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          KABUL

        

      

    

    
      The Black Hawk was a speck now, its rotor thrum fading as it banked west across the pale sky. Smoke from the burning Hilux curled upward in dirty ribbons, catching in Max’s throat. The air stank of propellant, diesel, and blood.

      There was a constant ringing in his ears, and his body throbbed in slow, deliberate waves. Every nerve screamed now the adrenaline had stopped pumping through his system.

      He crouched on the rooftop, breathing hard, his knees trembling. The plate carrier clung to his bare chest, slick with sweat and grime. Acrid smoke stung his eyes. Somewhere below, a man shouted in Dari. Another answered, then a gunshot cracked. More shouts followed. Engines revved, and two more shots rang out.

      He had to move.

      Max looked back at Khan, lying in a spreading pool of blood. The man’s eyes were wide, staring sightlessly at the sky, lips twitching as if trying to speak, but no sound came except the rattle in his chest. One last gasp rose above the shouting, and then he went still.

      Max stared for a second, then a sharp pain pulled him back. It came from his leg. Not the dull, now familiar ache from the torture—this was fresh. He looked down at the crimson trail running down his calf, vivid against his soot-streaked skin. Shit. He prodded the wound with his finger. A round had passed through the fleshy part of the muscle, fortunately missing the bone. It could have been worse, but it hurt like hell now that the adrenaline was gone.

      Shouts carried up from below. Closer now.

      He crouched and moved away from the wall, the pain in his calf worsening with each step. He made his way down the stairs into the building. Smoke drifted through the wrecked rooms. Bullet holes pocked the concrete walls where the DShK rounds had punched through. He stepped over a guard’s body, skirted broken glass, and reached the front door.

      Staying in shadow, he scanned the compound.

      Bashir lay crumpled on the grass, his shattered prosthetic beside him. His head was turned away, the back of it soaked in blood. Max swallowed hard, a lump rising in his throat. He looked away, forcing his gaze across the compound. Bodies were strewn across the once-pristine lawn. The Hilux lay on its side, a blackened wreck, thick smoke pouring from its burning tyres.

      But there was still no sign of Maya.

      His throat tightened, and his heart pounded, a blade twisting deep in his gut. She had to be out there—had to be alive. He clung to the thought even as the wreckage told him otherwise. No one could have survived the RPG blast. He knew that. Still, he took a step forward, unable to let it go.

      A turbaned figure rounded the side of the house, dressed in black, his AK raised.

      Max ducked back.

      There was no time.

      He turned, scanning the room. A row of steel armoires lined the far wall. He moved to the nearest and yanked it open. Max ignored the photo of a woman and a child taped inside the door, and pulled out a tan-colored shalwar and matching kameez. Good enough. Tearing a strip from the hem, he bound it around his calf. Blood welled through at once, but it would have to do.

      He stepped into the shalwar, tied the drawstring, then pulled the plate carrier over his head and dropped it on the floor. He shrugged into the kameez. It was snug across the shoulders, and the shalwar were a couple of inches too short, but at least he was dressed now.

      He limped back to the stairs, wincing as he stepped on a shard of glass. Shoes. He needed shoes.

      Back on the rooftop, he ducked low and moved to Khan’s body. The man wore a pair of soft leather slippers. Not ideal, but better than bare feet. Max pulled them off and jammed them on. They were two sizes too small, and his toes bent tight against the ends, but at least they stayed on.

      A crash echoed from downstairs, and there was the roar of an engine in the compound.

      Risking a glance over the parapet, he spotted another technical, a heavy machine gun mounted in the tray, bouncing across the lawn. More shouts came from below.

      It was only a matter of time before someone checked the roof.

      Max grabbed the M4 and hobbled to the back of the rooftop where the guards’ quarters abutted the rear boundary wall. The slippers slid on the tiles, and he almost went over. He steadied himself, then dropped into a crouch at the edge.

      A narrow strip of rough ground separated Khan’s compound from the next walled property. The slope below was strewn with broken glass and trash. Not a soft landing, especially in slippers. But it was the only way out.

      Boots pounded on the stairs behind him.

      He looked at the M4 in his hands, then reluctantly set it down, before swinging his legs over the edge. Gripping the parapet, he lowered himself by his hands, but even with arms fully outstretched, he wasn’t touching the ground. He took a breath and let go.

      He hit the ground hard, feet sliding out from under him on the loose stones, his knees taking the impact before his chest slammed into the ground, driving the air from his lungs. Pain shot through his legs, elbows, and ribs. It was all he could do not to cry out. His cracked ribs screamed as he rolled to one side, breath wheezing through clenched teeth, eyes watering.

      He pushed himself upright and limped away, each step sending fresh jolts of pain through his body. His lungs burned, raw and torn. Still, he kept going, crossing the trash-strewn ground, putting as much distance as he could between himself and Khan’s villa.

      With each step, he left them further behind.

      Bashir. Maya. Two of the bravest people he had ever known. Friends. A lover.

      Gone.

      His vision blurred. Not from grief. Not yet. Just pain. It clawed at him, rising with every breath, threatening to pull him under.

      He reached the far wall, turned left, and pressed close to the next property, forcing himself upright. He had to look like he belonged. Had to pass as a local. He reached the next street, looked both ways, and crossed, then turned down a narrow side lane.

      A dog sniffed the air, growled, then moved on. A bored security guard glanced at him from behind a gate, then returned to his tea.

      Grief, guilt, and despair clawed at the edges of his mind, but he shoved them down. Locked them away.

      Later.

      Right now, he had to disappear.
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          NURISTAN RANGE, NEAR THE AFGHAN–PAKISTAN BORDER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Three months later

      

      

      The ridge fell away into a maze of jagged peaks, slate-grey and dust-brown, their lower slopes striped with goat trails and loose scree. Wind rolled up from the valley, dry and sharp, carrying the faint scent of pine smoke and something herbal, maybe wild thyme. Max sat on the bare rock, elbows on his knees, eyes fixed on the hazy line of the border to the southeast.

      He hadn’t moved for a while. The morning sun was in his eyes now, climbing above the ridgeline and casting the peaks into dark silhouettes. He could make out the shapes but not the detail—just jagged black lines layered against a pale sky. The rock beneath him had warmed. So had his face. He squinted into the glare, studying the terrain. Somewhere beyond those mountains lay the border.

      Tomorrow, he would cross it on foot.

      Max’s fingers drifted to the inside of his left calf, rubbing at the hard knot of scar tissue. The wound had sealed weeks ago, but the skin still pulled tight when he climbed, and it ached in the cold. He flexed his leg gently. The early days had been hard—sleeping in caves, with barely any food, struggling up and down the mountains. But the movement had rebuilt him. Now he was leaner and stronger than before. His hair had grown out into a thick, unruly mop, sun-bleached at the ends and touched with gold. A black beard covered his jaw, and his skin had turned the colour of dried teak. He looked like a local tribesman now—if you didn’t get too close.

      There was a sound from behind him, higher up the slope—a soft crunch of sandals on gravel. He didn’t turn around. The clink of tin told him what was coming.

      The young boy, Asad, crouched beside him and held out a battered tin mug.

      “Chai,” the boy said in Dari.

      “Tashakkur,” Max replied, holding the cup while the boy poured hot tea from a dented steel teapot. He breathed in the steam—cardamom and ginger. He sipped and nodded his approval. “Khoob ast.”

      The boy grinned and settled beside him, arms wrapped around his knees. They sat in silence, gazing out over the valley, watching a hawk circle in the updrafts. Then the boy spoke again.

      “You leave tomorrow?”

      Max nodded. “Sobh. Raftan. Pakistan. Morning. Leave. Pakistan.”

      The boy stayed quiet for a long moment, then said, “Sādah raftan nest. It won’t be easy.”

      Max frowned slightly, working out the words, then nodded. “Mifahmam. I know.”

      They finished the tea without speaking. Then the boy stood, dusted off his pants, and climbed back up the slope toward the black goat-hair tent pitched on a flat patch of ground.

      Asad’s father, Hamid, had found Max months ago, weak with hunger and cold on a narrow goat path. He had asked no questions—just given him shelter, shared food and clothing, and brought him back to health. In return, Max had helped where he could: repairing a collapsed irrigation chute, gathering firewood, tending the goats. He’d picked up some of the language, and over time, trust and respect had grown between them.

      Max turned back to the view. As the sun rose, the ridgelines ahead came into sharper focus—three of them, each steeper than the last. Smugglers’ tracks ran across them, used to move goods in both directions: drugs, guns, food. The route would be slow and punishing, with real risks along the way. But over the past two months, Max had grown used to the thin air and harsh terrain. The daily climbs with the goats had hardened him, building his strength and endurance.

      A gust of wind chilled the side of his face. He pulled the woollen shawl higher over his shoulders and closed his eyes.

      Maya’s face was still there behind his eyelids. So was Bashir’s. Just as clear as the day he lost them. He had replayed the scene again and again, searching for something he could have done differently. Would they still be alive if he had?

      He saw her behind the DShK, eyes wide, hair flying as she fired into the guardhouse. She looked like a warrior queen. Then the whoosh of the RPG. The fireball. The Hilux exploding—and with it, his heart.

      He swallowed. Even now, he could feel the heat of the blast on his face. He remembered the crack of rounds striking Bashir’s prosthetic leg, the way he fell, the wet thud of bullets tearing into flesh. Every detail etched into memory.

      And for what? A personal mission? Some misguided crusade?

      In the silence of these mountains, when he wasn’t huddled against the cold or scrambling up a slope, he had questioned it all. Replayed every second. But nothing changed. What happened, stayed happened, and they weren’t coming back.

      But he could find the man who caused it.

      He took a slow, steady breath, exhaled, and opened his eyes. The mountains stretched before him, sharp and endless. He had no passport, no money, nothing but the clothes on his back—and even those weren’t his. Somewhere beyond the mountains lay the border. Past that, a town or a city. A place with internet. He’d log in, access his funds, and start again.

      He stood slowly, a twinge running through his calf. He stretched his back, shook out his limbs, and filled his lungs with cold mountain air.

      As brutal and primitive as it was, he would miss this place. He had come to love the silence, the sharp light, the honesty of the life.

      But the time had come.

      Tomorrow he would cross the border.

      And the hunt would begin.
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          PESHAWAR DISTRICT, PAKISTAN

        

      

    

    
      Max peered through the filthy glass of the internet shop, breathing through his mouth to block the stench of stagnant water and exhaust fumes. Behind him, rickshaws and two-stroke motorcycles rattled past, horns blaring, belching out toxic blue smoke. A woman in a blue burqa shuffled past, a child clinging to the hem.

      It was a world away from the silence and clean air of the mountains, and for a moment Max was tempted to turn around and go straight back.

      He pushed open the door and stepped inside. The room was dim, lit only by a single buzzing tube light blackened at the ends. The young boy behind the desk eyed him suspiciously; when Max pointed at a computer terminal, the boy quoted ten rupees a minute. Max didn’t have ten rupees—or even one. But he had something else.

      He unclipped the black G-Shock from his wrist and held it out.

      The boy’s eyes lit up. He turned it over, pressed a few buttons, and grinned. “Asli? Real?”

      Max nodded once and pointed again at the terminal.

      The boy nodded eagerly and directed him to a machine at the back. It was cleaner and more modern than the first, though in the West it would have been junked years ago.

      Max slid onto the steel folding chair, booted up the machine, and opened the browser. The last user had been on a porn site and forgotten to log out. Max opened another tab, cleared the history, and logged into a Gmail account set up under a fake name. In the Drafts folder—exactly where Ramesh had left it—was a string of logins. He found the one he needed: a banking portal in Panama. He copied in the access details and waited.

      When the page refreshed, his eyebrows lifted. His account had been healthy before, but what stared back now was obscene. In the last three months, multiple transfers had arrived—huge amounts, all from numbered accounts. He stared for several moments, confused, until realisation crept in and a faint grin tugged at his lips.

      “Thank you, Ramesh,” he muttered.

      Two minutes later he had what he needed: a Western Union transaction code. He logged out, searched for the nearest agent, memorised the address, then wiped the history and shut down the machine.

      The boy was still playing with the G-Shock as Max walked out.

      The Western Union agent was in a grocery store one street over, and fifteen minutes later Max walked out with a large wad of rupees divided between his pockets.

      He bought a clean kurta and a pair of dark shalwar from a tailor, changing in the back. He kept the shawl Hamid had given him but swapped his worn sandals for a less battered pair.

      He then ate a large plate of lentils and naan bread on the side of the road, washing it down with hot sweet tea. Dressed as he was, no one even looked at him twice. This border town had seen everyone over the years. Foreign fighters on their way to join the jihad, smugglers, refugees, traders. He was just another bearded man struggling to get through the day.

      By dusk, he had a room in a boarding house. It was small, grimy, and the walls were thin. There was a single bed with a lumpy mattress, but the lock on the door worked and there was running water and a bucket for a bath.

      He washed himself, lay down on the bed, and slept for ten hours without waking.

      The journey from Hamid’s camp had taken three days, along paths carved into the hillsides by generations of goatherds and smugglers. Once he’d veered off the trail and hidden in a shallow hollow as a mule train passed, the men speaking in low voices, AKs slung over their shoulders. He lay flat until their footsteps faded.

      Crossing the border had, fortunately, been anticlimactic. There were no fences, signposts, or patrols. Just a slope down through thorn scrub and into a dry riverbed. The change only became clear when he reached a settlement and saw the script on the wall was no longer Dari or Pashto, but Urdu.

      The next morning, he had hitched a ride on a Hino truck overloaded with burlap sacks of onions and maize. Two men sat in the cab, both chewing paan, the windshield decorated with plastic garlands and Qur’anic verses. Apart from asking where he wanted to go, they didn’t speak to him again until they reached the town.

      Now, after a good night’s sleep—the first in a bed for three months—and a large breakfast, he felt rested and refreshed. He bought a cheap Nokia from a roadside kiosk and went back to the room to activate the SIM.

      Once the phone booted up and retrieved a signal, he dialled a number from memory.

      It rang for a long time before a voice answered cautiously.

      “Hello?”

      “It’s me. I’m back.”
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          KARACHI

        

      

    

    
      Max couldn’t have been happier to get off the bus. Thirty hours across the length of the country in a crowded, noisy, air-conditioner-less coach had left him hot, sticky, and exhausted. Every muscle ached, and he was covered in grime. He stepped down, shouldered past a cluster of equally worn-out passengers, and kept walking until he was clear of the bus stop.

      A line of rickshaws waited along the dusty verge, their drivers smoking or lounging inside. Max unfolded a crumpled piece of paper from his pocket and showed it to the nearest driver. The man peered at it, spat a stream of red paan into the dirt and, with a jerk of his chin, motioned for Max to climb in. Max didn’t bother negotiating. The price didn’t matter.

      The rickshaw lurched into the stream of traffic, and Max leaned back, breathing through his mouth to filter out the stench. Karachi’s heat and noise hit like a wave. Exhaust fumes, rotting garbage, spiced food—everything mixed in the thick air. Pothole after pothole jolted the three-wheeler, rattling his spine and souring his mood further. He longed for the cool, stark silence of the mountains. If not for the faces of Maya and Bashir every time he closed his eyes, he might have turned back.

      After twenty minutes, they reached the docks. The air was heavy with salt now, layered atop the smell of diesel and rotting fish. The rickshaw pulled up beside a battered sheet-metal gate; the hinges rusted and its peeling signboard hanging at an angle. Max double-checked the name against the paper and got out.

      He stretched, rolled his neck, then pulled a wad of notes from his pocket. He counted out what he judged to be a generous amount and handed it to the driver without a word, turning away before he could say anything. It must have been okay because the next sound he heard was the rickshaw sputtering away down the street.

      A heavy chain secured the gate, and as Max rattled it, a dog began barking inside. He peered through the gap and saw an elderly watchman dozing in a plastic chair just beyond the gate. The man blinked awake and looked at Max.

      "Jalil," Max said.

      The old man gestured lazily toward the back of the yard, then closed his eyes again. Irritation boiling over, Max banged the gate with his fist.

      The watchman muttered under his breath, stood with a groan, and shuffled over. He un-looped the hasp, fed the chain through the bars, and opened the gate just wide enough for Max to slip inside.

      Inside was a dirt yard cluttered with wooden pallets and piles of junk. Two ancient but ornately decorated lorries were parked in the centre, and a snarling Alsatian strained against a chain. Max gave the dog a wide berth and crossed the yard toward a corrugated iron shed at the rear.

      Yellow light spilled from the open doorway, and Max paused, looking inside. An obese man with a long beard and skullcap sat behind a desk stacked with files, most bound with thick rubber bands. Five mobile phones of varying vintage were lined up neatly on the desk, and an overhead fan whirred violently in a vain effort to push back the heat. The man was scribbling in one of the files when Max cleared his throat.

      "Jalil?"

      The man looked up slowly, suspicion flickering in his eyes. He glanced past Max toward the watchman, then back again.

      Max said the pre-agreed code word.

      Jalil blinked, then replied with the matching phrase. He studied Max for a moment, looking him up and down, then spoke again—in Urdu.

      "English," Max said.

      Jalil hesitated, as if recalibrating his brain, then continued in perfect English. His accent was surprisingly crisp, almost British public school.

      "The boat leaves at two a.m. Be here thirty minutes before. The journey will take two days. Stay below deck. If we get stopped, we know nothing about you."

      Max nodded.

      “Do you have any bags?"

      Max shook his head.

      "Good."

      Jalil looked him over again, slower this time.

      "I don't know who you are or what you're doing. And to be honest, I don't want to. I've been paid to do my job and keep quiet. So, I trust you'll do the same."

      Max nodded again. “Shukriya.”

      Jalil gave a small grunt, dismissed him with a wave of his hand, and returned to his files.
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      Max stood on the edge of the road, his back to the gate now closed and locked behind him. He had several hours to fill before he was due back to board the boat.

      He looked right, then left, deciding which way to go. There was nothing to attract the eye in either direction—just ramshackle buildings, broken roads, and honking traffic.

      His stomach growled. He realized he hadn’t eaten since he’d boarded the bus in Peshawar. Remembering some shops he’d passed on the way in, he turned right and headed back the way he’d come. Despite the late hour, the streets were still bustling with activity, the air thick with dust and noise. He walked several blocks before he found what he wanted: an open-fronted restaurant, nothing more than a concrete box with a few tables of cracked formica behind an L-shaped kitchen.

      Kitchen was a euphemism—it consisted only of a brick platform with a slab of granite on top, a wood fire over which hung a large pot, and a tandoor oven.

      Max caught the eye of the cook, nodded, then walked in and sat down at a table in the rear. The overhead fan did little to take away the heat. His clothes clung to his back, and his eyes and nose twitched from the constant dust and the smoke from the fire.

      His meal arrived: two hot rotis, a small bowl of kheema in a green masala, and a boiled egg. It was basic food, but fresh and surprisingly tasty. He ate slowly and methodically, scooping the minced goat meat with pieces of hot, flaky bread.

      He was halfway through the meal when he heard shouting. At first, it was background noise—raised voices were not uncommon in these noisy, crowded cities—but as it continued, and he noticed the other diners looking up, it caught his attention.

      Across the street, outside an electronics shop, the shutter half closed as if the business was shutting for the day, a large man in a brown Pathan suit, sweat patches darkening the armpits, loomed over a small boy cowering beside the roadside. The boy was thin, dirty, his clothing torn in places and his feet bare.

      The man continued shouting. Max couldn’t make out the words, but the tone was clear. The boy shook, his cheeks stained with tears, his head hung low. The man raised his hand, and the boy flinched.

      Max looked back at his plate. He tore off a piece of roti and told himself it wasn’t his fight.

      He picked up the stained glass and took a sip of now-lukewarm tea.

      He heard a slap—the sound of a hand on flesh—and looked up to see the man striking the boy across the face. Even from where Max sat, he could see the redness spreading on the boy’s cheek as his head snapped sideways.

      Without thinking, he pushed back his chair and stood up. He made his way between the tables, wiping his hands on the hem of his shirt. One or two diners glanced at him, but their attention stayed fixed on the scene across the street.

      Max stepped off the curb and crossed the road. The movement caught the big man’s eye. He turned as if to resume shouting, but then looked again as Max got closer. He straightened, a puzzled look on his face, as if to say: What do you think you’re doing?

      Before he could speak, Max punched him in the face.

      The man staggered back, blood spraying from his nose. Instinctively, he raised his hands—half to defend himself, half to feel his face—but Max followed with a jab to the throat. The man gagged, then doubled over as Max’s knee drove into his gut, forcing out the last of his breath. He collapsed, clutching his throat, eyes wide with panic, blood and snot streaming down his face.

      The boy scrambled sideways, pressing his back to the wall and tucking his legs up in front of him.

      Max stamped on the man’s groin, and a strangled cry escaped his throat. Max stepped closer and began laying into the man’s face with his fists.

      There was no fight left in the man, but Max kept going, blow after blow, months of bottled rage and grief pouring out as images burned through his mind: Maya on the DShK, Basir’s shattered leg, the American fleeing in the helicopter.

      He felt his fists connect again and again until the man lay still, his face a bloody mess, his body unmoving.

      Finally spent, Max straightened, chest heaving. As the adrenaline drained, his limbs trembled, and the bones in his hands began to throb.

      He slowly became aware of his surroundings—the boy still huddled against the wall, terrified, and a small crowd gathered outside the dhaba. No one moved. No one spoke. They just stared at him with open mouths and wide eyes.

      He fumbled in his pocket and pulled out a handful of notes, thrusting them at the boy.

      “Go,” he said.

      The boy hesitated, his eyes locked on Max’s face in fear. Max shoved the notes closer, breaking the spell, and the boy grabbed them, scrambled to his feet, and took off down the broken pavement.

      Max watched him go, then turned and walked back across the road, the crowd parting warily as he approached. He peeled off another wad of notes and dropped them on the kitchen counter, in front of the cook. The man nodded slowly, his eyes then flicking past Max toward the man lying across the street.

      Max turned. A couple of bystanders had approached the man, who was now groaning and trying to move. Ignoring them, Max turned his back and walked away down the street.

      He didn’t look back.
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      At one-thirty, Max was back at the transport yard. The gate was chained shut, but a man stood leaning against it in the shadows, only the glow on the end of his cigarette visible.

      He watched Max approach without speaking. When Max hesitated, the man flicked the cigarette to the ground, crushed it under his heel, and gave a small jerk of his head.

      He didn’t look like a sailor. Just a man in a kurta and loose shalwar, no different from anyone else on the street. But he was waiting for Max, and no one else knew he was coming. Max set his doubts aside. He had no choice but to follow.

      He kept a few steps behind as they moved down the empty street, eyes on the shadows, ready to leap into action at any moment.

      At the end of the road, the man turned right onto a street that ran parallel to the docks. Fishing boats, dhows, and trawlers were tied to the quay, bobbing gently in the dark water. Amber floodlights cast uneven pools of light along the walkway.

      Despite the hour, the street was alive. Crews loaded cargo, shouted orders, and drank tea. A group of men crowded around a chai-wallah serving from a stainless steel urn strapped to a bicycle, a mound of discarded cups at his feet. The man leading Max exchanged greetings as he passed. A few of the others glanced at Max, then looked away.

      The man kept walking, pausing
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