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			Perwan Province, Afghanistan

			November, 1988

			It was the final sunset of his life, though he didn't know it yet.

On that day, sixty-two-year-old Afghan entrepreneur Ahmad Khan was happy. It was sunset. Goat bells tinkled in the surrounding hills, but otherwise all was quiet as, with a feeling of satisfaction, he admired the newly polished green emerald under the flickering electric bulb. 

			Ahmad’s workplace was a testament to his craft. Dominating the room was a large wooden bench, its scarred surface covered with an assortment of tools for cutting and polishing emeralds. Shelves lined with precious stones in various stages of refinement adorned the walls. Narrow windows with sturdy iron bars let in light and provided views of the stony hills beyond the house. A back door led to a small terrace, where Ahmad liked to relax amidst the serenity of nature. 

			The room was one of four in his single-story house set miles away from anywhere in Perwan Province. Though it lacked pictures on the walls, it told a story of dedication and artistry. It was Ahmad’s sanctuary, where emeralds and diamonds capturing the essence of the Panjshir Valley took shape under his skilled hands. 

			The emerald shone in the pure light, reflecting the perfection of his work and the effort he had put into it. He placed it on a shelf alongside nine of his most recent emeralds. All were similarly accomplished, but this latest one was by far the largest and most striking.

			Just then, Ahmad heard the rumble of a military vehicle approaching the house. He immediately recognized the sound of the engine—it was a Lada Niva, the car used by officers in the Russian Army that currently occupied his country. Ahmad cursed and, moved by some inner instinct, immediately went into the adjoining room to check on his children. All seven were there, sitting on the floor around the whitewashed walls. 

			He looked at them serenely, his face expressing assurance and courage. “Be calm, do not worry, my children,” he said. On this, the last day of his life, he looked at them closely, examining and assessing each one: Qasim, Ashamdullah, Abdullah, Saifullah, Yousuf, Fared, and Amir. The oldest, thirty-five-year-old Qasim, symbolized power and authority, while the youngest, five-year-old Amir, exuded charisma and sweetness, a boy beloved by all. 

			The children remained sitting. No one moved. Ahmad was distressed to see fear and trepidation in the eyes of the younger ones. 

			Suddenly, there was a knocking on the back door. Its volume and urgency conveyed the impression that the visitors had no time to waste. With a last look at his children, Ahmad hurried back to his office and opened the door. Standing before him was Colonel Evgeniy Velimirovich Kuzakov, local commander of the occupying Russian forces. 

			Without waiting to be invited, the Russian stepped inside. Behind him followed a second officer, Captain Aleksander Ristovski. Ahmad was familiar with both men, who over the past few months had become regular visitors to his home. 

			“Wow, look what we have here,” Kuzakov said, taking the large emerald down off the shelf. He held it up to the light and scrutinized it with miniature binoculars he produced from his pocket. “This one would be perfect for my collection,” he said with a nod of approval.

			Ahmad nervously shifted forward, made uneasy by the Russian’s words. 

			“But I am fair to you. I will not take it.” 

			Ahmad grimaced as he watched Kuzakov place the emerald back on the shelf, then choose three smaller ones which he stowed in his pocket. “How many have you taken so far?” he asked bitterly. 

			“A total of seventeen emeralds,” Kuzakov replied. “A fair percentage, I think. But don’t worry, my mission is finishing soon. I will not come back again.”

			Ahmad felt a faint satisfaction. “In sha Allah, in sha Allah,” he said. “I am not only upset with you because you have confiscated the emeralds, all of great value, but I am furious because you have closed my most prosperous mining area in Panjshir.” Ahmad’s voice grew harsh. “I was so close to opening one of the wealthiest diamond mining areas in the world. That location was so fruitful, better than anything in Brazil, Colombia, or Nigeria.” 

			Ahmad knew why they had closed him down. Kuzakov had feared that he was becoming too prosperous, which would make him less easy to control. He knew he should keep his mouth shut, but he was unable to help himself. 

			“Why did you close it?” he demanded, his anger audible in his voice. 

			Colonel Kuzakov didn’t flinch. “First of all,” he replied, “there are strong indications that you have been supporting mujahedeen rebels with the money from your diamonds, an offence that we couldn’t tolerate any longer. Besides that fact, we needed those caves.”

			“Why? You want to steal my diamonds?” 

			“Don’t ask old man.”

			Ahmad leaned towards the colonel. “You know, I saw those massive concrete blocks inside my mining facilities. I cried helplessly, so many times, like a man out of his mind. I’d touch those concrete barriers, imagining that they might move aside and let me continue digging.” He paused and gazed out the window, as if searching for an unknown power to help him against these seemingly invulnerable oppressors. “Unfortunately, I know those concrete blocks can only be moved by powerful machines or an enormous amount of explosives.” His voice wavered for a moment as he scoured his memory and envisioned a different future. “I promise you, I will reopen my mining facilities sooner or later.”

			In his excitement, Ahmad stepped towards the colonel. Kuzakov took a step back. Ahmad was about to say something else, but before another word could leave his mouth, the Russian pulled out his gun and shot him in the forehead. 

			Ahmad froze, his face a mask of shock and disbelief. It seemed as if he were contemplating his next move, how to salvage a situation in which he had already lost everything. Then his body crumpled to the floor. 

			•

			At the sound of the gunshot, Amir’s blood froze. He immediately knew that something terrible had happened. He feared for his father, whose raised voice had been audible in the other room just moments before. In the ensuing silence, he looked at his siblings. They sat motionless against the whitewashed wall, as if frozen in place, looking stricken. The sight was too much for Amir whose rising sense of panic grew until he could contain it no longer. Before he quite knew what was happening or could reign himself in, his lungs expanded and he let out a cry of despair that filled the room. 

			His cry seemed to break the spell that held them. Suddenly, Qasim sprang to his feet and raced out the door. The remaining siblings began to look wildly about them, shouting “Baba, Baba” in grief-stricken voices. In the confusion, Amir stood up and, unnoticed by the others, went to the window. Looking out, he saw Qasim chasing two men in military uniform across the yard to a large jeep. He could hear his brother’s raised voice issuing threats. In a kind of baffled awe, Amir saw him grab the taller of the two men by the neck and drag him to the ground. Amir knew with a terrible certainty that Qasim was going to kill the man and was frightened for him, but just then four soldiers came up with their rifles raised. One of them raised his gun and struck Qasim a terrible blow on the back of his head with the butt, knocking him out cold. Amir gasped as he watched his brother collapse on the ground. 

			Amir seemed to live an entire lifetime in that night. He and his next youngest brothers, Yousuf and Fared, were made to wait in the living room while Ashamdullah, Abdullah, and Saifullah disappeared next door. There they sat for what seemed like hours as darkness fell and the muffled sounds of activity came through the door. Outside the house, all was quiet, as it always was at night, with only the occasional bleat of a lamb or the jangle of a sheep bell to disturb the silence. Through the windows, the moon cast a milky glow by which Amir was able to see the terrified expressions on his brothers’ faces. He thought of his father and knew that something bad had happened to him. Otherwise, he’d be here looking after them and telling them what to do. He thought, too, of Qasim and of what had happened with the soldiers, and wondered where his brother was and if he was dead. 

			It was very late, but Amir, Yousuf, and Fared were wide awake when at last the door to their father’s workroom opened and Ashamdullah appeared. His face was solemn as he beckoned them inside. Amir climbed to his feet and with his heart beating hard followed his two brothers as, one after the other, they entered the room. His father lay on a bier, dressed in his best clothes, with his arms resting straight at his sides. His eyes were closed and his expression was peaceful. A white scarf was wound around his forehead. On a chair beside him, their mother sat with her hands in her lap and her head downcast. She didn’t move and showed no sign that she’d heard her three youngest sons enter the room. 

			Amir went up and stood beside his father. He looked down at the much-loved face. The features were paler than usual, but perfectly composed. Amir thought he was asleep. 

			“I want him to wake up,” he said, turning to Ashamdullah. 

			

			Ashamdullah’s expression was solemn. In a quiet voice, he said, “Our father is shahid. He will not wake up, but will go to a better world, to be close to Allah. He will wait for us there.” 

			Ashamdullah then commanded the young brothers to return next door and leave their father to rest. 

			Shortly afterwards, Amir’s mother withdrew to her room. A local woman was sent for. Amir heard the bolt on the door slam shut. Soon, another sort of sound filled the house, a primeval wailing that extended to its furthest corners and out into the dark, still night. Amir stood by the door, sick at heart, unable to understand. Why was his mother suffering so much? And why didn’t his father get up and do something. He hammered upon on the old scarred wood with his tiny hands, calling, “Mama, Mama,” but nobody answered and the screaming went on. 

			Finally, Ashamdullah came up and, taking Amir by the arms, guided him away from the door. 

			“Everything is in Allah’s hands,” his brother said in his stern schoolmasterly voice. “The Great God will decide. We must wait.”

			It was almost dawn by the time Amir’s mother fell silent forever, her desperate wailing replaced by a baby’s cries. 

			

			The girl was named Aisha. 
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			Khodynka Aerodrome

			April, 2003

			General Evgeniy Kuzakov sat in his oval office on the sixth floor of the Glavnoe Razvedyvatel’noe Upravlenie, the Main Intelligence Directorate, nestled within the sprawling Khodynka airport complex on Prechistenka Street. The building that housed his office bore the indelible marks of the Soviet era, constructed to withstand the most massive attacks that the West could launch. It loomed clumsily, its facade an unyielding cloak of gray concrete. Armed personal, surveillance cameras, and radar installations guarded its perimeter, serving as a constant reminder of its formidable past. 

			Only the windows, with their reflective brown hue, betrayed the passage of time, signaling that the events unfolding within this monolithic structure were firmly rooted in the twenty-first century. In Kuzakov’s office, modernity, luxury, and security coexisted seamlessly. The vast, glass-topped desk at which the general sat, the sumptuous leather seats arranged around the room, and the massive, explosion-resistant doors conveyed a single message: here resides someone of immense importance, responsibility, and influence. 

			On this particular day, Kuzakov awaited the arrival of a guest. His index finger tapped restlessly on the desktop. His gaze flickered towards the digital clock mounted on the wall, marking the passing minutes with a quiet intensity.

			General Kuzakov was a commanding presence. His tall, powerful figure, clad in his smartly tailored uniform, exuded an aura of authority and gravitas. He had a strong jaw framed by a close-trimmed salt-and-pepper beard that lent on air of distinction to his rugged features. But it was the black patch on his left eye that left an indelible impression on everyone who met him. 

			The patch was a constant reminder of the price Kuzakov had paid for his service to his country. For this reason, he had opted not to replace the eye with an ocular prosthesis. The patch served as a badge of honor, signaling to all who encountered him that he was not just a veteran of war but a man of formidable and mysterious capabilities. 

			It was Kuzakov’s reputation that set him apart from his colleagues. He was a cold, hard, calculating man, ruthless when it came to achieving his objectives, with a knack for getting what he wanted. Though he was not loved by his peers and subordinates, they all respected him. A recent, ill-fated attempt by a group of generals and high-ranking intelligence personnel to remove him from his position had only resulted in his promotion and the expansion of his responsibilities. It was a lesson in power and influence—Kuzakov knew how to navigate the political landscape, his influence existing not only within the walls of the directorate, but also extending into the corridors of power in Moscow. He had a direct line to the president himself. 

			Finally, security personal announced his visitor. An attractive young woman, dressed in a smart, well-tailored black suit, stepped briskly into his office. 

			“Have a seat, please,” he said with a cool but not unfriendly nod.

			Kuzakov observed the woman as she made herself comfortable in the leather chair opposite him. He was immediately struck by her eyes—almond-shaped and deep brown in color, they were set above high, finely sculpted cheekbones and, at first glance at least, reflected an appealing innocence. Her striking facial features reflected a Central Asian background—Kirghiz, Kuzakov was aware, on the side of her Muslim mother. Her olive skin was smooth and flawless. Long, raven-black hair flowed in waves to her elegant shoulders. Dressed in smartly cut black trousers and matching jacket over a white silk blouse, she was of average height, lithe and athletic in build, with a look of quiet strength. 

			“How are you, Larisa?” Kuzakov asked with a quiet smile. “It’s been some time since we’ve seen each other. How is your family?”

			“I’m fine.” Larisa returned the smile with interest. “Mother is doing great, but I haven’t seen my father for more than a year. We have been in different locations, assigned different tasks, which has made catching up impossible.”

			“I see.” Kuzakov remembered Vasily Femichev, a high-ranking officer in the FSB, who harbored a deep nostalgia for the era of the Soviet Union. Hailing from Bishkek, he was a devout Orthodox Christian who surprised everyone when he married Larisa’s Muslim mother. Vasily had become vital when American forces established a military base in Bishkek, providing Moscow with invaluable information about American capabilities and intensions concerning operations in Afghanistan. 

			

			Kuzakov locked eyes with the agent. His expression was composed, holding in their cold blue depths a gravitas that hinted at the significance of what he was about to say. 

			“Well, Larisa, you are headed to Afghanistan,” he said. 

			“Yes, sir,” Larisa replied without reticence or emotion, although Kuzakov thought he detected a gleam of eagerness in those almond eyes.

			“You are aware that I spent more than five years in the country?” 

			She nodded. “Yes, sir.” 

			“Towards the end of my final deployment, the mujahedeen launched a fierce attack on Bagram Air Base involving rockets and RPG projectiles. One of those rockets struck my office. It caused severe damage and I was injured, losing my eye.” Kuzakov paused, to let the import of this sink in, before continuing. “I was airlifted out, taken to a hospital in Kyrgyzstan. I left something valuable behind. A safe.”

			“A safe?”

			“Yes.” Kuzakov nodded wistfully, as if saddened by the memory. “Within the safe were seventeen extremely valuable emeralds and a CD containing maps and information. The CD I’m no longer interested in, but I am, as you can perhaps imagine, extremely desirous to recover those emeralds.”

			“And this is where I come in?” 

			“You’ll be handsomely rewarded.” Again Kuzakov paused, to allow the gravity of the task to sink in. “The safe is unconventional,” he then continued. “It’s not particularly large and made of high-tech metal. The door is welded closed. The dial for inserting a code has been removed. There is a hook on top of it. The hook looks like a question mark.”

			Kuzakov smiled thinly as he watched Femicheva process the information. He knew that if anyone had a chance of retrieving the emeralds, it was this capable and enigmatic young agent. 

			“When you arrive at Bagram Air Base, you’ll soon get the layout. My former command building has been rebuilt. It lies by the eastern runway and is designated D-4. For reasons of security, I had the safe buried in the courtyard. Once you locate it, you’ll need to find a way to open it.”

			“May I ask a couple of question, sir?” 

			“Of course.”

			“How can we be certain that the safe still exists? Isn’t it possible that the Americans may have already discovered it? Or the Taliban, for that matter.” 

			

			The general nodded. “My belief is that if the Americans had found the safe, they would be following up on the information contained within it, engaged between the villages of Barak and Dasht-e Riwat in the Panjshir region. My sources indicate no such activity. Therefore, I’m sure they have not located it. As for the Taliban, the area around the base is thoroughly mined. I doubt they would have had the means to penetrate it.” 

			“And your source in Kyrgyzstan?”

			“It’s not necessary for you to know that.” 

			Kuzakov went on to brief Femicheva in more detail. He was impressed, but not surprised, by her composed and thoughtful manner as she absorbed the information. With an agent of her caliber, written orders were unnecessary. Everything he said was committed to her photographic memory. 

			“I’m assigning you a partner in the mission, male, about your age, relatively inexperienced, but immensely capable and, dare I say it, adept at taking a brutal approach should it prove necessary.”

			Femicheva smiled. “He sounds promising. I can’t wait to meet him.” 

			Kuzakov ignored this. “I can’t emphasize enough the gravity of this mission. It goes without saying that it is unofficial. There must be no witnesses.”

			“I understand, sir.” With a brief nod, Femicheva stood up and turned towards the door.” 

			“And Larisa?” Kuzakov’s voice was suddenly cold. 

			She stopped and turned back towards him. “Yes, sir?” 

			“The retrieval of the emeralds is extremely important to me. There can be no question of failure.”

			“Yes, sir. I understand, sir.”

			•

			Larisa Femicheva was born on November 9, 1974, in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan. She came from a respected upper-class family, with her father, Vasily Femichev, a devout Christian and military officer, and her mother, Rahima Femicheva, a Muslim and well-regarded member of the community. Their home in the Oktyabr District on Gorky Street was a symbol of harmony, admired by neighbors and professionals alike. As their only child, Larisa grew up in a household where admiration was a constant. Her striking beauty and sharp mind earned her attention and respect from a young age.

			In the summer of 1981, when Larisa was just six, her family relocated to Moscow. Her father had been promoted to the rank of major and was assigned to a significant military post in the southern suburbs of the Russian capital. This move shifted Larisa’s world. Enrolled in the prestigious Moscow State School No. 57 in the Khamovniki District, she found herself among the children of Moscow’s elite—demanding, wealthy, and privileged.

			Initially overwhelmed by the competitive atmosphere, Larisa quickly adapted. By the second grade, she had solidified her place as the class leader. She excelled in academics and became known for her strong leadership and social intelligence. She was not just a leader, but a commanding presence, holding sway over her peers with an almost regal authority. A pivotal moment in her young life came when she attended a grand military parade in Moscow. The spectacle of power and discipline left a lasting impression on her, shaping her ambitions and molding her character.

			However, after Larisa finished fourth grade, her family was once again uprooted and returned to Kyrgyzstan. Although back in Bishkek, her heart remained in Moscow. Those formative years in the Russian capital had ignited a deep longing in her to return, a desire that would guide her future.

			At 16, Larisa enrolled at the Bishkek High School of the Ministry of Internal Affairs of the Kyrgyz SSR. She quickly distinguished herself, earning the title of “Best Student” in her class. Her education at the ministry’s academy lasted for two years, sharpening her already formidable intellect and deepening her understanding of law enforcement and military tactics.

			The dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991 deeply impacted Larisa’s family. Though her parents longed for the stability of the Soviet era, her father, Vasily, made a surprising decision: he spent an entire month’s salary on a video recorder and a collection of American films. This was an effort to introduce his daughter to something beyond her fascination with the military, hoping to inspire in her an interest in a different kind of life. Her mother laughed, believing Larisa would never watch the films, given her relentless focus on weapons and military life.

			But Vasily knew his daughter well. Though Larisa had never shown interest in toys like dolls, preferring instead to play with toy guns and watch news reports of military conflicts, she was captivated by these American movies. They became an unexpected passion. She devoured romantic comedies and musicals, watching them repeatedly, while still holding on to her deep-rooted ambition to return to Moscow and pursue a military career.

			

			By her eighteenth birthday, Larisa was fluent in English, mastering reading and writing, and speaking it with ease. She announced to her parents that she intended to return to Moscow, not just to relive old memories, but to attend the Academy of Foreign Intelligence, also known as the SVR Academy, where Russia’s top spies were trained. Despite her parents’ pleas for her to remain in Bishkek, Larisa’s mind was made up.

			In the summer of 1992, Larisa left Bishkek and traveled to the northern outskirts of Moscow to the prestigious SVR Academy in Chelebityevo. This marked her entry into the shadowy world of espionage, where she would become one of Russia’s most capable and enigmatic intelligence operatives.

			Upon graduating with top honors, Larisa was assigned to a series of probationary missions across the former Soviet republics, focusing on counterintelligence and the retrieval of critical state assets left vulnerable after the USSR’s collapse. Her keen analytical skills and ability to blend seamlessly into diverse environments earned her early recognition.

			In one notable mission, Larisa infiltrated a network of smugglers trafficking sensitive military equipment. Using her charm and intelligence, she dismantled the operation without a single casualty, securing both the equipment and valuable intelligence on foreign buyers.

			These successes caught the attention of senior FSB officials, who saw in her a rare combination of field expertise and intellectual precision. By the mid-1990s, Larisa was inducted into the FSB, quickly ascending through its ranks and earning a reputation as a relentless operative with an unerring ability to achieve her objectives. She was cold, calculating, and something of an enigma, a woman adept at using her beauty as a weapon. 
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			Fort George G. Meade, Maryland

			April, 2003

			At 8:30 a.m., Lieutenant Christina Nicholas, in her office at the National Security Agency, received an email which caused her pulse to quicken:

			Please report to B-2, top floor, main office.

			Nicholas, a twenty-eight-year-old Afro-American, had worked in the Signals Intelligence Directorate of the NSA for the past four years, responsible for collecting intelligence data from South Asia and the Middle East. In this time, she had received more than a few cryptic messages from above, but none quite as ominous-sounding as this. 

			The B-2 building was the nerve center of the NSA. Here, in his near-legendary office, resided her boss, General Paul M. Harrison, the all-powerful director of the organization. Few employees were invited to step foot within this hallowed domain, which made Christina wonder what was afoot. She had a hunch it might be about Iraq. Increasingly of late, the world press had been questioning the accuracy of the intelligence about Saddam’s weapons of mass destruction, which was proving detrimental to the United States’ international standing. It was possible the top brass might be looking into some sort of damage control over that, but, if that were the case, where did she come in?

			With her mind racing, Christina swiped her ID card at the upper-floor entrance. The red light on the wall above her immediately turned green and the door clicked open indicating that she was authorized to proceed. As smartly as she could, she stepped into the office. It was a pale, spacious room dominated by a large rectangular conference table surrounded by a dozen or so leather chairs, a microphone in front of each place. Several monitors adorned the walls, while windows of bulletproof glass provided a view of the world beyond. Soft white ceiling lights bathed the room in a cool glow. 

			Christina immediately felt that something was wrong. General Harrison sat at the head of the table looking fixedly at its smoothly polished surface. Seated around him, equally pensive and unmoving, were Deputy Director Francis Jones, Sidney Stratton, chief of the S-2 Division, Tom Blayney, chief of SH-2 Division focused on Russia, a two-star Air Force general she had yet to meet, a major whom she had only nodded to a couple of times in the corridors, and, finally, at the far end of the table, a short, stout individual in civilian clothes she had never seen before. 

			An unmistakable sense of foreboding hung over the room. With a grim look on his tanned and leathery face, her boss nodded to the vacant seat. As she sat down, made uneasy by the uncomfortable silence, Christina couldn’t help but feel out of place, a puzzle piece that didn’t fit in this high-stakes assembly. 

			For another excruciating minute or two, nothing was said. Then, at last, General Harrison cleared his throat. “We are all aware,” he said, “that two parallel missions, each of monumental significance, are currently underway. While the world’s gaze is currently fixed on Iraq, we’ve received alarming intelligence from Afghanistan.”

			Christina felt her pulse quicken. Her original assumption that this was not a routine meeting appeared to have been correct. 

			“Many of you will be familiar with Afghan Orel, the classified Russian operation that unfolded in Afghanistan during the late eighties,” Harrison continued. “At the time, you might recall, the USSR was faced with the formidable challenge of disposing of a vast surplus of nuclear waste.” 

			An uneasy murmur went around the table. Christina noticed the perspiration on the general’s brow. 

			“Despite being the world’s largest country, blessed with extensive uninhabited regions in Siberia, Russia chose a different course, deciding to deposit that waste in northern Afghanistan.” 

			The stillness persisted as Harrison glanced around the room. Christina gave an involuntary start as his eyes fell on her. 

			Before the general could continue, the door opened again and Walt Castle, Director of the Signals Intelligence Directorate, entered the room. He was a suave and self-possessed man, dressed, Christina noted, in his habitual neat brown suit. 

			“Ha, here’s Castle now,” said the general, apparently relieved by his appearance. “Director Castle will tell us more about the new enemy we’re facing?”

			“Certainly, general,” Castle said and gave a little bow. Then, motioning to the screen on the wall behind him, he began to speak. “Gentlemen, our new enemy is not a conventional army, not a terrorist organization. It’s nuclear waste, a silent, patient adversary buried deep within the ground in the Panjshir region of northern Afghanistan.” 

			Castle paused, sipped some water from the glass placed in front of him, and looked around the room as if to check that he had everyone’s attention. Apparently satisfied that he had, he continued. “Is the danger immanent? The answer is yes. Does it present a threat to the security of the United States? Again, the answer, indirectly at least, is yes.”

			“How so, Castle?” asked the general, who was clearly enjoying being able to take a backseat. “Can you enlighten us about the scene on the ground?”

			“Certainly, general.” Castle nodded. “First of all, the area we’re talking about is located in the Panjshir Valley,” he said, “above the Panjshir River at an altitude of between nine and twelve thousand feet. The area is abundant with water, which makes it about the worst place you could think of to dispose of nuclear waste. The high altitude is also less than optimal. Ideally waste of this sort should be deposited in a location close to sea level.

			“The problem is exacerbated by the fact that the region is extensively mined for diamonds and emeralds. This is conducted by small conglomerates or family entrepreneurs who use explosives to access caves in the rocks. Furthermore, as far as we can ascertain, the waste is enclosed in receptacles made of copper. There is a distinct possibility that the miners, unaware of the risks, may open the containers to access the copper.”

			Watching Castle take another sip of water, Christina felt impressed by his calm and collected manner. She had never worked with him directly, but she was aware of his reputation for getting things done. 

			Castle cleared his throat. “The Panjshir flows into the Indus River, which in turn splits into two branches, one of which flows through Pakistan, the other through India. The danger lies in the nuclear waste contaminating these rivers, creating enormous problems for the two countries in question. In such a scenario, it’s entirely possible that these countries may turn their anger against us. I shouldn’t have to remind you, ladies and gentlemen, that both India and Pakistan are nuclear powers.”

			The people gathered around the table nodded in assent. 

			“Currently we are considering a number of possible scenarios,” Castle continued. “Yet the bottom line is, that we need to act now to keep the nuclear waste safe for the next few decades.”

			Christina wanted to ask about the source of the intelligence, but, as a lowly ranked officer, she knew she must keep her questions to herself. 

			The general, however, seemed to read her thoughts. “I am not questioning the facts, Castle, but I would like to know your sources.”

			“As you know, general, the CIA has numerous operatives in the former Soviet countries. I have no reason to question their reliability.” 

			“Certainly, Castle. What puzzles me, though, is why the Russians would want to close down the mining operations in the region. By all accounts, they were extremely lucrative. And far from exhausted.”

			Castle nodded in acknowledgement. “Many of the entrepreneurs who controlled the mines were affiliated with the mujahedeen. Among them was Shah Massoud, who ruled the area during the Soviet occupation. When the Russians briefly gained control over the area, they deposited the nuclear waste in caves and tunnels deep in the mountains that dominate the region before closing them off with huge quantities of concrete. The only reason we can think of for this was that they wanted to cut mujahedeen’s income.”

			“So why should we have to worry about what the Afghans, Indians, and Pakistanis think?” asked Tom Blayney, a large man whom Christina had always found coarse and unapproachable. “Why on earth would they blame us for the pollution of their damn rivers?” 

			“That’s a fair question, Tom,” Castle conceded. “But I’m afraid that since Iraq we’ve been getting some bad press. The unpalatable truth is that support for our military operations overseas is at its lowest ebb since Vietnam.”

			Blayney shook his big head. “Okay, Castle, I agree that allowing nuclear waste to infiltrate the river systems of Central Asia will create a shitstorm of epic proportions. But tell me, when it comes down to it, who are these people going to trust, the FSB, Pakistani or Indian intelligence, a bunch of local mullahs, or us?” 

			Blayney’s blue eyes blazed in his stony face. Christina had to smile to herself as she reflected on the man’s ability to reduce complex issues to a playground simplicity. 

			Castle was about to reply, but before he could speak, General Harrison raised his hand. “I understand that Mr Blayney is disappointed by the poor level of international support. We both feel that the U.S. Military is bleeding for the sake of the freedom of nations across the world, as well as incurring huge costs in rebuilding infrastructure in war-torn countries. The Second World War, Korea, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo … hell, the list goes on. Critics say that we always act in our own interest, which of course we do. But achieving peace and democracy is always our ultimate goal.”

			More nods and mutterings of agreement greeted the general’s speech. 

			“But let’s forget that for the time being, shall we. Our topic today is nuclear waste in the Panjshir Valley, and to enlighten us further upon this let me introduce Mr. Mark Egan, a preeminent nuclear scientist from the Nuclear Energy Institute in Maryland.”

			Everyone turned to the man sitting at the end of the desk, who had an intelligent face and was equipped with a pen and sheets of paper. 

			“Well, ladies and gentlemen, I am honored to be able to assist you today.” Egan spoke in a slow southern drawl that reminded Christina of a rancher somewhere in the backwoods of Kentucky. “We at the NEI have been looking into this issue for some time. The nuclear waste buried in the Panjshir Valley is large in extent and still very potent in terms of the potential problems it may cause. It comes from spent fuel rods containing the elements cesium-one-three-seven and strontium-ninety. These elements have a half-life of approximately twenty-eight to thirty years.”

			Egan paused, scanning the table with his mild, intelligent eyes. 

			“Go on, Mister Egan, please,” said General Harrison. “I’m sure everyone here is interested in what you have to say.” 

			“Cesium-one-three-seven and strontium-ninety are the most common radioactive isotopes in nuclear waste, particularly in spent nuclear fuel. These isotopes are produced when uranium atoms are split apart in a nuclear reactor. Strontium-ninety is hazardous because it can mimic calcium and become incorporated in bones and teeth, where it continues to emit radiation over a long period. Cesium-one-three-seven is also a powerful emitter of beta radiation, which can cause significant damage in the human body.”

			Again, Egan paused to let the information sink in and check that he had everyone’s attention. Satisfied, he continued, “Radioactive elements constantly change. These changes can go on for seconds, minutes, or days; alternately they may continue for centuries, or even thousands of years. This is what we mean by the half-life. The elements we are talking about have, as I say, a half-life of thirty years. From a scientific point of view, it is strongly recommended that the nuclear waste in question be secured and looked after for at least another two decades.” 

			General Harrison scratched the back of his head. “Thank you very much, Mister Egan. We greatly appreciate your contribution. And now, Director Castle, can you please tell us why we cannot secure this nuclear waste. What is the main problem?”

			Castle, who had been standing the whole time, shrugged. “Quite simply, general, we don’t know the exact location where the waste is stored.” 

			“Why don’t we ask our Kyrgyzstan source?” suggested Francis Jones, the mild-mannered deputy director. 

			“We have,” Castle replied, “but unfortunately they don’t know. The area is riddled with tunnels and caves. Some remain open, but many are closed, sealed by the Soviets with tons of concrete and carefully camouflaged. To gain access to the area, we would have to control the entire Panjshir region, which would require a massive military deployment. This in turn would enrage the local population who would fight tooth and nail to defend their property and essential source of income. In this way we would turn our most reliable allies against us, and our mission in Afghanistan would be seriously jeopardized.” 

			“So the exact location is in fact worth a billion dollars?” Jones asked. It was, Christina realized, both a question and a statement. 

			“If we knew the exact location, we could buy the land from the local miners,” General Harrison speculated, “and secure the area for an extended period, perhaps till two thousand and eighteen or twenty.” 

			“Does the government in Kabul have any idea about the nuclear waste?” Jones asked.

			Castle shrugged, a faint look of frustration appearing on his face. “We’ve told them about it, but they don’t believe us. They think we want to take a prosperous area from them.”

			Jones frowned. “Can we ask the Russian government?”

			“The issue has been raised with the Russians. They categorically deny that any such waste dump exists.”

			“What about a cyber attack?” Jones persisted. “Surely we could steal data about Afghan Orel?” 

			“We tried. It was unsuccessful.” 

			Another voice spoke up. “Why don’t we ask our Kyrgyzstan source to connect us with someone from the Kremlin?” It was the major Christina only knew well enough to nod to. He was an austere and correct-looking man with slick black hair and a neat military moustache. “We could offer a competitive compensation package worth millions, right?”

			Castle nodded thoughtfully. “Good idea, but…” He paused, and when he spoke again, he chose his words carefully. “Shortly after seeking out a few individuals from Moscow familiar with the matter, our source was struck by a hit-and-run driver. He was lucky to escape. Days later, there was an explosion in his hotel room, which local authorities attributed to the gas supply. Again, our source survived, having been in the bathroom at the time. He has since gone to ground in an undisclosed location. We maintain contact through a highly trusted courier.”

			“So you’re saying we’ve hit a dead end?” Jones summed up the mood of frustration that hung over the room. 

			“Not necessarily.” Castle’s handsome face brightened. “There may be a way. According to our Kyrgyzstan source, there is a safe hidden somewhere on Bagram Air Base. It was left behind by the Russian general responsible for Afghan Orel during the hasty Soviet withdrawal. Inside that safe, maintains our source, information about the location of the mines is stored on a number of CDs.” 

			“Well, that’s good news.” Jones’s eyes brightened. “We can organize a massive search—” 

			“Sorry, but that’s not possible,” Castle said, cutting the deputy director off. “Bagram Air Base is extensively mined. Only a few buildings, including the former Russian command center, have been cleared and searched. We combed those buildings and the surrounding yards inch by inch, but we did not find the safe.” 

			“Clearly we have to take a different approach.” General Harrison spoke in an authoritative voice. “We need to send in a single person, or, at most, a small team of highly trained and trusted individuals.”

			Harrison then dismissed everyone except for Jones, Castle, and, to her surprise, Christina. She watched in perplexity as the others left the room. As soon as the door was closed behind them, the general turned his attention to her. 

			“Lieutenant Nicholas, I have spoken to Director Castle. He has assured me that you are the best choice for this mission. Tell me, do you think you are able to locate and secure the safe in question?” 

			Christina was stunned. This was the last outcome she had expected. She could feel the general’s eyes upon her, searching her face for any sign of hesitation or doubt. She remained resolute, thrilled by the challenge that had been placed before her. 

			“Yes, sir,” she responded calmly but decisively. “I am ready. I will do my best, and the outcome will be positive. Thank you for your trust.”

			General Harrison extended his hand. Christina took it in hers and returned his firm handshake. Her destiny, it seemed, was set. 

			•

			Christina’s father was a disciplined man, always impeccably groomed, with a clean-shaven face and a warm smile. He had an easy laugh that contrasted with his serious demeanor in uniform, and he always smelled faintly of cedar wood and spice. Though he was a police captain, known for his leadership and integrity, he made sure to be home every evening to spend time with his family. In the late afternoons, he’d lift little Christina onto his shoulders or play games with her, indulging her curiosity about his work while fostering a sense of love and stability.

			Her mother, in contrast, maintained a meticulous household. She insisted on order and cleanliness in every room, including the children’s bedrooms and bathrooms. Time in front of the television was limited, and there was a strict lights-out rule to ensure everyone got enough sleep. Her mother prepared nutritious meals each night, with plenty of fresh vegetables, lean proteins, and only the occasional dessert. Christina’s only indulgence was a hidden stash of chocolates, which she’d sneak a piece from now and then.

			As Christina grew, she found herself swept up in the active energy of her three older brothers, especially Christopher and Tony, who were constantly training and practicing for their school basketball team. Christina admired their physical strength and skill. She longed to keep up with them, even attempting to match their number of push-ups. When her mother found her sobbing after failing to match her brothers’ physical feats, she comforted her, calling her a “butterfly princess” who didn’t need to take on the same challenges as her brothers. But Christina’s eyes sparkled with determination. Watching her father’s quiet confidence and observing her brothers’ athletic prowess, she knew she was meant for something more, something as strong and determined as she felt inside.

			By high school, Christina’s focus on her future grew sharper. She excelled in her studies, drawn to government, history, and law enforcement, subjects that seemed to connect to the career path she envisioned. She was a disciplined student and an eager participant in any leadership opportunity. Her goal was clear: she wanted to work in national security and follow a path similar to her father’s, though she now realized his work was different from that of a soldier. Her father gently guided her aspirations, suggesting she consider college and government work if she wanted to serve her country at a high level.

			After graduating with honors, Christina pursued a degree in political science and international relations. Her academic excellence and dedication caught the attention of a professor who’d previously worked with the NSA, and, through him, she learned about careers in national security. Eager to help protect her country, Christina applied to the NSA’s internship program, where her intellect, determination, and unique blend of discipline and empathy quickly marked her as a promising candidate.

			After completing her degree, she joined the NSA, steadily rising through the ranks thanks to her rigorous training, exceptional analytical skills, and ability to forge meaningful connections in the field. By her late twenties, Christina had developed a respected reputation within the NSA as a capable and driven officer with an unyielding dedication to her work—a legacy inspired by her father’s strength, her mother’s discipline, and her brothers’ resilience.
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			Kazići, Zavidovići, Bosnia and Herzegovina

			June, 2003

			Outside the village of Kazići, on an early summer’s morning, several leaders and a single member of a demining crew followed behind their trained dogs as they meticulously scoured the earth for hidden mines and explosives. 

			The deminer was known simply as “number one.” This was Allen Kovach, a 33-year-old deminer with a striking presence. He had a lean build with broad shoulders, raven-black hair, intelligent brown eyes, and film star looks. Intelligent and charming in an unassuming way, he had been shaped by hardship and challenge.

			Kovach was part of Ron-Si Company, a formidable partnership formed between a firm based in the United States and a local Sarajevo outfit comprised mainly of war veterans with considerable battle experience in Bosnia’s recent conflict. It had earned a reputation as one of the world’s most proficient demining companies, its expertise honed during the challenging post-war years. Their services extended beyond Bosnia and Herzegovina with the company having made notable contributions in Kosovo and even as far as a strategic island in the Caribbean.

			Allen Kovach was one of its veterans. He had reputation for efficiency in the field based on his calm and unflinching demeanor, which he maintained even in the most hazardous situations. 

			The hills outside Kazići remained rife with mines. Kovach’s team had been working for the past week clearing one field after another. This morning they’d been up again at dawn, as was their custom, working a stretch of land by a small pine wood. It was now past eleven and the sun beat down fiercely. With sweat pouring down his face, Kovach watched his lead dog, who seemed perplexed, circling aimlessly in one spot. As the dog’s behavior became increasingly erratic, the team leaders discussed whether they should persist with the animal or begin a manual inspection. 

			It was clear to Kovach that his dog had located several potential targets. The team knew from records obtained from the former Army of the Republic of Srpska that ten mines had been planted in the spot. Four had been found and defused by local veterans, which left six to be dealt with. In light of this, Kovach requested permission to manually inspect the area, fearing that further pressure on the dog might lead to confusion and a potentially disastrous outcome. 

			There was some discussion among the leaders about the wisdom of this, but eventually Kovach was given thirty minutes to investigate the area. He donned protective gear including a visor, gloves, and vest. Then, armed with a metal detector, a fifty-centimeter probing needle, and tapes with the words “Mines” and “Danger” printed on them, set to work. 

			Kovach had learned the demining business during the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina. In early 1995, when the Bosnian army started preparations for a large operation against the Army of the Republic of Srpska, he joined a special unit of 30 men in the first battalion of 223 Brigade. The brigade gravitated toward Mount Ozren where the enemy held positions from which they bombed the towns of Lukavac and Tuzla. Here he learned how to find and defuse mines present in the area: the PMA-2 antipersonnel mine, the PMA-3 antipersonnel mine, and the PROM-1 and PROM-1P. The most deadly mine was the PROM. This was a bursting mine which, once activated, would rise from the ground to a height of approximately 50 centimeters before exploding. The mine had the effect of a mortar round and could kill a man at fifty meters and seriously injure at a distance of up to one hundred meters. The PMA-2 and PMA-3 were antipersonnel mines which activated when stepped upon, usually causing the loss of a leg up to the knee. When Kovach had first entered the unit, he was convinced that the most dangerous and difficult part of the operation was to defuse the mine, but he had quickly learned that the toughest bit actually lay in locating it. 

			Within fifteen minutes, he had uncovered the first mine; within another five minutes, he had located a second and a third. Work continued throughout the day, with a short pause for lunch which they ate in the shade of the pine forest nearby. By the conclusion of the shift, the team had located all six mines, a considerable achievement. 

			In the cooling afternoon, the team gathered for well-deserved break. They were sitting around smoking and chatting when they received an unexpected visitor—Mirsad Gradascevic, the sixty-five-year-old director of Si Company, the Bosnian arm of the venture. 

			Kovach raised his eyes as he watched the short, grizzled, tough-looking director approach. He, like the others in his team, knew Gradascevic’s story—how, immediately after the war in Bosnia, he and his brother Goran had invested all their considerable savings in the demining company. Standing apart from the greedy tycoons and arrogant entrepreneurs who had emerged in the post-war years, Gradascevic was known for valuing his employees whom he treated with courtesy and respect. He knew the names of each one of his technicians and took a genuine interest in their well-being. 

			His unannounced appearance seemed to suggest that something significant was afoot. Among the group, there were hushed whispers about a “new project in Kosovo…” and other future opportunities. 

			Coming up to the group, Gradascevic silenced the gossip by asking the three team leaders and Kovach to a meeting. He spoke brusquely and did not invite questions, which was unusual. Clearly, he was in a rush.

			The meeting took place in the village restaurant, a small, unostentatious place with dusty windows and a sloping tin roof. As soon as they were seated at one of the wooden tables within, Jasmin Jahic, one of the team leaders, asked what was going on.

			“I’ve asked you here to discuss a new situation.” Gradascevic spoke through thick lips framed by coarse gray stubble. “As you know, we have a team deployed in Afghanistan. Recently the opportunity has arisen to expand our operations. A massive task awaits, but there’s no rush as there was here in Bosnia and in Kosovo.”

			Kovach listened impassively, noting the director’s heavy-lidded eyes and his large gnarled hands placed upon the tabletop. He sometimes thought about Afghanistan and wondered what was going on there, but he hadn’t the least desire to actually visit the place. 

			“We’ve got a job at Bagram Air Base, sixty kilometers north of Kabul,” Gradascevic explained. “The Americans want to extend the runway and they need to do it quickly. First, however, the area must be cleared of the extensive minefield surrounding it.”

			 “So they want us to deploy more teams?” Kovach said. 

			“They have no space for more teams,” Gradascevic clarified. “We can only involve three deminers at a time, plus one or two dogs, though we can’t rely heavily on dogs in that environment.” 

			“Don’t we already have six deminers there? Can’t we have three working at a time?”

			“We had six, but one of them got hurt. He lost his right leg below the knee in an explosion.” 

			“So?”

			

			“They’re asking for a replacement, and they want you, Allen. Team leader Essad put you on the list and the project manager approved your name. You can consider yourself lucky to be chosen.” 

			There was a moment of silence before Kovach spoke. “Sorry, but I am not interested.”

			The director’s bushy grey eyebrows went up. “You disappoint me, Allen. May I ask the reason for your decision?”

			“How many casualties have we sustained in Afghanistan since the operation started in October 2002?” Kovach asked. 

			“Three,” Gradascevic replied.

			“So three casualties among nine team members in just six months. What do you think the total will be in eighteen months?”

			“Allen, if you are scared we can send somebody else,” Jahic put in.

			“They want Allen,” Gradascevic said. “I too want him to accept the offer. I’m sure that it’s not fear behind his decision. So far I have never seen a situation in which Allen was scared. Tell me the truth, Allen. What makes you decide like this?”

			“Okay, I’ll tell you. But, first, can you tell me why the Americans don’t engage their own bomb technicians?”

			“As far as we know, the Americans are focused on fighting the Taliban and Al-Qaeda outside the bases. They employ independent mine technicians to do mine clearance in and around the base, the same as they employ cooks, air-conditioning specialists, plumbers, and carpenters. Their focus is on fighting insurgents and supporting the regular Afghan government forces.”

			“Right, so maybe you can clarify something else for me. Is it true what I’ve heard, that cooks are paid four thousand U.S. dollars a month, while mine technicians receive a mere two thousand, four hundred dollars?”

			“You will be paid two thousand, eight hundred U.S. dollars per month to work four to five hours each day with two days off a month. As for the cooks, they do twelve-hour days and can work for as many as six months without a break. Meanwhile, let me point out that Ron-Company will deploy demining teams from Mozambique if we fail to accept the offer. Who will be the losers then?”

			“Sorry, I am not going,” Kovach repeated. “If I’m going to travel six thousand miles away from my wife and children, I want to be paid adequately.” 

			“Okay.” Gradascevic tried to hide his disappointment. “I consider this conversation over, but if you change your mind, please feel free to call me. You’ve got seven days. After that, I’ll have to find someone else.”

			“Sir, I greatly appreciate your offer, but, thank you, it’s not for me.”

			In making his decision, Kovach knew he was bucking a trend. Every mine technician in Bosnia dreamed of venturing abroad. The opportunity to earn big money was nearly irresistible. If all went well, it set them up for life, enabling them, upon their return, to build a home, buy a car, and educate their children. 

			•

			After his eleven-day deployment in Zavidovići, Kovach returned to his home in the Tuzla region, some fifty kilometers to the north. Upon his arrival, he was greeted by his wife Suada and his two sons, Amar and Allen.

			On his second day back, as Suada was preparing coffee, Kovach spotted his mother passing their home. On an impulse, he thrust his head from the kitchen window and called out to her, inviting her in. With a nod and a smile, his mother, a strong, hearty woman in her early sixties, turned in off the street and came up to the door. 

			The moment she laid eyes on the elderly woman, Suada exploded in rage. “Get out of my house!” she screamed, turning towards her in a threatening manner. 

			Kovach was stunned. When he had build this house, two years previously, he had intended it to be a place of love and harmony where both his and Suada’s family could meet for coffee and meals. Initially, his wife had seemed to embrace his dreams, acting as a courteous and charming hostess to all and sundry, but lately her behavior had changed. Kovach had watched in dismay as, for reasons unfathomable to him, she had become increasingly difficult and argumentative, resentful of both his mother Hana and his brother Asim. A couple of weeks before he left for Zavidovići, there’d been a painful scene in which Suada had accused him of giving them money, which had left him dismayed. 

			He had known when he married Suada that she was a jealous woman, but he had accepted this the same as he’d accepted everything else about her. She hailed from the mountain town of Srebrenica, in the far east of the country. Eight years earlier, she had been rounded up in the massacre perpetrated there by the Bosnian Serb army. She had survived, but she had seen her older brother taken away, never to be seen alive again. 

			Since their marriage, she had proven herself an ideal wife and mother, but these recent outbursts were unacceptable. 

			“Get out of my house, or I will call the police,” Suada screamed again with increasing fury. 

			“You should call the psychiatrist instead,” Kovach couldn’t help saying. 

			At this, Suada grabbed a knife and turned it menacingly towards Kovach’s mother. Kovach disarmed her before she could inflict any harm, but then Suada reached for a bowl of salad which she threw at the elderly woman. His mother took flight, descending the stairs like someone who had just received news of a terminal illness. As Kovach watched her go, he saw her as somehow diminished. The woman leaving now is a different woman to the one who walked into this house just a few minutes ago, he found himself thinking.

			He was unable to put into words how he felt at that moment. Facing him, Suada immediately burst out crying. Though it tore his heart, he realized there and then that he had no choice but to leave this woman, whose jealousy was beyond pathological. He would think about what to do with his sons later; for now, he would take the older one, five-year-old Amar, with him. 

			“Can’t you control yourself?” Kovach’s voice was harsh with desperation. “Aren’t you ashamed that you kicked my mother out of our house? You’ve become unstable. There’s something wrong with your character.” 

			“This will never happen again,” Suada replied, her voice taut with remorse. 

			“No, it won’t, because I’m leaving.” Kovach’s voice was firm, though his blood was racing. “You’ve given me no choice.”

			He packed a few belongings into a canvas bag. Suada wailed, begging him to change his mind. His older son cried also. With his own eyes brimming with tears, Kovach went into his room and lay down on his bed to contemplate his next move. He decided to rent an apartment in town. 

			An hour later, Suada entered the room. As she approached him, Amar watched from the doorway. 

			“Are we going to sleep together tonight?” Suada asked hesitantly. 

			“We will never sleep together again. It’s over,” Kovach replied.

			Suada spat in his face. “You no-good son of a whore!” She spoke in a low, venomous hiss. “You’ve always taken your mother’s side. I’ve never meant anything to you.” 

			Kovach restrained himself in the face of his wife’s insults, calmly getting to his feet and going into the bathroom where he washed his face. When he returned to the room, he reached for the phone. 

			

			“I’m sorry for calling so late,” he said when Gradascevic answered. “Can we talk?”

			“Of course,” the director replied. 

			“Is your offer still on table?”

			“Thanks for asking. Yes, the offer is still on the table. “The director’s enthusiasm was audible in his voice. 

			“I accept your offer.”

			“You know the conditions haven’t changed.” 

			“I’m not asking for better conditions. Please purchase an air ticket for me. I will complete the medical exam tomorrow.”

			Two days later, Kovach was ready to leave. As he was about to enter the taxi, Amar ran to him and hugged him tightly. 

			“Dad, where are you going?” 

			“I’m going to work.” 

			“Where are you working?”

			“I’m going far away.” 

			“Will you be back?”

			“Yes”

			“When?” 

			Kovach was momentarily lost for words. “When winter comes, and snow covers the hills,” he eventually said. 

			He knew that Suada was watching from the window. While Amar cried, Allen stood frozen by the front door. The last thing Kovach saw as the taxi sped away was the tearful face of his youngest son, just one year old, standing at the entrance of the house. 
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			Bagram Air Base, Barbershop AAFES

			July, 2003

			Nurgul Ahmedova landed at Bagram Air Base after a three-hour flight from Bishkek. From the window of the plane as it taxied, she looked out at the sprawling installation, once the home of Soviet forces, now repurposed by the Americans in their War against Taliban and Al-Qaida. Its history could be read in its unique appearance, with the older, Soviet-era buildings at the base’s core giving way to modern infrastructure—warehouses, aircraft hangars, barracks, amenities blocks—erected in utilitarian steel and corrugated iron by the Americans. The west and north sides of the base hummed with life, resembling a small town bustling with military activity. By contrast, the east side was an open expanse, where sparse green vegetation clung to the dusty, ochre-colored earth—small needle-like bushes stretching to the horizon. Beyond the airport fence that encircled the area, a newly built road cut through the barren landscape, its surface rough with gravel and rocks, as if there had been no time or resources to lay asphalt. To the south, the scene was even bleaker—an empty, ominous expanse. This part of the base, with its parched, lifeless shrubs, was, she knew, an active minefield, yet to be cleared of the deadly remnants left behind by her countrymen. The area was encircled with formidable Hesco barriers—massive walls filled with dirt, sand, and gravel—and, in some areas, imposing ten-foot-high concrete T-walls. 

			Security, she wasn’t surprised to see, was tight. Enclosing the vast base was a steel fence, more than five meters high, strung from Y-shaped metal poles that looked resistant to all but the most potent explosives. Every hundred meters, she noticed, was a guard tower manned by watchful soldiers with rifles at the ready. A huge white balloon, tethered to the ground by thick metal ropes, hovered over the base like an all-seeing eye. She knew from her briefing that the balloon was equipped with a high-resolution 360-degree camera that captured movement for miles in every direction. Nothing escaped its gaze. 

			“Welcome to Bagram Air Base,” Nurgul thought, feeling the heat and dust settle around her, as if the very land was greeting her in its harsh, unforgiving way.

			The next morning, she went through security checks and received her ID card. The security department had established an office near Gate One, the main entry point to Bagram Air Base. This gate bordered the bustling Bagram village marketplace: on the outside, local shops lined the area, while on the inside lay a heavily fortified entrance. Nurgul was all eyes as she negotiated this zone, which included a walk through a long corridor formed by Hesco barriers and T-walls and ending at a set of metal doors guarded by two low towers and further fortified by hundreds of sand bags. Everywhere she looked, she encountered wire. Despite her contempt for the Americans, she couldn’t help but be impressed with their security arrangements which left nothing to chance. At the checkpoint, she and the small bag that she carried were subjected to a thorough scan, after which Nurgul endured a body search conducted by a black female private who annoyed Nurgul with her courtesy. 

			Beyond the checkpoint, Nurgul was directed into an office for processing foot traffic, primarily the local workers who entered the base daily. It was a single-story wooden structure, painted in a muted sand color to blend seamlessly into its arid surroundings and fortified on all sides by six-foot-high T-walls. A few additional offices, similarly fortified and painted in the same warm hue, formed a large square around the central building, giving the area the appearance of a small, heavily guarded outpost.

			Nurgul passed through all the security checks without issue, her calm demeanor drawing praise from the experienced American clerk who conducted her interview. Though it was unclear which intelligence agency he represented, he was thorough and professional. At the end of the process, she was assured that her ID card would be ready by the next day and reminded to never walk around the base unescorted until her badge is ready.

			The next morning, she went through more checks before she finally received her ID card. Then she boarded a jeep and was whisked off to the AAFES shop where she was due to start work. 

			The shop was located on the west side of the base, the most active area, bustling with numerous buildings that included an Egyptian-run hospital, a large PX store, restaurants, offices, a massage center, Internet café, and education center. Service personnel lingered around the place, sitting on benches and strolling about. As she got out of the jeep, Nurgul drew the attention of the men among them, some of whom whistled in appreciation while others openly commented on the Kyrgyz beauty. Upon stepping through the door, she was surprised and impressed to find that the shop was modern and well-equipped, easily on par with anything she might find at home or even, she suspected, in the United States. 

			A woman with large round eyes and an elaborate blonde hairdo greeted her with a smile, then led her into the staff room. Here, Elbek Tashmuradov, the personable team leader from Bishkek who had been working with AAFES for several years, introduced Nurgul to the other girls. He described her glowingly as “a new team leader with excellent references and great experience,” adding that she was “a gorgeous young woman with an excellent ability to communicate with others.” 

			Tashmuradov’s words were met with muted applause. The mood became positively fraught when he invited Ahmedova to say a few words. Unperturbed by this, Nurgul scanned the room with a confident gaze, looking into each girl’s eyes in an attempt to establish an individual connection. When she spoke, her voice was firm and polite. 

			“Hello, everyone. I’m here to work just like everyone else. I’m your co-worker and your friend. I can make difficult times easier; I can help. I am not asking you to give me a chance. That chance has already been given to me. I am sure we will have a great time together. Thank you, all.”

			Afterwards, over coffee and snacks, she mingled with the girls. Some were captivated by her beauty and her ability to communicate. Others seemed more suspicious, as if doubtful of her credentials and resentful that she had come from nowhere to be appointed a team leader. One girl openly questioned her, pointing out that many of them had worked at AAFES shops in Bishkek and none of them could recall a beautiful girl named Nurgul.

			Nurgul deflected the question with a charm born of long practice. She gave everyone, admirers and detractors alike, the same warm smile. 

			That night, when Nurgul returned to her room, she immediately looked under the bed. There she found a new laptop, which she swiftly unpacked. She booted it up and, with dancing fingers, typed out a few words: “Test message. Please confirm. Larisa.” 

			•

			On July 10, Christina Nicholas touched down at Bagram Air Base following a six-hour flight from Frankfurt on a C-17 Globemaster III. During the flight, Christina had immersed herself in reading about Afghanistan. Walt Castle had given her a valuable book about the country and its people, their way of life and costumes. She learned about cultural nuances, like how Afghans didn’t typically shake hands with women and how making gestures with your left hand was considered impolite. She also read, with horror, about all the wars and massacres strewn throughout the country’s turbulent history. She absorbed every detail, knowing that understanding the local customs would be vital to successfully completing her mission. It could even become a matter of life or death. 

			The briefing material she had studied earlier also provided valuable advice for her stay in Afghanistan. She remembered the warnings to avoid unnecessary contact with the locals, especially in areas outside the base, as suicide bombers posed a constant threat. If she ventured off the base on a mission, the instructions were clear: perform the task and return to safety without delay. Buying from local people was discouraged, and leaving a fellow operative behind was unthinkable. 

			Upon arrival at the base, Christina had a good look around, becoming familiar with the layout. A covert team had been assigned to protect her during her stay, but as far as she knew, they hadn’t yet arrived. This didn’t bother her unduly. She preferred to be independent and to be left to find out things for herself. 

			Her room was a Spartan twenty-foot container equipped with basic furnishings and air-conditioning. After settling in, she took a quick shower and had an early dinner at the PX store. Following her meal, she headed to her new office, which was another basic structure located near the command post with a window that looked out across the airfield. Working steadily, she meticulously laid out her things—laptop, notepads, pens, pencils, scissors, and reference
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