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She is the most dangerous thing around. The best soldiers are like her, just on the far side of childhood.
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For Abu al-Hool, a jihadist since the days of the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan, war is wearing thin. Two decades of fighting – and the new wave of super-radicalised fighters joining the ranks in the wake of the September 11 attacks – have left him questioning his commitment to the struggle.
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Cassandra: Roundabout

Iraq (Triangletown): day of

She is the most dangerous thing around. The best soldiers are like her, just on the far side of childhood. Their exact reasons for fighting don’t matter much. They can carry deep resentments or have been blessed with an easygoing temperament; fear and shame are the army’s two great teaching tools, and they work equally well on most personality types. The main thing, what makes Cassandra good at soldiering, is simply her age. The training won’t transform anyone much over thirty. No amount of drilling and shouting and rote repetition through pain and humiliation and hardship can erase the kind of wariness that comes through the accumulated calamity of years, the adult fear of death that makes taking the kind of risks you must take to personally win a ground war too unlikely a feat for anyone but a megalomaniac, a latent suicide, or a teenager.

This one is bored tonight. Rather than guard the roundabout, she would move closer to the war’s hot center. Even with what she has seen so far, she wants more. She knows this is a naive and even foolhardy thing to want. Nevertheless, the desire is there, this crazy urge to strap on her rifle and leave behind the Humvee, Crump and McGinnis, to walk the dark and rainy highway to Baghdad like a modern-day ronin. A ridiculous thought, but lingering. The rain pelts her parka with a crackling sound, and rainwater beads on the black oily machine gun in front of her. Never would’ve thought it could rain so hard in Iraq. Leaning against the rim of the gunner’s hatch, she wipes the fifty’s action with a soggy towel and stows the towel and jams her hands into the armholes of her bulletproof vest. Wet, exposed, the skin has begun to blanch, joints stiffening, a wave of shivers, thinking off and on about Haider, his fruitless search for a doctor for his sister.

Time passes, and Sergeant McGinnis knocks on the Humvee’s roof.

“Wigheard. Put the cover on the fifty and get in here.”

For half an hour the rain has been blowing diagonally into their truck through the gunner’s hatch, soaking McGinnis and, to a lesser degree, Private Crump, who has the good fortune to be seated on the leeward side. Crump is asleep again. Snoring in an odd rhythm, he takes quick sharp breaths, his face smushed against the foggy driver’s-side window.

She’d been on the verge of asking if she could be relieved from her post for a few minutes to sit inside the truck and warm up. But when this relief becomes an order, she resents it a little, decides to have some fun with it.

“Negative,” she says, pitching her voice too chipper. “Shit, Sar’nt. Send Crump’s sleepy ass up here. Then I’ll come down.”

“Wigheard. Shut that damn hatch and get in here.”

She can’t help but grin at his kindness veiled in saltiness, ducking into the truck’s cab, taking a knee on the transmission hump that doubles as the platform on which she has been standing to gun. She squats deeply, swings the hatch over her, and buttons it tight. Rain peppers the roof, and the steady staccato drum of it, like a million ghostly fingertips rapping on the truck, diffuses the throaty growl of its diesel. McGinnis and Crump have the heater running full-bore. Right away she can feel it drying the black fleece she wears under her parka and body armor, drying her skin and eyeballs. Apparently, the heater is the one thing on this ramshackle vehicle that works perfectly.

She scoots from the gunner’s platform into one of the rear canvas seats. The Humvee’s interior is a dun-colored exercise in sharp edges and constricted, cost-saving efficiencies. McGinnis has added the only human touches. Fuzzy dice dangle from the rearview, and on the die-cut aluminum dashboard, he has taped a novelty baseball card featuring a photo of his son in a Little League uniform, Louisville Slugger slung over his shoulder, sweaty mop of hair plastered under a red ball cap.

The photo makes Cassandra uneasy. Has from the very start, back in Kuwait, when he taped it there. She thinks it’s a bad idea for it to be posted on the dash, where he can’t escape the kid—she is having trouble even remembering his name—always occupying his father’s line of sight, continually reminding him of the stakes, what he might lose if he were to slip up. It’s like McGinnis is deliberately tormenting himself.

Her eyes have grown inflamed from lack of sleep and the recycled hot air steadily blowing, and she blinks to wet them, losing focus sleepily, the kid’s photo blurring into a nondescript splotch. She’s lulled by the darkness and the roaring heater and the rain that pools on the gunner’s hatch and drips through a leaky rubber seal. Like Chinese water torture. Like they are trapped in an unsound submarine. With the hatch closed it has grown muggy inside, hot and slimy as a locker room with all the showerheads blasting steam. Beads of condensation join in branched rivulets that dart down the windows, themselves no more than flexible sheets of vinyl. Their crew wasn’t lucky enough to draw an up-armored truck. Lieutenant Choi and his bunch have received the only one allotted for the platoon. Their own is nothing but a rolling coffin. No, not even that sturdy. Oak would at least stop some shrapnel, but these vinyl doors wouldn’t stop a pellet gun.

The heater, the rain, sleeplessness, bring on a rheumy-eyed stupor, fuzzy and electronic. Her pruned hands twitch involuntarily, a hypnic jerk acute enough to bring her back. She wills her eyes open. McGinnis and Crump are both nodded off in the front seats. Radio and GPS cables lie kinked around them like black umbilical cords; there’s the humming sound of the truck, and, half dreaming, caught in the tripping sensation of present eternity dwarfing the past, for a moment she forgets herself and might be convinced that all her days have been lived like this, in here, the truck, the only solid place in the universe.

The three of them jolt awake at the same time. Something pounding on the hood, thunk thunk thunk.

McGinnis just sits there rigidly, looking out from under a confusion of gear. She’s never seen him like this. All through their predeployment training, the poison-gas drills in Kuwait, the first weeks of the war, he always seemed so competent, poised, always with the answers, and now it shakes her to see him lacking.

Crump stops waiting for someone to tell him what to do. He shoots forward and with his sleeve wipes the film of moisture that obscures the view out the windshield. At the same time, Cassandra dings her knee scrambling from the backseat to throw open the hatch, man her station, charge the fifty; she takes an underhanded grip on the gun’s handle but before she can rack a round, she sees it is only Haider, down near the hood of the truck. The kid looks even thinner now that he has been soaked in the rain, his green nylon soccer jersey clinging to his skin.

McGinnis sees him, too, and curses in both relief and anger at the kid who has officially graduated into a pest with this second appearance at the traffic circle. “See,” McGinnis says, projecting his voice up through the hatch, “this is why we don’t feed them. We’re an army. We’re not damn Save the Children.” He reaches back and unlatches the passenger’s door, flinging it open, and Haider climbs into the truck, out of the rain.

Cassandra drops back into the cab.

“Special-ist, my friend.” The boy points down the highway in the direction of Triangletown. “There. Mujahideen. Very bad Ali Baba.”

The woodcutter from One Thousand and One Nights, a rare point of cultural overlap between them and the locals, has in a short span of time come to be conflated with the den of thieves that he stumbles on, a kind of literary guilt by association, Ali Baba standing in for any bad guy.

“Ah, bullshit,” Crump says. “You know he’s just playing us for more chocolate. Watch, he’s about to ask for some.”

“Long way to come in the rain just for that,” she says.

McGinnis looks Haider squarely in the face. “Where did you see the mujahideen?”

“They go … Kay fallah quooloo … They go to the father to my father.”

“Your grandfather?”

“Grandfather, yes. He is sheikh. He is saying to them, Ishta, ishta. Mujahideen are saying …” In pantomime he acts like he is driving a car that crashes. He beats his hands on an imaginary steering wheel in frustration. “They are wanting good car. Grandfather Toyota. They take.”

“When—today? Tonight?”

“Today, yes.” Haider nods enthusiastically and cranes his neck like he is peering over the horizon. Then he turns back to McGinnis, his face suddenly too serious for a child’s. “Mujahideen and you are like this.” He finishes the thought by drawing the index finger of his good hand like a blade across his throat. “My friend, go now, okay? Very bad for you here. We go soon. Sister, very bad. We are leaving to doctor. Okay? You leave now?”

“Hell no, we ain’t running,” Crump says. “Go back where you came from. Tell them dickless muja fucks to bring it on.”

“Hey,” McGinnis says. “Quiet, all you.” He picks up the handheld mic and keys the military-radio net. He raises Lieutenant Choi, parked on the far side of the roundabout, using his on-air call sign. “Red One, this is Three. I’ve got a local national here advising foreign fighters may be in our AO. Over.”

There follows a ponderous silence, a static squelch, a clearing of a throat, the lieutenant, sounding sleepy: “Three, say again?”

McGinnis scowls at the hand mic. He breaks radio protocol by slipping into the vernacular, enunciating each word and phrase with admonishing clarity. “LT. I’ve just been told by a local kid. Jihadis went through Triangletown earlier. Supposedly they’re driving a Toyota. How copy? Over.”

“Roger. I’m calling it up to Higher. Wait one.”

The radio falls silent while Lieutenant Choi switches frequencies from platoon to company, where he will pass the intelligence report to the captain, who will in turn call Lieutenant Colonel Easton on the battalion frequency and deliver the news. Both of these last two officers are back at Palace Row, in the battalion’s operations center. It seems so difficult for any of her junior leaders to make a critical decision on their own in the field. Though it isn’t really their fault. They aren’t naturally cowards or idiots. They are, for the most part, highly able and motivated, but they’ve been trained not to act independently, instead to report the situation up the chain of command, sit tight, and await further guidance. Death by micromanagement.

The lieutenant comes back over the net. “Three, this is One. Battalion says they’ve called the report in to Brigade. They’re saying charlie mike for now.” Charlie mike is alpha-phonetic shorthand for continue the mission. Maintain their position at the roundabout.

“I copy. Break.” McGinnis goes on to tell the other three truck crews that Haider will be passing back through their perimeter. Hold your fire. Don’t shoot the kid. It’s not a good sign he was able to sneak through their lines in the first place. No one mentions it, but Cassandra is thinking it, we fucked up, bad. Everyone sheltering from the rain, catching z’s, and she’s pissed at McGinnis for encouraging her—maybe not to fall asleep—but he did tell her to leave her post and take a break; he let them all fall asleep and did it himself. She stares at the back of his head as he briefs the other trucks on Haider’s intel. When he finishes with the radios he sets the hand mic on the dash near the baseball card of his son, brushing his forefinger along the edge of the photo to straighten it where it has started to curl in the humidity, taking refuge for a moment in that mawkish sentiment when instead he should be arguing the case with headquarters, insisting on permission to go out and hunt the enemy. Why else are they here if not for that?

“So we’re not going to collapse this thing and drive around looking for these guys? Just sit here and wait for them to hit us. Bullshit, Sar’nt.”

He turns around in his seat and ruffles Haider’s thick black hair at the same time that he gives her a canny look. She gets the message: Show solidarity in front of outsiders, even if children. “Thanks for what you did,” he tells Haider. “That was brave of you to come out here alone. But you have to go home now. You understand?”

She suspects she might’ve taken one too many. The crew has been passing around its communal bottle of diet pills, dosing themselves in the four hours since Haider left the truck. No more falling asleep on watch. The kid’s warning, heeded.

Hydroxycut is the thing for staying awake, but she wishes she would’ve stopped while she was ahead, about two pills ago. She works her jaw muscles and scrapes her tongue over a palate gone dry with tacky cotton mouth, head aching, blood vessels constricted by stimulant, her focus inexplicably stuck on a few lines of jogging cadence sung during early-morning physical training sessions at Fort Hood before they deployed.


Line a hundred Iraqis up against a wall.

Bet a hundred dollars I couldn’t kill ’em all.

Shot ninety-eight till my barrel turned blue.

Then I pulled out my knife and stabbed the other two.



Stupid stuff, she knows. Nothing more than brutal background noise, but she hasn’t gotten more than a few hours’ sleep at any one time in the past three days, and her mind is doing strange things. No matter how much she wants to, she can’t close her eyes, and even if she did, no sleep would come. Her heart feels like it’s working too hard, straining itself like a leaky pump with more air than blood rushing through fleshy valves. Time stretches thinner and thinner, shedding its one elemental quality, forward progression, like a strand of gold spun so fine, it loses its atomic color and becomes clear.

McGinnis flexes his knees to keep limber. From her vantage point inside the truck, he’s a pair of disembodied legs, the rest of him extending out the hatch, pulling a shift behind the fifty, her relief. This time, when he offered to take her place up there, she didn’t object, not even to joke.

Couple hours after dark, the rain stops. The wind hasn’t. The latest chatter on the radio is about a sandstorm that Brigade is tracking. A shamal—as some show-off staff officer keeps calling it—blowing in on the back edge of the cold front that brought rain to central Iraq as a dry western wind rushed across the country, hitting the moist salt air coming off the gulf.

Crump listens to the traffic about the storm and sneers at the blinking radio console when he hears something he doesn’t like. He squirms incessantly behind the wheel as if sitting on a tack. His right foot pumps the brake, the pedal on an imagined kick drum, and with his thumbs he taps an angry beat on the dash.

“They’s fucking fools,” he declares in response to nothing, his abrasive tenor wavering under the effect of jangly stimulants and wrath. Boys that age, she thinks. The absolute worst.

He waits for her to take the bait, to ask why they—whoever they are—are fools. She expects he will soon embark on one of his asinine political tangents. His views on modern life are uncomplicated, to put it kindly. Against her better judgment, however, she decides to indulge him. Bullshitting to kill the time, besides the killing itself, is the one great and necessary art form practiced in the army. In these circumstances, to deny conversation to a willing participant is just plain mean.

“Who’s a fool?” she asks, making sure he can tell she’s not particularly interested.

“Who you think?” He readjusts himself in the front seat, picking at his groin, and pulls a knee up so he can face her, his long chin like a starving Appalachian’s. “Higher, duh. We could be out getting some. Or, back at the Row, where it’s safe, before this sandstorm hits. I get the feeling they forgot about us.”

“No kidding.” Leave it to Crump to state the obvious.

He turns in his seat to face forward again. He worries a flap of torn rubber on the steering wheel. “All I know is, none of this is like I thought it would be. This ain’t no way to fight a war. But I’ll tell you what they need to do. You ready for this—it’s real fucking simple. One word. Nukes.”

“Jesus, Crump.”

“Hear me out. I’m serious. Forget camping by this trash heap all fucking night in the wind and rain. Forget Humvees and dirt kids and moo-juh-huh-deens and all the rest of this shit. We got to start showing these hajjis who’s boss. ‘Oh, you wanna blow up the World Trade?’ Errrr—wrong—nuke your ass. Tell you what. There’s one thing that wins a fight. Punching harder than the other guy.”

There is humor in his tirade but not a splinter of irony. He is actually advocating preemptive nuclear war. She rolls her eyes at him, even though he can’t currently see her in the backseat. What is it like to be inside his head? The Crump brain, gray matter calcified, frontal lobes shrunken like dried beans to shiver and rattle inside the skull’s brittle gourd. The army has distilled and eventually dissolved his every sense of nuance and tact, although she doubts he had much of either to begin with. For a person like him, military life eats away like acid at those softer, finer qualities, reducing everything to the toughest, starkest of truths. War is about utterly destroying the enemy. Yes, sometimes. But we’re not doing that, not even trying to. We’re just sitting here, targets ourselves. Therefore, this isn’t a real war. This must be some other kind of mess.

Cassandra can sympathize with his point of view. On the one hand, in the lead-up to the invasion, they were told, over and over, to the point of indoctrination, that one half of their mission was to free this country, that they would go down in history as the great liberators of the Iraqi people. On the other hand, they trained to liberate them by doing things like jogging in cadence to cute little ditties about slaughter.


Shot ninety-eight till my barrel turned blue.

Then I pulled out my knife and democratized the other two.



The army’s mixed messages troubled guys like Crump in the same way that sanitizing a needle before sliding it into the forearm of a death row inmate would trouble any thoughtful executioner. Guys like Crump hate fakeness more than anything, she thinks, the way the politicians cloak something as basic as war in grand ideas. Funny how, despite their misgivings, guys like him never seem to arrive at the right explanation for the big lie, for the gap between what is said and what is meant, the difference between what they know to be the army’s true purpose, to kill people and destroy property, and its advertised purpose, Operation Iraqi Freedom, or, as he has taken to calling it, Operation Iraqi Fuckdown. Crump craves something rawer, “realer”—another of his favorite words—and never quite grasps the true reason for sanitizing the poison needle.

Then again, she wonders if she could be guilty of the same flaw she has assumed in him. The sin of underestimation. She believes he has underestimated the depth of logic behind the army’s scheme, and likewise, possibly, she may have misjudged his reaction to army life. It could be that he only plays the role of provocative jester, taking on the part as a protest, a way to pass the time, to hide the depths of himself, or simply as a familiar mask worn by a class clown, C+ high school student whose primary social outlet was World of Warcraft.

“I don’t think you believe half the shit coming out your own mouth,” she says.

“Whatever. Hey. Who got the stash, anyway? Hook a brother up.”

“Your call, Sar’nt.” She peers up at McGinnis, still at his station in the hatch.

“Go ahead and give him another one,” he says. “Maybe it’ll make his brain explode.”

“We can hope.”

Cassandra passes the bottle of Hydroxycut to Crump, considers the possibility of pseudoamphetamine psychosis, and grasps her leg with fingers clawlike behind the knee, pinching herself to induce pain as a reality check.

Crump taps a horse pill into his palm. “Wigheard. Lemme get your canteen real quick. I’m dry.”

“You would be.” She starts to pass it to him when there comes to them a pinging sound like a sledgehammer striking a railway spike far away. The wind and the dark fields of trash and rubble flatten the sharp sound, and then another and another like it, which arrive in quick, steady succession—ping, ping, ping.

“Christ,” McGinnis says. “What now?”

They’ve been in country five weeks and never under fire, or they would’ve known already. There is enough time for him to wonder and ask that question, hanging as the mortars complete their high invisible parabola to fall a hundred meters behind them, the rounds lighting up the black skyline like sulfur flashbulbs, cracking explosions changing the air pressure.

McGinnis drops inside the truck and swings himself into the commander’s seat, fumbling for the hand mic.

“Fuck those radios!” Cassandra explodes on her sergeant in a way she never has before and moves toward the gunner’s hatch to replace him—someone has to be up there on the fifty—but he reaches back to block her way.

“Stay under cover!”

“You call this cover?” She punches the flimsy fiberglass roof and looks at him in disbelief.

He concedes the point and allows her to climb up to the gun. She fights to stay loose. Every muscle in her body wants to clinch up like she’s on a plane about to make a crash landing. The next barrage of mortars is already on its way, hurtling Doppler-shifted directly overhead; whoever is doing the shooting has readjusted their tube. The salvo misses the roundabout again, but not by as much, blowing geysers of earth on the far side of the concertina. Pebbles thrown by the blast skitter across asphalt. A burst of machine gun fire from Specialist Worthy, the gunner on Treanor’s truck, who starts shooting—at what, Cassandra can’t tell. Maybe he has spotted the mortar team or more likely is firing at an ominous-looking shadow, an unlucky farm animal mistaken for the enemy, or at nothing at all. But once the shooting starts, the other gunners follow suit, flinging tracer rounds like rays of solid red light.

The third salvo is a concussion that sucks the air out of her lungs and sprays shrapnel ringing like bird shot against the Humvee’s engine block, the truck listing down and to the left as two of its tires blow. The blast raises a white cloud, mist of atomized chalk, and she too starts to shoot, firing the fifty blindly into the dark field where she thinks the mortar team might be set, based on the sound of the pings, the buzzing flight of the rounds. Maybe a thousand meters away—they would be at least that far, but then again one of them has to be much closer, spotting, using a radio to call in the targets. There’s no way they could’ve adjusted fire so quickly and accurately without help from a forward spotter. So, spray the whole goddamn field.

The gun bucks and clatters in its mount like a centrifugal machine spinning out of control, the truck’s roof juddering under the recoil. A weird feeling replaces the tension she experienced just as the attack started. This new sensation is the unnatural calm that comes after a disaster has begun. She has known a few disasters in nineteen years but none more alarming to her youthful invulnerability than this. Someone is actually trying to kill me, she has to tell herself, repeating it like a mantra to make it seem real. Which it soon does. But the strangest thing is how little hate there is in it. She doesn’t hate them at all for trying. It seems only right, even essential, that it should happen this way, killing and being killed, the enemy dispassionately working a mechanical device, plotting the azimuth and elevation, aligning the tube, dropping in the shell that might flatten her skull on the asphalt. Without ever having seen her. Or she them. Sending rounds blindly downrange through the white cloud of dust and gun smoke, squeezing the trigger paddle on the fifty and holding on with all she has, forcing the barrel to the correct elevation—with each round expended it continually wants to ride up—and she gets a glimpse of her tracers and thinks they’re probably too high to be effective but who can tell; she doesn’t have a target to shoot at. Everything breaks down to chance. There is no getting out of this.

One minute has passed since the first mortar fell. Crump and McGinnis are still sheltering down below in the truck. Neither has let off a round. McGinnis is on the radio. Not much else they can do down there, with no heavy weapons, only their rifles at hand, no clue where to shoot, but still, they shouldn’t be in the truck. Seek cover. First rule in a firefight. They’re effectively on a road in the middle of a field, the nearest structure hundreds of meters away. McGinnis barks something over the net that sounds like Drive! but her ears are almost worthless. The only thing she can control is whether or not to keep shooting bursts, hunkering down behind the gun and not letting off the trigger as another salvo falls, a death from above as impersonal as lightning. Down below, the driver’s door opens, and Crump stumbles into the street, clutching his face, yelling: black blood falls from his hands, stringy flesh draped on his cheek. The other door opens, and McGinnis looks up at her helplessly before ducking around to the back side, out of her line of fire, going for Crump, who has stumbled farther away and tripped over a roll of concertina, thus entangling himself in razor wire. Everything going to shit too fast to believe. In her periphery Sergeant Gonzales’s truck billows thick smoke from its engine compartment, threatening a greater fire, its crew frantically off-loading ammo. Gonzales grabs a can in each hand and moves out full tilt for the irrigation canal across the road. He clears the concertina obstacle with a leap that would’ve been comical if not for the fact he’s running for his life. He dashes across the last piece of open ground and goes for it again and lands like a long jumper in the canal, the lowest point around, best cover from shrapnel, and suddenly the rest of the platoon realizes this, and other soldiers abandon their trucks and the heavy weapons mounted atop for the safety of stagnant water.

McGinnis cuts Crump out of the wire with his multi-tool and begins to drag him, also making for the canal, turning back a few times to wave and yell at Cassandra to follow, ordering her to, but she is too focused on firing the fifty, which she does until she runs out of ammo. She stoops inside the truck and grabs another can, heaving the steel box of rounds onto the roof. She clips the can in place and starts to feed the belt into the gun’s action when more mortars come in and gouge craters in the asphalt with white-hot blasts pressing heat and pressure on her from all sides, sending sharp jags of metal whirring past her face. She quails a moment but regains her footing in the hatch and is just thinking how crazy it is that she is still alive when she sees specks of blood darkening her sleeve below the elbow, stinging, pain, and knowing it, shrapnel, it’s inside me; something about this thought absolutely horrifies her and makes her want to puke, not the pain, it’s not bad, still obscured by adrenaline, but the thought of her body’s integrity being breached, and it has happened, and there is no taking it back.

She doesn’t quit. Still fumbling to reload the new belt, she spins each way in the hatch and surveys the roundabout and gets for the first time that she is the only gunner remaining. Everyone else has broken for cover. Fifty meters away, McGinnis crouches on the canal bank, silhouetted against the black torpid water, waving her on.

The dark speckling has become a wetness, and her hand feels numb, like she has fallen asleep on her arm, dripping blood from the crook, she smears it over the belted machine gun rounds, slickening the brass casings as she struggles to seat them correctly in the extractor lever, but the fucking piece of shit won’t seat right, or maybe she’s what’s really broken. Woozy, knowing it’s now or never, she releases her hold on the fifty, the long barrel seesaws up, and she boosts herself out of the hatch and clambers down the hood, stumbling through the roundabout, through the gap in the wire, McGinnis meeting her halfway to the canal. On the banks her knees buckle and she drops. He’s been supporting her and grabs the collar of her tactical vest, dragging her the rest of the way in. Her body breaks the dirty froth on the water. It feels warm against her skin, warmer than the air, reviving her some, and she’s able to shrug him off and stand unsupported. She takes a step deeper into the canal, away from the bank, affording Aguirre, the medic, some room to work on Crump. Aguirre is bandaging his face with gauze, and with the blood soaking through, it looks like a botched plastic surgery.

She takes another step away, hip-deep now, boots filling with water, sinking to the ankles in the silty layer of detritus on the canal’s bottom, which is steeply sloped in a V shape. The mud takes her feet until she’s afraid she won’t be able to free herself, that she’ll be sucked in deeper and will drown with her feet stuck to the bottom like a mouse in a glue trap. With a great effort she draws her boots out and sloshes against McGinnis, where she falls again and stops resisting his attempts to render aid.

She lies against the matted cane roots growing out of the bank. She loses consciousness, seconds, minutes. When she awakes she’s on her back. The clouds are moving fast as dawn nears, and they are tinged a deep slate green that reminds her of something she can’t put her finger on. Something important from home had that same color, she can’t think of what it is, but is lucid enough to know it doesn’t matter. There are strange sounds, like popcorn in a pressure cooker, a crescendo of popping getting closer, louder, a man screams; she thinks it might be Gonzales. A rush of motion as someone else splashes clumsily out of the water, making a run for it. Popping and splashing. A firefight. Blood in the water invisible for all the black.

“Fuck this!” McGinnis shouts. “Fuck it so fucking much!”

He’s not shooting back. She realizes he’s not going to. Some of the platoon are, but everyone needs to. It’s hard to say exactly what is what; Aguirre and McGinnis huddle over her and block most of her view. Aguirre is cutting off her uniform sleeve with first-aid shears, telling her she’s okay, to keep still, keep quiet. He is focused entirely on saving her, not on the mayhem around him, and at some level she feels grateful for that, tries to obey, to keep still, keep quiet, but her legs tense involuntarily and her boot heels gouge underwater channels. She has to fight. They all do. The medic cinches an Israeli-made battle tourniquet around her upper arm. The black nylon bites into her flesh, folding veins and arteries into themselves with a warm pain that hurts more than the shrapnel. He manages to get the tourniquet secure. Then is shot and collapses on top of her with all the ceremony of a snipped flower, warm dead weight stifling her cries.

McGinnis yanks her free from underneath and drags her into the canal, over which streams of glowing red and green tracers hurtle gracefully like a hail of burning arrows launched over the walls of a medieval fortress. She drifts away from the bank into water too deep to touch bottom and goes under, managing with one arm to unbuckle her vest that is trying to drown her, and shrugs it off, sinking deeper into the dark tangle of fluid reeking of pungent, musty life.
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Abu al-Hool: The Dry Time

Afghanistan: 621 days before

Jihad here is like jihad in Eritrea, Chechnya, or anywhere else. The battle is always the same: to restore peace in the war-torn, hope in the downtrodden, tenacity in the meek, and a zeal for life in the minds of those who have lost any sense of vitality. The war on the ground is—and always will be—secondary to the greater jihad, the more difficult, inner struggle.

In any honest assessment, I find I am losing. There is sadness but also a certain liberation in acknowledging this, if only to myself. Years ago, shortly before we parted last, my wife asked me when my belief began to falter, and, though I denied it ever had, the truth is, I can’t remember a time when I felt otherwise. I must’ve been a small child in my father’s house when hesitation and doubt first gouged their worrisome orbits around the same few unanswerable questions that have persisted to torment me all my life.

I should begin by admitting this. When I was much younger, at the close of every prayer, I asked for the strength to die unafraid. Now, more often, I pray to live righteously.

Summer turns to fall, and more brothers arrive in camp. They trickle in by twos and threes, eager to learn how to field-strip a Kalashnikov, how far to lead a helicopter with a rocket, to sing the nasheeds like true knights under the Prophet’s banner, to perform ablutions when little water is available. Some have traveled from Africa, others from the Kingdom, Egypt, the Gulf states, and there is the odd European among them, these especially hopeful to become shaheed. Even an American from California, a place I have never been but always wanted to see, managed to bribe his way through the checkpoint at the Khyber. After a week with us, he did not find the brotherhood to his liking and moved on to train elsewhere.

Our numbers swell expectantly, though we aren’t sure what to expect. Dr. Walid says it is a good problem to have, and I tend to agree. We accept each new brother with gratitude, but as time passes and the days grow cooler, the nights longer, and still they arrive in greater numbers—so much so that securing food for everyone has become difficult—I cannot help but wonder when this will end. The Afghan winter has a reputation even in the London mosques. Soon, the Khyber will close.

The other day we were slowed there by new-fallen snow as I guided a truckload of recruits across the pass. The new brothers, six in all, had been vetted in Peshawar by our man at the guesthouse, who judged them fit for training. Among them was a beardless Yemeni, fifteen or sixteen years old. He wore a fine down coat and was also marked as a child of the rich by the haughty look on his face when he was ordered in no polite terms to ready himself for inspection.

He was pale, slight, hardly like a soldier. It is human nature to keep ourselves at a distance from most people, but every once in a while, we come across someone who passes directly from the periphery to the center, who strikes the core of us like a mallet setting a tuning fork to resonant agitation. This may or may not derive from any extraordinary qualities possessed by this person: it’s an interplay of external and internal states. We must be receptive to the other to receive him.

Which is to say, I identified with the boy immediately. I must have seemed equally unlikely, traveling to the front so many years ago, a privileged brat eager to fight the Reds, an al-Azhar University dropout fresh off a backpacking tour with stops in Istanbul, Rome, Paris, Madrid, Amsterdam. Wandering stoned loops around gray spidered canals, I passed aimless hours in hostels and museums, train stations and bars and coffeehouses and brothels, those that would serve an Arab.

This shameful lark was financed with the last of Father’s fortune that he saw fit to allot me for tuition and expenses before realizing I was never going to finish school, was a basket case, a bad investment, and, like the shrewd banker he was—responsibly, with regret, and once and for all—he wrote me off. That winter, as I contemplated in poverty the wreck that had become of my young life, the Soviet 40th Army rumbled across the Afghan border like a deus ex machina, lifting me up and offstage. Exit, war. People who knew me were surprised by what I did, but in a broad sense the move was in keeping with my personality. Joining the mujahideen was—at first—less a religious obligation and more like running away with the circus, only more daring, nobler, and with the added benefit of enraging Father, who believed progress came not through violent resistance but in the form of three-piece suits, Chopin études, quiet atheism, and extra-dry martinis at the cocktail hour. Father was a man bent double from the weight of his polish.

Two decades are more than enough to erase an identity, and for me they have, almost. The part of my life that the Yemeni recalled is closed off like a wing of rooms in a mansion whose upkeep has become too much for its insolvent owner. It was something in his young face that brought it back, what I was, before I was this: a kind of pomposity mingled with fear that told me he had never known hardship, not like these mountains could provide, but he wanted to know it, he had come here for that very reason, but was afraid.

I inspected his baggage, ready to find any fault, to make an example of him in front of the other new ones. He carried two leather bags as rich as his coat. I rummaged through and found nothing blameworthy with the exception of a pair of Italian sunglasses and a Swiss Army knife, both of which I confiscated.

“Your eyes will grow strong in the mountain sunlight, but not if you hide them like a woman,” I said. “And this?” I held up the Swiss knife mischievously. “Why in God’s name would you carry a weapon with the Crusader’s cross to this place? Are you a Christian or just a fool?”

The boy pointed to my rifle. “Didn’t the kuffar make that, too?”

Abu Annas moved as if to strike him for his insolence, but I signaled that this was not necessary.

“You’ve put your finger on it,” I said to the Yemeni. “We’re fighting our battles with our enemies’ weapons. Maybe one day you will design us a better rifle. Until then, I’ll keep this one handy. I hope that won’t be a problem.”

The boy shook his head no. I noticed him continuing to admire the Kalashnikov. “These?” I patted the stock, tracing the notches with my finger. “Carved when I was your age.”

I raised the rifle and fired a shot in the air without warning, and the boy startled; the more seasoned brothers laughed. Their hardness pleased me, but I also felt some remorse for scaring and embarrassing the boy, an impulsive thing to do, as much to snap myself from nostalgic contemplation as to impress upon him the seriousness of what he was about to undertake.

“I no longer carve notches,” I said, once the gunshot had stopped echoing off the mountainside. “That kind of pride is abhorrent to me now. I hope you haven’t come here just to learn how to kill.”

“No, Emir.”

“What’s your name, boy?”

“Omar ibn Saeed.”

A few brothers scoffed and remarked at his naïveté. Even his fellow recruits, encamped all of a half hour, realized his transgression. So green, I thought of him, just a child, wondering, lest I grow hard-hearted, if I should send him back over the pass, back to his mother, who, wherever she was, surely missed him.

“Little brother, that’s not your real name, is it?”

The Yemeni nodded, confused.

“Don’t use it anymore. When you come here you must take a new one.” I nodded at Abu Annas. “That one there, the ugly one with the thick head? He is called the Father of Friendliness.” I turned to Abu Muqhatil. “And this man is the Father of Fighters. I’m the Father of Dread. Do you see? When you come to us, you give up your family, your home—even your name, your birthright. Look around. This is your new family. These are your new brothers. At this moment you are like a newborn child, but soon you’ll learn to walk again. We’ll teach you how to dress, how to pray, how to fight, and how to die. You may question our orders, but you may not go against them. The door swings both ways. Leave if you don’t like it, understood?”

He assented.

“So, what should we call you?”

With care he considered the choice of name. “Father of Lion Cubs.”

“There it is. Everyone, welcome the Father of Lion Cubs. He has joined us today in our jihad.”

“God has willed it, God has willed it, God has willed it!” the brothers cheered the newly named Abu Hafs.

Abu Ali broke his leg early this morning on a moonlit run along the northwest ridge of Takur Gar. Hopping from boulder to boulder in the dark, he slipped and fell and after he tumbled out of view was feared dead. The brothers found him lower down the slope, splinted his leg, and carried him the five kilometers back to camp. He arrived barely conscious, looking ashen, the sharp edge of his femur protruding. When the sun rose, some of us drove him across the pass to hospital. I took the opportunity to scold Dr. Walid, whom I have placed in charge of physical training, reminding him that these night runs on the mountain are not worth the risk. He listened to my complaint but did not seem concerned. And why should he be? What is one broken bone when new bodies are always forthcoming? Today it was a father–son Uzbek pair: the father I could take or leave, but his boy, Abu Bakr, has the makings of a fine soldier. Dr. Walid and I watched from the shade of my tent as Abu Annas put them and the other recruits through their paces.

“That one’s the best of the lot,” I said, indicating Abu Bakr. “Look how he’s stopped caring about what the others are doing and is concentrating only on his own form. Impressive self-possession. Ones like that always make the best leaders.”

“And fighters,” Dr. Walid added.

There were years when we would have received only a few like that in the course of a season. Now, it is regular. The influx continues to astound. The doctor and I project unity, satisfaction, confidence, but privately reveal ourselves to be just as befuddled as everyone else. There has been no new front opened in the struggle, not since Chechnya, and the second paroxysm of that terrible war is years old and more or less stalemated. Some say we have grown stronger as the Taliban has risen to prominence, but their rise and ours are merely incidental, two different flowers sharing the same soil. We are guests among the Pashtun, for whom I have much affection, but the Taliban itself I find distasteful. Its commanders exert an iron-fisted rule over the peasantry that will backfire in time. They waste their days patrolling for contraband, ribbons of confiscated audio- and videotape tied to the roll bars of their trucks, the black magnetic strands fluttering like shredded banners in the wind.

“They are innovators, not to be trusted,” Dr. Walid says, whenever the
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