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For Drifter and Pigpen





War is a racket … Only a small “inside” group knows what it is about. It is conducted for the benefit of the very few, at the expense of the very many.

—SMEDLEY D. BUTLER, MAJOR GENERAL, U.S. MARINE CORPS






PROLOGUE

The Office

EVERYONE AT THE OFFICE WINDS UP WITH AT LEAST FOUR NAMES.

The first is your true name. The one on your birth certificate. The one you enlisted with at eighteen or nineteen, standing formation on the Island’s yellow footprints, scared shitless, your head fresh-shaved, bald as the day you were born. True names don’t get used much around the Office. Which brings us to your second name.

This is your pseudonym—or pseudo. A name randomly generated for all undercover officers. Contrary to popular belief, this isn’t everyone in the building. Not even the majority. If undercover officers corresponded in their true name instead of their pseudo, every email they sent—to include asking a colleague to grab coffee in the cafeteria—would be classified because that email, no matter how innocuous, would reveal the undercover officer’s identity. So you get a pseudo.

The computer that generates the pseudos has always seemed to have a sort of a borsch-belt sense of humor, like when it assigned Wan C. CURR and Hugh D. MUNGUS to a couple of new hires. Mostly, though, the pseudos just don’t line up with the personality of whoever they’re assigned to, like the tweed-coat-bowtie-wearing forensic accountant in Counter Proliferation Division whose pseudo, Tony T. TATALIA, made him sound like a mob boss, like the type of criminal he used to hunt down before he moved across the Potomac from Treasury. A final point on pseudos: you know it’s a pseudo because the last name is always all caps, and the middle initial always stands for nothing.

The third name you’ll get is your alias, which the team at All-Docs creates. Your alias appears on your passport. Note that I didn’t say fake passport because the passport isn’t a fake; it’s real, made for you by the State Department. It’s a fake name but on a real passport. Typically, you use only one name per country, which is why everyone winds up with at least four names, but sometimes as many as a dozen. For the paramilitary guys, who work with the indig troops, they used to try to keep the first name the same on alias passports and only change the last name. This would keep some indig rifleman in Somalia from knowing you as “Mr. Joe” while another indig squad leader in, say, Afghanistan knew you as “Mr. Bob.”

If this system sounds confusing, it is. You might think you’re having a conversation about three different people (Joe Blow, Clark C. KENT, and Bob Barker) only to realize that they’re all the same person (true name, PSEUDO, and alias).

This is where your fourth name comes in, and it doesn’t appear on any birth certificate, email system, or alias passport. Typically, the use of a fourth name is specific to the paramilitary world, where most guys already have nicknames from their time in SOCOM. Your nickname would be what everyone in the Office knew you by, as well as the indig, at least the ones who’d worked on our programs awhile. Some of those nicknames sound cool. Like the retired CAG master sergeant who, strangely, was the doppelgänger of David Howell Evans, better known as The Edge or simply Edge, the guitarist for U2. So that master sergeant was forever known as Edge. Cool or uncool, all nicknames hold fast to a single rule, one you break at your own peril: never, ever try to give a nickname to yourself.

Mike Ronald tried to give himself a nickname. As a young sergeant, he’d passed MARSOC selection and checked in at 2d Raiders in Lejeune from 3d Recon in Okinawa. Going from Recon to the Raiders was a step up. The week after his arrival, he was on the flat range at Stone Bay, working through transition drills between his M4 and Colt 1911, an old-model .45 caliber pistol that only the Raiders still used because, although unwieldy, its subsonic slug would punch a grapefruit-sized hole into your enemy’s chest. Mike was doing pretty well, too, keeping up with the drills, tight shot-groups, quick hands. He even had the guys on his team calling him by the nickname he’d picked for himself—“Delta Mike.” Of course, he hadn’t told them that he was the one who’d picked this nickname after leaving Oki. He’d convinced his new teammates that on Oki everyone had called him Delta Mike because he could hold a soda-can-sized shot-group with his M4 at a hundred yards and the same with his 1911 at fifty. He’d then punched a few more dime-sized holes out of the silhouette target—double-tapping center mass and drilling one through the head—as if the last shot proved the point, like how you put a period at the end of a sentence.

After a week on the range (and a week of everyone getting used to calling Mike Ronald Delta Mike) his team was finishing up at the end of the day, doing a brass call. As they picked up fistfuls of shell casings off the grass, none of them noticed the arrival of their ops chief, Ted McDermott, a master sergeant everyone called “Mac” (not all nicknames are clever). While cleaning up, they hadn’t noticed Mac’s arrival and one of them stood up to ask Mike Ronald a question, “Hey, Delta Mike …” But before that Marine could get out his question, Mac cut him off, “Who the fuck is Delta Mike?” From across the range, Mike Ronald double-timed over to Mac, who he knew by reputation alone. That reputation included the following: that Mac had earned a Navy Cross and a Silver Star; that he’d been shot three times in two different wars; and that he ran Ironman triathlons on weekends, having completed his fifteenth two days ago. Which was why, as of yet, Mac hadn’t met “Delta Mike” Ronald.

When Mac asked “who the fuck” gave Mike Ronald his nickname, Delta Mike was quick to explain that back in Oki, at 3d Recon, everyone had called him Delta Mike. When Mac asked why, Delta Mike—with probably a little too much pride—explained he’d earned the name on the range. He nodded toward his target and, with a mouthful of false modesty, said he supposed it was because, like the Delta boys at CAG, he was a skilled operator. When Mike Ronald said the word “operator” Mac had made a face like tasting spoiled milk. “Naw,” he said, shaking his head mournfully and quietly laughing. “Your name ain’t Delta Mike … No way …” and then, raising his voice so everyone on the range could hear, Mac declared, “Your name is Dickhead Mike.” And so it was: he became Sergeant “Dickhead Mike” Ronald. Or, to his friends, simply “Dickhead.”

Dickhead Mike never made it to CAG, or to the Office. A year later, out in Helmand, Dickhead and some of his teammates got themselves into an ambush, a nasty one on a raid near Now Zad. Within the first few minutes, a sniper shot him through the neck. Belly down in the dirt next to Dickhead was another guy, an older guy from the Office who’d been a Raider. He also had a nickname, “Skwerl.” The bleed was bad, a severed carotid artery fire-hosing all over the place, so hopeless—you can’t cinch a tourniquet around someone’s neck—but Skwerl had tried to stop the bleeding nonetheless, holding a first and then a second soaked compress over the gunshot wound. Dickhead hadn’t said much, he didn’t scream or even complain really. He’d simply looked up and asked Skwerl his name, not his nickname but his true one. “Jay Manning,” Skwerl had said quietly, realizing he hadn’t given anyone that name in a long time. Dickhead had muttered, “Jay, would you mind …” but he didn’t finish, and Skwerl was saying, “Stay with me, Dickhead, stay with me, buddy,” over and over as he watched the lights … slowly … go … out.

People called him Skwerl because he was resourceful and could get you anything you needed, like a squirrel. They spelled it S-K-W-E-R-L because Marines can’t spell for shit, and when his nickname kept popping up spelled that way (on rosters, on his gear, anywhere someone had to write it) the spelling stuck. Like Dickhead, Skwerl had been a Raider. He left that unit when Uncle Tony, the recruiter for the Office and later his boss, had approached him about a career change. Skwerl didn’t know it at the time, but the mission where Dickhead Mike was killed would be his last, ending six years of working for Uncle Tony. Skwerl got himself in a bit of trouble after that. Something about seeing that kid shot through the neck, bleeding out, and Skwerl saying his name over and over and that name being Dickhead; it set something off in Skwerl—like maybe he was the dickhead.

Anyway, it’d been a bad mission, and Skwerl made the mistake of talking to the press not only about the mission itself but also about the Office; and he’d made the even bigger mistake of not calling the Office “the Office” but of calling it by its other name, its true name: Ground Branch of the Special Activities Center.

They’d fired him for that.




CHAPTER ONE

Skwerl & Cheese

THREE YEARS AFTER LOSING HIS JOB, SKWERL STOOD KNEE DEEP in a swamp. He was one hundred meters outside a jungle airfield with Cheese, his partner in a new venture. And Cheese was about to quit.

“How much longer are we supposed to wait for this guy?”

Their liaison, who’d met them earlier that day and introduced himself simply as “H,” had gone up ahead, to check the perimeter fence. Skwerl assured Cheese that H would be only a few more minutes.

“He’s got five,” said Cheese through the darkness of the swamp. “Then I’m leaving … I’m serious this time.”

Skwerl glanced at the luminescent hands on his watch, a Rolex he’d have to sell for cash if this plan of his didn’t work. It was a little after 2 a.m. Their flight from Charlotte to Kampala had landed the morning before, and he and Cheese hadn’t slept in two days.

“He’ll be back,” Skwerl said in a whisper. He glanced through the darkness in the direction H had walked off, to where the airfield’s arc lights glowed, casting a fringed halo above the treetops. “H got you past that immigration officer, didn’t he? Have a little faith.”

“I never should’ve let you convince me—” and Cheese bit off the end of his sentence. The problem he’d encountered at immigration coincided with the reason Skwerl had needed to do very little convincing to get Cheese to come on this trip. Cheese was a pilot, an Afghan pilot no less, one who’d flown everything from Russian-made Mi-17s for the Office to a private jet for President Ghani. For years, Cheese had imagined that if Kabul ever fell, he’d be able to fly himself, his young wife, and their extended family out with plenty of time, either on a helicopter or a jet—Cheese could fly anything. But it hadn’t gone down that way. When the end came, Cheese had been stunned to find himself at Kabul International, afforded no special treatment, stranded like everyone else. Because the work he’d done for the Office was secret, the Americans had refused to help him. He had been able to travel through Uganda, only him and his wife, another blighted pair of refugees living on cots in a gymnasium. This was the betrayal of betrayals, a humiliation for Cheese. The only reason he’d agreed to speak with Skwerl was because he’d known that somewhere along the line the Office had screwed him, too.

It was Cheese’s prior stay in Uganda that had caused that morning’s unforeseen delay at immigration. Cheese had popped up as “nationless” in some database, a passport from the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan no longer holding much currency. Fortunately, a well-placed phone call from H had cleared things up.

Skwerl was pleading in the darkness for Cheese to stay put. “Don’t be an asshole … Just stick around so we can get this thing done.”

This thing, as Skwerl had explained it to Cheese, was a Challenger 600 private jet parked on a runway less than a half-mile away that they needed to steal. When Skwerl had visited Cheese in a suburb on the fringes of Austin, he’d made the mistake of using that word, “steal.” Sitting in the one-bedroom apartment Cheese shared with his wife, Skwerl had quickly corrected himself: “Repossess,” he’d said as Cheese’s wife, Fareeda, hovered over the tea service slitting her eyes. “That’s when you steal something back.” She’d poured Skwerl a second glass of sugary tea with a courtesy that was its own aggression. When Cheese asked, “From who?” Skwerl asked whether it mattered; and, as Cheese considered the question, he realized it didn’t. What mattered was that Skwerl had promised that the two of them would split the repossession fee. Which was twenty percent of the jet’s value. And that value was just under $5 million. So a cool million split down the middle. When Skwerl said the number, Cheese had taken one look around his overcrowded apartment and agreed: Skwerl would get them to the airfield, Cheese would fly the plane. The two of them shook hands. They were partners.

A week later, their partnership had led them into the knee-deep waters of this Ugandan swamp. Before they left the U.S., when Cheese had asked Skwerl a few follow-up questions—Who they were repossessing the plane from? How had Skwerl gotten this job in the first place?—Skwerl had told Cheese that no questions asked was also part of the deal. But now, in the dark water, something long slithered past Cheese’s leg. Cheese imagined a python … crocodile … or any variety of equatorial creature he’d only seen in movies …

He’d had enough.

If Cheese was going to stay in this swamp a minute longer, he wanted answers. Except the truth was Skwerl didn’t have answers. Or at least not many, except to assure Cheese that “This job came from a network I trust.”

Up ahead, near the fence line, a dog barked. Before those barks could form a cadence, there was a high-pitched yelp that seemed to swallow itself and then abrupt silence. Skwerl and Cheese glanced at one another. One of the many assurances Skwerl had given to Cheese and his wife in their living room the week before was that no one would get hurt—Skwerl hadn’t said anything about dogs getting hurt. “You don’t have any clue where H is from?” Cheese asked with a nervy ring to his voice.

“Not really.”

“You didn’t ask?”

“He’s not asking us questions, so I’m not asking him questions.”

“But your network says you can trust him.” Cheese pressed down on the word skeptically. H’s appearance—at least to Cheese—didn’t inspire trust. A blond-haired, blue-eyed Übermensch, with skin the palest Wonder Bread shade of white, H would’ve been perfectly cast in Die Hard as one of Hans Gruber’s Germanic henchmen. Skwerl’s slightly manic squirrel-brain, the part of his genius that made unlikely associations, had a tendency to fixate on movies, which was why he’d mentioned Die Hard to Cheese—making a joke about the Nakatomi Plaza Christmas party and Ho, Ho, Ho, now I have a machine gun—but Cheese didn’t laugh, and it wasn’t because he hadn’t seen Die Hard.

“He doesn’t sound German,” said Cheese. “His accent, it is more Afrikaans.”

“Afrikaans? Maybe.”

“Definitely. Every time H opens his mouth it’s like he’s about to say”—and now Cheese slid into his best parody of a white Afrikaner—“‘That Nelson Mandela is a real wanker’ … or ‘A German shepherd is a very fine animal …’”

A rustling in the brush up ahead was followed by a single, pulsing light.

This was the signal they’d been waiting for. Skwerl smacked Cheese playfully on the shoulder, as if to say I told you he’d come back. Whether H was German, Austrian, or South African, it hardly mattered. They’d get this plane off the ground, hand it over to H’s colleagues at a friendly airstrip, and collect their million.

“C’mon,” Skwerl whispered.

SKWERL AND CHEESE SLOSHED THROUGH THE SWAMP. THEY climbed its near bank and met H at the edge of the jungle. The shadows ended where a band of arc lights fell on a clearing before the airfield’s perimeter fence. As Cheese and Skwerl approached, H’s gaze was fixed ahead. “There,” he said with an accent that turned every th into a z. H formed his hand into a small, decisive karate chop that he thrust toward a breach in the chain-link fence. “We’ll get in through there, and then it’s a sprint to the jet.” H did a second chop toward an open hangar, where the Challenger 600 sat on a landing pad, immaculate and gleaming, distinctly out of place on so remote an airfield. Clearly, someone was hiding it. As to why, Skwerl had no idea. And he knew not to ask questions, not if he hoped for his payday.

H checked his watch. “The guards change in four minutes. You have the flight plan ready?”

From his cargo pocket, Cheese removed two laminated cards hung on a binder ring. Typically, the details of the flight plan would be entered into the plane’s onboard computer. To avoid detection, Cheese would fly with only the most rudimentary avionics switched on. Meticulously written on a template in permanent pen was his flight plan, the headings and speed for each leg of their journey, the radio beacon frequencies they’d navigate from instead of GPS, every detail he’d need to take them to their destination, JetEx, an FBO at Aéroport Marseille in the south of France. Total flight time, three hours, forty-six minutes. After that, Cheese and Skwerl would fly home commercial. Some other crew would take the Challenger 600 to its final destination, which neither Skwerl nor Cheese needed, or wanted, to know.

Four minutes passed. H gave a single nod and the three of them ran at a crouch toward the fence. As they approached the sheared-through section that was peeled back, Skwerl noticed it was too large for H to have cut himself. Clearly, H had someone on the inside. Whoever this was had not only helped him with the fence but also was helping him coordinate their arrival, so it fell between guard shifts. As they sprinted up to the flat expanse of the airfield, there wasn’t a guard in sight. Skwerl understood the importance—on any mission—of compartmentalization. Everyone had their job. And everyone got their percentage. Cheese’s job was to fly the plane. Skwerl’s job was to deliver Cheese, an off-the-books pilot, to the airfield. This was, in many ways, the same as Skwerl’s job when he’d worked for the Office. Back then, he’d managed off-the-books armies for the U.S. government. Not much had changed. Everyone was still getting their cut.

H led the way as they angled their bodies through the fence. They jogged a few steps and then Cheese stutter-stepped. Lying in a heap on the ground was a dog. Blood flecked its mottled brown-and-white coat. Its tongue lolled out the side of its mouth, its head half splattered. Little pieces of brain and skull sifted into the grass. When that dog had barked, H must’ve blown its brains out with a silenced pistol.

Cheese stood gazing down at the dog. Skwerl bumped into him. “Let’s go,” he whispered in a single impatient breath, and they continued to run toward the Challenger 600, catching up with H as they covered the last hundred meters. But the sight of the dog also gave Skwerl pause. Not because he was an animal lover. Because he didn’t have a gun. Neither did Cheese. And H did.

A few steps short of the hangar, H held up his hand. The three of them lined up one behind the other, forming a stack near the broad double doors. H craned his neck forward, peering inside. Without unlocking his gaze from the jet, H waved at Cheese and Skwerl. They ran into the hangar bay. The aircraft hatch was open, its retractable stairs slung onto the ground. H and Skwerl climbed aboard. Cheese remained outside. He began circling the jet. A pilot through and through, no matter the circumstances, Cheese wouldn’t take up an aircraft without at least a cursory pre-flight inspection. He was, some had argued, one of the best pilots in Afghanistan. That was why the Americans called him Cheese—as in “The Big Cheese.” He ran his palm over the trailing edge of the right and then left wing, searching for dents that might affect the jet’s aerodynamic performance … he kicked the tires on the landing gear, to make sure both were fully inflated … he manually rotated the left and then right aileron … everything looked good.

Cheese grabbed a ladder from a nearby maintenance station littered with tools—socket wrenches, spanner wrenches, replacement bearings and bolts. When he leaned it against the back of the Challenger 600, so he could check for obstructions in the twin turbofan engines, H muttered, “He’s taking too long.”

Skwerl agreed. He stepped toward the cabin hatch. Before he could poke his head outside and tell Cheese that they needed to go—as in right now—an exit door creaked open on the far side of the hangar. Tracks of overhead halogen bulbs blinkered on in a dark corner.

Cheese froze on the ladder.

Skwerl crouched inside the skin of the plane. Carefully, he peeked through one of the portholes. A guard, wearing the nondescript uniform of a private security contracting company—black polo shirt, khaki cargo pants, black ball cap—ducked into a corner office. In this moment, Cheese began climbing down the ladder one cautious step at a time. He’d only made it halfway before the guard reappeared with a rifle slung over his shoulder—he must have retrieved it from the office. He carried the rifle casually, the way a woman might carry her handbag. It wasn’t a very good rifle, an old model AK-47 with a wooden as opposed to composite buttstock, with no modifications or pickatinny rail to mount an optic. The guard took two steps into the hangar. He saw Cheese balanced on the ladder, frozen in place, dangling four rungs from the ground.

“Can I help you with something?” the guard asked rather politely.

Inside the aircraft, Skwerl remained crouched at the window. He glanced over his shoulder at H, who was also frozen in a crouch. How had H screwed this up? The guards weren’t supposed to be on shift. How come this guy hadn’t gotten the word? H shrugged his shoulders, as if he knew what Skwerl was thinking.

“Just finishing up pre-flight,” Cheese said with an overlay of casualness.

The guard seemed confused. “We don’t have any departures manifested until the morning.” He’d taken a few steps closer. He’d also repositioned his rifle, so it wasn’t slung over his shoulder anymore. He’d punched his left arm through its three-point sling, so he was wearing it cross-body, in the ready carry, its muzzle pointed toward the ground, its buttstock nestled near his right shoulder, his palm brooding on the pistol grip. With a single movement, he’d be ready to fire.

Cheese stepped down from the ladder, which he pulled away from the back of the Challenger 600. “Must be a mix-up,” he said as he stowed the ladder amongst the maintainer’s wrenches, bearings, and bolts.

“I’m going to need to see some identification.”

Inside the jet, when H heard this, he made a move, as if this was enough and he would now take matters into his own hands. Skwerl remembered what H had done to the dog. He positioned himself between H and the hatch. A standoff ensued. Which, outside the jet, gave Cheese enough time to hand over his pilot’s license.

The guard gazed down at the plastic card. A smile spread across his face, as if recognizing an old friend. He glanced up at Cheese and then down again at the card, shaking his head side to side. “Chi tor hasti, Commandance Iqbal?”

“Khob, tashakor,” said Cheese, a little startled, answering the guard’s greeting of How are you? with a simple Good, thank you. Cheese transitioned away from his native Dari and back to English: “I’m sorry, but do we know one another?”

“You’re Commander Aziz Iqbal, yes? … The one the Americans called Big Cheese Aziz. You flew out of Eagle Base, in Kabul. I worked security at the airfield.”

Cheese clasped the guard warmly by the arm. “Yes, of course … Now please remind me of your name.”

With a single movement, the guard rotated his rifle, so it wasn’t slung across his body and once again hung casually on his shoulder. “Ali Safi.” When Cheese offered his hand, Ali Safi took it. But then he brought Cheese closer, pinning him to his chest. The two shared an awkward embrace, a kind of overly familiar bro-hug. “I’m sure there’s been a mix-up, Commandance. Allow me to place a phone call and we’ll have you on your way.”

“And how did you wind up here, in Kampala?” Cheese asked Ali Safi. Not because he was interested but because he was playing for time. Cheese’s eyes darted up at the fuselage, at the portholes from where H and Skwerl were no doubt watching this exchange.

Ali Safi’s posture slumped, as if to answer this question required the shouldering of a physical burden. And he began his story, explaining how, like so many others, when the Taliban had entered Kabul, he fled to the airport. Because Ali Safi hadn’t worked for the Americans in an official capacity, he wasn’t evacuated to the U.S. He’d wound up—like Cheese—in one of those third countries that immigration officials called “lily pads.” The governments of these countries (an ad hoc assortment, from Mexico to Montenegro to Uganda) had decided it was good policy to grant the U.S. this favor, trusting that one day it might be returned.

“Three times, the U.S. embassy has rejected my application for a visa,” said Ali Safi. “But, Mashallah, I’m better off than others. I am safe from the Talibs. I have a roof over my head. And I’ve found work.” Ali Safi glanced down at his shirt, at the crest embroidered over his left breast pocket. A Fairbairn-Sykes dagger, the symbol of commandos the world over, stabbed through the globe. The script beneath read DRCA Global in block letters.

“How long have you worked at D-R-C-A?”

“Quite a while. But today is only my second day at this airfield.” Ali Safi announced this detail as if it was proof that some hidden hand, some minor providence, was the architect of their encounter. For Cheese, it answered a different question, which was why this one unfortunate guard had shown up at the hangar when the others had gotten the word to stay away.

Then Ali Safi noticed the legs of Cheese’s trousers, where he’d waded through the swamp—they were soaked. He asked Cheese how this had happened.

Cheese, trying to buy more time, struggled to think of anything to say.

He wouldn’t need to.

INSIDE THE JET, AMONG ITS PLUSH SURROUNDINGS—THE SEATS upholstered in latte-colored leather; the polished mahogany surfaces; and the service, a mix of heavy crystal tumblers, delicate champagne flutes, and fine porcelains so intricately painted one could see the flimsy brushstrokes—it was here that Skwerl and H continued their standoff.

Skwerl had placed his body between H and the hatch. Neither spoke; they couldn’t for fear of tipping off the guard outside. But H’s cold blue eyes were calculating angles, his body moving imperceptibly to gain advantage so that he might barrel past Skwerl. At which point H would kill the guard, much as he’d killed the dog at the gate. Skwerl knew this was what H would do. It wasn’t that Skwerl was squeamish about killing—he’d done plenty of it over the years. But he hadn’t come here to kill anyone. Which was why he was blocking the hatch.

H shifted his weight to the left. Skwerl followed. And then H exploded to the right. Skwerl flung himself at H, catching him from behind at the waist.

“WHAT’S THAT NOISE?” ALI SAFI ASKED.

He took a first and then a second step toward the jet. In those steps two things happened: first, Ali Safi glimpsed H, who stood in the hatch but was unable to take another step as if an invisible tether fixed him inside; second, H was reaching for his waist. Ali Safi wouldn’t have understood this second gesture—What is this angry blond man reaching for so desperately?

But Cheese understood … the barking dog at the gate.

He never would’ve worked with H—or even been in the same room with H—if Skwerl hadn’t vouched for him, and, truth be told, if Cheese hadn’t so desperately needed the commission that came with this job. Five hundred grand for a few days’ work. How could he refuse? If the difference between a soldier and a mercenary is that a soldier kills for a cause while a mercenary kills for money, Cheese had stopped being a soldier a long time ago. But he wasn’t ready to see Ali Safi killed, at least not yet, and not for five hundred grand.

H had his pistol drawn by the time Ali Safi took his third step. The pistol, a palm-sized Glock 43, no larger than a toy, had a black suppressor affixed to its muzzle. That suppressor, a carbonite cylinder that was longer and heavier than the pistol itself, was unwieldy at close quarters, throwing the pistol out of balance. This gave Cheese an extra fraction of a second. Ali Safi turned around, his eyes shiny and wide, his mouth frozen, his expression captured by fear as if set in a sculptor’s cast. His pleading eyes fixed on Cheese, who already gripped a DeWalt 8″ all-steel adjustable wrench. He had snatched it from the mechanic’s kit.

In a single motion, Cheese knocked Ali Safi on the head.

THEY HADN’T KILLED HIM.

The wrench fell from Cheese’s hand, clanking to the ground. He bent over Ali Safi. A strong steady pulse. Not too much blood. Inside the Challenger 600, Skwerl released his grip from around H’s waist and toppled onto the plush carpet. H was standing over Skwerl, his pistol leveled. All it would take was a flick of his finger. But H thought better of it. He leaned out the hatch and aimed his pistol across the hangar, in the direction of the unconscious Ali Safi. But Cheese was in his line of sight.

“We don’t have time for that!” Cheese shouted at H before he sprinted back over to the jet, pulled the chocks, climbed through the hatch, and hoisted up the stairs behind him. He took a final look at Ali Safi, who’d had quite the second day on the job. He would wake up with a crushing headache and, hopefully, a bout of short-term amnesia.

Cheese folded himself into the pilot’s seat. H sat beside him, not because he could pilot—or even copilot—the jet, but to keep an eye on Cheese. They didn’t need to put on their headsets; there was no tower they’d be radioing, no permissions they’d be requesting. The engines fired. The gyros hummed. The Challenger 600 trundled forward, out of the hangar, onto the runway.

Not a soul in sight.

Skwerl, who sat comfortably in the back, was thinking that aside from Ali Safi everything had gone more or less according to plan. They’d land at JetEx in Marseille. Another crew would take over. He and Cheese would get a wire for a half-million each. They’d board flights home—him to his farm outside of Philly, Cheese to his apartment outside of Austin. Then Skwerl remembered the dog, its mottled fur splattered with blood, the little flecks of its skull sifted into the grass—okay, he thought, aside from Ali Safi and the dog everything had gone according to plan.

When they got to the edge of the runway, Skwerl stepped into the cabin. With his left hand on the back of Cheese’s headrest and his right hand on the back of H’s, he craned his neck forward. The three stared straight ahead, their eyes adjusting to the darkness. The stillness created an intimacy between them. Cheese edged the throttle forward while, like a dancer, he rolled on the balls of his feet, depressing the rudder pedals, holding the brakes as the engines came to full power.

Then he released. They hurtled down the runway. Cheese didn’t have to check his instruments to know when they hit rotation speed. He could feel it through the shuddering controls and through his seat, that moment when the jet becomes aerodynamic, when its wings lift. Cheese pulled back on the yoke. They floated up, airborne, the runway receding behind them, the dark smudge of jungle expanding beneath, a rash of stars overhead.

H was sitting beside Cheese—his silenced pistol balanced on his knee.

“You going to put that thing away?” asked Cheese with his gaze fixed out the cockpit and into the night.

H leaned forward, tucking the pistol back into the holster on his waistband.

“No one said anything about shooting anyone.”

“No one got shot,” said Skwerl.

“He was going to shoot that guard.”

“I wasn’t going to shoot him,” said H. “I was simply going to scare him.”

“Yes, by shooting him.”

“Quite a coincidence that Ali Safi would recognize you,” said H, who’d clearly been paying attention to the exchange in the hangar. He spoke these words as a challenge, as if Cheese and Skwerl had as much explaining to do over this unfortunate encounter as H did.

“Not so remarkable,” said Cheese. “Where do you think soldiers go when the war is over? We still need to make a living. That someone like Ali Safi has to work as a guard is no different than me. Why do you think I’m flying this jet?”

“You don’t need to lecture me on being a soldier.”

Because H mentioned the subject, Cheese asked him about his time soldiering. Where was he from exactly? Which army had he served in? H told Cheese that perhaps he should focus on flying, that the three of them would go their separate ways once they landed in Marseille, that it was best not to know too much about the other. But Cheese wouldn’t let it go. He told H that he couldn’t place his accent. Was it Afrikaans? Or perhaps Rhodesian? With this question came an implied accusation, that H had served in the armies of one of those criminal regimes. Was this why H played so coy with his nationality? On and on they went.

Skwerl left Cheese and H to bicker. He was tired and hungry and climbed into the back of the jet. He collapsed onto one of the plush executive seats. It was wide and luxurious, as fine a chair as Skwerl had ever seen, even as nice as the La-Z-Boy ProMax currently installed in his home office, a gift to himself years ago after a particularly rough deployment when he worked at the Office. Skwerl removed his hiking boots and socks, which were wet from the swamp. Like an idiot he’d worn jeans. He rolled them up over his calves with difficulty. Skwerl was messing around with the footrest—trying to get it fully parallel, like his one at home—when he noticed a wicker snack basket tucked into a small galley kitchen. He ambled across the cabin, squinching his toes together on the plush carpet underfoot. The snack basket—very high-end, from Fortnum & Mason—was bountiful. Skwerl picked out a wedge of Manchego cheese, a circle of gouda, sliced prosciutto, a salami, there were some olives too (Castelvetranos, his favorite), a little bottle of red from a vineyard he’d never heard of (whatever, probably still good), apricots, dried cherries, some crackers, and sliced baguette rounds.

Above Skwerl, in a lacquered wooden cabinet, were three dozen intricately painted plates. He took one down and loaded it with food. Then he took another one down, filling it as well. He also took one of the crystal tumblers, which he balanced on top of the second plate, and returned to his seat. Barefoot, he sat with his legs extended, a feast laid before him. Using a palm-sized buck knife and one of the plates as a cutting board, he hacked off a slice of salami, paired it with a cracker, and ate the mini sandwich in a single bite. He washed it down with a mouthful of wine. He shut his eyes and even wiggled his toes, delicious.

The bickering between H and Cheese in the cockpit had petered out. The Challenger 600 proved a remarkably quiet aircraft. Aside from the gentle, almost Zen-like hum of its engines, the only sound was Skwerl. He continued with his little picnic. The knife smacking down as he cut the salami and cheese. Him contentedly crunching his crackers and slurping his wine. Until H wandered into the cabin.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

Skwerl’s mouth was full. “Eating,” he said, blowing crumbs onto his shirtfront. “Want some?” He firmly gripped the salami and slammed down his knife, which clinked loudly against the plate. A fleck of porcelain chipped off its rim. “Whoops.” Skwerl finished constructing the cracker sandwich and offered it to H.

H reached toward him, but it wasn’t for the sandwich. He snatched away the plate. Skwerl’s picnic dumped across the table.

“What the hell you do that for?”

H ignored Skwerl. He was holding the plate at eye level, examining it with a jeweler’s fastidiousness. He began to curse in his native language, uttering quick guttural words as if he were conjuring a Nordic spell. Then he leaned in close to Skwerl, holding the plate up to his face. “Look what you’ve done.” With his fingernail, H traced a crack that began at the plate’s center and ended on its rim, where, among a brocade of hand-painted flowers, Skwerl had scratched both the porcelain and segments of the pattern, the damage no doubt caused by the blade of his knife.

“Bad luck,” said Skwerl. “Sorry about that.”

H dumped the food off Skwerl’s other plate. He disappeared into the galley, where Skwerl could see him giving both plates a more thorough examination before wiping them clean and returning them to their place, secure in the wooden cabinet. H returned with a plastic plate; this must’ve been what the crew ate off. With bare hands, he heaped Skwerl’s picnic from the table and back onto this cheaper plate. “There,” he said when he was done, brushing his palms together. “Eat off that, and please don’t make such a mess. This isn’t our jet.”

Skwerl was tempted to ask, Whose jet is it? But he caught himself. That impulse, to ask a question he wouldn’t receive an answer to, had gotten him in trouble in the past. No good would come from pushing H any further. Skwerl needed that commission. A half-million would solve a lot of problems for him, the mortgage on his farm back home being the least of them. Don’t lose sight of what’s important, he thought. The only time in his career that he’d ever opened his mouth, he’d come to regret it.

H climbed around the cabin, shutting out the overhead lights, sliding down the window shades. He reached beneath his seat and removed an amenities kit, like the ones in first class on a commercial airliner. A little more than three hours remained in their flight and H seemed determined to put them to good use. From the kit, H replaced his shoes with a pair of socks, the kind with rubber treads on the bottoms. He held his shoulder-length blond hair back with his strong hand while slotting a foam earplug into each ear. Finally, he slid on a plush sleep mask that tastefully matched the jet’s interior. He lay on his back, fully extended, with his hands folded over his chest. He appeared medieval, a crusader laid out for his funeral rites.

Tired as he was, Skwerl couldn’t sleep. And the idea of sitting in the dark interior of the plane with H didn’t appeal. He grabbed his snacks and climbed into the cockpit beside Cheese.

“You must be starving.”

Cheese was gazing into his instruments. “Sure, I could eat.”

Skwerl pulled out his knife. He made one of his cracker sandwiches, which Cheese reached for without breaking concentration. Cheese took a bite, chewed a couple of times. “This is good, what’s in it?”

“Manchego. Sausage.”

“Pork sausage?”

Before Skwerl could answer, Cheese was spitting out the food into his cupped palm. Skwerl began to apologize. “Oh Christ, you can’t eat that, can you? Shit, sorry … I always forget this little stuff.”

Cheese looked at him, bewildered. He thought to himself: Yes, the little stuff. It’s why you assholes lost the big war. But instead he said, “Don’t worry about it.”

LIKE AFTER ANY HEIST, THEY SPLIT UP. ON LANDING IN Marseille, Cheese stayed with the Challenger 600 at the airport, sleeping the night in its cabin, while Skwerl and H left for two separate hotels in the city center. H had arranged everything, a reservation for him at the InterContinental and a second reservation for Skwerl at the Comfort Suites. Skwerl hadn’t stayed at the InterContinental in Marseille before, but he’d stayed at other InterContinentals, and he was certain that, unlike the Comfort Suites, their rooms didn’t reek of wet cigarettes or have slightly discolored pillowcases on the bed. Skwerl’s room did have a view of the water. It looked directly out onto the Château d’If, the island fortress and prison facing the city. After considering the view, Skwerl left his blinds closed.

Skwerl decided to explore the city, checking the banking app on his phone hourly while he waited for his commission to arrive by wire transfer. It wasn’t his first time in Marseille. His last visit had been nearly a decade before, on a port call. For forty-eight hours, he and half a dozen Marines had canvassed the bars around the Old Port. They’d met some girls on their second and final night. The girls hardly spoke English (and they hardly spoke French), but language had little to do with what each was looking for as they paired off with a discernment no greater than who happened to be sitting next to whom. The girls had invited them from the bar to a dance club. Skwerl couldn’t remember the club’s name anymore. If he could’ve, he might’ve tried to find it in this fit of nostalgia as he wandered the city.

What Skwerl did remember about the club was that it had a dress code. No shorts allowed. And, of course, he’d been the only one in their group wearing shorts—jean shorts. He’d been in a panic as his friends (or supposed friends) ordered a pair of cabs. The French girl who’d assigned herself to him seemed appropriately disappointed. Of course, this wouldn’t keep her from leaving Skwerl and going with his friends to the club. This is what she seemed to be explaining as, in halting English, she stitched together a pursed, red-lipsticked apology that Skwerl couldn’t quite understand. Then, as she was stepping toward the exit and the cab that awaited, salvation arrived. A second group of Marines. This included Mac, who Skwerl had deployed with once before. Mac had famously earned a Silver Star for pulling two Marines out of an ambush in Nasiriyah. His Navy Cross would come later. But on that night, Mac performed what, in Skwerl’s memory, was his single greatest act of valor. When Skwerl asked to swap his jean shorts for Mac’s khakis, Mac agreed. No hesitation. They’d done it right at the bar, garnering an “Ohhh-la-la” from the girl with the red lipstick.

If Skwerl was thinking about Mac, it wasn’t only because of his return to Marseille. He was thinking about Mac because it was Mac who had introduced him to Sheepdog. And Sheepdog was the reason Skwerl had made this trip.

Introduce might be too formal a word. About a year ago, not long before closing arguments in a civil case between Skwerl and the Office, Skwerl had bumped into Mac at a business conference for veterans turned entrepreneurs. By this point, Skwerl had become a controversial figure. His dispute with the Office—a claim of “on-the-job negligence” made by his boss, Uncle Tony, who by then was the chief of Ground Branch—was shrouded in the wildest rumors. This was why Skwerl was particularly grateful Mac had so willingly approached him, hand outstretched, a ready smile, eager to talk about old times and little else. Mac had transitioned out of special operations and started a company, Cyberdyne Security, which already had half a dozen lucrative contracts. “I just hit it at the right moment,” Mac had said before asking Skwerl about his own fledgling business, in rope manufacturing.

“Rope?”

With the proper machinery, a rope business could be completely automated, or so Skwerl explained. It was perfect for him; once he’d set things up, secured accounts with a few reliable clients, he’d hardly have to work at all. “Also, there’s not a single major rope manufacturer left in the United States. Not one. This isn’t just rope. It’s American rope.”

“Enough to hang yourself with, Skwerl?”

“Ha. Ha.”

His joking aside, Mac loved the idea, or at least had told Skwerl that he did. He’d asked about his customer base, who his clients were. When Skwerl explained that he was still building the foundations of his business, Mac offered up a contact of his. “Well, not a single contact,” he’d explained, “more of a network. About a year ago, I was at another one of these conferences, this was when I was getting my business off the ground. I bumped into Tubes, remember Tubes?”—this was an Air Force combat controller Skwerl had worked with years ago—“He started this aviation supply company and he’s already got contracts with Lockheed, Boeing, the big boys. Just killing it. He’d scored most of the contracts through a guy named Sheepdog.”

“Sheepdog? Never heard of him.”

“Me neither, but he runs something called ‘the network.’ Tubes got me signed up.” Mac had then offered to do the same for Skwerl. All he needed was an email address and to have another network member vouch for him. Which Mac was happy to do. Skwerl took Mac up on the offer, and for the past year Skwerl had been getting messages from Sheepdog with his email address blind-copied along with other members, each message formatted the exact same way: Sheepdogs, A member of the network … and then the request. Most of these were anodyne: A member of the network needs a reliable contact at the Embassy in Lisbon … is looking for medical supplies to ship to Ukraine … is hosting a fundraiser for a Congressional campaign. But every fifth or sixth request was something outside the norm: A member of the network is searching for a company that sells used F-16 parts … is looking for a flamethrower from WWII, operational or non-operational, for a charity event. Skwerl, who in those years after leaving the Office felt increasingly at odds with the special operations community, would’ve unsubscribed from the network if it wasn’t for these quirkier requests. He’d shown them to his girlfriend, Sinéad, who wasn’t typically quick to laugh, and even she got a kick out of them.

Skwerl never thought he’d respond to one of these requests.
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