who and what he was now. He would have to shed his masguerade, eventually—and
then what? His prospects were even worse. If he did rid himself of the face he
presented every day to the world, then his only true option was India. There, he might
stand a chance. Now, he understood why his father made him sit through endless
Bollywood movies.Most followed the same mind-numbing script of melodramatic
meetups with more than the occasional large-scale song and dance numbers that made
his head hurt. But he had learned the language well enough.

“I wish | had all the answers,” Mami said. “I don't. All | can tell you is to make the
choicetolive. If | don't return?—"

Her face blurred. “You'll come back,” he said, blinking against a sudden sting. He
couldn’'t afford the luxury of tears. Tears were a problem. For him, tears gave true
credence to the old saw about crying your eyes out. “Y ou haveto.”

“1 will try. But if | don’'t return, you must choose life.” Taking his face between her
hands, she kissed his forehead. “Choose life,” she said again. “Go and live, any way
and any place they will let you.”
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He did what she asked.

He waited. He lived his lie in Sarhad, though no one was quite as friendly as before.
With his mother gone, something changed. He thought he knew why. Everyone had
aways sensed his oddness, but his mother’s presence helped to smooth the wrinkles,
negotiate the sharp corners. Mami, who always had a plan. As her mahram, he fit in.
A boy escorting his mother was perfectly normal. Mami had been as necessary a prop
as that stage weapon, the gun which appeared in Act One and must go off before that
final curtain.

Where he had been careful before, now he was paranoid, wary. Vigilant. He still went
to school where he excelled, but then again, that was no different than before. He
groomed horses for neighbors and corralled sheep in exchange for food and fuel.
Every morning, he took exquisite care with his disguisebecause no element, not even
Mami, was more important than his eyes.

The hammer came down very early one morning in mid-May. By then, the road to
China was nearly done. Trucks still came with equipment and construction crews, but
other trucks loaded with rocks, chugged out on their way to a refinery in Kadar.
Sarbaz regularly rode into town from what was clearly now a mining operation,
mostly to pick up more boys. That morning, alorry for him and his men also arrived.

There weren't many people out; this early in the morning, most were tending to
flocks, or having their morning meal of yak tea and flatbread. Since Mami’s
departure, he'd not been sleeping well, so he gulped tea and went out to watch the
trucks go by.



The day was bright and very windy. Sarbaz and his men had stopped on the near side
and were busy roping together their latest acquisitions when the wind picked up. Each
fresh gust scooped up earth and tiny pebbles to swirl into small dervishes or spatter
the undercarriages of the passing trucks with pings and pongs and hollow pocks. Poya
winced as much against the grit as the sun and reached into a pocket for his
sunglasses...which were not there.

Oh, no.He needed those glasses. How could he have forgotten them? He never went
anywhere without them because accidents happened. His eyes might dlip and that
would be hard to explain.

Go.Heturned on his heel.Y ou’ re so stupid, how could you forget?—

A fresh gust swirled just as a particularly large truck labored past on an exhalation of
oily black smoke. Ripping aside a canvas tarpaulin stretched over aload of sand, the
wind churned, spinning a small tornado of fine grit. Screwing up his face, Poyaraised
a hand to protect his face as sand pecked and stung his face. He blinked, once, twice...

That was when Poya felt a sharp stab of pain in his left eye and the sudden sting of
fresh tears—and then the eye...dlipped.

Oh no.A bolt of panic. His blood iced. Palm clasped to where, only seconds before,
his eye had been safely ensconced, he backed away from the crowd of onlookers. He
needed to get to the house. He' d run out of eye drops long ago, but clean, warm water
worked. He needed to flush away the grit then look in his small mirror and dlide his
eye back where it?—

A hand clamped onto his left shoulder and dug in. “Y ou al right, boy?’ Zahid bawled
into hisface. “ Something in your eye?’

“Yes,” he gasped. The old man’s teeth were pegs, brown and black with rot, and his



breath was no better. “I’ll be fine,” he said, wrenching free of the old man.

Suddenly off-balance, Zahid flailed; his hand snagged the crook of Poya's left arm
and jerked Poya' s hand down from his face.

And that was the moment everything changed: when Poya's world fell apart for a
second time.

“No!”With a curse, Zahid backed up so quickly, his feet slipped out from under. The
old man toppled, sprawling onto the dirt where he writhed on his back like an
overturned beetle. “Dog! Demon!” Snatching up his walking stick, the old man
jabbed the air. “Keep back!Kab!” the old man screeched the curse in Arabic.
“Yakhsaf Allah bin a’arad!”

“No, please.” But it was aready too late. A person might dismiss an old man's
ravings, but not something as plain as day and the nose on their face. People had
turned, curious to see what al the fuss was about. Pausing from marshaling his latest
shipment of boys, Sarbaz stared. “It's all right,” Poya said to no one in particular.
Left hand clapped to his eye, his right pattedthe air asif to put everything back in its
place. “It’ sfine. There' s nothing the matter.”

“Shaytan!” Jaws working, the old man let loose a gobbet of foamy spit which the
wind snatched and flipped back into the old man's orange-red beard. “The Earth

should open beneath your feet!” Zahid shrieked. “Y ou should?—"

Poya never did hear what he ought to do next. Hand clasped to his face, he sprinted
for his miserable mud-brick hovel, bulled the door open, and rammed it shut.

Then he fell to his knees and cried his eyes out.

Both of them.



Now,as he lay with his mother’ s cell phone clasped to his chest.

He'd once thought that Sarhad was at the very edge of anything remotely like
civilization. He wasn’'t wrong either.

At the moment, he was trapped in a camp of Kyrgyz nomads and, on the northern
edge of Lake Chagmagtin. Thiswas, quite literally, in the middle of nowhere. Sarhad
was two weeks walk away in theoppositedirection. Karchyndy and Bourguitiar were
closer, but these were outposts, little more than a handful of yurts and mud-and-stone
houses. Even worse, the Little Pamir’s current leader lived in Bourguitiar. Run there,
and he' d be returned almost instantly.

Or maybe wind up somewhere worse.Yes, there was always that, given what he
was. They might sell me.

Ibrahim had done exactly that, about two weeks after Zahid's spit oozed, slimy and
dick, between Poya s toes. After his left eye dipped, Poya stayed close to home.
Didn’'t go to school, didn’t wander about by himself for long, though his neighbor
still allowed him to groom his horses and herd his goats.

Everyone in Sarhad had heard some version of Zahid's story about the demon-boy.
People had a field day with that. Some hinted that Poya had eaten his mother. Others
worried that shemight have been conjured or was a jinn in her own right, and what
about the children she’'d taught? Were they safe? Fearful gossip like that was a
marvel ous incentive towards making oneself scarce.

In a way, he really wasn’t surprised when, one afternoon, Ibrahim brought Amu to
look Poya over. (Although Ibrahim made sure Poya's eyes were in beforehand. No
sense in spooking a potential client.) A frowning Amu poked and prodded Poya's



muscles and even checked his teeth before agreeing to buy Poyafor twenty sheep.

That, Poya later discovered, was only a fifth of what a man might pay for a bride.
Once a girl began to bleed, she was worth over a hundred sheep. Women were
expensive out here since most died young and in childbirth. Their children weren't
spared either. With no medical care and a limited diet, many never saw their fifth or
sixth birthday. So, people bred early in the Wakhan and often.
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Which meant his time was short.
Running was the only option.

But where? Could he even hope to outrun Amu? The man would surely come after
him, especially if Poya took an animal. Yet, without a donkey or yak or one of the
four ill-tempered camels the clan owned, Poya would gain very little ground each

day.

Stealing an animal, though, also meant stealing feed. These people didn’t have a lot
for their animals to begin with. Could he doom some of their remaining animals to
starvation? Or, worse, Amu or another clansmen having to walk for two weeks, in
brutal cold, to Sarhad to barter for feed?

His father once showed him afilm,Catch-22.Poya was smart, but he’ d not understood
it well at the time. Now, though, he did because he was living the movi€'s circular
logic. On the one hand, it was suicide to run. But, on the other, if he didn’t, he was
almost certainly going to wind up in a position where he might well die anyway.

You'll think of something. Y ou’ re smart. Y ou know things.

Well, maaaybe.A small imp of doubt scratched the back of his brain.Yes, yes, you're
very bookish. You know movies. Y ou're smart. But can you hunt? Do you know how
to start a fire or build a shelter in winter? Do you know how to find your way if

you?—

“Oh, be quiet,” he muttered. Even if he’d known how to hunt, there wasnothing



heretohunt. Every self-respecting snow leopard knew that. Although the felines stuck
mostly to the mountains north and west, there were stories of hunger driving the
animals down here into the Little Pamir. There was a reason children went for water
together. There was safety in numbers,

As for building a shelter or starting a fire...there were no trees in a valley this high.
None of the other children here had ever seen atree or even a bush. Amu and the rest
of clan—all the nomads, in fact—burned dried yak dung cakes.

He knew the math. One cake lasted about seven hours. Assuming his trek
towhereverlasted a week, he needed at least two cakes every night. Add in a few
days extrafuel just in case...well, that was a lot of yak poo to drag around. He could
do it, but he had other things heneededto take. Some were weighty, but he'd never
leave those items behind, no matter what.

Which meant that he’d probably be lugging around at least twelve or fifteen kilos on
his back. Thanks to the time he’ d spent here, he was much stronger with more muscle
than before but still relatively slim. Hiking over mountain passes in winterwould be a
problem, however, and that brought him, full-circle, right back to stealing an animal.

He couldn’t wait for much longer either. Mami had been right. The decision, out of
his hands before, was being made for him, in inexorable increments, with each

passing day.

His hands balled with frustration. If only the American had kept his promises! Things
would be so different. His parents would be alive. He wouldn’t be in this mess. He
wouldn’t have to hide who he was in America. Oh, people might stare, but Baba had
said that, in America, no one cursed you for being Satan’ s spawn.

If Poya wanted out, his own two feet would have to do. He couldn’'t wait until the
thaw either when Sarbaz’'s mining operations would start up again. Sarbaz himself



came to check on things at intervals and there were always workers but no trucks.
Once the snow disappeared, that would change. Could he stow away on alorry? No,
that was no good. The trucks were headed the wrong way. He needed to get out of
Afghanistan not deeper into the country.

| have got to find away out of here.Mami’s cell phone still clasped to his chest, Poya
felt a familiar sting at the backs of his eyes. Crying would be safe now. He was
hidden behind his shyrdak. But his tears would change nothing. Gritting his teeth, he
willed his eyesto remain dry.

You are on your own.What Poya wanted or who he had been didn't matter. That
would change, however, if anyone discovered his secret. Gooseflesh pebbled his skin.
Amu probably wouldn’t kill him. But there were other things Amucoulddo. None
would be pleasant.

Please, don't betray me, please.Poya pressed the cell to his chest.Please hold off just a
little bit longer.

If his body cooperated, if he could just hold on until spring...well, then, he just might
have a chance.

JOHN: GUYSWITH SECRETS

November 2023: Reza Garm-Chashma, Tajikistan

“Cepha...ow.”Wincing, Davila gritted his teeth against a groan but managed not to
snatch his bad arm out of the medic’s grasp. “ Take iteasy,” he said, the small muscles
of lower jaw jumping. “There was a bullet in there not so long ago, you know. It
reallydoeshurt.”



“Yeah, and that infection’s not doing you any favors.” A tall man with the muscular
build of a swimmer, Harvey stripped off a pair of latex surgical gloves then checked
the fluid level in an IV bag which hung from a coat tree John had found in the hot
spring’ s office. “ Think we caught it in time, though. Lucky | decided to bring along a
couple bags of cepha-gets-them-all.”

“What?’

“A flavor of cephalosporin,” John translated. That the medic waspacking bags of the
stuffwaslucky. In the time since Driver had given John the shock of his life by
showing up alive, Davila had gone downhill. He was pale, his skin shiny with new
sweat, and the skin beneath his eyes was the color of used coffee grounds. That faint
whiff of decay John had detected a few hours ago seemed stronger, too. “They’'re a
class of broad-spectrum IV antibiotics.”

Harvey grinned. “Never leave home without it.”

“Okay, so what does this mean?’ Davila asked.

“The same thing it did...” John checked his watch. “Two hours ago. Even if the
infection wasn't an issue, you trying to hike your way out of hereis anon-starter. We
take you back to Dushanbe in the van, you have a better shot of your lung staying
inflated and doing its job—and speaking of which.” He turned to Driver, perched on a
rolling office chair near Matvey, the boy John had rescued. “What are you guys doing
here? And don't tell me you happened to be passing through.”

“Not exactly, no,” Driver said. “We parachuted in.”

“Serioudly? Inwinter? Around all these mountains?’
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“Hey, don't forget at night, too. Southeast of here. It was easy-peasy. Just, you know,
go between the snowflakes. Of course, it was dark, so...” Harvey shrugged. “Made it
interesting.”

“How’ d you manage it?" John asked.
“With great difficulty.”

“l didn't think you could do that on account of al the mountains.” Ducking his
forehead, Davila