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  “Gripping, and its horror takes hold of the reader, but by the end there is no avoiding taking a stand . . . difficult to leave behind.”
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  I met Shah Wali in a mujahedeen camp in the Arghistan valley in 1988 while the Russians were still in Afghanistan. I noticed him because his childlike face was constantly twitching, like that of someone much older who has suffered repeated trauma. The mujahedeen told me that Shah Wali was a trained assassin. Though only twelve years old, he had already killed six people. This book is dedicated to Shah Wali and to all the others whose lives have been stolen by a war that has no end.
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  Manuel began to realize that to make war successfully you must riddle the living flesh with fragments of steel.


  —André Malraux, Man’s Hope
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  Prologue


  I walk among graves, both full and empty. Who checks the contents of the coffins? Who monitors the inscriptions on the gravestones? Who were they when they were alive? Who are they when they die?


  Part 1


  THIRD PLATOON
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  WHITE ZONE
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  The faded August sky feels flat like a ceiling. They can’t see the desert on the other side of the walls, but they know it’s there, infinite in a way they can’t imagine. Their job is to search for the enemy while the enemy searches for them. A game of hide-and-seek waits out there in the emptiness.


  There’s no conveyor belt to carry them off to their destinies, no incessantly rumbling thunder warning of the front’s proximity, no loud pounding rhythm that will devour them. In four months they’ll be on leave, and in six they’ll be free again. This war is merely one episode in their lives.


  The platoon leader stares at his men. “You chose to come here. Nobody forced you. Don’t forget that. You’re here voluntarily. One day that choice will become either a badge of honor or of shame.”


  There is noise, but it’s coming from their own side. Rumbling in the air indicates a large airport nearby, transport flights landing and taking off, gravel swirling up from helicopter propellers, fighter jets roaring off the runway. This war seems to be all comings and goings—and no place at all.


  “You can’t decide whether or not you’re going to sweat,” says the platoon leader. “Just like you can’t choose whether you’ll be constipated or have the runs. Your body is like a car with no steering wheel. There’s no gear stick, clutch, brakes, or gas pedal. You’re passengers in a vehicle you have no control over.”


  Rasmus Schrøder has brilliant-blue eyes that, up close, reveal a darker shade, marine blue or maybe even purple. His flaming-red lips curve in a perfect Cupid’s bow, marred only by a small scar. He hasn’t shaved this morning. Like many of the others, he’s planning to grow a full beard, as if the desert dictates that they should all look like the enemy they have such trouble locating.


  He calls Denmark the White Zone: a place where hearts beat in lazy, measured harmony, sixty to eighty times a minute, where life is lived half asleep, satisfied and defenseless. You face an armed man and beg for your life instead of smashing his larynx. The White Zone is for sheep.


  They’ve left one continent and flown halfway across another. Mountains, deserts, rivers, and lakes. Dots in the wasteland indicate the presence of a village. Denmark could hide in the fold between two mountain chains. They weren’t sure just when they left the airspace over Iran and crossed the border into Afghanistan. What’s a border seen from ten kilometers above?


  “You’re soldiers. You belong in the Yellow Zone, where your hearts beat a hundred times a minute. The zone of vigilance. In the Red Zone, you’re fighting for your lives. In the Gray Zone, your back is up against the wall.” Schrøder always pauses here. “Panic waits in the Black Zone. When you want to say you can’t take anymore, it’s not because you’re close to breaking down. It’s only because it’s hard. When you can taste blood and hear your heart pounding in your ears—that’s when you’ll know you’re finished.”


  Camp Bastion stretches out in all directions. Gravel roads meet at right angles and then continue on until the next right-angled intersection. There are barracks, containers, and tents, all the same color as the gravel. In the distance are HESCO walls, bales of gravel held together by felt and galvanized steel netting. Quick to erect and quick to tear down. Nothing catches or excites the eye. The air trembles in the heat, a portent of impending mirages.


  Third Platoon gets ready to move out into the desert and head to Camp Price. Their flak jackets, rifles, and gear bags hang on them with a weight they never fully felt during basic training.


  Now it’s serious, they think. Hopefully, they’re listening to the beating of their hearts.


  YELLOW ZONE
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  Hannah has on a military-green tank top; nearly everyone else in Third Platoon is naked from the waist up. Back in Denmark, they spent all summer working on their tans, so the white-hot Helmand sun doesn’t bother them. Some are covered in tattoos. Others still have blank backs, torsos, and arms waiting to be filled with crosses, the Danish flag, skulls and crossbones, or declarations of love for solidarity and other abstract notions, usually rendered in swirly Latin script. They’re a gallery on the march, canvases waiting for a brush.


  They’re all winners. That’s how they think of themselves—not because they expect to win a war that’s already lasted so many years. They’re winners because they’ve made it this far. They survived basic training. They’re good enough. The losers are the ones who gave up along the way, either because they lacked the stamina or didn’t understand the meaning of discipline. Maybe they could handle an automatic rifle, but that’s not enough when you don’t understand that you’re responsible for the man next to you.


  Third Platoon left Camp Bastion behind and has acclimated to their new camp, Forward Operating Base Price, named—like so many other bases—after a dead soldier. Between its tents and containers, Camp Price can house five hundred: three hundred and fifty are Danes and the rest are Brits. A squad of American Special Forces is ensconced behind an enclosure in the middle of camp. Sometimes they show up at the mess tent, but no one is allowed into mini-America—except the observation tower rising above the Special Forces’ tents and overlooking the distant mountain chains. Instead of barracks, as in Camp Bastion, there are spacious dark-brown tents equipped with air-conditioning and interconnected by black plastic grids laid out as paths in the gravel.


  They’ve been on their first patrols, but not into battle. The landscape is monotonous, except along the riverbanks of the densely populated Green Zone: the battlefield with its enclosed farms, cornfields, and windbreaks, and a labyrinth of mud walls rife with possibilities for ambush. Flares counterpoint the Iron Age architecture, and the sound of gunfire punctuates the goats’ bleating and the children’s cries. They’ve grown accustomed to it. The noise of war is a sign of life.


  When they’re out on patrol, they keep to the middle of Highway 1. All traffic pulls over to the side of the road and stops—or else flares are fired as warning shots. The armored personnel carriers rumble between two rows of stopped vehicles. Fear of car and roadside bombs determines their behavior.


  “We couldn’t force the traffic to stop in Iraq,” says Robert, one of the platoon’s three sergeants. He spent time in Iraq, not in the sandboxes to the south, Camp Eden or Camp Danevang, but employed in an American security firm in Baghdad. Bodyguard, escort, transport—that kind of work. The firm was called DarkSky. None of them has ever heard of it. “Contractor,” he calls himself.


  “Mercenary,” says Schrøder.


  In Iraq they drove their silvery Mitsubishi Pajeros in the left passing lane. Because attacks always came from behind, making drivers vulnerable, attackers would be forced over to the passenger side while a machine gunner sat ready to fire from the open hatchback.


  “Human shields,” says Robert, who is soon christened Iraq Robert. He speaks with the voice of experience. “Everyone uses human shields. And so did we. Whenever we’d near an intersection where we knew there might be an ambush or a roadside bomb, we’d wave the traffic ahead. Cars loaded with families, women, children—the whole nine yards. That way they could face the music. Standard procedure. That’s what survival means. Be a bastard or die.”


  There would be something hard about Robert’s face if not for a slightly squinting, unfocused look that lends him a vulnerable expression. When he concentrates, his squinting becomes more pronounced. “At least I’m an honest bastard.” He strokes the stiff stubble on his chin.


  “We don’t do that kind of thing here,” responds Schrøder the first time he hears Robert pontificate about the war in Iraq.


  “I know,” replies Robert. “Afghanistan is the good war.”


  They can’t get used to the people moving around the landscape. Heavy faces with prominent noses and a surfeit of beards, deep-set eyes that seem to both ignore and judge them at the same time. Flowing clothes, turbans, kirtles, shawls, broad pants, all in swaths of fabric that both hide their wearers and impart a certain gravity, as if they’ve grown right out of the landscape, just like their crops. They think the garment is called a “dish-dash”—but that’s the Saudi Arabian ankle-length robe. Schrøder corrects them: “Shalwar kameez.” There’s no Danish word for the fortified Afghan farms, so they use the English “compounds.” “Qalat,” says Schrøder, who’s also the language officer and speaks Pashto. “It’s called a qalat.” Two other important words are “badal” (revenge) and “nang” (honor). Will the soldiers ever learn them?


  The Afghans seem biblical to them, like survivors from another age, possessed of a stubbornness that’s difficult to distinguish from hostility. The fact that they’re sitting behind the steering wheel in some battered Toyota Corolla or lifting a cell phone to their ear makes them no less strange. The Danes share a smoke with them. They’ve been given a phrase book with a hundred words and phrases: How are you? I’m fine. Do you have any weapons? Open the trunk. Hands up. Lie flat on your stomach. Surrender.


  The Brits call the Taliban “ragheads” or “shitheads.” The Danes say “towelheads” or “Tali-bob.” Troops call the locals “LN,” an abbreviation for “Local Nationals.” The Afghans call the soldiers “ferengi,” which means “those from the West.” The soldiers never speak to an Afghan without feeling the weight of their automatic rifle in their hand. Still, no one in the platoon has any confirmed kills.


  “Schrøder, tell us the truth. Why are you really here?”


  Jakob’s tone is playful. It’s not really the way one talks to his superiors. But the soldiers have become close in the course of their eight months of training, and they think they know everything about their platoon leader. He’s had a career in the army that—though not totally by the book—still doesn’t deviate drastically. He was in Afghanistan with an earlier squad, but they’re mostly curious about his job in civilian life.


  At nineteen, Jakob is the platoon’s youngest. The others tease him constantly about his age. Jakob says whatever he’s thinking, and his curiosity is boundless. He has red hair and freckles across his nose. He’s the only man wearing a shirt while sitting in the sun, which is still strong even though it’s September. Most of them have added an extra layer of tan to the summer’s sunburn, but milky-white Jakob is still burned on his neck and arms. His face hides in shadow beneath a bright-red baseball cap.


  “Did they fire you? Were you stealing from the till?” Jakob won’t stop teasing Schrøder.


  “I’m here to make a difference.” There’s just enough irony in Schrøder’s voice to indicate that they shouldn’t take his answer too seriously.


  “We don’t believe it.” Michael, in his twenties and five years older than Jakob, is a sharpshooter and a kind of big brother to him. He always comes to Jakob’s defense and sees to it that the teasing doesn’t escalate. He grins encouragingly at Jakob, who’s sitting on a chair with his rifle in his lap. They’re preparing their equipment. Michael’s right shoulder is covered by a leopard baring its teeth. “In Omnia Paratus” is written below it. “Ready for everything.”


  “Okay,” says Schrøder. “To get my hands dirty. Accomplish something. That’s why I’m here.” He hesitates for a moment. “Inspiration.”


  As a civilian, Schrøder worked in the gaming industry and helped to design several well-known video games. Most involved skinhead assassins with codes tattooed on their exposed necks and faces with about as much expression as a thumb. That’s made him the most popular subject among the platoon’s men. They’ve discussed it repeatedly. “If you were Schrøder, would you swap that life for this one here? Think about it. Sitting in front of a screen and playing the coolest video games all day long—and getting paid for it, too.”


  Still, the discussion always ends the same way: reluctantly admitting that, yes, they would trade places. Of course, they have no idea what it means to be Schrøder, but they know what it means to be here. Right now they’re bored, but something’s bound to happen. Jakob can sense it when he holds his rifle in his hands. It isn’t a joystick he’s fiddling with. This is the real thing.


  Jakob has been closer to the gaming world than the rest of them. In ninth grade, he worked as an intern at a media firm that designed games in Vesterbro. First he had to sign an agreement, promising not to tell anyone what he saw on the screens where new games were under development. But the clause didn’t include the murals in the cafeteria showing two chicks in hip-high boots and leather bras, each one holding a whip in her gloved hand.


  “Their leather panties were so tight,” says Jakob, “that you could smell their pussy juice.”


  He only mentions the detail about pussy juice that one time. Mads, with the cleft chin—who everyone knows is the platoon’s highest scorer—looks at him and wrinkles his strong, dark eyebrows. Mads shaves every day. After all, the cleft is more important than any beard. “Pussy juice,” he says. “Did you say pussy juice?” Jakob nods, already unsure of himself. “Listen to this expert,” says Mads in a voice thick with disdain. “Tell us, how does pussy juice smell? Really, I’d like to know. Because my nose has been close on many occasions. But, damn, I’ve never picked up that detail.”


  “Come on, Mads.” Jakob’s tone is only a millimeter away from pleading. “Everyone knows what pussy juice smells like.”


  “I certainly don’t. Does it smell like cinnamon? Or is it fish? Boiled cod, maybe?”


  “Hey, man, control yourself, will you. There are women present.”


  Hannah turns toward Jakob. “Guarantee you that it’s you who’s putting all those screenshots on the computers. Titties.dk. HotBottoms.dk. EpicBoobs.com. Do all of us really have to look at your sleazy fantasies?”


  Every time Hannah logs on in the container where the army set up computers with internet connection for the soldiers, the same wallpapers pop up—and she suspects Jakob of creating them: a parade of women on their knees with their ample bottoms in the air exposing their glistening, freshly shaven genitals.


  Athletically built, her shoulder-length hair gathered in an elastic band at her neck, Hannah has a six-pack where girls normally have a soft curve. Personally, she thinks a well-toned body is usually a sign of loneliness. That’s how she got hers before becoming a soldier: rollerblading alone on steep ramps, wearing a heavy pair of Aggressive Inliners; alone on the edge that second before jumping down the vert ramp’s five-meter-high, almost vertical side; alone with torn ligaments, aching knees, twisted ankles; and alone with the triumph when completing a full 720 degrees in the air.


  Here, they train together, not because they’re bodybuilder freaks but because the untrained body can’t endure the heavy weight they have to drag around while on patrol. They have to be able to shoot and dodge bullets with forty kilos on their backs—and they can’t do that without regular rounds of leg presses and hand weights.


  Viktor, the platoon’s staff sergeant and Schrøder’s second-in-command, is in his mid-thirties and was a social worker in civilian life. He also worked as a CrossFit instructor in training centers all over Denmark, places with names like the Boiling House, the Print Shop, the Smithy, and the Dairy, closed-down factories with raw concrete floors and crumbling walls that at one time were whitewashed. Viktor has a tattoo on his chest of a die with the six facing up. He knows that CrossFit also involves feelings. It’s not only the physical exertion that makes men scream, groan, and gasp during the tough exercises, when every muscle in your face is strained with concentration and your pulse is pounding. You also walk around with pain inside—expressing it in words doesn’t help. And you shouldn’t anyway. It has to be shouted. When they do CrossFit workouts, they groan as one.


  What made Hannah volunteer for the army? It’s a question she asks herself frequently. Why combat instead of communications?


  She attended recruitment day at Antvorskov Barracks. They were handed uniforms that were too big and asked to smear camouflage cream on their faces, so that their skin took on the same color as the camouflage uniforms—which looked as if they’d been designed for the Danish beech woods instead of some distant desert. She looked at the other girls: several of them were just as tall, many were even striking, she thought. They crawled in and out of armored vehicles and were given weapons to hold. Some grabbed the weapons awkwardly, while others had a natural grasp on them. She belonged to the latter group. The metal in her hand made all the difference; the deadly weight seemed to comprise a counterweight to her own body, bringing it back into a balance she hadn’t known in a long time.


  Hannah enjoyed training, especially the last eight months when the exercises became goal-oriented. Although it was tough, she grew accustomed to it. There was discipline, but as long as she understood its necessity, she didn’t mind.


  She often thinks about the skateboarder Danny Way, who pulled off the stunt of a lifetime and jumped over the Great Wall of China. She can’t fathom the training that must have taken. She imagines the enormous ramps set up on each side of the wall. Without them, the jump would have been impossible. That’s how she sees the army: gigantic ramps that will enable her to jump over the Great Wall and into a new life.


  Jakob turns bright red as soon as Hannah makes her accusation. Red! Doesn’t the boy have any self-control? “It wasn’t me,” he says evasively. He glances over at one of the others in the platoon, a thin guy with a long neck and a surprisingly small head. “It was Sidekick.”


  Sidekick is a nickname. His real name is Andreas, and he’s the platoon’s internet nerd. Sidekick shakes his birdlike head in defeat and refuses to respond.


  “Seriously.” Hannah is smiling. “Do you guys have happy hour over there in the container? Are you all jerking off together?”


  “Shut up, Hannah. Everyone jerks off out here. Just like you girls have your fingers up in the cookie jar.” Mads is the only one who doesn’t look embarrassed.


  Årslev spits a brown stream of snuff into the gravel. He’s the platoon’s proud homeboy, nicknamed for his hometown, and he never gets tired of talking about the town’s local brewery, Midtfyns Bryghus. He has a special fondness for one of the brewery’s ales, Rough Snuff, a sweaty skipper ale that contains brown algae and snuff tobacco. Årslev is a big devotee of snuff. In Swedish style, he shoves the snuff under his upper lip and frequently spits out a brown stream, with a satisfied expression on his face.


  “You asked me why I’m out here,” Schrøder interrupts. “I was tired of shooter games with bald psychopaths. I wanted to do something big—like World of Warcraft or Halo. A game that would make you feel you’re part of something bigger than yourself. You know what I mean?”


  “Yes, of course.” Jakob is back to his cocky self. “Off as many people as you can. What else?”


  Michael hides his face in his hands. Little brother has made a fool of himself yet again. The others are laughing. Surprised, Jakob looks around.


  “That is exactly wrong.” Schrøder shakes his head and smiles. “Tell me, Jakob—do you really believe that the mission you’re on right now is to shoot as many people as possible? Is that what Helmand means to you? The Helmand Killing Games? What do you think the desert is? A PlayStation? Then you’d better think again—at least with me as your platoon leader.”


  “Of course we have to take care of each other, too.” Simon, the platoon’s medical assistant, is a slender guy whose black hair contrasts his blue eyes. If he hasn’t shaved for a few days, a lonely little tuft of dun sprouts on his chin. And not much else.


  “Now you’re getting it,” says Schrøder. “Is there anyone watching your back in Call of Duty? No, right? You have only yourself—and anyone who has only himself out here is never going home. Do you understand me? I know I’m saying something you’ve already heard a thousand times before. This isn’t about offing as many people as possible. It’s about taking care of each other. But we aren’t here just for our own sake. We’re here for the Afghans’ sake, too. Try to think of them as part of your squad. Then what happens?”


  “You mean these hopeless Afghan soldiers we’re supposed to believe can be trained?” Michael shrugs his broad shoulders. Jakob laughs.


  “No, I mean the local population. The civilians. The farmers. The children. The women.”


  “Then it gets fucking complicated!” says Jakob.


  “Exactly, it gets fucking complicated,” insists Schrøder. “But that doesn’t mean it’s less challenging. So it gets more challenging. It’s fine to look at being here like a video game. But think of it as a game that takes more than just quick reflexes. It also involves the brain and the heart. Hearts and Minds! Are you with me? Now we’re getting closer to it!”


  “You’ve been to Greenland, man.” Michael nods over at Adam.


  “Northeast Greenland, up where nobody lives. So, actually I haven’t been to Greenland. I’ve just walked around on some ice.”


  Adam, one of the platoon’s three sergeants, is almost two meters tall; he has a wiry mane of chestnut-colored hair and a thick, full beard in an even darker shade. Having spent two years as a member of the Sirius Patrol in Northeast Greenland, he looks like a polar scientist—and polar scientists from another century with heavily bearded faces framed by sealskin caps appear on the covers of the pile of books he keeps beside his bed. There’s a quality of reticence about him, as if he has imbibed the silence of the icy wasteland.


  “If this were just a game, you’d already be one level up in comparison to the rest of us. You would be able to choose your new abilities, see in the dark or follow a scent. Upgrade your weapons.”


  “I can already see in the dark,” says Adam dismissively. “Haven’t you ever heard of infrared goggles? Do the Taliban smell any different than other Afghans? I don’t think so. And weapons? I don’t need any more weapons.”


  “No, you just need permission to use the ones you have.” Michael looks over at Schrøder, as if to challenge the platoon leader.


  Schrøder takes up the challenge. “You’ll never hear those kinds of orders from me when you have Taliban in your sights. I’ll never tell you that you just need to imagine it’s a joystick you’re holding. It’s never just some pixels on a screen you’re shooting to bits. It’s a person.”


  “Yeah, yeah,” says Michael. “A person with only one thing on their mind: to shoot off our balls.”


  “A person who has a father, brothers, cousins, maybe even a wife and a couple kids—a whole list of future avengers. Shoot one Taliban and you’ve only cut one head off the Hydra. Three new heads will grow in its place.”


  “Which is really better? Working on video games or being in the military?” Jakob has once again returned to his favorite theme.


  “They’re not really that different. Either way, you learn to work as part of a team. Imagine all the effort that goes into creating even the simplest image on-screen. Imagine the thousands of ways the story can develop. There are two hundred and fifty of us working on a game, a little fewer than we are here in the camp. Directors, artists—some concentrating on the main character, others on the minor characters. Some are background illustrators. Others specialize in motion. Do you have any idea how hard it is just to make a figure walk naturally up a flight of stairs? There are casting agents, studio bosses, technical managers, creative managers—and we outsource a lot of work, too. There are firms that create nothing but factory floors or police stations, messy desks, office chairs with worn seats. That last one is the Chinese’s specialty. Advanced movements—that’s Hollywood. And we’re sitting in the middle of it all. We’re the experts, every single one of us. Two hundred and fifty strong, three years.”


  “Holy shit, if we used the same amount of time to prepare ourselves . . .” Sidekick sighs as if he’s wound up in the wrong place.


  “Yeah, we’d never get out of here!” Mads cuts him off.


  “Oh, fuck!”


  Michael looks over at Jakob. “What is it now?” Jakob is sitting with his flak jacket on his lap and holding the tourniquet in his hand. “I can’t understand this thing.” He looks around hopelessly, as if somehow it’s their responsibility and not his own.


  “Don’t you ever listen?” Michael stares despondently at him. Jakob’s nose is a bright red. “And did you forget to put on some fucking sunscreen again?”


  Jakob ignores him. “Can someone explain the purpose of this shit?” He holds out a black Velcro band with a small plastic pin.


  Hannah walks over to him. “You’re lying on the battlefield. You’ve been hit. You’re bleeding. You use the tourniquet to stop the bleeding. You place the Velcro band around your arm or leg just above the wound and you tighten it with help from the pin.” She tightens the band around his arm. “Like this.”


  Jakob looks up at her, smiling. “You smell good,” he says.


  “Shut the hell up and listen.” Hannah gives the pin an extra twist.


  “Ouch!” says Jakob, teasing her. “Why do I have to do it myself? Why can’t Hannah do it?”


  “Because mommy isn’t always nearby,” says Mads in the exhausted voice he uses when talking to Jakob.


  “Because you’ve probably been wounded in the middle of a firefight,” says Simon patiently. “You’re lying in the middle of a minefield, bullets whizzing by your ears. If someone comes out to help you, they’re putting their own life on the line—and then there are two on death row instead of one. We have to beat the enemy first. Then Sørensen and Sylvester have to sweep the area before I move in. That could easily take an hour. In the meantime, you’re dead from blood loss, all because you weren’t listening properly during your first aid course.”


  Schrøder nods appreciatively at Simon. “I’m afraid you’re going to have to give our local idiot here an extra lesson in first aid.”


  “Why not just give him a ticket home?” asks Mads.


  “Control yourself.” Michael turns angrily toward Mads. The leopard on his shoulder turns with him and looks as if it’s snarling at him.


  Mads shrugs. “Just don’t tell him about the lollipop.”


  “Lollipop? You mean the morphine lollipop? I’ve already eaten it. Can I get another one?”


  Simon can’t believe his ears. “You’re kidding, right? Are you stupid or what? Christ, that’s only meant for when you’re lying all alone with your guts hanging out and you can’t move an inch because it hurts so fucking bad. Do you think it’s for fun? Well, I’m not giving you a new one, damn it.”


  “Calm down. I only licked it a little.” Jakob looks around. “We could make a film about our experiences out here. We could film ourselves.”


  “Yeah, why not! But then we really have to experience something. Make something happen.” Mads looks excited about the idea. Otherwise, he rarely backs Jakob up about anything. Jakob lights up in his perpetual smile. His evasive maneuver has succeeded.


  “It’ll never work.”


  Jakob glances uncertainly from one face to the other. It’s Michael who’s opposed.


  Mads turns toward Michael. “Do you always have to be the party pooper?”


  “Most of the time we’re just sitting on our asses. We’re never going to use our guns. ‘They sat on their asses!’ Who wants to see that film? What’s the greatest danger we’re facing out here—dying of boredom?” Michael folds his hands in prayer and looks up at Helmand heaven. “Dear God, bring us a little fucking action!” He smiles at the others. “Now I’ve invoked all the gods. Something has to happen!”


  “I wouldn’t pray for that if I were you.” Schrøder’s voice sounds unusually serious.


  2


  Among the platoon’s men, Lasse, Nikolaj, and Daniel are the most trigger happy. They go on and on about TIC’s—troops in contact with the enemy. To emphasize their readiness, they wear a Glock field knife, with its sixteen-centimeter-long blade, strapped across their chests, so it’s easy to grasp. “You’re never going to use that,” says Viktor, indulging them. “If you end up in close combat, it’ll be because everyone’s out of ammo. So I suggest you bash in the Tali-bob’s head with your rifle instead of trying to skin him with that fruit knife.”


  The trigger happy tend to gather around Dennis, who makes a big deal out of coming from a family of officers. Not that it’s something he’s proud of—just the opposite. For a number of generations, the Danish officer corps has been nothing but a bunch of surrender-happy cowards, better suited to custodial work at the Arsenal Museum. “Google it,” he says, ideally when Viktor is in earshot. “April 9, 1940. The website’s called Hour by Hour. The Germans invade at four o’clock in the morning. Two hours later, the Danish government surrenders. That’s our total war experience in the past hundred and forty years—two hours! If you were an American, your father would have fought in Vietnam, your grandfather in Normandy, your great-grandfather in the trenches at Verdun, and your great-great-great-grandfather in the Civil War. The US Marine Corps has a motto: semper fidelis. What do we have to be faithful to? A hundred forty years of whiny passivity.”


  Just the thought of his father, a desk major at Holstebro Barracks whose entire battle experience involved an unfortunate encounter with an electric lawnmower, makes Dennis flush with fury all the way up to his tightly cropped blond hair. “‘Shoot a Taliban for me,’ the idiot said when I left. Before that he asked me to show him how fast I could take apart and reassemble my rifle. He stood there staring as if he understood anything at all. ‘Show me how fast you can shine your shoes, you fucking civilian,’ I told him.”


  “And yet you think you can handle everything your cowardly ancestors couldn’t,” says Viktor when Dennis starts to attack the rules NATO troops must abide by, that soldiers fire only in self-defense and never at an unarmed opponent.


  “It’s like fighting with our fucking hands tied behind our backs,” says Dennis. “These hillbillies out here are all armed. They just hide their weapons when we get close and then pull them out again as soon as we turn our backs. Everyone knows that. I’m not here to babysit Afghan schoolgirls. I’m here to fight.”


  “Be careful what you wish for. It might come true,” says Viktor, who has worked with antisocial children and teens in institutional homes. It’s something he never hesitates to let the others know when he thinks someone needs to be put in his place. He calls them maladjusted. This is his third tour in Afghanistan. “I come out here when I want to relax. The last thing I need is the same problems that I deal with back home at work.


  “I know your type,” he says to Dennis. “All gung ho at the start. Out for blood. But sooner or later you all fall apart. Yeah, your father is a real piece of shit—I don’t doubt it. But it doesn’t give you license to be one, too. You’re not in the military to play hero. And you’re not here to win all the wars your great-grandfather and all his descendants never fought in. You’re in the military to learn how to be normal. Take care of your duties, take orders seriously, and use your head as something other than a loudspeaker for your private bullshit.”


  “Drop it!”


  Dennis grins and winks at Lasse, Nikolaj, and Daniel, who smile and wink back at him. “Fucking social worker,” he says, once Viktor has gone.


  Dennis is what they call an equipment whore. While the others are on the net writing to their parents or girlfriends, he’s on GrejFreak.dk and ShopUSA.com searching for more equipment. He has Trijicon binoculars for his automatic rifle, Oakley safety glasses, a Magpul padded rifle sling, and Blackhawk gloves with sewn-in Kevlar plates. Once a week he opens a package to show the others some new trophy he found on the internet. Viktor calls him the queen of equipment whores.


  Dennis is the trendsetter. Lasse, Nikolaj, and Daniel borrow his latest finds and then surf the net. They don’t have the funds to keep up with Dennis, their undisputed leader when it comes to parading around in fashionable equipment. Tobias, Jonas, Sebastian, Mathias, and Gustav train CrossFit with Viktor and share their sergeant’s view of Dennis and his crew, whom they’ve christened the Gucci Boys. Dennis responds by calling them chickens.


  While many in Third Platoon plan to wait and see how it goes before deciding if they’ll stay in the military and go to Helmand again, the five soldiers who follow Viktor are sure this career will last their whole lives. In omnia paratus. They view their job as soldiers not as an adventure but as work that has to be done. They plan to rise up slowly through the military hierarchy, on their way to promotions and ultimately retirement.


  Neither Dennis nor anyone from the trigger-happy trio nabs the first confirmed kill, however. Instead, it’s Adam—calm, reserved Adam, the Terror of Northeast Greenland, or the Dog Whisperer, as Dennis calls him when he’s out of earshot.


  During their first month, they go on routine foot patrols along the Helmand River. If they head east, in the direction of the nearby town of Girishk, the area is somewhat safe. The locals are inclined to be friendly or at least neutral. The river flows along slowly, its calm, unbroken surface faded blue like the sky above them. The clay-colored riverbanks are bare and cracked in the summer drought.


  If they head west, they run—like clockwork—right into an ambush. It’s like a ritual. They know the ambush is coming, just not exactly from where. They call it keeping the Tali-bob busy. They shoot at qalats and into bushes and dusty windbreaks, banking on killing someone; still, they never find any evidence of their efficacy. They have no idea whether their bullets end up in a wall, a poplar trunk, or a human body. Tali-bob always remove their dead.


  Only once do they come under fire when going east. It isn’t some well-organized ambush—just scattered gunfire—making it difficult to localize the shooters. The whole platoon dives into a nearby ditch and lies there for a bit while nothing happens. A few more shots are fired—and Simon swears he sees gunfire coming from a nearby qalat. There’s good cover all along the road, so they decide to take the qalat. Racing bent over, they reach cover at the foot of the mud wall surrounding the courtyard and plant an explosive.


  “Tactical breathing,” commands Schrøder. Their eyes focus while they breathe in deeply and count to four. Then they hold their breath and repeat the exercise. It can be scary jumping through a hole in a wall when you don’t know if concentrated fire is waiting on the other side. They’re in the Yellow Zone. Now they’re ready.


  Several of the men drop to their knees and stick fingers in their ears. They hear the explosion as clumps of clay and pebbles fly around them. They’re in. No resistance.


  The rooms surrounding the first courtyard are full of women and children hiding their faces and pressed up against the walls. With rifles aimed and ready to fire, Lasse and Nikolaj order them to get down on their knees. Mathias and Dennis rummage through the hay inside the stalls. No weapons. The area reeks of cows and TNT after the explosion—but mostly TNT. The air is thick with dust, but the soldiers are wearing safety goggles.


  Jihadists can easily hide under burkas. That’s the way it usually goes. A farmer who storms off in a kirtle can be hiding a whole store of weapons. They have instructions to be aware of his gait: if he takes long, measured steps, he’s probably a jihadist. But you can’t shoot a man because of his gait. These devils are clever.


  “We can’t just gather the whole herd together and body-search them, one by one,” says Schrøder. “If they aren’t Taliban now, they’ll join if we start staring at their women.” No, it won’t work, and they all know it.


  “We missed a courtyard,” says Michael. Sørensen, the sweeper, walks ahead with his mine-detecting dog. There are two doors painted green and facing each other. The courtyard is about six meters each way. They kick the first door in—it flies off the top hinge, swinging back and forth. They go in. Nothing. They kick in the next door. Adam and Aske enter with their rifles raised. They hear a shot from inside, and Aske suddenly tumbles backward through the doorway. He has dropped his rifle and is holding his right upper arm, his face contorted with pain. He’s pale under the blond hair sticking out from under his Kevlar helmet. His mouth is open, as if he needs extra air. For a moment he stands there, swaying, and then he leans against the whitewashed wall and slowly slides down.


  “Oops,” he says, as if the reason for the pain is his ass’s sudden encounter with the ground. His gaze is distant.


  Simon races over with the medic pack. Schrøder yells wildly that Adam has to get out of the building so they can toss a pair of hand grenades before entering and cleaning up. Staring at the doorway, they hear a round of fire, the sound muffled by the thick mud walls.


  “Adam, Adam—for Christ’s sake!”


  They’re frozen in place. There’s a comrade inside. If they’re smart, the towelheads will take him hostage—if he isn’t already dead. They can’t just open fire the moment they see someone at the door. It could be Adam with a knife at his throat.


  They hear a voice from within. “I got him . . . I fucking got him.” It’s not a cry of victory; there’s no triumph in Adam’s voice. Instead, he sounds exhausted. But also amazed. They hear an intense cough and then a moan. They look at each other. Is he wounded?


  “Get out of there—now!” yells Schrøder.


  Adam appears in the doorway, supporting himself with one arm against the wall. A faint shiver goes through his upper body beneath his flak jacket. The hand holding his rifle shakes uncontrollably. His knees begin to knock. There’s a dark stain between his legs. Was he hit? He takes a few steps forward and is about to fall over Aske’s outstretched legs, but then he also suddenly sits down.


  “I fucking got him,” he repeats with the same amazement as before. He sets aside his rifle. Simon shoots him a worried look. Adam waves his hand dismissively. It’s still shaking. “I’m not wounded. I just pissed my pants.” He smiles wryly. He has also thrown up on his flak jacket, though he isn’t aware of it yet.


  “Breathing,” commands Schrøder.


  Adam obeys. Closing his eyes, he exhales completely before filling up his lungs again. A change comes over him, his agitation dissipating. Even his hands stop shaking.


  Aske needs to be evacuated, so Viktor radios for a helicopter. Sørensen and Sylvester step through the hole they’ve blown into the wall; they need to take the mine dogs out and set up a landing spot in the fields. Viktor orders Mathias and Dennis to prepare an emergency stretcher. He looks at trigger-happy Dennis, who’s finally experienced his first engagement. “Well,” he says, “are you having fun yet?”


  With difficulty, Aske stands up slowly. “I’m not lying on that thing,” he says. “I can manage.” Simon lends him an arm for support.


  “I need two more to go in.” Schrøder looks at Adam, as if he doesn’t completely trust his assessment of the situation. “You’re sure there was only one of them?” He points at Hannah and Sidekick. “Finish the job. And be careful. Better to shoot one time too many than not enough.”


  Sidekick is holding up a videocam. He films Adam, then the doorway. “Can’t you see I’m busy?” he says to Schrøder.


  “I did not just hear that! What the fuck do you think this is, Andreas? A high school field trip? Film school?”


  They’ve had long discussions about Sidekick’s obsession with documenting everything that happens on patrol. Although all of them already wear GoPro helmet cameras, Sidekick thinks they aren’t good enough. Schrøder has hesitantly given him permission to take along his own Sony Handycam, but now it looks as if the platoon leader regrets it. He points at the doorway where Hannah is waiting. “Get your ass over there! Now!”


  Sidekick shoves the camera down into his equipment bag and walks reluctantly over to Hannah.


  “Get in there!”


  They walk quickly through the door. Shots are fired. A moment later they walk out again. “There wasn’t anything for us to do. We just wanted to be totally sure. Nice job!” Hannah lifts her thumb appreciatively in Adam’s direction. Adam doesn’t react—he’s finally noticed the vomit on his flak jacket.


  “I stink,” he says.


  Lasse, Nikolaj, and Daniel, the three would-be warriors, stare at him with envy in their eyes, along with a bit of contempt. They glance at each other as if to say that any of them could have handled this much more elegantly. The Dog Whisperer, the Terror of Northeast Greenland, has thrown up!


  Daniel hands him a bottle of water. Accepting it gratefully, Adam rinses his mouth out, then pours the rest of it over the vomit and rubs it off.


  Troels and Clement drag the enemy corpse out, feetfirst, and place the body in the middle of the courtyard. They finally have a close-up view of the enemy, the first evidence that they’ve killed someone. A mini-drone pops up over the courtyard. Lasse and Mads make the V sign at the drone; they’re doing it for the men sitting at their screens, back at camp.


  “Look at what I found.” Schrøder steps out of the room, a rocket launcher slung over his shoulder. He’s holding out a dusty bag in one hand. “You think it’s a lie!” They stare at the bag, a small rectangular backpack with a handle on top. A leather emblem reveals a sitting fox with a bushy tail.


  “What about it?” asks Hannah.


  “Don’t you see it? It’s a Fjällräven—the most popular backpack in Denmark!”


  A Fjällräven? Tali-bobs have Fjällrävens? They’re shocked.


  Schrøder walks over to the body. “Look at this,” he says, taking the turban off the dead man. His hair is light brown, like the thin beard covering his sunken cheeks. His deep-set eyes are gray green. His lips are pulled back in a grimace, revealing his gums and distorting the dead man’s face. Yet there’s something undeniably European about his features.


  “Better get used to it.” Schrøder points at the corpse. “Some of them really look like us.”


  They’ll have to carry the dead man back to camp, where he’ll be handed over to the Afghan army.


  Adam is now standing over the corpse. “He could be a Dane,” he says, without knowing why he says it. He wants to grab the dead man by the shoulders and shake him back to life. “What are you doing here?”


  He just killed another human being. It was us or them—me or him—a classic situation in any training book. He did what he had to do. He defended himself and neutralized an enemy fighter. His first confirmed hit. It should be a great moment—but the asshole looks like a Dane!


  They hear the loud whir of double propellers slicing through the air. It’s a Chinook closing in to land on the field outside the qalat.


  “The towelhead had a fucking Fjällräven,” says Adam.
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  The dead Taliban soldier with the backpack keeps appearing in Adam’s thoughts. He never speaks about him, but he’s a relentless question. It’s that Adam doesn’t know the answer. It’s that fucking Fjällräven. And those gray-green eyes, the fair skin, the light hair. Why the hell didn’t he have the typical mane of shiny black hair and a forest of unruly beard? Why couldn’t the asshole just look like the enemy?


  Until the moment the rifle went off, as the towelhead was hurled against the wall and a large red blotch bloomed on his embroidered kirtle, they didn’t know each other. Now, they’re as connected as you can be with someone whose life you’ve ended and whose face you’ve seen. Why did he have to get up and look at him? There should be a rule for soldiers in war: never look at your enemy once you’ve killed him. He can’t have any name, any identity other than the one that can be summed up in that single word: “enemy.” Who are they shooting at? Same answer. The enemy. Always the same answer. It’s the only dictionary you need when you go to war. A one-word dictionary.


  Adam is under siege by his own conscience, which wants to reduce everything to black and white. What does your conscience know about war? Nothing. It’s his first kill, but in some hidden corner of his mind, he also hopes it’s his last.


  He threw up when he shot the Afghan—he threw up because he was the one who ended him. Aske didn’t get to shoot before he was hit. It’s probably normal to throw up your first time, especially when it happens so close and in such a small space. In battle, you can expect just about any reaction, something they’ve all learned. A quarter of all soldiers shit their pants when their lives are in danger. Nobody shit his pants inside the qalat. Except the dead guy. He lost all inhibitions. You piss, you shit, everything leaves you when you die. The body is evacuated, the lease is up; your home’s true owners, the worms, get ready to move in.


  They have two stories to tell when they get back to camp. Their helmet cameras were on the whole time, and before turning in the recordings, they download them to their laptops. Afterward, they collect them all, and Andreas edits them on his Mac. In one story they blast their way into the qalat, cross the small courtyards, kick in the door, and then suddenly you hear shots. Aske comes out, wounded in the shoulder, followed by Adam. They drag the dead Taliban fighter across the courtyard. The V sign. They stand shoulder to shoulder, carrying their captured quarry on their shoulders—the rocket launcher, a Kalashnikov. The helicopter arrives. Another day at war.


  A different story emerges from Sidekick’s Handycam. They blast their way into the qalat, cross the courtyards, and kick in the door. The sound of gunfire, Aske comes out, his flak jacket open, a hand snips open the sleeve and the chest on his uniform, naked skin, blood oozes out of a black-rimmed hole, a piece of gauze covers it and turns red, a stiff face and a feeble attempt at a smile. Focus then shifts to a flak jacket covered in vomit that looks like another camouflage pattern on top of the original, a moist crotch, a limp body being dragged out of a doorway. The camera zooms in on the dead man’s face, his light skin, light-brown hair, gray-green eyes that no longer see anything, and thin beard. Then an orphaned Fjällräven, sitting in the middle of the courtyard, and the logo on the backpack, a bushy-tailed fox sitting. The face again, then the camera pans down along the body, the dead man lying there with his arms above his head, his dusty white kirtle stained with blood, the face again, and then the body once more, as if the camera has been seized by a sudden restlessness, or maybe it’s wonder.


  Lukas Møller, the platoon chaplain, says that bravery is the soul’s glorious triumph over the flesh. That’s the story the first video tells. The other tells a different story: a bandage soaked in blood, vomit, pissed pants, a dead body. The flesh’s triumph over the soul. War is both stories.


  A day at war. Adam watches the first story only once, but he has seen the other often. And every time he watches it, he sits silently in front of his laptop. A day at war. Yes, but which war?


  And then he watches the film again.
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  The Danish platoon’s commanding officer, Ove Steffensen, does not look like a leader of men. The squad’s “boss man,” as they call him, pretty much reflects the camp’s ethnic makeup; he has zero charisma and doesn’t want any. A stocky man with brown horn-rimmed glasses, Steffensen has a wide forehead, partially covered by short bangs, and a trim mustache resting between a narrow nose and a small mouth with soft, fleshy, always somewhat moist lips—which the more witty privates refer to as a “baby mouth.” Unlike the American general Stanley McCrystal, he can’t survive on one meal a day or run ten kilometers every morning. Troops see him only on rare occasions. Sometimes he strolls out of headquarters, always surrounded by a small entourage, and crosses the pavers to the flagpole. He has often heard the warning, usually delivered in jest, to stay away from short officers: they’re erratic and abuse their power. But Steffensen doesn’t abuse his power. He just hides it.


  Steffensen, who never comes into the mess tent, has food brought to him. His second-in-command has to appear in his place and give the required speeches. Steffensen only shows up when there’s an official visit from some cabinet minister or delegation of politicians. Businesslike, he guides his guests around, pointing and commenting, before they scurry off to lunch at base headquarters. If they praise the food, they’re told that the soldiers eat the same thing. They’re also briefed on the current situation. Steffensen always says a few words, followed by his second-in-command, and then a small flock of Danish officers and police who function as advisers to the local authorities. The word “progress” is, of course, mandatory.


  Steffensen and the Danish ambassador Kai Carstensen, who is usually accompanied by guests from Kabul, monitor these conversations. The distinguished ambassador with the graying temples clears his throat in a certain way if any of the advisers, in frustrated tones, starts whining about any problems. “After all, it’s the Afghan people’s culture,” the ambassador will observe, sending a knowing glance at the politicians, who respond with their own knowing glance.


  Visits always end in a photo op, politicians surrounded by smiling, optimistic privates sporting the Danish trademark: blond hair, bleached almost white from the desert sun. Guests are then led out to a waiting helicopter. Later in the day, when they fly from Kabul toward Dubai, they’ve been in Afghanistan for less than twenty-four hours.


  Along with his job at Almegaard Barracks on Bornholm, Steffensen has been on the island’s city council for many years. After sixteen years in municipal politics, Ove Steffensen is proud of his ability to play the game. In dull meeting rooms with industrial carpet, uncomfortable chairs, laminated tables, and thermo-pane windows facing suburban homes and crowded parking lots, he has learned that you can talk your way through anything—that no principle is absolute. He brought these lessons with him to Afghanistan. Colonel Steffensen has come to the desert to make things work.


  Finally, there’s the matter of superiority in weapons. When it comes to firepower, he is undisputedly the strongest warlord in the area. If he wants, he could bomb the entire district center of Girishk to pieces. The Brits have done just that in Musa Qala and Sangin. The centers of both towns are nothing but rubble now; the soldiers spray-paint “Welcome to Hell-mand!” on the few walls left standing.


  Steffensen is wise enough to know that power doesn’t exist solely in weapons, not even in a war zone. When he discovers that the Pashto word for “enemy,” turburgunay, is derived from the word for “cousin,” turbur, he understands that hostility can thrive within your own family—which also means that a stranger can be your friend. So, there’s room to maneuver.


  This is where he comes in. Everything depends on alliances, agreements, deals—and those can be had with anyone.


  Even with him, the warlord from Denmark.


  And that’s a game he knows only too well.


  Whenever Ove Steffensen meets him, Naib Atmar is in his bare feet, his quick, light steps reminiscent of a dancer’s. Atmar’s wild and frizzy beard counterpoints his narrow face and heavy eyelids, which impart a refined, aristocratic air.


  A few months earlier, Atmar was subjecting the Danish troops to nightly mortar attacks, although no one was injured. Still, those hostile actions would seem to make Atmar an unlikely candidate for negotiating. But the Danish commander viewed the bombardments correctly: not as the opening of a new war front but as an opportunity for discussion. He invited the Afghan to a meeting, and when Atmar showed up, he knew he was right.


  Under a previous British commander, Atmar entered into a dubious agreement by which members of his poorly equipped and opium-dazed militia would man eight checkpoints surrounding the camp. His ragtag army was supposed to believe they were protecting the already fortified camp, with Atmar receiving a handsome monthly sum in American dollars for this obvious scam. Steffensen’s predecessor, an uptight colonel from Holstebro who took over command of the camp from the Brits, was so outraged that he terminated the contract and ordered Atmar’s men to leave the checkpoints. And so began the nightly mortar attacks.


  Steffensen offered to resume Atmar’s monthly payments. The mortar attacks stopped the next night.


  That’s how simple it is.


  Not all problems can be solved on the battlefield—but they can at the negotiating table.


  Atmar loves to lecture his Danish partner about Helmand’s history. If this expansive desert landscape has any history at all, says the Afghan warlord, it’s a military history. Armies have marched in, first one way, then the other, not for hundreds of years but for thousands. They didn’t want anything—just to keep moving. “But we were in the way. That was our destiny. To be the ones who stand in the way of others’ plans.”


  Steffensen is inclined to agree. All the books he’s read about Afghanistan’s history say the same thing. These barren stretches of land have known more invaders than anywhere else on earth. And he responds every time with the same words of assurance. “You’re not in the way. We’re not here to conquer but to bring you a better life.”


  Naib Atmar nods and smiles. “I believe you. You’re not like the others.”


  Because the two men meet often, Atmar has constructed a small clay house just outside the camp’s entrance. Half buried in the ground, it also functions as a shelter. The house is a compromise. It’s within walking distance of Steffensen’s headquarters, but it belongs to Atmar. The Danish warlord comes to the Afghan warlord. A sign of respect.


  From Atmar, Steffensen receives what he ironically refers to as his first lesson in the local power structure. He’s taught when to add the suffix jan, which means “friend.” He must understand that in reality his status is only that of ashna, an acquaintance, neither friend nor enemy, merely a business partner. But jan makes everything better.


  Atmar is jan: Naib jan.


  The Ministry of Defense has informed Steffensen of a glitch in his agreement with Atmar. It’s not the arrangement the ministry disapproves of; they agree that Danish soldiers should not have their night’s sleep disturbed by incoming mortar fire. The method of payment is the problem. Someone might find it strange that Danish taxpayers’ money is ending up in the pockets of an Afghan warlord. Colonel Ove Steffensen’s mission is to find another solution with the same result, so that the nightly rain of fire doesn’t start up again.


  Food becomes a regular part of their ritual. Atmar serves kebabs on skewers so large you could stab someone with them. And there’s always naan, the flatbread, baked in a tandoor. Steffensen has learned to use bread instead of a knife and fork. He tears off a piece, folds it between his fingers, pulls meat off the skewer, and lifts it to his mouth. His fingers get greasy but it works.


  Atmar has installed a television that’s always on with the sound turned off and an Indian soap opera in full swing. Bosomy women show off their cleavage, which, out of respect for Afghan viewers, is blurred like the faces of still-unconvicted criminals in a news broadcast. The whole time they’re together, Atmar glances at the screen and then back again as if he has been caught doing something forbidden.


  Steffensen’s contribution to the evening is dessert, chocolate ice cream, brought from the mess tent in a freezer box. Vanilla ice cream with chocolate chips is the warlord’s favorite, and he gobbles it up with a spoon in greedy mouthfuls. Ice cream drips all over his beard, which he cleans off with his fingers after drying them on his embroidered kirtle.


  Roshaan, the interpreter, sits next to Steffensen. A place is never set for him, though, not even a cup of tea. In the warlord’s eyes, he’s merely a servant who uses his tongue instead of his hands.


  In such a lawless land, every agreement is, by nature, informal. It involves faith and mutual benefit, along with an unsentimental assessment of the other party’s strengths and weaknesses. No one is either weak or strong. All people are complex, and so their destinies are entwined. This is how Steffensen sees Naib Atmar—as someone with whom he will share a destiny, at least for a time.


  “We’re here to support an Afghan government elected by the people,” says Ove jan. “We’re here to build a democracy.”


  If Ove jan wants to call Afghanistan a democracy, that’s fine with Atmar. They’re involved in a rhetorical exercise in which they both take a certain satisfaction. “Yes,” says the warlord, “we all support democracy here in Afghanistan. Democracy is the best form of government.”


  As a professional, Roshaan translates Atmar’s statements with a neutral expression on his face. Roshaan once told Steffensen that if the Taliban wins, he’s finished. A tall, thin, clean-shaven man wearing jeans, a T-shirt, and a leather jacket, he represents modern Afghanistan. Roshaan hasn’t abandoned his studies, but with no family to support him, he has had to place them on hold. So he’s working as an interpreter. He always refers to Naib as “this man,” as if he wants to establish distance between himself, someone studying economy at the university in Kabul, and the warlord from Afghanistan’s bloodiest province. Perhaps he even looks down on him.


  Roshaan has a wife, one whom he chose, and two children. He and his wife both lost their parents during the Russian occupation. In a world where families include scores of members living under the same roof, surrounded by protective walls, they are totally alone.


  “We have a problem,” insists Steffensen. “In a democracy there’s an army, and only the soldiers have the right to bear arms. They’re the ones who guarantee a nation’s safety. In Afghanistan, you have many private armies and armed men who don’t obey the state. It’s the opposite of law and order. It’s chaos. At least seen through the eyes of democracy.”


  Glancing at Roshaan, Steffensen senses that the interpreter views the warlords as bumpkins with too much power. The gaping chasm between Roshaan and the rural population might be as large as the one between Danish soldiers and local farmers. His dreams hang in the balance with this war; he notices a certain obstinacy among the farmers, a tendency to hold on to the familiar, no matter how miserable.


  Yes, Roshaan grasps the purpose of the Danish soldiers’ presence. He’s the one they’re fighting for, so the interpreter is a man you can count on.


  Naib jan sends the Danish commander a worried look. “Ove jan,” he says earnestly, “I’m a good man. Without my men”—his right hand slices through the air in a horizontal motion—“no law and order. We protect the Danish soldiers. And we protect the Afghans. We are friends of democracy.”


  “I know that, Naib jan. But in a democracy no one can have his own private army.”


  Roshaan translates quickly, effortlessly. He doesn’t look at Steffensen while speaking.


  Atmar sits up. There’s still a drop of chocolate ice cream on his beard. His look implores Steffensen. “Ove jan. Am I your enemy now? Remember one thing.” He clenches his fist and then raises his index finger in a gesture that seems both instructive and threatening. “I can be a formidable enemy. I know the terrain, I know the locals, everyone is on my side. Without me, you’ll never manage. With me, you’ll achieve your goals.”


  “I know that, Naib jan, trust me. I’ve seen your strength. Our friendship is unbreakable.


  “It’s very simple,” Steffensen adds. “Our agreement will remain the same. We just can’t refer to you as a warlord. Do you know anything about the Italian Renaissance?”


  Naib jan nods. He knows nothing about it—he only knows that it’s important not to lose face.


  “Then you also know something about how they fought their wars?”


  “Of course. Just like us.”


  Steffensen thinks for a moment. Does Naib jan really know anything about it? This is Steffensen’s point: there’s a similarity between warfare in the Italian Renaissance and the way the Afghans fight.


  Steffensen is convinced that the high point in military history is the Italian Renaissance, when armies marched back and forth across the troubled peninsula, delivering one spectacular blow after the other. Thousands of men dressed in glorious uniforms battled each other—yet for reasons that have never been fully analyzed, losses were quite minimal, at most a hundred once a battle was over and the two parties retreated, one the victor, the other in a defeat that, upon closer inspection, was only apparent.


  “Have you ever wondered why the losses were so small?”


  Naib jan is hesitant. Steffensen’s first instinct was correct; the warlord knows nothing. Now he has to offer a lesson without sounding as if that’s what he’s doing.


  “The reason—which I’m sure you’ve already considered—is that all the armies were private businesses and their generals no more than senior executives, whose most important duty was not to win battles but to see to it that their employees were satisfied. If they lost too many men on the battlefield, they’d have difficulty recruiting new ones and soon find themselves at the head of an army with no men. The soldiers also placed demands on their workplace, the battlefield. They wouldn’t fight in the winter, for example, when it was too cold.”


  Naib jan nods. “We don’t want to, either.”


  “And when it rained they preferred to stay home to avoid catching colds.”


  “Just like us.” Naib jan nods again.


  Steffensen smiles. He has his own personal memory about warfare in the Italian Renaissance. While on his honeymoon with Karen in Venice, he took her to the square in front of Santi Giovanni e Paolo to see a statue of his favorite general, Bartolomeo Colleoni. The powerful horse in attack mode seems to merge with its rider, who is decked out in armor and a helmet and holding a sword at the ready. Colleoni has an experienced, haggard face with a pronounced chin, hook nose, and heavy eyes. He stares spitefully at his enemy.


  But it’s all a deception. The general is not on his way to battle.


  “Colleoni is a general after my own heart,” said Steffensen when he showed his wife the statue. Karen stared first at her husband’s peaceful expression and then at Colleoni’s belligerent and distorted profile. “You two couldn’t look more different,” she said, teasing him.


  “We have more in common than you’d think. Colleoni didn’t win any meaningful victories—nor did he suffer any total defeats. He just looked after his men properly and finally saved up a fortune, which he left to the city of Venice. That’s why there’s a statue of him. Here’s a general who took irrationality, hatred, and violence out of war and replaced them with simple business sense.”


  He can still see that moment. The springtime sun in her blond hair, the love in her eyes. It wasn’t the military man in him she admired. No, she saw the man he wanted to be. A constructive, practical man whose experiences helped him find a solution where others searched for an excuse for confrontation. A modern version of Colleoni.


  Steffensen leans forward and stares imploringly at the Afghan sitting across from him. “Being a warlord is over. It’s a word the West doesn’t like. They think you’re a wild man, running all over the desert with a bunch of armed bandits. We have to find words they know and value in the West. I suggest we call you ‘director’ and rename your militia a ‘security firm.’ If you agree, we just have to find a name for the firm so we can register it. I can help with the paperwork.”


  When the idea came to him the night before, he wondered why he hadn’t thought of it sooner. He knows it by heart from his committee work on Bornholm. Outsourcing is the magic answer every time a problem demands a new solution. It means a reduction in costs, a transfer of responsibility, and most importantly—when policy is most effective—opaqueness. You start by turning the cleaning of a nursing home over to a private cleaning company, and you end by privatizing the entire nursing home. If something goes wrong, it’s the firm’s fault—not the city council’s.


  Now he’s outsourcing the war to his friend Naib Atmar and his militia.


  It takes some time, and some persistent efforts by Roshaan, before Naib jan grasps what Ove jan has in mind. Then he brightens. “Does that mean I still get my money?”


  Ove jan nods.


  “It might even mean you get more. We might find other jobs for you. We just have to come up with a name for the firm.”


  “‘Allah is great’—that’s a good name.”


  Ove jan shakes his head. “That won’t work. It will be misunderstood in Denmark.”


  They sit in silence and think about it. “‘God’s Punishment,’” suggests Naib jan.


  “What about ‘Helmand Security’? I think there will be greater understanding in the Ministry of Defense for a firm with that name.”


  Naib jan raises his hands in the air as a sign of surrender. “Okay,” he says with a smile. “My friend Ove jan knows best.”


  Naib jan stands up, which Ove jan takes as a sign that the meeting is over. He reaches out his hand for the obligatory handshake that here, as at home, always finalizes the deal. Instead of taking Steffensen’s hand, to his surprise, Naib jan stands next to him with both hands pressed against his own chest. “We must celebrate this. We will dance together. Attan.”


  He motions to the interpreter, as if the rest is up to him now. Roshaan explains that Attan is the national dance men perform at special festive occasions. He nods at Naib. “This man will now demonstrate the steps for you.”


  Ove jan takes the same stance as his Afghan business partner, who, with pedagogical slowness, demonstrates the dance’s initial moves. Ove jan takes a step forward, then one more, stretches out his hands and claps; when Naib jan makes a sudden jump forward, Steffensen immediately imitates him.


  The former warlord, now director of Helmand Security, sends him an encouraging smile.


  Ove jan smiles back.


  5


  Something has been bothering Adam since the day he shot the Taliban fighter carrying the Fjällräven backpack. He participates just like the others in the daily activities of the platoon. He eats what he’s supposed to, performs his tasks, and fulfills his duties, but he does so mechanically, without enthusiasm. He’s brooding, closed up. His rank is squad leader—and it’s not good for a squad leader to be so removed. The others know exactly what his problem is; they just don’t know what to say to him.


  “Words don’t help,” says Viktor. As platoon sergeant, he has seen it often, men like Adam who shut down.


  “You’re walking around with a heavy stone inside you,” he says to Adam. “Think of your body as a catapult.”


  Viktor implements a rigorous training program, which he goes through with Adam. They run four hundred meters. They swing the kettlebell twenty-one times. They toss the one-hundred-thirty-kilo shot put twenty-one times. They do twenty-one pull-ups. Each round must be completed in five minutes. And then another round. And another. Five in a row. They hang next to each doing their pull-ups. Viktor’s neck muscles bulge. His twisted face turns bright red, his narrow lips exposing his teeth. He sweats, alternating between groaning and shouting.


  Adam sweats, too.


  “You have to yell!” barks Viktor.


  Adam opens his mouth but nothing happens. It doesn’t want to come out.


  Sometimes Hannah sits down next to him in the mess tent. “How did a Taliban soldier get hold of that backpack?” he asks. Always the same question.


  She offers the same answer as all the others. “He probably bought it or stole it. We’re living in a global economy. Anything you can get in one part of the world you can get in another. He doesn’t have to be born in Denmark just because he has a Fjällräven.” She places her hand on his arm.


  “But what if he was?” Adam pulls his arm away.


  “What if he was? He was there to shoot us—it was you or him. You did the right thing. That’s why we’re here. To stop his kind.”


  Adam doesn’t say anything. Hannah pulls her chair in closer and places one hand on his shoulder. Adam stares down at the table.


  “Whenever I would get really depressed,” says Hannah, “I would walk over to Assistens Cemetery. I lived near there, on Jægersborggade. Do you remember Natasja?”


  Adam nods. Natasja was a singer killed in a car accident in Jamaica.


  “She’s buried at Assistens Cemetery,” says Hannah. “I used to go sit by her grave.”


  “Yeah, that’s going to help,” says Adam sarcastically. “Do you know a cemetery near here where I can sit and stare into space?”


  “Natasja was also a jockey.” Hannah is unfazed. “She fractured her hip bone in a lot of places in a fall. The doctors told her she’d never walk again. But she did. She even rode again, winning several races. She danced onstage.”


  “And what does that have to do with me?”


  “You have to get back in the saddle again. Just like Natasja. But you have to want to. Pull yourself together.”


  No one tells him to see a psychologist. Seeing a psychologist is not only a sign of weakness—it’s a defeat, with discharge usually waiting on the other side of the door. Everything you feel and do is reduced to symptoms of something else. The psychologist never says it’s okay to kill. Instead, she says: It’s okay to feel guilty. It’s okay to feel afraid. It’s okay if you feel you can’t handle it. But that’s not what they need to hear. They don’t need rollerskates when they’re already barreling downhill. They need to get back up the hill. They need to hear that they can handle it—that the defeats, the feeling of despondency and despair, or whatever the hell it is, won’t land them in a permanent black hole. And then comes the inevitable conclusion, every psychologist’s consolation prize, self-acceptance’s phony pat on the shoulder: it’s okay to live in a black hole. Christ, it’s not okay. They haven’t come here to learn to live with their own weaknesses. Nor have they come here to win a war. They came here to win over themselves.


  Adam ends up seeing the army chaplain.
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  “Let’s go to my place and have a cup of tea,” says Lukas Møller whenever he notices that one of the soldiers needs to talk. No one ever looks down on anyone because they disappear into his tent. No one makes any comments afterward, and no one asks any questions. They have a saying: Have you had tea with the chaplain? They talk and talk as if he’d put something in their tea. He just listens. Now and then he’ll make a comment or two. There’s something calming about his tone. If he hasn’t slipped something into their tea, then there’s something in his voice—and it isn’t sugar. They don’t know what it is, but it’s there.


  The chaplain really likes tea. He has his own kettle and a large assortment of teas. “A local brew?” he asks. That’s his favorite, a green Afghan tea that turns bright yellow as it steeps. Although he drinks his tea plain, he offers visitors sugar. And he doesn’t serve it in plastic cups, either; he uses ceramic mugs that warm their hands when they hold them.


  They sit facing each other on folding chairs. The altar also functions as a table, draped in the Danish flag, which also serves as an altar cloth. There’s the cross, after all, and the blood-red color, but it is also their national flag. A kind of trinity: cross, war, and homeland. But right now it’s just a tablecloth on which they place their mugs and sometimes even spill some tea, although the chaplain never says anything. Maybe that’s his kind of Christianity, an everyday thing that can be used and even spilled on. What do they know?


  The tent is quite small. There are only fifteen chairs, and it’s never full on Sundays.


  Sermons are not Lukas Møller’s forte. He might suddenly expound on The Chronicles of Narnia or The Lord of the Rings. They shake their heads. Maybe this is how he talks to his congregation back on Ærø, but they find it so fucking condescending. One Sunday he compared death to the magic wardrobe leading into Narnia. Who does he think they are? Another time he called them hobbits. “You’re just like Frodo on his way to Mount Doom,” he said. “Small brave men, taking on evil.”


  During that sermon, Mads rose to his full 192-centimeter height. He said, “Give me a fucking break,” and stormed out.


  Møller changes his style. He stops talking about Mordor and Narnia and, instead, talks about the Devil, about dragons and dragon slayers. Now he sounds like World of Warcraft, but his voice still lacks any real passion.


  Møller has thick hair he’s given up trying to control and a full beard that, on the other hand, is well trimmed. He doesn’t care for the wild Taliban look the others sport. He carries a Neuhausen M/49 in his holster—although none of them think he’ll ever use it.


  Møller has accompanied the platoon on foot patrols, but they had to tell him to shut up because he was talking too much. They couldn’t figure out whether he was nervous or he thought they were nervous and the sound of his voice would boost their spirits. It didn’t. They found it distracting, mostly because he kept rambling on about death. “Death comes like a thief in the night,” he said. “The Taliban is the thief.”


  “Thanks a lot, Chaplain. Enough,” said Schrøder.


  One-on-one, the chaplain is completely different. “How’s it going?” he asks casually. None of this business with folded hands and earnest voice. And no one ever replies that everything’s just fine.


  Adam holds on to the mug of green tea as if he’s keeping his hands warm.


  “You were in Northeast Greenland.” Setting his mug down on the Danish flag, Møller looks at Adam. “I’ve often wished Sirius Patrol needed a chaplain. But I assume twenty men is too small for a congregation. I think it’s the thought of all that silence that appeals to me. And the star-filled sky—it must seem all-encompassing. You must lose the feeling of the planet beneath your feet. When you’re nowhere and everywhere, you also lose yourself, your besieged little self.”


  For a moment, Adam feels as if the chaplain has forgotten him.


  “I once heard that more kayakers in Greenland disappear in a calm sea than in a storm. Is that true?”


  “Yes, that’s true.”


  “Would you say it’s the silence that takes them?”


  Adam smiles. “I’ve never thought of it like that. But I guess you could say that.”


  “What were you really looking for up there?”


  “I don’t know if I was looking for anything, but I found something.”


  Embarrassed, Adam looks down at his hands still holding the mug. “I’m not used to talking about it,” he says. “It was a kind of feeling of belonging.” He shakes his head. “No, it sounds crazy . . .”


  “Try anyway. Where did you feel you belonged?”


  “Well, it sounds kind of strange. With the animals.” Adam takes a deep breath, making his large body rise and sink back onto the folding chair. “Yes, the animals.” His voice suddenly sounds determined.


  “Do you mean that we humans are all animals?”


  “No, not in that way. That sounds strange, too. But I learned something from the sled dogs.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You know that monument to the Danish expedition that disappeared in Northeast Greenland? That big stone down by Langelinie?”


  “I know it well. It was Mylius-Erichsen and—” Møller stops, trying to recall a name. “Hagen, I think. And I can’t remember the third man.”


  “Brønlund. His name was Jørgen Brønlund. He was a Greenlander. The only one whose body was found, alone in a cave, where he died. There’s a large relief on the monument. It shows the men pulling the sled, along with the dogs.”


  Møller nods. “I’ve seen it.”


  “Have you ever noticed the expression on the men’s faces?”


  “No, I haven’t. Is there something special about it?”


  “They only have one thing on their minds—to pull that sled, meter by meter. They’ve become draft animals. Just like the dogs. Is that how Brønlund died? Did he see himself as a working animal whose time had come, and nature did the mercy killing? That’s how I’d like to die. Not like all these people constantly praying for postponement. ‘Please, just give me one more minute!’ I say no. Put me out of my misery when the time comes.”


  The chaplain waits for him to continue.


  “I’ve heard a story about the Pashtuns. When tribal leaders surrender, they meet their conquerors with a yoke around their necks and grass in their mouths. The message is clear: We’re your oxen now. They’re right. That’s all we are. Beasts of burden.”


  “Is that how you see it? Defeat rather than death? Is that all there is to us?” Møller looks as if he’s about to launch into a longer discussion.


  “I’ve started calling him Jens,” says Adam. “How crazy is that?”


  The chaplain studies him for a moment. His expression is calm. Suddenly there’s a warmth about it reflected in his tone of voice. “I’m not asking this to be evasive. But what do the others say? They must have experienced the same thing you have.”


  “First of all,” says Adam, his voice sounding tired, “we never fucking see them. We drop tons of metal on them—but the assholes always drag their dead off with them. Second, he fucking looked like his name was Jens. Sorry, I know I’m obsessed. But he did.”


  “It’s fine that you call him Jens. You killed a fellow human being. Thou shall not kill—but sometimes we have to. It’s a paradox, and it’s a paradox you have to deal with. You’re strong. Think about your own death. Then you’ll find some balance.”


  “His face is always in the way. And then that fucking backpack. I’m ridiculous, I know.” Adam’s face is contorted, his voice breaking with desperation.


  “You’ve killed another person. That’s not something you’ll ever make peace with. And you really shouldn’t make peace with it. Otherwise you’ll lose your humanity. From now on your life is a battle. You might have to take another life. Each time will be a battle, but you owe it to yourself not to lose it.”


  “That sounds like an invitation to a long, lonely life.” Adam’s voice is full of sarcasm. “I thought your job was to comfort me.”


  “Then you’ve misunderstood. I’m not here to comfort you. I’m here to give you courage. Loneliness doesn’t exist. You can always talk to God.” The chaplain looks imploringly at Adam. “I know you don’t believe in God. It doesn’t matter to me if you do or don’t. When you are plagued by your thoughts, try to replace the word ‘I’ with ‘you.’ Speak to someone, even if no one is there. Your very words will create someone who’s listening. It’s no good talking out loud to yourself. You have to create your own listener—and then you’ll no longer be alone.”
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  “I really want to say I’m sorry.” Adam sits down across from Hannah. “What you said about Natasja—it was good. I’m doing better.”


  “Because you talked to the chaplain?”


  “Yeah, maybe. I just wanted you to know I appreciate you trying to help.”


  Hannah looks down. Her cheeks blush a little. “Thanks.”


  “Do you always feel responsible for others?”


  The directness of Adam’s question takes Hannah by surprise, as does her own response. She feels the unexpected urge to open up. In a way she’s the one who started this when she told him about Natasja’s grave site.


  “We’re all responsible for each other out here.” She says it just to buy time.


  “You more than the rest of us.”


  Adam’s teeth shine white in his chestnut-colored beard. “I’ve heard about you and your skates. And I’ve seen those ramps you ride down. They’re really high. When you’re standing on the edge, getting ready, are you ever afraid?”


  “Every time.” Hannah prefers not to lie about it. “There’s no contradiction between being good at something and being afraid of it. That’s something I learned when I was training.”


  “What did you do?”


  “Took a deep breath and stepped off the edge. No one can take the first step for you. You have to do it yourself. The art is in daring.”


  “We’re going to be stepping off the edge a lot in the next few months,” says Adam.


  Hannah nods. She thinks so, too.


  “I saw myself as someone no one could stop, too.” Adam smiles shyly.


  “What did you do?”


  “I ran in the Grib Forest in camouflage pants and an army jacket. Ten kilometers, wearing a backpack that weighed twenty-five kilos. I felt so fucking invincible. I could have run to the end of the world. I wore a bandana tied around my head, and when I took the train, I felt like everyone was staring at me. When I’d get off, I could feel their eyes on my back. I was certain that they all wanted to be me. And so I ran. I never stopped the whole way. And none of this nonsense with headphones, either—I didn’t want to be distracted.”


  “Did you ever run into anyone like you?”


  “Once. He was the same age as me. It was deep in the woods. He had on the same clothes, and just like me he was carrying a backpack. We stood for a moment staring at each other. Neither of us said anything. Then we nodded and went on our way. He had chosen one path, and he wasn’t going to stray from it. And I was just the same. I never saw him again, which annoyed me.”


  “So you were an outsider?”


  “You could say that. What about you?”


  Later, Hannah can’t explain how it happened. Was it because she wanted Adam to feel safe? Or was it because she felt something receptive in him that broke down the wall she had built around herself? She knows full well why she’s always doing the giving—because she doesn’t know how to receive. There’s vulnerability in letting someone get close. Invulnerability is her ideal, and not only as a soldier. Get close to me only on my terms. There’s always an invisible gun in my hands.


  “My mother had me on her own. An alcoholic.” Now she’s said it. She knows what usually follows: compassionate looks accompanied by sympathetic sounds. She scans Adam’s face.


  His gaze is curious. “And how did you deal with that?”


  “There were two kinds of smells in our apartment. Hers—and the smell of cleaning products. I always bought the ones with the strongest scents. When I was little, I asked her once if we had any family. ‘Family is bullshit,’ she said. I wanted to know where my father was. ‘Where’s your father? Yeah, where is he? Does he remember your birthday? Does he send anything at Christmas? Does the doorbell ever ring—and there he is, standing there? Have you gone to Tivoli or the zoo with him?’ Of course I hadn’t done any of those things with her, either. But that’s not why I was about to start crying. ‘Is my father dead?’ I asked her. She turned on the television and cranked up the sound. That was her answer. I wanted to beat her.”


  “Have you ever met your father?”


  Hannah shakes her head. Her gaze is distant, as if she’s far away. “I don’t look like my mother, not at all.” She lifts one hand and moves it around her face. “I have strong eyebrows. My mother’s eyes are gray. Mine are brown. My hands are large. Hers are small.”


  Adam looks at her hands. It’s true—they’re large—but they’re not masculine. They’re long and slender in a way he finds elegant. Although he’d like to take them and hold them in his own hands, he controls the urge.


  “My legs.” Hannah goes on with her list. “I have muscular legs. And I had them before I ever began skating.”


  “Do you think about him often?”


  Adam already knows the answer. Hannah just gave it. He asks anyway, because he realizes that it’s a sensitive moment.


  Hannah laughs awkwardly. “It’s difficult to think about someone you’ve never met.” She brings her hand up to her face again and plays with her lower lip. She has full, beautiful lips, Adam thinks. “I have this crazy fantasy. I imagine that suddenly I get a text or e-mail—and it’s him. He knows I’m out here.”


  At this point in the conversation, people often feel encouraged to reveal something personal. I know that, too, they’ll say, and once they start, they won’t stop. They’ve been given a pretext to talk about their favorite subject: themselves. Hannah can tell that Adam doesn’t feel that way. He’s listening, so she continues.


  “Know what I said to my mother the last time I saw her before we came out here?”


  Adam shakes his head.


  “‘Thanks for giving birth to me.’ I felt like I had to say something. Once a week everything was okay—on Fridays, when we’d watch The X Factor. I’d make coffee and we’d eat cookies, and for a few hours everything was nice. It was hard to write my will. You know how they give us these forms. “If You Die.” Who should be called, which door should they knock on, who’s most important? First, second, and third relation. I wrote down my mother; otherwise, they’d think there was something wrong with me. My mother! She’d have no idea what they were talking about if they showed up at her door. Afghanistan? Funeral? I couldn’t care less where they toss me into the ground. No one’s coming to visit my grave anyway. I’ll be buried online. All my friends will come. I really wanted to write down my father—and then add that his name, place of residence, and cell phone are all unknown. You find him. You’re the military, for Christ’s sake. You found Osama bin Laden. You should be able to find my father.”


  Suddenly she stops and starts laughing. “Do you know what I mean?” The instant she asks the question, she can hear how dumb it sounds. It’s so ridiculously private that Adam has no chance in hell of understanding it. There are certain things you should just keep to yourself if you don’t want to sound too crazy.


  “Yes, I understand,” says Adam.


  There’s an implacable calm about him as he speaks those words. She realizes that it doesn’t matter if he’s telling the truth. He sat there. He listened. And at no point did he start going on about himself or get up to leave.


  8


  “I was thinking—” he starts. “Yeah, so—”


  Sidekick hesitates slightly as he sits down across from Schrøder. At 168 centimeters tall, he’s one of the smallest men in the squad at Camp Price; he has a small head and dull hair that looks like a dead mouse sitting on his pointy forehead. He’s always clean-shaven, probably because he can’t grow a real beard. He doesn’t have much muscle, either, no bulging biceps or massive chest to draw anyone’s attention when he’s in the shower. But he has something between his legs, a heavy, hanging member that seems to have ambitions of being a third leg. The size of his penis is a well-known secret that leaves his comrades wondering how to tease him. Sidekick has the platoon’s largest wang—but it has chosen a fairly unworthy residence. An elephant’s cock on the body of a mosquito. The thought that this munchkin outshines all of them when it comes to what really matters is unbearable.


  “You should donate that thing to science when you die,” says Mads. “Put it in alcohol—it’s the only thing it’s ever going into anyway. We’ll have to send you home in two coffins. One to the cemetery and the other to Panum Institute. You should be walking around with a case for that thing.”


  Mads has christened Andreas “Sidekick.” At first they called him Licorice Stick because of all the candy he receives from home. But Sidekick won out. They all know what Mads means. The protagonist is in Andreas’s pants; the rest of him is merely an appendage.


  Sidekick, who’s obsessed with cameras and thinks life has no meaning until you see it through a lens or on a screen, brought a whole battery of cameras with him to Helmand. He also thinks the helmet camera is the military’s greatest invention. There’s only one problem: he can’t film himself with it. So this little man—who can barely handle the thirty to forty kilos they’re forced to carry—lugs around extra camera equipment on every patrol. He fiddles with the self-timer more often than he’ll ever pull a trigger. They all know how he’ll behave the day the shit really hits the fan: staring into a video camera while everyone else is trapped in a life-or-death situation that, for him, is nothing more than another event to be documented.


  Sidekick takes his Sony Handycam with him into the showers. He puts it on a shelf under the mirror while he washes his hands or brushes his teeth. “Do you take that thing into the john with you, too?” asks Mads. The others wish he hadn’t. “No way,” they all say as Sidekick nods affirmatively. “Tell me you’re not filming yourself in glorious HD while you’re wiping your ass.”


  Because there isn’t enough room on his laptop, Sidekick has a whole stack of external hard drives. Every evening he sits there editing. “How long is a film about a day in your life?” asks Mads. “Twenty-four hours? What are you going to do with that?”


  “Put it on the internet.”


  “Do you honestly believe someone wants to watch you brushing your teeth on Boring.dk?”


  “That’s not why. Once it’s on the web, it can never disappear. I’m a LifeLogger. The net is my memory.”


  Back home, Sidekick is hooked up to what he calls a “quantified self.” He knows how many steps he takes each day, how many kilometers he cycles, how many calories he ingests, how quickly his heart beats—but it means he has to be connected to the internet twenty-four hours a day. Out here he can’t do that. He’s detached from his lifeline with an unregistered body, and military discipline is no substitute. The camera is, but not completely. Sidekick doesn’t feel like a whole person. He’s disconnected.


  Now he’s sitting across from Schrøder. “I was thinking . . . I was wondering . . . wouldn’t it be a good idea if . . .”


  His Adam’s apple bobs up and down on his scrawny chicken neck. His Adam’s apple is the only part of him as prominent as that unwieldy thingamajig residing in his underwear. At this moment he’s nervous, so it might just be his heartbeat that’s making his Adam’s apple bob up and down.


  “Yes, what is it?” asks Schrøder.


  “I want to create a monument. About us. On the internet. Have you ever seen the Vietnam Memorial in Washington?”


  Schrøder nods. “Yes, it’s a long wall with the names of all those who died. Fifty-eight thousand. The Americans were divided in their feelings about the war. Some were for it, others against it. The memorial honors those who died. Not the war. So, it’s a kind of compromise.”


  “Yes,” says Sidekick, “but it doesn’t say anything about the fallen, other than the fact that they died. It’s the same with the memorial at Kastellet in Copenhagen. Dead soldiers, dates, names. That’s it. What about the memorial to the Battle of Iwo Jima—do you know that one?” Sidekick doesn’t wait for an answer from Schrøder. “A handful of soldiers struggle to plant the American flag on a mountaintop. It tells you something about the war, but it says nothing about the soldiers. We don’t know a damn thing about them.”


  “Clint Eastwood made a film about them.”


  “Two. He made two films.” Sidekick seems to be talking to himself. “But what about all the others, the tens of thousands who fought in the battle—the thousands who died? Where are they? What do we know about them? Nothing. What about us? Who’s going to know shit about what happened here? A date on a memorial only says when you died. What was your contribution? You drove over a roadside bomb or you stepped on one. Is that your contribution to the victory in Afghanistan, to establishing a democracy, the liberation of women, the education of children, all the progress we’re here to create? You stepped on a roadside bomb? That’s the memorial we get as thanks for giving our lives—a reminder that we put our foot down in the wrong spot?”


  “So, is it a documentary you want to film?”


  “Don’t you get what I’m saying? Everything has to be documented, every single one of our actions. A memorial should be like a memory, not just a name and date chiseled into polished stone or another stupid symbol some half-baked sculptor came up with that nobody understands. You know Halo? At its peak, they had fifteen million players—and their website contains every single game those players ever participated in. Players can go in and watch every single move they ever made. It’s all there. You can rewatch it, analyze it, learn from it. You fight in a magnificent war, and every soldier has his own completely personal space, preserving every movement he’s ever made. And you know what they call their site? The Museum of Humanity. That’s what I want to create. It’s the only way to really honor our soldiers. You know how many bytes there are in this online museum? Several quadrillion. And you know how many quadrillion bytes all of humanity’s written creations fill? Fifty quadrillion. Halo’s site alone may actually end up being more. The internet is humanity’s memory now. And it will last forever, at least as long as there’s electricity.”


  Sidekick finally stops talking. He’s pale, and his Adam’s apple has disappeared, as if he finally swallowed it. He looks down at his hands. It could be an embarrassing moment; instead, it’s a solemn one. That’s what their silence signifies.


  “I thought you were a fool,” says Schrøder finally. “I was wrong.”
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  This is the day when it all goes to hell. Sooner or later, it had to. Everyone knows that. It’s the very definition of war. Man plans and God laughs. You have to improvise.


  But can you improvise your way out of dying? Can you run around it, dig a tunnel beneath it, jump across it?


  You have to try, at the very least.


  The briefing, like almost everything else in camp, takes place in a tent. Standing in a semicircle around the table, they stare at a three-dimensional map of the terrain they’re about to enter. Schrøder identifies the route, the ridge where they’ll get out, and the road snaking between the dense, walled-in farms. They’ll be on foot patrol about six kilometers from camp. The last time they were in that area, they were fired on, but the shooting stopped abruptly before they could pinpoint it. No one was hit, but they had been challenged. Now they have to let them know who’s calling the shots—a show of force, though, like so many of their encounters, a symbolic one. Who’s the strongest on the runway? They’re armed models, showing off the latest in technologically superior weapons.


  “Once we show up in this area they consider theirs, it’s no longer theirs,” says Schrøder. “It’s ours.”


  “Then shouldn’t we be patrolling that area every day? Or living there?” Adam leans in over the table.


  “Tell that to the politicians. But then we’d need three thousand Danes in Camp Price instead of three hundred.” Schrøder looks around. “Are we ready?”


  They’re all standing there: Schrøder, Viktor, Adam, Hannah, Simon, Michael, Jakob, Sidekick, Mads, Iraq Robert, Lasse, Troels, Daniel, Clement, Årslev, Sørensen, Sylvester, Nikolaj, Joakim, Dennis, Jannick, Jonas, Tobias, Gustav, Mathias, Sebastian. Wounded Aske has come back to camp; he was in rehab at Rigshospitalet. The entry wound is small, a dark-red scar the size of a nickel, but the exit wound has left a deep depression in the flesh. A solid chunk that no surgery can replace.


  It’s mid-October. They’ve been here for almost two months. The heat has subsided, but the temperatures are still higher than even the warmest day of the year back home. They all have dark complexions, darker than any Danish summer could have caused.


  Hannah follows Jakob out of the dark-green tent. She looks at him. “Everything under control?”


  She wonders why everyone behaves like Jakob’s parent when they’re around him. Everyone except Mads, that is, who volleys one verbal attack after another at Jakob, as if he were a stray dog who needs to be put down at the nearest kennel.


  “Yes,” says Jakob with feigned courtesy. “Yes, Wall-Flip Girl, I have everything under control.”


  Hannah looks at him. “What did you say?”


  “Come on, everyone knows that’s what they call you.”


  They’re on their way to the APCs—the armored personal carriers parked on the gravel in the middle of camp. The gunners are already in place, sharp silhouettes against the brilliant-blue sky, their hands resting on their 12.7s.


  “Everyone who? Not me. I don’t know.” She knows full well what he’s talking about, though she’s never heard that nickname before.


  They reach the armored vehicle and have to stoop as they walk up the ramp into the back. Jakob sits down next to her. “Aalborg,” he says. “One of the autumn competitions in the skate park out on Øster Sundby Vej. There were two hundred boys. You were the only girl. You’re famous.”


  “So what?”


  “I saw you do it outside the building. You ran up the end wall—fucking high—and then you did a backflip.” Jakob laughs and gives her a thumbs-up. “Wall-Flip Girl. Wow! And then you did it on the ramp, too. With those heavy skates on. You were amazing!”


  He moves closer to her. Is he flirting? No, there’s too much admiration in his eyes. He’s too naïve to flirt. He’s just a boy. That’s clear.


  She gives him a high five. “Can I hear the ABC’s of survival?” she asks.


  Jakob looks at her proudly. He yells so she can hear him above the din from the diesel engine. “Airways, breathing, circulation.” He rattles off the list from their first aid course without hesitation. “See to it that there’s unimpeded access to the airways, no tongue thrashing around the throat and blocking the trachea. Check to see if the lungs are perforated and about to collapse. If they are, in my bag I have an airtight dressing I can attach to the chest.”


  “I’m impressed,” she says. “And what’s the C stand for in CABC?”


  “Catastrophic hemorrhage.” Jakob laughs. His face is all red. “Major blood loss will kill the wounded before airway obstruction, so apply a tourniquet to the affected limb.” They high-five again. He looks excited. Christ, he’s sweet.


  They park the three APCs on a ridge overlooking the river and fields. As sergeant, Viktor stays behind with the three gunners and the drivers. One of the gunners is Dennis, and on the way down the hillside, they can hear him start one of his ritual arguments with Viktor. Dennis, who has acquired a newer-model Kevlar helmet, is telling the sergeant why it’s far superior to those the army supplies.


  The walled-in farms are nearby. Although the cornfields aren’t high enough for someone to hide in, there are ditches, irrigation canals, and windbreaks of poplar trees, along with a thick undergrowth of bushes. The area is well suited as a battlefield any time of year.


  There’s something reassuring about the view. They know they’re vulnerable the very moment they move into the low-lying terrain along the river. They just hope that any enemy fire will be persistent enough so they can localize it. They don’t say it aloud, but they’re all thinking it. If resistance is strong enough, they’ll get the green light to request air support. And then the world will be rid of a few more Tali-bobs.


  The rugged rice fields closer to the river are devoid of any human life. Shouldn’t farmers be out here sowing seeds, fertilizing, or whatever the hell it is farmers do this time of year? Or some lonely little shepherd girl in a brightly colored dress with her flock of bleating goats? Something human they can relate to, some little elf they can give jump ropes or pencils to—what Schrøder calls the “civilized version of lead”—before they pound the fucking Tali-bobs with a less civilized form of it. They don’t know a damn thing about life in this area, so they aren’t adept at reading the signs in the green landscape. Still, the absence of any people is disturbing—that much they know. And right now the area is empty. Which is just how a battlefield looks before armies move in.


  The morning light is still soft, merging with the last red rays of the rising sun. In a few hours the rapidly rising sun will peak in a white-hot glow. The lazy flowing river glimmers silver in the light. The water looks inviting: they could go down, jump in, and then get mowed down on the shore. They look at each other. Schrøder waves them on. Let’s get going.


  They got up at 03:30. They took a shower. Some smeared on body lotion; others applied foot balm to their chapped heels. Everyone uses deodorant, everyone brushes their teeth, some shave, and others sport a “Talibaner” on their jawline. They’ve eaten eggs and bacon, toast with orange marmalade, milk with cornflakes or yogurt with muesli, and fresh fruit, and they’ve drunk Nescafé or Lipton tea. They’re bright-eyed and bushy-tailed—and ready to kill.


  I wonder what time the Taliban gets up, Simon asks himself. And what do they eat for breakfast? They probably start the day with a prayer. And then what do they do? Do they get their weapons ready? Or do they go out and take care of the cows?


  He knows nothing about those he’s about to meet in battle. Or maybe he knows too much, and what he knows doesn’t make sense. Previous squads were told that the Taliban were foreign fighters—Pakistanis, Chechens, and Saudi Arabians—feared and loathed by the locals. Then they were told that the Taliban were Afghans from other provinces, foreigners in the eyes of the locals, and that the locals were bribed into fighting for them with money, which the poor farmers couldn’t refuse. They call them the Ten-Dollar Taliban.


  Simon wonders how much a Taliban fighter weighs. He knows what he himself weighs—around eighty kilos. When he’s carrying all his equipment, as he is now, he’s closer to one hundred and twenty kilos.


  No statistics detail the average weight of the Taliban. Simon doesn’t know if he has ever seen a Taliban fighter, or whatever they’re officially called now. But if local farmers are also part-time members of the Taliban, he assumes that they weigh about sixty kilos, because they’re usually lanky, with pencil-thin limbs. A Kalashnikov weighs a good four kilos. Add on a few magazines. The sandals and the sewn-together sheets they call shalwar kameez can’t weigh that much. So every Danish soldier weighs about twice as much as his opponent. His calculations make Simon think of David and Goliath—and he suddenly realizes he’s on the wrong side.


  It’s starting to get really hot now; their every step raises small clouds of dust. They’re walking in the middle of a gravel road heading toward the river. They can’t see too far ahead, only ditches, irrigation canals, and bushes everywhere. Sørensen and Sylvester, the sweepers, lead the way with their mine-detection dogs. Michael, following behind them, sprays blue onto their tracks, so that the others will know where to walk, leaving a secure path in the middle of uncertainty. A long line of armed men moves along the fields. They’re on alert, as they should be. Are their hearts racing? Of course—but their heart rate doesn’t indicate fear or panic. Instead, it tells them they are ready for battle. Simon tries not to think about it. He pictures the screen in a video game. The red semicircle in the right corner indicates that he’s fully alive. He has the weapons he’ll need. He’s ready. If this were Call of Duty, the counter would start and the number on display would get larger or smaller.


  Suddenly there’s a shot. They’ve been expecting it all along. Now it starts. They can’t stay in the middle of the road. They have to seek cover in one of the ditches. “Down, down!” yells Schrøder, pointing to the ditch to their right. An explosion rolls across the fields. Later several of them would claim that, in the metallic ring of detonation, they could hear Michael’s bones and flesh being ripped apart.


  The few who actually see him step on the roadside bomb notice something else. Later, they’re all able to watch it on Sidekick’s video. Michael is still holding the spray can in his hand when he is hurled into the air, and with a muscle spasm triggered by the violent changes his body suffers at that moment, he pushes the nozzle. Along with the dark-red spray of blood, a navy-blue mist streams out of him, as if his body were releasing other, totally different fluids. His lifeless arms swing wildly. He manages to draw a large blue semicircle around his fallen body before his fingers finally let go.
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  Simon has no doubts. They need him now. He keeps the laminated Action Card he received during medical training in the breast pocket of his flak jacket, but he doesn’t need to consult it. Everything is just as it should be, including the first command, which doesn’t appear on the card: the area must be secured before he can approach the wounded. “Cover me!” he yells.


  He has his heart rate under control. He can see Michael’s life on a screen in front of him: there isn’t much red left in the semicircle—if it isn’t completely gone already.


  “Wait, wait!” It’s Schrøder. The ditch they’re in is a straight shot, so Simon can spot him a little farther down. Schrøder waves preventively. “We have to locate the fire first.” He looks around. “Where the hell are they shooting from?”


  The shooting is intense. Up on High Ground, the 12.7s fire back. As the armored carrier’s sharpshooters, Dennis, Jonas, and Sebastian are working the heavy machine guns. Down here they can’t so much as stick their heads up out of the ditch. The ditch’s borders are slick, and there’s water in the gully. Simon can feel it seeping into his boots, his socks clinging heavily to his feet.


  “Fire is coming from several directions!” yells Iraq Robert. “From behind, too. They let us slip through. We’re under fire from three sides.”


  Trying to see how Michael’s doing, Simon sneaks a quick peek over the edge of the ditch. He hears a bullet break the sound barrier right outside his left ear. “Fuck! I just almost bought the farm!”


  Though his pulse is racing, he’s still alive. He tries to get his breathing under control. Deep breaths in. Count to four. Exhale. His skin feels as if it’s burning up beneath his uniform.


  “Simon, control yourself! Wait!” It’s Schrøder again.


  They’re still under fire—and it could be coming from any fucking direction. Every bush, every poplar tree, every wall provides cover. He longs to hear a deafening blast that will wipe out all these invisible enemies in one glowing flash. But he needs to focus on Michael.


  Suddenly there’s movement to his left.


  “Cover me! Cover me!” Jakob scrambles up the side of the ditch. “I’m bringing him in!”


  “Stay here, you!” Schrøder gives the counter-command, but Jakob is already sprinting toward Michael, who’s lying only eight meters away. Mads, Troels, and Nikolaj rise halfway out of the ditch and start shooting intensely in the direction they believe the enemy fire is coming from. Lasse, Daniel, and Iraq Robert follow suit, then the rest of them. An enormous risk, but it’s now or never. They’re over twenty men shooting wildly, so superior in gunfire that they can take down anyone, at least for those crucial seconds it will take for Jakob to reach the wounded and drag him to safety in the ditch.


  That’s all they’re thinking about in this moment. They have to survive the next few seconds. And then a few more. Beyond that, everything blurs into an unknown they would normally associate with the far-distant future. But it’s now that decides—shot for shot—whether they even have a future. There’s only one thought, rising like a glowing red pillar up their spine: fight!


  Sidekick has set aside his video camera in the ditch. A green light glows. It’s filming. He stands up, his rifle in his hand. The little man shoots.


  They’re just starting to feel that enemy fire is waning, when the next round of thunder barrels in. Jakob’s been hit. They hear the loud thud as he lands. They return fire more fiercely than ever. All hell breaks loose on High Ground. Schrøder yells into the radio. They can’t hear what he’s saying because of the static. He seems to be repeating his request. More static. He clenches his fist and then crawls over to Simon. “We have to get these two evacuated—or they’re going to die on us.”


  “I can’t send a 9-liner until we’ve established HLZ.”


  Now they’re speaking in code. A “9-liner” is the request for evacuation of the wounded by helicopter. “HLZ” stands for “helicopter landing zone.”


  “Send it anyway. They can land up on High Ground. We’ll send more information later. We need them here as soon as possible.”


  “You know it can take up to ninety minutes.”


  “Let’s hope not. By then they’ll be able to evacuate all of us on one stretcher.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Schrøder shakes his head. “Nothing.” There’s something he isn’t telling them.


  Rising on one elbow, he gives them the sign that they should hold their fire. They stop immediately and watch him attentively. Their faces are unrecognizable. They’re wide-eyed, and their mouths are half open, as if the oxygen has been sucked out of the air and they’ve given up breathing through their noses.


  “We’ve practiced this a thousand times. We can handle it. Michael and Jakob will make it. We’re going to smash these fucking assholes!” They respond with a roar. It’s unbearable to think about the two men lying there with their limbs torn apart, bleeding to death before their very eyes.


  Schrøder gives Daniel and four others the order to cover Simon while he tends to the wounded. Simon sends the 9-liner before they crawl up out of the ditch. He puts an “x” on line four, which means the landing zone is hot and they’ll need an armed escort. He looks up at Schrøder. “We mark the landing spot with smoke?” Schrøder nods.


  Then it’s up the gravel path. Now they’re really taking their fucking chances. But what else can they do?


  “Make sure they hear a supersonic bang if any turbans pop up,” yells Schrøder behind them. Although the noise is deafening as they resume firing, it’s not loud or intense enough for Simon. It’s a sign that they’re taking care of him.


  Simon crawls forward behind Daniel, who’s crouching. Behind them, Mads is firing away, along with Clement, Troels, and Mathias. They’re also stooping as they crawl backward, their automatic rifles blasting away. Simon doesn’t turn around. He can already see that Michael, lying motionless a few meters away, must be done for. He’s not so sure about Jakob, though. For the first time, it isn’t an exercise—now he has to pass his test. He starts to think about Aske. He’d already forgotten about him. Maybe that’s the way it will always be. Nothing is routine when it comes to death and mutilation. It’s always the first time. Just let him live, just let him live, just let him live. The words echo inside him.


  He’s there.


  He kneels next to Michael, destroying the perfect blue semicircle in the gravel path. Michael is facedown. Turning him over, Simon discovers that his eyes are wide open. His face is undamaged, although his lower jaw has dropped open. Michael has nice, regular teeth with no fillings. There are some grains of sand on his cornea. Neither his pupils nor his eyelids move as Simon waves his hand over them. He presses a finger on Michael’s lower lip, although he knows it’s pointless; the lower lip doesn’t respond. There’s no blood circulation. He places his cheek against Michael’s gaping mouth. Nothing. There’s no reason to check the pulse on his neck or his wrist. Michael isn’t breathing. His heart isn’t beating. The letters of the acronym from his paramedics course flash though his mind. Is Michael A, V, P, or U? He’s just plain U—totally unresponsive.


  He stares down at the bloody remains of Michael’s shattered lower body. All that’s left of his pants are threads, with a splintered piece of thighbone sticking out. Below his flak jacket, his entrails have spilled out into a shiny glutinous mass, something Simon can’t immediately identify, as if a stranded octopus’s once-powerful limbs had been reduced to a hopeless mess. Michael must have bled profusely before he died. His lower body is glazed in thick-flowing blood, the ground beneath him dark with it. His body is in one piece, but Simon fears that it will break in two when they try to lay him on a stretcher. It reeks of blood and guts. And shit. His sphincter let go when he stepped on that roadside bomb. Michael is totally KIA. Killed in action.


  He has to concentrate on Jakob. A thunderous wall of sound envelops him. It’s the five others providing cover.


  Simon knows exactly why Jakob is lying there. Little brother was trying to come to the rescue of big brother, Michael, his protector, who disappeared in a cloud of blood. He didn’t hesitate for a second. His survival instinct was switched off, if he ever had one at all, the little shit.


  Jakob’s eyelids tremble, as if he is asleep and dreaming. His face, ghostly pale, is covered in small dark-red spots. It looks as if it has been drizzling blood—but the cloud that burst was his own body.


  Simon places his hand on Jakob’s neck. The respiratory rate is less than ten. External bleeding? There aren’t enough bandages in the world to stop it. His pants are black with blood. Simon wraps a tourniquet around each leg just below the hips. The legs can’t be saved, though. He’s sure of that. Still, he must do what he can to stop the bleeding. Internal bleeding? Definitely. Probably none of Jakob’s internal organs are where they should be. Abnormal neurological state? He repeats the medical terms. There’s a certain calm in them that he needs. Altered consciousness? One would certainly say so, since the patient is unconscious. The rest is apparent. It’s a body barely holding on, a body that shouldn’t still be living, as far as he can determine.


  He’s surprised at how steady his hands are.


  Jakob moans. A faint whimper that could have come from an animal. A, V, P, or U? In his mind, Simon places an “x” next to P, for “pain.” He takes out the auto-injection syringe and gives him a shot. He’s not sure it’s necessary, but if Jakob comes to, he’ll be a problem during transport. There’s no time for comforting anyone, just the long, demanding trek. They’ll have to drag two heavy, unmanageable bodies up to High Ground, the only place where a helicopter can land. He unpacks two emergency stretchers. He looks at his hands again. They have their own life, dictated by routine, and he has no idea where it comes from. I’m good at this, he thinks, suddenly feeling uplifted.


  Then he hears them again. Rounds of fire. He’s been lost in a tunnel, focused solely on what has to be done. He looks around quickly. Shots are coming from the bushes over there—and from the qalat to the right—but it’s not as intense as it was before. The boys are in control of the situation. He hopes.


  “Your heart rate will be at two hundred, and you’ll taste blood in your mouth when you have to drag them through the cornfields,” they said during paramedical training.


  They get to work: eight men to lift, four surrounding each body. The big guys like Adam and Clement, Troels and Mads, take care of Jakob. The others form a circle around them and fire away. The emergency stretchers, like hammocks, swing from side to side, when they aren’t being dragged across the ground. Årslev, Gustav, Tobias, and Nikolaj struggle with Michael’s heavy, motionless body. He’s going home, but his number is up. No need to handle him like a newborn.


  Shooting wildly, they retreat from the ambush. As they near the foot of the ridge—where their vehicles await—the roar of the 12.7s drowns out everything else. Simon loves that sound, even though it’s hard dragging the heavy bodies up the hill.


  All of them know that the Taliban are notoriously inept marksmen who rely more on Allah than their own accuracy when they’re fumbling with the triggers on their Kalashnikovs. Trained sharpshooters could have easily taken out the Danes, one by one, especially here on the hillside where they were so damn exposed. Yet, they never saw a single enemy fighter, only flashes of gunfire, constantly changing locations. The accuracy of the gunfire was simply lacking.


  Simon staggers up the hillside, step by step. Like him, the others are red-faced and sweaty. Heart rates must be at about two hundred. He has the same taste in his mouth that he gets at the dentist when they’ve been working on his gums, and they tell him to spit and he spits red into the sink.


  Sidekick has been filming the entire time. They’ve all had their helmet cameras on, but he’s been searching for the right angles, zooming in and out. The camera never shakes; Simon sees something heroic in his stubborn perseverance. He knows firsthand how therapeutic it is to hold an automatic rifle in your hands—a profane feeling of immortality, as if the rifle guarantees that what happens to others will never happen to you. The world can’t touch you. You’re death’s equal. Maybe a camera makes you feel the same way.


  They’ve reached the top. Clement’s nose is bleeding, thanks to his soaring blood pressure. Blood trickles down his chin, and his flak jacket is splattered with it, as if he took a direct hit in a fistfight. They toss the smoke grenades, and thick blue smoke barrels out. They’ve marked the landing area, so there’s nothing else to do but wait for the helicopter. The wind is completely still, and the smoke rises like a column into the air before slowly dispersing. The blue of the smoke looks bright against the sun-bleached landscape, as if a painter with no sense of nuance has used a brush too freely. Like orange flames and flowing red blood, blue smoke is a part of war’s reckless palette.


  They stand there waiting, tired and drooping, drained of any desire to fight. They smell shit. It’s coming from Michael and Jakob—but they also know from training that some soldiers shit their pants in battle. Their uniforms are all stained. While they were lying in the ditch, the fabric soaked up moisture from the muddy clay. They glance at each other’s soiled clothes. Clement and Troels waddle strangely, as if they have a load in their pants. They’ll be fighting for a spot in the open showers—but tell it like it is? Fuck, man, I shit my pants? They can curse, they can strike out in frustration, they can even cry in front of each other. There are no barriers between them. But this is taboo.


  “There’s a water tank in the APC,” says Schrøder. “Go around back and wash yourselves. The rest of us can turn our backs.”


  Behind them the ramp to one of the carriers has been lowered. They don’t look.


  Jakob moans from the emergency stretcher. His arms reach out imploringly while he mumbles incoherently. He’s wide-eyed, the whites shining in the blood-splattered face. Simon suddenly feels negligent; he should have rinsed the wounded’s face. Kneeling next to Jakob, he starts to administer cardiac massage, though he has an irrational fear of cracking his rib cage. The seriously wounded body seems so fragile to Simon. He removed Jakob’s flak jacket a long time ago—no reason to drag around the extra ten kilos in the stretcher.


  A trickle of blood comes out of Jakob’s mouth, as if he’s vomiting the last remnant of life. Simon uses the arm of his uniform to dry his mouth and then sticks his fingers into the oral cavity to make certain that the tongue is in place. He’s about to place his mouth over Jakob’s to give him mouth to mouth, when the wounded man shoves his hands against Simon’s chest, as if to push him away. Instinctively, Simon moves back. Jakob’s gaze is focused now, first on Simon and then on the others standing in a circle around them.


  “Little brother,” says Mads, his voice shaking. “Hang on! You’re going to make it!”


  “Hang on! Hang on!” The others chime in, their voices building to a powerful chant.


  Jakob opens his mouth. “Ten,” he says thickly. “Nine, eight, seven . . .” It’s as if his dying heart is counting down. The chorus of voices stops abruptly.


  “Jakob,” pleads Mads, as if begging him to stop.


  “. . . six, five, four, three, two . . .” Jakob hesitates for a moment. His eyes open even wider, the whites visible around his irises. “One,” he says. His head falls to the side. His eyes stay open.


  Simon is still kneeling next to Jakob. The others kneel in a circle around the dead body. “It’s not true,” says Mads. “I didn’t just hear that.”


  Simon shakes his head. “I heard it, too.”


  They stare at each other. Did Jakob just count down to his own death? It didn’t happen. That’s the unspoken agreement they come to in this moment.


  Simon has gone toe-to-toe with death, and death won. He knows it already: it won’t be the view from High Ground he’ll remember later, the ditch or the gravel road where they set off the roadside bombs, or the clay walls where the enemy was shooting. It will be Michael’s and Jakob’s mutilated bodies. That’s how he sees Afghanistan now, a landscape of leg splints, perforated bodies, slimy intestines winding their way out of an abdominal cavity, a blown-out jaw exposing the inside of a mouth.


  They hear the sudden sound of a helicopter approaching and look up. It’s a large Chinook with two whirling propellers, but the Apache helicopter that accompanies it whenever they request “armed escort” isn’t there. They were looking forward to seeing it pound the ragheads with a 30 millimeter. This has really been one fucked-up day.


  As the Chinook kicks up the dust, they rush forward with the two emergency stretchers. Simon has reported both men WIA, wounded in action. He remembers the advice from his medic course: never report anyone KIA—not even if you have to pick them off the ground in pieces. You’ll only have to drag them home yourself, which means a dead man on the floor between your feet in the personnel carrier. Think that’s good for morale?


  He watches the medical assistant and the doctor exchange a quick glance before they carefully lower Michael and Jakob into the helicopter; he knows they’ll ignore both of them on the trip to Camp Bastion. There won’t be any attempts at resuscitation. He just delivered two corpses, and everyone knows it. He gives them an appreciative thumbs-up to thank them for their help.


  If this were Call of Duty, the screen would go red. Michael and Jakob have given their lives. They’re gone.
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  They’re heading back toward camp. The whole time the gunners have been firing down into the Green Zone. Now they’ve stopped and the only sound left is noise from the engine. They’re on their way home. A dust cloud forms in front of them as three Humvees hit the brakes. Two unshaven men hop out of the vehicle at the front. They’re in shorts and sneakers. One has a bandana on his head; the other is wearing a helmet he’s shoved behind his neck.


  They belong to the American Special Forces residing behind the fence in the middle of Camp Price. They come and go in their own unpredictable rhythm, and there’s rarely any contact between them and the Danes and Brits. They never coordinate their missions with the rest of the NATO forces; most people think that has something to do with the Americans’ so-called kill-or-capture policy. Tipped off about the Taliban in local villages throughout the area, they slip in mostly at night and take prisoners. No one ever sees any of those prisoners.


  “We left kind of quickly,” says the guy with the bandana, as if apologizing for his attire. He speaks with a thick Southern drawl. “We could hear the shooting from camp, and when we asked, no one had their shit together to come to your rescue. So we asked if they had any problem with us doing their job for them, and they said that was okay—so here we are. It’s about knowing who your friends are. What about it, boys? Had a good time pounding Mr. T?”


  “Not really,” says Schrøder. “We stepped right into an ambush. Two men down.”


  “Sorry for your loss, man, that sucks.” The American runs his fingers through his hair regretfully. “We’ll go kick some ass for ya.” He raises one hand and makes a V sign. Then he’s back in his Humvee, hitting the gas in a cloud of dust.


  That afternoon they are debriefed around the table with the topography map. They’re really feeling the loss of the two men now. Shaky and silent, they slump on the folding chairs. They don’t want to speak, but they have to. Michael? Could it have gone any differently? Were there any rules they failed to follow? He could have put his foot down somewhere else, but he put it in the worst possible place. There’s nothing they could have done better. No procedure, no training, could have saved him from taking that one step too far. That’s the kind of war they’re in, and the sooner they realize it, the better. None of them has any reason to blame themselves. No guilty feelings. He’s gone.


  “You mean it could have happened to any of us?” asks Adam.


  Schrøder nods. “Yes, but the most important thing is that it doesn’t happen to all of us. It will only happen to a few. Maybe there won’t be any more casualties in this squad. You have to believe that—every single one of you. If you start thinking that at any moment it’s your turn, you’ll never make it. You have to think it will never happen to you.”


  Is that all there is to say?


  A good friend? Of course. “We’re proud to have fought alongside him,” says Schrøder. They nod. The words sound somewhat official, as if they necessitate a nod, but the words also ring hollow. Is there a better way to say it? That they were happy to be with him—with or without a uniform and a rifle? Or is this something they’ll have to discuss individually with the chaplain?


  Of course the chaplain wants to give a eulogy. They’ll make a film for the surviving relatives and another version for themselves. That’s where they’ll find some meaning in all of it. Sidekick filmed Jakob’s final minutes. Should they erase his countdown to death? Or is the camera their memory, an indifferent power that records everything, one they can’t argue with?


  Jakob broke all the rules. He serves as a warning. The area isn’t secured. It’s full of roadside bombs. They’re under heavy fire, and he heads right into the center of it because he can’t endure the thought that his friend is dying out there alone. This is how Schrøder formulates it, his voice sober. They have to learn from what happened.


  “He just wanted to help,” says Hannah.


  “It doesn’t have anything to do with whether or not Jakob was a good person. We all know he was a good person. But he was a damn bad soldier at that moment. He put his life at risk—and for nothing. What could he have done for Michael?”


  Schrøder turns to Simon, who shakes his head ruefully.


  “Nothing. He couldn’t have done a fucking thing.” Simon looks around the circle. “There’s a reason you have a medic with you. That’s my job—and I couldn’t have done anything. He was already dead. But it’s my job to ascertain that. I have to decide what should be done. Suppose Michael wasn’t dead, just badly wounded. Jakob could have held his hand. But not any fucking thing else. I might have been able to stabilize him.”


  “Maybe he needed to have his hand held,” says Hannah.


  “I think what he really needed was a good shot of morphine.”


  “Maybe it was Jakob who needed to hold Michael’s hand,” interrupts Schrøder. “You know how they were with each other. Little brother, big brother, all of that. And that’s all good and well. It’s important we’re there for each other. We’ve talked about this before.”


  Someone sobs. It’s Sørensen, who led the way with his mine dog. “I feel so guilty,” he says. He looks around apologetically. His chubby face is bright red. “If I had just done my job . . .”


  Schrøder waves his hand dismissively. “No one is guilty here. We were under fire. When Michael sought cover, he stepped to the side of the path you had swept.”


  Sørensen, the platoon’s oldest, went into the army long before the war in Afghanistan began. He’s here only because he knew it would end his career if he didn’t take a deployment. He has two sons at home, Frederik, who’s nine, and Anton, who’s thirteen. Sylvester leans in and speaks softly to him. Surely he’s repeating Schrøder’s point.


  “It’s just so unfair,” says Hannah, her voice thick with stifled tears. Mads places a hand on her shoulder. His eyes are also filled with tears; he was always bullying Jakob.


  Ignoring Hannah, Schrøder looks at Simon. “If I’m not mistaken, this is one of the things they teach during your medical training. A wounded hero is only in the way. A dead hero is of no use to anyone. Isn’t that what they say?”


  Simon nods.


  “So, can we let that be the end of it? All of us want to go home again. We take care of each other—but we also have to take care of ourselves. What do you most want—to hold a dead comrade’s hand one last time or to come home and place flowers on his grave? Hopefully none of you has any doubts. Be heroes who come home alive—that’s your mission.”


  He looks over at Sidekick. “Your memorial is a nice idea. Michael and Jakob will leave a legacy, and we can visit them on the net as often as we want to. But right now”—he shrugs regretfully—“right now we have to be honest with each other. Right now it doesn’t help much. Right now they’re just dead. Plain and simple. And their death has left a hole in all of our hearts.”


  Sidekick stares straight ahead, as if he isn’t listening. “You forgot something,” he says. “We aren’t the only ones who can visit them. The whole world can see them. And everyone in the future. Always. Forever.” His voice is calm. He doesn’t sound like he’s trying to convince them about anything. He’s merely saying what needs to be said. He’s reminding them of what really matters.


  “Where was our backup?” Adam’s voice is angry. “Something went totally wrong here. Surely we aren’t supposed to handle that kind of action without any air support?”


  “They said the airspace was too crowded. Artillery had other priorities. We were unlucky—we were ambushed on a busy day. But quick-reaction forces should have shown up. They couldn’t get their act together. It’s bullshit. I’ll be speaking to management about it.”


  “You knew they weren’t coming, didn’t you?” says Simon.


  “Yes, I did. But I had to keep it to myself. How do you think you would have felt if—under the most intense gunfire—I had told you you’d have to handle it alone?”


  “What about the recordings? Have you all had time to look at your helmet cameras?” asks Sidekick.


  Schrøder waves him off. “Not now, Andreas. We’re not ready for that right now. Later. Okay?”
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  They gather again in the mess tent. Schrøder has sent a report to Steffensen. There will be more official inquiries, forms to be filled out, signatures on the dotted lines—all the bureaucracy that death carries with it. They’ll hold a memorial ceremony by the flagpole. Burial in Denmark. Some of them will be pallbearers. No one has called home yet. “Operation Minimize.” All communication with the outside world is closed. Relatives must be notified first.


  They’ve all showered and had dinner. No one has much of an appetite. Exhausted, they sit around drinking water.


  “Hey, guys!” They look up. It’s one of the Americans they met that morning, his clothes covered in dust, with bright stripes of sweat running down the dirt on his sunbaked face. The damp bandana clings to his forehead. There’s a strange expression in his eyes; they can’t tell whether he’s in a state of ecstasy or one of shock. He has large dark-red stains on his flak jacket, and there are dried flakes of red on his hands and in the hairs on one arm.


  “Are you wounded?” asks Simon.


  “No, no. It’s not my blood. We lost a guy.” His expression is at once both empty and intense. “Died in my arms, man. Right in my arms! I can’t believe it!”


  “Christ, what a day! So sorry, man,” says Schrøder.


  “It’s just so fucking unfair,” says the American. “They’re the world’s worst marksmen. And yet one of the ragheads gets a shot in. Right here.” He points to a spot on his neck, just above his flak jacket. “Right in the carotid artery. I couldn’t believe it! I sat with my arms around him. We tried to stop the bleeding . . . and then he was gone. I never even got to say goodbye to the poor bastard.” His voice is emotionless, as if he’s reading an official document. He looks down at himself, suddenly realizing what state he’s in. “I’m gonna take a shower,” he says. “See you guys around.”


  “We heard explosions.”


  The American turns back around. “Yeah, we had air support. They went at it. Leveled several compounds. But when you’ve just lost a man, there’s nothing to celebrate.” His massive shoulders hang, as if an enormous fatigue has suddenly caught up with him.


  “One more. That makes three today.” Simon lifts three fingers.


  Schrøder looks at them. “There’s always one more. That’s war. We might as well get used to it.”
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  Someone is shaking Simon. It’s still dark. Shoving the arm away, he turns over and tries to bury himself deeper into the thin mattress. But the hand has a tight grasp on his shoulder and won’t let go. He fights back sluggishly, fumbling to hold on to the sheets so he can fall back to sleep. The last thing he wants to do is leave the shelter of his comforter. He mumbles in protest. Finally he opens his eyes. A face he doesn’t recognize is bending over him.


  “Medic, we need your help.”


  He has no idea how many hours he’s slept. Few, he would guess. Maybe only one. He lay awake all night thinking. Not about Michael and Jakob but about his time as a butcher’s apprentice. Simon’s father is a butcher; he used to help in their shop in Vejle, until his father had to close down and take a job at the large slaughterhouse in town. After that, Simon trained at a smaller slaughterhouse on Sjælland. He’s good with animals, which sounds strange to others when he says it. Their objection is always the same: “But you’re the one who kills them.”


  Yes, he’s the one who’s fired bolt guns into the foreheads of large, massive steers, their dark eyes peering around unsuspectingly. One moment he’s standing next to a living, trusting creature. The next it’s lying in front of him on the concrete floor in its death throes. The animals always seem colossal when they collapse—and they are colossal. They weigh about eight times as much as he does. A mountain of life that tumbles over.


  He feels totally calm, both when he pulls the trigger and in the moments right before, leading the steer along the floor, stroking its smooth fur, and feeling the warmth from its breathing body. It’s not only about having a steady hand; it’s also about being in the right frame of mind when the time comes. He accepts it, and the harmony he feels he borrows from the creature he is about to kill—although he never thinks of it as his victim.


  “Some say that what separates people from animals is that people know they’re going to die,” said the master butcher on Simon’s first day. “But if you’ve ever seen a sounder of pigs herded into a large slaughterhouse, you know that’s not true. They know full well they’re going to die. They’re stressed out, and afterward you can taste it in the meat. The meat’s ruined by their fear of death. A really fine piece of meat testifies to an animal unburdened by our knowledge that death waits at the end of the corridor.”


  In his head, Simon hears Jakob counting down to his own death. He listens to his heart beating in the darkness and then thinks again about the animals’ fear of death and the quality of their meat.


  Simon sits up in bed. “What’s happening?” The soldier in him is awake, but he can’t associate the word “medic” with anything at this moment.


  “An emergency.”


  “Are we under attack?”


  Looking around, he can’t understand why the others in his tent haven’t been awakened. They’re all still sleeping on their cots. Involuntarily, he lowers his voice.


  “Wounded,” says the soldier.


  “Ours?”


  The soldier shakes his head. “Afghans. Civilians—lots of them. I’ve never seen anything like it.” He gets ready to leave. “Meet you in the clinic.”


  Simon dresses quickly. The clinic on the edge of camp is located in a whitewashed house with a covered waiting area where benches have been built into the walls. Disney figures painted on a white background spread their arms out welcomingly. The clinic is part of the Hearts and Minds Project, created to make the locals feel more receptive to the troops. It’s open two times a week, every Tuesday and Thursday morning.


  As he approaches, he can see the area teeming with medics beneath the floodlights. There are also a few doctors and nurses. Stretchers are everywhere, and orders are being yelled in English and Danish. Three trucks and seven or eight four-wheel-drive pickups are parked outside the clinic. The floor of the waiting area is covered with people lying everywhere. A man leaning against the wall is bleeding all over Donald Duck. Women are immediately taken behind the clinic’s doors. There are also many children but only a few men, all of whom are old.


  These aren’t the minor injuries or common illnesses usually brought into the clinic when it’s open. Even from a distance, Simon can see how much dried blood there is in the folds of the Afghans’ clothes. Many, unable to move by themselves, are hanging on to their relatives’ arms or lying motionless on the ground or in the back of the trucks and pickups, where they still haven’t been moved.


  What happened? He thinks back on yesterday’s explosions and the American describing how the air bombardment must have hammered the locals. When their own platoon entered the area where they were ambushed, they had assumed that none of the farms’ inhabitants were left behind the walls. But there must have been a lot of people—and now they’re here with the all-too-clear signs of having been in the middle of the gunfire.


  He has to focus. It’s going to be tough. There’s an overwhelming number of people, at least thirty or forty. Somebody on duty has screwed up. Normally, so many relatives aren’t allowed to accompany the wounded. He walks over and reports to one of the military doctors yelling in an attempt to bring order to the chaotic scene in front of the clinic. The sight that greets him as he slowly cuts open robes and pants is a textbook example of war wounds: open abdominal cavities, burn wounds, and extremities in such bad shape that amputation is unavoidable. A girl who has already passed out from blood loss has had her leg blown off just below the knee. Simon guesses she is about five. A boy who looks around ten is missing three fingers on his right hand. The shoulder joint is shattered on one old man, the back muscles exposed on another. There’s a half-burned face where the heat has singed away the skin and only gray ashes remain of the hair. Many are bleeding from their ears. Simon has to sort out the hopeless cases, where treatment would be a waste of time and resources, identify those who are already dead, administer morphine by auto-injection to those near death, and call for help for any who stand a chance. He’s a gatekeeper.


  All of them are quiet. There’s plenty of yelling, though none of it is coming from the wounded, at least not the adults. Some of the children are whimpering, but they seem to be trying to control themselves. When he first notices their silence, it sends a shiver through him. He can’t help but think that only some unnatural willpower prevents massive cries of pain from all these mutilated people. One of his instructors during his medical training told him about it. “Not a sound,” he said. “They have wounds that would have made me scream like a baby. Yet they don’t make a sound.” Everything is easier when the wounded don’t scream and thrash about—yet those reactions also make them human. It’s as if all these wounded refuse to reveal their humanity, or maybe they’re just not used to being cared for or bandaged. Or maybe their silence is accusatory: Look at what you’ve done to us.


  Simon is no expert in war wounds, but even he can tell that these injuries weren’t caused by a roadside bomb or a Taliban attack. There are too many of them, and he dare not think about how many dead must be lying in the Green Zone. That’s the way it looks after an effective air attack. Yes, it was payback time yesterday.


  Scream! yells a voice inside him. Cry! Be human beings! He can’t endure their silence. All this repressed pain. Where will it finally come out? When? How? He has no idea what their silence says, but it’s saying something. Too much, really. It’s like watching the surf silently pound the coast, or a seabed exposed for inexplicable reasons, perhaps to warn of an impending tsunami. That’s Afghanistan—an exposed seabed of wounded bodies—a country stretching in all directions like an endless plain of suffering.


  In the hard glare of the floodlights, all color dissipates. Everything turns into shadows or blinding-white surfaces, faces reduced to dark spots. Simon glances at his watch. It’s almost dawn.


  Simon is awaiting orders, when his thoughts are interrupted by a British captain who has crawled onto one of the truck beds. He’s standing among the wounded, who still haven’t been moved. “What the fuck are these people doing here?” yells the officer. “Who let them in?” He looks around reproachfully, as if he’s expecting one of the doctors or nurses to raise a hand and make a guilty confession. Then he continues. “They’ll have to be moved to the field hospital at Camp Bastion. We don’t have the capacity to treat them here.”


  Simon knows the captain is right. He also knows there aren’t enough helicopters to carry the wounded thirty kilometers to Camp Bastion, maybe just the worst cases. They’ll have to load the wounded back onto the vehicles that brought them here. That thought came to him right when the officer gave the order.


  The officer stands on the bed of the truck for a moment to thank the team of doctors, nurses, and medics. “See this here,” he says, “this is proof that we have achieved our goal. Our strategy is working. Look at them!” He points at the wounded covering the area in front of him. “They come to us when they need help. They know who the real enemy is. They’re showing their faith in us. This, ladies and gentlemen, this is Hearts and Minds at work. We’ve taken a huge step forward today. Thank you for your help.”


  Along with the other medics, Simon begins moving the wounded still lying on the ground. The silence that he only just cursed ends. He and the other medics are suddenly surrounded by women, old men, and children screaming in their faces while grabbing at them to try to force them away from their relatives. Simon lets go of a stretcher and waves them off. “Camp Bastion, Camp Bastion!” They clearly don’t understand his words or his intentions. Pantomime won’t help here. They think the wounded are going to be sent home without treatment.


  “Interpreter! Interpreter!” he yells, although he sees no interpreter anywhere. He tries to defend himself. There’s nothing he can do now. The officer climbs back onto the truck; an interpreter standing next to him tries to explain the situation. “We cannot treat you here! You have to go to Camp Bastion. It’s a real hospital! Do you understand me? We want what’s best for you!” The interpreter translates the sentences one at a time, trying to make his voice sound as urgent as the captain’s.


  The wounded lie apathetically on the ground. The problem is their relatives. They don’t care about the words—or they don’t believe them. A wild desperation has taken over, and they’re screaming accusations at the truck where the captain is standing. One of them grabs a rock and hurls it at the truck. The interpreter is the first to run. A rock hits the captain right in the middle of his chest; he ducks, only to take a direct hit in the forehead. He abandons his exposed position and jumps off the truck.


  Simon is shoved from all sides. A woman stretches her hands toward his face, and before he can read her intentions, she scratches his cheek. It hurts—and his shock over the unexpected attack causes him to strike out instinctively. He hits her on the shoulder. While there isn’t much force in the blow, it’s just enough to make her step back and, dazed, sit down. Two other women in burkas throw themselves at him. They almost push him on top of one of the wounded on the ground, but he frees himself with a hard jab of the elbows.


  He has no idea how many people there are, but the number is overwhelming. He can sense the panic. Hand-to-hand combat with a bunch of murderous women was not part of his training—and the situation isn’t helped by the fact that they’re in a similar state of panic. In blind fury, anonymous women, their faces hidden under burkas, stretch out their hands toward his face. If he doesn’t get out of there, they’ll scratch out his eyes. He decides against striking back at them and tries, instead, to use his hands to protect his eyes. They push toward him even more violently. His heart pounds wildly. He feels a kick in the shinbone, and then another right in the balls. Moaning, he doubles over. Self-preservation prompts him to move his hands to his crotch, but he dare not leave his eyes unprotected. Now he’s being shoved from all sides, as if the women are trying to knock him down. Someone tears at his hands, trying to get to his vulnerable eyes. He lets them push him to the ground and turns onto his side, rolling into a protective ball so his back takes all the blows. His eyes are all he’s thinking about. They keep kicking him, nails scratching at his face and hands tearing at his hair.


  Shots are fired. The hands let go immediately and the kicking stops. He dare not get up or abandon his protective position. His back aches and his scratched face stings. His crotch throbs, making him feel like he’s been holding his breath too long. His brain has short-circuited.


  It all happened with a suddenness that makes a door slam inside him; locked behind that door is everything he has ever learned. If he had an auto-injection syringe, he’d jam it into his own thigh and glide away on a wave of morphine.


  More shots are fired. Simon realizes that he can’t just lie there on the ground in the fetal position. He has to act. He’s a soldier. A rifleman and a medic. Without his rifle and assaulted by those he tried to help.


  He gets up on his knees. Damn, it hurts all over. This must be how the first stage of stoning feels, a merciless surrender to an uncontrollable mob for whom the whole body is a target. Death will occur as the cumulative effect of countless blows, an all-encompassing pain that grants the body no refuge where it’s unscathed.


  He stands up, swaying. The wounded are still lying all around him, but the relatives who brought them here are gone; he can see them running away, a large, frightened, bellowing crowd, constantly changing direction: mothers holding their children’s hands, old men who can barely walk, boys stopping every moment in defensive positions and then yielding again to the collective terror that has overtaken the mob.


  British and Danish soldiers arrive from various points and take up threatening positions, ready to fire their rifles. He must have been hearing warning shots. The sight of the combat-ready soldiers cropping up all over the place causes the stampeding crowd to keep changing direction.


  The sun has come up. The sky is blood red, and the air around him seems to intensify, while the darkness wanes and the brightness of the floodlights fades. At first he believes it’s the dust kicked up by the fleeing crowd. Then a strong wind hits him in the face, and he feels sand in his eyes. Sand whirls high into the air, as if a hidden centrifuge somewhere in the gravel has been turned on. Lifting his gaze, he sees a cloudy wall rising toward the sky beyond the camp’s bastion of HESCO bales.


  A sandstorm is coming.
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  The wounded can’t just lie there in the middle of a sandstorm while the sand blows in over them. Grains of sand will get under their clothes. It would be fatal if all these severely injured civilians—who haven’t been treated or bandaged yet—get dirt in their open wounds. Simon knows that from his training. It’s not so bad having your organs hanging out of your abdominal cavity, but it’s fucking bad if dirt gets into the wound. This isn’t just a sandstorm. It’s an infection storm.


  “Tarps!” he yells. “We need tarps!” He’s not the only one who’s had that thought. Others, who, like him, have risen shakily, are yelling the same thing. The door to the clinic, where personnel have barricaded themselves during the tumult, opens. They’re running out of the clinic now to get a quick report on the situation. More shots are fired, and Simon hopes that it’s only warning shots. Because the clinic is already full, they drag the wounded over to the waiting area; at least there’s a canopy and a wall, making it easier to screen off the area with the tarps.


  Several of the medics still lying motionless on the ground are carried into the clinic. They’ll get first priority. A Danish nurse who recognizes Simon wants him to come into the clinic when she sees his bruised and scratched-up face, but he refuses. This is more important. They need everyone right now. Soldiers arrive to help while officers bark confusing orders. Only minutes remain before the sandstorm rolls in.


  The wind gusts are so strong that he has to spit sand out of his mouth. Once it starts, the sand gets into everything. You can wash sand out of your hair for days—there’s even sand under your foreskin. You can practically hear the grains grinding against each other when you take a shit, as if you have a cement mixer up your ass.


  A group of soldiers runs in with tarps that flap loudly in the wild wind as they raise them in a semicircle around the clinic’s wall. The soldiers then hammer pegs into the wall and the ground below. That’s where Simon ends up. Along with two other soldiers in the crowded clinic, he grabs blankets and mattresses to close any gaps between the tarp and the ground. The tarp flaps violently in the wind, and he hopes it holds. The storm rages outside, as if the whole camp is about to be torn to pieces. Soldiers help carry patients into the improvised shelter, and then they pull back. Simon realizes that he’s the only one with ten severely wounded people, among them old men, women, and children. The other medics must have sought refuge behind the clinic’s closed doors. He dare not leave the shelter of the tarp to call for help. He starts to crawl among the wounded with his medical kit to see if there’s anything he can do.


  Someone grabs his hand and he knows what it means: someone understands that he’s there to help. It’s an old man with a dark, sunken face and a henna-colored beard. His hollow eyes seek Simon’s. Then the old man squeezes his hand again, and he notices how tough and spotted the hand is, hard as wood and yet warm. Simon carefully squeezes back. They share a sudden solidarity created by the raging storm outside.


  The man’s kirtle is covered in coagulated blood with a thin layer of dust on top. Simon wants to snip open the robe and examine the wound. But the old man, guessing his intent, makes a defensive motion with his free hand. Then he closes his eyes, and Simon can feel the man’s hand go limp. He realizes immediately that the man has died. An entire human life, like a soap bubble, has burst in his hand. Gone. Done. He barely has time to register it. And so the contact between them that had just begun dissolves again. They could have gotten to know each other, not despite the barriers between them, but because the clasp of the old man’s hand told him there were no barriers.


  The storm continues raging against the tarp. He crawls around, checking the pegs holding it in place while he adjusts the blankets to stop dust from getting in through the gaps that appear every time the stretched canvas flaps in the wild wind.


  Five of the patients are women. There are three old men, including the one who just died, and two children. Most are unconscious. The silence is the same as before, but now he’s relieved by it. Anyway, he couldn’t understand what they would say or answer them. If they all succumbed to their pain, and their screams merged with the sandstorm’s wild thunder, he’d fall apart. This way he can work in peace. He surrenders totally to the little routine he has learned and feels the calming influence the medical descriptions have on him, a litany of Latin terms that helps him focus and keep his hands steady.


  It’s half dark beneath the tarp, so he lights his headlamp. He realizes, though, that the light will blind the patients when he bends over them. They won’t be able to see his face; still, he needs to see clearly when examining their wounds. He turns his headlamp on and off according to where he’s looking. He wants them to know that a person is bending over them.


  Some of the patients are already bandaged; others never made it that far, and Simon does what he can. Those who are awake follow him with their eyes. He has no idea what they’re thinking, and he’d rather not speculate about it. He is merely his hands and his flimsy medical expertise. Nothing more. He recognizes one of the children, a girl with a broken foot. A tourniquet has been wrapped around her ankle to stop the bleeding, but her foot will probably have to be amputated. She’ll drag herself around on crutches for the rest of her life. Or will she get an artificial foot she can learn to walk around on?


  He doesn’t know. He doesn’t know how long the sandstorm will last, either, or how long he’ll be alone with these patients under this tarp. But he knows one thing: after a tourniquet has sat for a couple of hours, there will be unbearable pain. He has heard stories about patients struggling to tear off their tourniquet, even though they know that without it they’ll bleed out. They’re driven to the point where they prefer death to the pain. And what if that happens to the girl? How much morphine can a child tolerate? Has she already had an injection? He wasn’t treating her, so he has no idea.


  She opens her eyes and stares up at him. She’s about six years old and her eyes are green. Her face conveys no sign of fear, possibly because of morphine. He takes her hand and squeezes it gently. She does the same, fixing her gaze on him as if to reply. He strokes her gently on one cheek, his touch causing a faint smile. Then her gaze becomes unfocused, and once more she slips away.


  He crawls over to the next patient. It’s a woman, wrapped in the remains of a tattered, bloodstained burka that also hides her face. Her chest rises and falls, a sign that she’s still living. Simon knows this one is critical, but he will break all Afghan taboos if he starts to examine her. She will lose her honor—possibly even be expelled—if a foreign man sees her body or touches it. Still, he can’t just let her fucking lie there and die.


  He looks around. Is anyone watching?


  It doesn’t look like it. He pulls up the burka, which is stiff with coagulated blood. She has a long dress on beneath it. He can see from the lines in her face and the skin on her neck that she’s in her mid-thirties or around forty. Her age is difficult to determine, but she’s married and probably already had half a dozen children. He’s not sure that lessens the disgrace any.


  It’s crazy, he thinks, that I have to sit here with a guilty conscience because I’m trying to save her life.


  Although she doesn’t look especially heavy, scrawny as she is, to just pull the loose-fitting, floor-length dress off her body strikes him as insulting. He chooses instead to cut it open. She’s not wearing any underwear. Her exposed body lies before him, two empty breasts falling to the sides on a bony rib cage. Up to the right, close to her shoulder, he discovers an entrance wound, the source of the bleeding. The bleeding has stopped. He turns her over carefully to find a fist-size exit wound on her back. It makes him feel sick and powerless. He doesn’t want to think about the damage the bullet caused on its way through the body. How does he know it wasn’t one of the Danes’ bullets—that he’s not the one who fired it? He places a compress on the wound and dresses it. Then he administers some morphine. Hopefully she won’t come to until she’s at the field hospital in Camp Bastion, where they’ll have the sense to tell her relatives that she was treated only by women doctors and nurses.


  Having examined all of them, he sits for a moment listening to the storm. Is it weakening? Must be wishful thinking.


  And then he does another round.
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  Several days later, Afghans are still turning up. Although the soldiers think they know every nook and cranny of the camp, there are unexpected hiding places everywhere: gaps between the bastion’s HESCO bales, a space beneath a container or under the floor of a tent. It’s a large camp, only partly occupied by troops’ tents or containers housing offices and residences for private security people. A large, empty area borders the bastion’s walls. They are relatives of the wounded who, in a panic, fled during the sandstorm.


  The unfortunate combination of tumult and an unexpected sandstorm hasn’t made anything easier. While fleeing, some of them turned on the soldiers, whom they perceived as pursuers. The soldiers felt forced to defend themselves, resulting in one death and several wounded.


  As the storm abates, they find Afghans hiding all over the camp, including the covered walkways connecting the tents. Like grains of sand, they’ve penetrated the entire area, even the large, high-ceilinged mess tent. They don’t touch anything—they just huddle together in corners or under tables. Once found, they surrender. The soldiers approach them with rifles raised. They have no idea what to expect, but no one resists. With bowed heads, they allow the soldiers to herd them together.


  A British officer in the mess tent—this time it’s a colonel—conveys the same message they got before all hell broke loose.


  Their relatives will be getting all the help they need. There just isn’t enough room or sufficient medical facilities in Camp Price. Everyone wishes them only the best, and their relatives are now at the field hospital in Camp Bastion, the large military camp where they can handle everything. Several of them are already recuperating and will be sent home soon. Transportation will be provided for those who need it.


  “We’re asking you to trust us.” The interpreter concludes his translation of the British colonel’s speech. “We have only the best intentions. We have done everything humanly possible to save your relatives. We bring peace. We wish you no harm. We’re here to help.”


  They are given a meal before being sent home. Chicken in curry sauce with rice. They eat heartily.


  Yet they keep appearing, worn out and desperate, a hunted expression in their eyes. It was dark when they were let into camp. The trucks’ cabs and flatbeds were packed with people, both the wounded and their families. Although they were counted, those numbers can’t possibly be correct. Most importantly, the guards had to see to it that no men of a weapon-bearing age were let in.


  When the soldiers find them, either because they give up or during yet another inspection, they’re told that no one wants to harm them and that all the others are home now. They sit silently, staring down. The soldiers ask if they know of any others hiding anywhere—and if they do, could they please tell them.


  “We are your friends,” the soldiers say.


  They answer with the same blank stare.


  Afterward, they’re put in the back of a military truck and, under escort, driven down to the Green Zone, where they are allowed to leave. They vanish without turning around. No one waves. No one says goodbye. No one says thank you. They just stare down at the ground.


  Those admitted to the field hospital in Camp Bastion receive no visitors. Once they’re healed—as healed as they can be with missing limbs, empty eye sockets, or half-burned-off faces—no one comes to get them. They are driven into the Green Zone and dropped off. Some of them receive a laminated card that states, in Pashto, that they have to come to rehab at the field hospital or that the possibility exists to procure them an artificial limb. They never show up.


  A week after the regrettable incident in front of the clinic, everyone is sure that the last Afghans are out of the camp. Any left must be dead by now.


  The soldiers discuss what happens to a body in the desert heat. It’s October and fortunately not as hot as it gets in the summer months—but still thirty-five degrees Celsius. Do they rot or just dry up?


  After another week, they find the bodies of a woman and two small children lying in the lee behind a stack of sandbags set up in front of the HESCO barriers. During the storm, the sand drifted over them like a dune, burying them without ceremony. Not even the slightest elevation in the terrain hints that they found their final resting place here. So many unpleasant rumors are already swirling among the locals about the events at camp that a few more bodies won’t make any difference. To deliver three corpses after the fact, when the rules for Muslim burials are long since violated, won’t help international relations.


  They decide instead to investigate whether more bodies are hiding around camp. A dog would be perfect for that job, but neither the Danes nor the Brits have any dogs right now; also, it’s inadvisable to request one from home, with the requisite dog trainer, as they don’t want to draw too much attention to the whole affair.


  The American Special Forces, who have a more open, anarchist company than the British and Danish soldiers, keep a dog in their area. They’ve adopted a golden-brown Afghan mutt of indeterminate breed. They feed him a diet of raw beef and cornflakes with milk, giving him a shiny coat—but he’s as undisciplined as the day he arrived at camp. Encouraging pats and cheers have replaced the kicks and stones the dog knew in his former life, and he no longer cowers. They’ve named him Sparky, and he’s transferred only after long negotiations.


  Sparky receives a collar and harness and, on a tight leash, is led around the camp’s outer edges to sniff out dead Afghans. Most of the time the dog struggles to break free of his harness. Eventually he buries his nose in the sand and lets out a howl, resulting in energetic but futile digging from the troops.


  Adam and Sylvester, along with Joakim and Jannick, accompany the dog. No one enjoys the task, and they start to direct their discomfort at Sparky, who, in their eyes, represents everything wrong with the situation, including the role played by the Americans.


  By late in the afternoon they’re so tired of the dog that they don’t even want to react when, howling, he starts digging in yet another pile of gravel. When Sparky finally lifts his sand-covered head with something hanging from his jaw, they wake up. Growling, the dog draws back with a half-decomposed child’s arm hanging from his teeth.


  As the excited dog pulls on his leash, Joakim—staring at the arm as if he simply can’t understand what he’s looking at—releases his grip. Sparky races off with his booty. A little ways off, he stops as if waiting for them. As they approach, he shakes his head and sets off again. A few minutes later they manage to corner the dog, who seems to think it’s all a game. With his face contorted in disgust, Joakim starts beating Sparky with his shovel. Whimpering, the dog yields to the blows, as if his previous cowed self has taken over again, knowing all along that being the object of endless beatings is his true destiny.


  “Joakim!” yells Jannick. “Stop!”


  But the dog’s defenselessness infuriates Joakim, who strikes harder and harder with the shovel until they hear a loud crack as he breaks the dog’s back. Releasing the child’s arm, Sparky lets out an extended howl. Adam, who has not participated in the hunt, runs over, grabs his pistol angrily, and shoots Sparky in the head. He stands for a moment staring at the dead animal.


  “It’s just a dog,” he says. “What the fuck have you done? That was completely unnecessary.”


  Grabbing the shovel out of Joakim’s hand, he carefully maneuvers the child’s arm onto it. Joakim clears his throat, as if he wants to say something. Adam stands with the shovel in his hand and stares at him.


  “Is there something you want to tell me?”


  “Stupid animal!” screams Joakim.


  Adam shakes his head. He turns his back on them and walks away, the arm sitting in the shovel’s blade.


  They find the bodies of three children in the pile of sand. One is a taller boy with his arms wrapped around a little girl. The third is a smaller boy missing the arm the dog ran off with. It couldn’t have taken much effort to wrench it from the disintegrating body. The faces are already almost unrecognizable.


  The children have also found their grave within the camp’s walls.


  Although Sparky was not an official member of the American army, an official complaint about the dog’s death is nevertheless lodged with the Danish camp authorities. With bureaucratic exactitude, the complaint refers to the Special Forces’ pet as the property of the American government. Though they refrain from asking for compensation, they demand an official apology.


  Two days later, Joakim is attacked. There are no witnesses. It happens around midnight; he is sitting alone in the mess tent for about two hours, staring into his cup of coffee with powdered milk. Afterward, he leaves to take an evening walk, unusual behavior for him. While walking along the HESCO barriers on the camp’s periphery, he is suddenly grabbed from behind and a hood is pulled over his head. For the next few minutes, he’s treated to a professional, systematic beating. He has no broken bones, but bruises cover his upper body and he has two black eyes. Both eyebrows are split open, and his balls also took a beating. He spends three days in the field hospital at Camp Bastion, where doctors say he can still have children—but right now the nurses don’t have to worry about being sexually harassed.


  Steffensen summons Schrøder to a meeting. “What got into you?” he asks. “The Americans are nice enough to loan you their dog and you murder it?”


  “We lost control,” says Schrøder, who wasn’t present but must take responsibility as platoon leader. “The circumstances were stressful. Also, the dog was completely undisciplined. It wasn’t a trained animal—just some mutt the Americans picked up somewhere. It ran off with a child’s arm in its mouth.”


  “I know the circumstances. That’s no excuse. An agreement is an agreement. You receive a piece of American property and you return it in the same condition. Understood?”


  “What about Joakim? He’s the one who broke the stinking animal’s back. And he just took a beating—who do you think did that? Will there be any consequences? What about Adam? He shot it. Is he the next to get it?”


  “There’s no proof of any connection between the attack on Joakim Bregnehøj and the dog’s death, so that’s irrelevant.”


  “I think otherwise. There’s an obvious connection.”


  “That’s for the MPs to decide—and after investigating, they’ve dropped the case. All that’s missing now is an official apology from our side. Are you ready to apologize sincerely on behalf of your people?”


  Schrøder doesn’t look particularly excited about the prospect. “Whatever . . .”


  “Excuse me. What did you say?” Steffensen’s tone is sharp.


  “I said that I’m ready on behalf of me and my people to apologize sincerely that we shot that stinking, totally useless mutt who should never have been allowed into a military camp in the first place.”


  Steffensen stares at him; his expression is impatient and his lowered voice threatening. “And can I get that apology once more, this time in a proper tone, so I can actually quote it in an official document?”
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  Michael and Jakob are shipped home for burial, and the platoon holds a ceremony on a cement platform painted white. Three flags are flown at half-mast. Another ceremony will be held at Camp Bastion, out on the runway, where soldiers will stand at attention as the coffins are carried onto the plane.


  Although the sun is strong, Lukas Møller isn’t wearing any sunglasses. As far as they know, the chaplain never spoke to either Michael or Jakob, but he understood their brotherly bond. “Michael was the protector,” he says, “but who was he protecting Jakob from? The rest of you. You consider yourselves so damn strong and important, but is that enough? You talk about fellowship, but does that fellowship extend only to your equals? If you’re so strong, don’t you have an obligation to those who might not live up to your demands and expectations?”


  He pauses for a moment, and they feel as if he’s looking each and every one of them in the eyes.


  “When someone dies, we get to see the big picture. Death provides a clarity of vision we otherwise lack. And maybe that’s the gift it has to give us. All of us must be each other’s big brother or big sister. Within any strong circle, there must be room for the weak, or else the solidarity isn’t worth anything. Attention. We must pay attention to each other.”


  The soldiers from Third Platoon bow their heads. The chaplain knows them even better than they do. He knows their weaknesses. He knows those rarely visited places deep inside them known as their better selves. He’s sure they’re capable of much more than they realize. He can say things about their comrades that they’ve never heard—or if they have, they’ve never thought about it.


  As they listen to the chaplain, they understand that they’re living their lives inattentively. The chaplain doesn’t. He has ears like a military listening post. He can hear the grass grow in their hearts and a leaf fall to the ground in the distant corners of their souls.


  “Learn from the chaplain,” says Schrøder during their debriefing the next day. “Listen to what he hears. See what he sees. You’re already trained observers. You notice everything about the road before you, the shoulders, the number of cell phones that appear in the hands of passersby, children playing in a street or suddenly gone when they’re usually there. A withered bush in the middle of some lush growth can mean the difference between life and death. A roadside bomb might be buried beneath it. You know that messages are hidden everywhere. You know the dangers in the landscape. And you must also know each other’s strengths and weaknesses. You must be spies—not to betray each other but to support each other. Bombs can be hiding inside you, and you won’t know they’re there until it is too late. But your friends might notice that little twitch in the corner of your mouth, the fake laughter, a hand that shakes just slightly. You have to read each other the way you read the landscape. That way you’ll live longer—and avoid the eulogies.”
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  “Did you also film their deaths?” asks the chaplain.


  Sidekick and Schrøder sit holding their tea mugs in the church tent.


  Sidekick has just told Møller about the helmet cams and his own video camera. He explains that they’re using the recordings to create a tribute for Michael’s and Jakob’s families. There may be some combat engagements, but they’ve chosen everything carefully. Nothing dangerous or humiliating. Nothing that might cause any unnecessary sorrow.


  Sidekick admits that they filmed their comrades’ deaths. It’s unavoidable when the medic’s helmet cam is on, which it always is in combat. But they won’t show those parts to anyone.


  Bare torsos in the sunshine, happy times in the mess tent, ball games in front of the tents, hands making the V sign, big grins across the board. And then a clip of the chaplain’s speech. That’s what their relatives will see. They’ve also conducted short interviews with each other saying nice things about the dead or recounting funny everyday details that will help their families keep their memory alive.


  “We recorded so much,” says Sidekick, “that we could’ve made a three-hour film about both Michael and Jakob. Actually, about every one of us.” He sits up in the folding chair. “We’re the most well-documented soldiers in the history of the world. Every single one of us will have a gravestone made of millions of pixels.”


  “In a way,” says Schrøder, “it’s easier to think about the dead than the wounded who have to stay home because they’re invalids now. The quarter dead, half dead, or three-quarters dead, as we call them. Sorry, Chaplain, I don’t mean to be disrespectful. Just being realistic. We could also call them quarter living, half living, or three-quarters living—but for some reason it doesn’t sound much better.”


  “Many do recover.”


  “Fortunately. Still, I feel responsible. It’s happening on my watch. And then they’re lying in a hospital bed or at a rehabilitation center fighting a new enemy. They only have a stump of an arm, or they’re missing both legs. Or what if it’s their balls they’ve lost? What do you say, Chaplain? What part of a man are you without your dick—half living, three-quarters living, or totally dead?”


  Viktor, Nikolaj, Lasse, and Daniel fly home to attend Michael and Jakob’s funeral and to serve as pallbearers. When they return, Lasse and Daniel discover that, unbeknownst to each other, they’ve both gotten tattoos of Michael’s leopard. Not as large as his—as if they both decided that there should be room for more, that they’re preparing to transform their bodies into memorials for dead comrades. Lasse’s tattoo is on the right side of his chest, while Daniel’s is on the left, but the inscription is the same: “Michael Lorentzen, 1987–2011. RIP.”


  Viktor suggests that they create a CrossFit routine in honor of the dead. American soldiers do it, so why shouldn’t they? He calls it a “hero workout.” Jakob wasn’t really into CrossFit, so they name it after Michael, who often worked out with Viktor. Most of them do. Viktor does for their bodies what the chaplain does for their souls.


  The hero workout in Michael’s honor consists of four-hundred-meter runs, fifty push-ups, twenty-one swings of the kettlebells, and twenty-one thrusts with a fifty-kilo sandbag. After they finish the program in record time, they repeat it until, groaning, they collapse onto the gravel. Then they try to do it wearing their ten-kilo flak jackets. Troels and Clement are the first to give up; they’ve complained of stomach pains and headaches since the ambush. The next to quit is Årslev, spitting out his snuff. Viktor and Hannah are the final two—but even as they collapse, moaning, Schrøder is still standing, looking as if he’s ready for another round.


  “We’ve lost two men,” he shouts at the gasping, exhausted soldiers. “Michael and Jakob are irreplaceable. How do we go on? Let’s be honest with each other.” Schrøder looks around to make sure they’re all still listening. “Wasn’t there a moment during battle when you felt that rush—that wow when the rifle comes alive in your hands and it feels like the world’s biggest cannon, and your heart pounds faster than ever? And you know, as you’ve never known before, that you’re just so fucking alive? Aren’t there moments out here when you all feel it, down to your toes, out to your fingertips, up to the roots of your hair, deep in your ass, that this is just the fucking greatest?”


  He looks around again. Dennis stands up and starts to clap. One after another, they join in. Only Troels and Clement aren’t there. Iraq Robert looks as if he’s heard it all before. Maybe this is the kind of pep talk they give in DarkSky. Although Viktor joins in, there’s no excitement in his face. He claps only because he’s loyal to his platoon.


  “In your jobs at home, have any of you ever had the same feeling of fighting for something great? The war resisters are always whining about post-traumatic stress disorder when they want to feel sorry for us. But what if what we experience after battle is the opposite of trauma? Okay, you’ve gotten a little gunpowder on your balls—and at some point you’ll have trouble sleeping or concentrating. Mice have been chewing on the wires and now the lights are out. We’ve all experienced it. We know something’s wrong. Boom—here come the psychologists. Well, shit! You’ve just had the greatest experience of your life. What if your trauma is just the disappointment of knowing you’ll never be back on the battlefield? You’ve peaked. From here on, it’s all just everyday nonsense. From now on, your lives are just a film in black and white, but you’ve already experienced 3-D. Still, they keep telling you something’s wrong with you, because it’s hard to get used to looking at the screen on an old console TV from the fifties. You know what I mean? I know I’m hitting on some sensitive subjects. We all have someone we miss. Maybe we tend to romanticize life back home, but was it really so great? If it was, would we all be here? We mourn for our fallen comrades, and we always will. But above all else, we are proud. Proud of the choice we made. Proud of who we are.”


  They clap again. “Michael!” they shout. “Jakob!”
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  “I liked what you said yesterday.”


  Hannah glances at Schrøder. They’re on their way back to camp after patrolling the outskirts of Girishk. Standing next to each other in the APC, they stare out over the last stretch of desert before they’re back at camp. The weather has changed. Though it still gets hot in the middle of the day, the sun isn’t as strong as before and the shadows are longer. The blue sky has taken on an unknown depth. The desert’s colors are heavy and gray. Sometimes it rains, but not like the tropical monsoons that wash everything away. It’s more like the autumn rain back home. The desert absorbs everything, and the gravel turns a shade darker. Before, everything turned white in the shimmering heat. Still, the flat landscape has preserved its unyielding emptiness. Once the enemy was only a mirage; now he has become concrete, although they still don’t know who he is. Images from skirmishes and other engagements are burned into their memories—with Jakob’s and Michael’s dead bodies filling each and every one of them.


  Hannah doesn’t say anything about the effect the sight of Schrøder’s sweaty body had on her when they finished their hero workout for Michael and Jakob, and he was the only one still standing. On top of that, he still had enough air in his lungs to give a speech that grabbed her; he was able to turn all the usual shit on its head and describe things as they really are.


  Hannah has never thought of their platoon leader as a man she might be attracted to: she has only thought of him as an officer. A chasm exists between them—and that’s just fine. Boundaries are clear in an army. War is chaos, but the army is order. Something simply happens when you’ve fought together. In CrossFit, you scream out your anger, your frustration, your pain—you surf on a wave of adrenaline created by you. In a way, war is just the same, but the wave is bigger and the forces you mobilize come from somewhere deeper within you.


  Even totally exhausted, she can lie down on her cot and feel overcome by a desperate passion. She might be thinking of her dead comrades when suddenly her overwhelming sorrow turns into an equally powerful desire to be taken by some heavy, living body. All of her, right down to her last thought, concentrates at that moment in her pussy, waiting to explode. When she touches herself, she knows that the orgasm is nothing more than a time-out. It’s going to take more than a spasm in her pussy.


  I’m at war. I don’t have time to think about sex. That’s what most people think, as if the urge to fuck stems from surplus energy. Nonsense. In war, you’re always ready to die or take a life—and when you live on the edge, sex is never far away. Sex and violence and death are all part of the same merciless desire.


  After the workout, she lay in the gravel, and that was how she felt when she looked up at Schrøder while listening to his stirring speech.


  She wasn’t thinking: I want him! No, she was thinking: He has to take me!


  He’s your platoon leader, a voice inside her admonished. He’s your officer.


  So what, her entire body answered.


  The APC rumbles off into the rutted tracks on the last stretch from Highway 1 into camp. There isn’t much room in the open hatch, so she and Schrøder keep bumping into each other. Hannah lets her body sway loosely to the truck’s movements, causing her hip to brush against his. Not once, but often. Schrøder looks at her. She looks at him. What are his eyes saying? That he’s aware of her touch? What are her eyes saying when they answer his? That was the idea?


  As they near the camp gate, Schrøder breaks the silence. “In my tent, sixteen hundred hours. I’ll be alone.” They exchange one last glance, and then they both stare out over the landscape. Hannah stiffens. Her cheeks are hot. Her heart is pounding.


  At sixteen hundred hours, she walks down a corridor covered in loose-fitting white plastic that makes it look like a tunnel in a chalk mine. There are rectangles of military-green canvas on each side, all of them zipped shut. Behind them are square, high-ceilinged tents with exposed light bulbs hanging in a row from a suspended cable, eight-man rooms where the officers reside. One of the canvas doors hangs half open. She pushes the fabric aside and steps in.


  Schrøder is sitting on a cot.


  “Take off your clothes!” he says in an officer’s tone.


  Turning around, she zips up the opening and then quickly takes off her clothes. Hannah is overcome by a fierce desire that renders all the words she can’t find unnecessary. Even before he touches her, her whole body is trembling.
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  “How’s the food out here?” asks Eigil. “Have you had any Afghan food?”


  They stare at him. In the mess tent they get lunch omelets and can choose from at least seven different ingredients: onion, peppers, tomatoes, two kinds of cheese, ham, and bacon. They have chocolate muffins and brownies with their coffee. Lobster every Friday.


  Afghan food! What’s he talking about?


  “Gay!” says Mads.


  Although Eigil Kaurason’s parents are both Icelandic, he grew up on the isle of Møn and has Danish citizenship. He’s tall and flawlessly beautiful in a classically male way, with thick curly brown hair and perfect white teeth he’s always flashing in a large smile that seems to greet the whole world. His eyes sparkle in competition with his teeth.


  Eigil is so handsome that Mads thinks he could easily be gay. Looks-wise, Mads is Eigil’s only competition—though on some bitter level Mads senses he’s already lost that battle. Everyone knows that Mads always scores and can get any girl he wants, but they don’t know anything about Eigil, who never talks about himself.


  There’s nothing limp about Eigil’s wrists. He’s a sharpshooter. It takes a steady hand to hold a Finnish SAKO TRG-42 sniper rifle. There can’t be any shaking, not even the slightest tremor. Eigil was the last to arrive—and even though it’s his first deployment, a sharpshooter always comes with a certain reputation. The rest of them shoot randomly in disorderly engagements; no one knows if they’ve ever even hit the enemy. Too often it takes an artillery grenade or a five-hundred-pound bomb to end any direct combat. A sharpshooter never pulls the trigger unless the enemy is in his crosshairs. A second later his talents are confirmed: the red mist, as professionals call it, that tells him the skull has exploded, enemy brain matter flying in all directions.


  Mads has been playing Counter-Strike since he was what he calls younger (that is, three or four years ago). The game involves counterterrorism, dismantling time bombs, and freeing hostages. It’s all about killing as many terrorists as possible. Mads was one of the best players—he even has the papers to prove it. His team, Death Squadron, won gold in the World Cyber Games in 2007.


  “In Counter-Strike,” he says, looking at Eigil with all the authority of a gold-medal winner, “we call snipers ‘campers,’ because they’re always waiting around for the right moment while the rest of us put our lives on the line for points. Nobody likes them.”


  “But they’re the ones who score,” says Eigil.


  “Camper,” says Mads, as he has now christened Eigil. Clearly he thinks the nickname shifts the difference between them in his favor.


  In a high, girly falsetto, he contorts part of a crude pop melody:


  “Oh, Camper. How was I supposed to know you covered that creaking door?”


  Camper is there for the good of the platoon. They lost Michael and Jakob in an ambush in the Green Zone—but would a sharpshooter have made any difference? Barely. It was all too chaotic, and what they couldn’t see, he certainly wouldn’t have seen, either. Now, if he’d been lying up on High Ground looking through a 56 millimeter lens that magnified up to twenty-five times . . . yeah, maybe.


  That’s where he’s headed now, along with his observer, Karlsen, a solidly built man in his mid-twenties with a shaved head and blond eyelashes. They lie for four hours staring down into the Green Zone. Their guess is that several roadside bombs are still buried along the path where Schrøder’s platoon was ambushed and that the Taliban will come back to dig up the unused ones so they can use them in other areas. Their mission has been cleared from above: Camper has permission to shoot to kill from the moment a Taliban soldier appears with the dug-up bomb in his hand. Neutralize the enemy, as they say. Good expression. There’s nothing personal about it. Two armies face each other, and at this moment the SAKO’s heavy barrel is the front line.


  They have a view out over the farms and the poplar trees that form a living fence around the cornfields. A man in a black turban stops on his motorcycle. He starts digging in the gravel while curious locals gather around him. In the rifle’s scope, Camper watches as he carefully separates the battery, wires, and explosive materials from each other. Hard to get a direct hit, though, because of all the locals standing around him.


  Karlsen has calculated wind strength, distance, and trajectory. They’re shooting from a high point down onto a lower one, but this so-called angle of terrain is difficult to replicate at home on the flat Danish landscape. To learn it, Camper had to lie on top of Blåvand Lighthouse and shoot down at targets. He had a hell of a time getting as far as he has.


  Down in the Green Zone, the Taliban fighter has finished disassembling the roadside bomb. He looks around at the bystanders and spots a small boy looking curiously at him. Smiling at the boy, he stretches out his arms as if inviting him to take a ride.


  “Human shield,” says Karlsen. “He wants to use the kid as a shield.”


  Just as the boy takes a step forward, Camper pulls the trigger. The man’s turban is ripped off his head as if yanked away by an invisible hand. The motorcycle topples over, and he lands heavily on the ground with one leg beneath it. In the rifle’s scope, Camper can see the remains of the blown-off head surrounded by a black, soiled cloth.


  The bystanders scatter in all directions, except for the boy, who remains standing in front of the dead man. His mouth is open in what Camper assumes must be a scream, though they’re too far away to hear it. No one returns for the child. For a long time, he stands next to the dead man. His mouth stays open, while his shoulders rise and fall, as if the screams have exhausted him and he’s having trouble breathing.
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  “This man would like to know how many times a week you do it with your wife.”


  Roshaan looks at the Danish CO.


  This is Ove Steffensen’s third meeting with Naib Atmar, and the conversation has taken an unexpected turn.


  They’ve never mentioned their families before. Steffensen hesitates a moment before answering. “Three times.” That’s not strictly true. He’s not in the habit of counting, but he thinks that number is probably a bit high. Two might be closer to the mark. Sometimes one. Neither of them is young. Still, it doesn’t hurt to exaggerate a little.


  “Me, too.” The warlord breaks into a huge smile, as if suddenly recognizing a brother in the Dane.


  Well, now I know that, thinks Steffensen. He has never thought about the warlord’s sex life; apparently it’s not so different from his own. “How many wives do you have?” he asks, as if he’s reminding the warlord of the difference between them.


  “Three. And you?”


  “Polygamy is forbidden in Denmark. I have just the one.”


  “I know you can’t have many wives in the West. Have you always been together with her? Haven’t there been others?”


  “My first wife died. I divorced my second wife. Now I’m with the third—her name is Karen.”


  “Karen.” Atmar savors the word. He pronounces it surprisingly well. “See? You’re just like me. Three wives. No difference.” He sends Steffensen a knowing grin.


  “But I don’t have them all at once. I have them one at a time.”


  “That doesn’t mean anything. It’s the same principle. Your system is merely more practical. Ours is a mess. Three wives at once. Nothing but screaming and shouting. Always fighting with each other. Then they gang up on me. You call us warlords. If you only knew. Afghanistan’s worst war is in the home.”


  “Are you with each of them three times a week?” Steffensen’s voice sounds playful.


  As always, Roshaan’s expression remains neutral. The warlord ignores him. The interpreter is there to serve; he doesn’t exist. Steffensen wonders if Roshaan feels humiliated. He never asks. Anyway, it can’t be changed. Atmar has the attitudes he has, and Steffensen needs to talk to him.


  Atmar laughs it off. “I am a strong man—but not that strong. And I don’t have the time. I have a lot of power, and power is time consuming. I concentrate mostly on one of them.”


  “And that must be the most recent, who is also the youngest and most beautiful?”


  “You would think so, wouldn’t you? But I married my youngest wife only because I needed to ally myself with her clan. My oldest wife is my favorite. She knows me best of all. She knows what I like, and I know what she likes.”


  “It reminds me of myself a little,” says Steffensen. A yearning for intimacy sweeps over him and he lets it. Details from one’s private life—something that can be shared—these kinds of things grease the wheels. They don’t teach that at the Royal Danish Defense College, but business people know it. Steffensen knows it, too, and now he has the opportunity to use his knowledge in an unexpected context. Very unexpected, but he enjoys the situation; it gives him the opportunity to move into unknown territory in a way that he still understands.


  “I broke my arm once,” he says. “I never would have managed without my wife. You share limbs. You develop a common body. You no longer have two arms—you have four. That’s a marriage.


  “When my first wife died,” he continues, “I remarried too quickly. My new wife was much younger than me, and soon I discovered that we didn’t have much in common. There’s definitely something flattering about a younger woman’s interest. Still, I got bored with her company, and I don’t think I was really fulfilling her needs, either. Now I’m married to a woman my own age. It’s much better.”


  The warlord looks straight ahead, thoughtfully. “It is more difficult to live with a woman than to run a war,” he says. “In war, it’s all about destroying your enemy. Very simple. Bang—and he’s dead. In marriage, it’s about turning your enemy into your friend. Much more complicated.”


  Are they talking about war or women? Both, really. There’s a duality in everything Naib jan says that sharpens Ove jan’s hearing. Everything has to be translated, not only from Pashto to Danish, but also from one meaning to another.


  “It’s my impression that that’s how you are running the war here in Afghanistan,” says Steffensen. “My sense is that you are trying to turn your enemy into your ally instead of killing him.”


  “You’re a wise man, Ove jan. I’ll have to be on my guard in the future. Or you will cheat me, instead of the other way around.”


  The both laugh. They’re always on their guard with each other, as they should be. Otherwise they wouldn’t be professionals. But in vigilance there is also respect. And right now it’s growing.
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  “Ove jan,” says the new director of Helmand Security. “How much does a ticket to your country cost?”


  And so it begins. Surprised, Steffensen looks at him. “Are you going on vacation in Denmark?” He strikes a light tone, despite the warlord’s gloomy expression. He has no doubt that his Afghan counterpart’s mien has been carefully rehearsed.


  “You must buy me, my three wives, and my nine children tickets to your country. One-way tickets. I am not coming back to Afghanistan. You must get me a qalat surrounded by high, thick walls. And you must hire security guards. It can’t be far from the nearest school. My children must not be illiterate, as I am. You must see to it that they have good teachers in English and mathematics. My girls shall also go to school. I support women getting an education.”


  Steffensen knows there is a subtext, something unspoken, but the warlord is offering no help in clarifying the mystery. To ask him directly would be a breach of etiquette.


  Steffensen tries to hide his confusion. “Naib jan,” he says, “what you are asking me will be difficult. Very difficult. Why do you want to leave? Afghanistan is your country. And there are schools here where girls can get an education. That’s exactly what we’re fighting for—together.”


  “No, you are mistaken if you believe Afghanistan is my country. Right now the country belongs to the foreign troops. When you leave, it will be the Taliban’s country. It will never be my country again. I’m finished here. My children’s lives are in constant danger. I am an outlaw in my own country.”


  Steffensen glances at Roshaan. This involves the interpreter, too. If Roshaan loses faith that his employer can win the war, it will hurt his loyalty. Steffensen looks earnestly at the warlord. “We won’t leave Afghanistan until security has been created. That’s why we’re here. To liberate the country from the Taliban. We aren’t leaving until our mission has been accomplished.”


  They look each other in the eye, their voices serious. Still, Steffensen knows that they’re really speaking about something else. He doesn’t believe his own words for a single minute, and he doesn’t expect Atmar will, either. It’s one of the rules of the game that you pretend you believe in negotiations like this, while monitoring each other’s tone of voice, the pauses and their length, the silences that always speak the loudest. But what the hell do they mean?


  “You know quite well, Ove jan, that when you leave Afghanistan, it will not be because you have shot the last member of the Taliban but because there will be ten times more Taliban than there were when you arrived. Just the sight of you results in a hundred new recruits a day here. I can’t even trust my own men. They’re employed in a security firm now, I tell them. Yes, thank you. But they can make more money with the Taliban, and they get permission to shoot you, too. Have they received nice uniforms? Do you greet them with respect? Treat them like valuable allies? I tell you, Ove jan, it tugs at the trigger finger of their humiliation every time you avoid saying hello to them. What shall I tell them? They already know that once you leave they will be hanged from the nearest pylon. You remember what happened to Najibullah?”


  Steffensen can’t recall who Najibullah is. Roshaan rescues him: “The last Communist head of state in Kabul. He hid for four years in a UN building. Taliban broke into the building and hanged him from a traffic light. But not before they castrated him.”


  Atmar glances quickly from one man to the other, as if he suspects that Roshaan is doing more than simply translating.


  Steffensen nods. “Yes, that was terrible,” he says.


  “That could be my destiny.” The warlord raises his hands as if in prayer. “It can be everyone’s destiny. We should move into your camp. Soon it will be the only place where we can be safe. Will you give us a tent? Will you provide us with armored vehicles? Machine guns, artillery? We can protect you. But will you also protect us? I don’t even need to ask. I can see it in your face. The answer is no. You are my friend. I know that. But you cannot do business on your own. And that is why things are as they are. You must buy me a ticket to Denmark.”


  “I promise,” says Ove jan, flashing his most winning smile, “that one day we will dance Attan together in the courtyard of your qalat in Denmark.”


  As they say goodbye, the warlord looks satisfied—but does he really believe he’s ever going to Denmark? Obviously, he’s confident that Ove jan has understood him. It’s not asylum he has been promised in Denmark, but something else. A solution to a problem, though Steffensen doesn’t know either the problem or the solution. He’s bluffing, he thinks.


  Steffensen has discussed the warlord with his interpreter. “You are the new Afghanistan,” says Roshaan, who always answers that the old Afghanistan is stronger than the new one. “Look at my fellow students in Kabul. They’re lazy and stupid. Yet because they are sons of powerful warlords, they receive scholarships to study in the US.”


  “Connection, networking,” says Steffensen. “That’s the modern world. You have to learn how to network.”


  “This has nothing to do with networks,” objects Roshaan. “It’s about the stupid’s right to rule. The warlords are nothing but a band of illiterates.”


  “The illiterate wants an education for his son,” says Steffensen, “and soon for his daughter, too. That’s progress.”


  At this point in the conversation, the interpreter always looks despondent.


  Steffensen collects information about Atmar, things he didn’t know previously. At some point the warlord’s militia was tasked with protecting the thirty-kilometer road from the Danes’ area to Helmand province’s capital, Lashkar Gah. He set up checkpoints along the entire route. Steffensen cannot discover, however, if Atmar was ever paid for his services to the NATO troops. No entry exists in any of the financial reports.


  He discovers something else, however. Atmar’s men were extorting exorbitant sums from locals every time they passed a checkpoint—the beginning of the end for the entrepreneurial warlord’s militia. Predictably enough, the locals allied themselves with the Taliban. Atmar has lost all his checkpoints to the enemy, who retake them, one by one, until the road to Lashkar Gah becomes as dangerous as before, passable only by heavily armed convoys who must shoot their way forward, kilometer by kilometer, while roadside bombs echo in the landscape.


  No one has come to the aid of the struggling militia, and the explanation is as simple as it is revealing. NATO forces simply cannot officially ally themselves with any private militia. The battle between the Taliban and Atmar’s militia resembles a showdown between rival gangs, with one important difference: in the eyes of the locals, one gang, the Taliban, represents law and order and the other is merely a band of rejects. Turning the militia into a private security firm isn’t enough. It might function on paper and in the Ministry of Defense when justifying expenditures, but out here on the battlefield it’s meaningless. Atmar’s militia must become part of the national security apparatus. But how?


  Law and order, said Atmar. Uniforms, respect, you don’t say hello to us, he told him. These are the clues he offered Ove jan amid all that nonsense about asylum in Denmark.


  Steffensen decides to pay Ghuli Khan, the local police commissioner in Girishk, a visit. He wants to ask him if he needs anything, even though he already knows the answer. The police commissioner back on Bornholm would have said the same thing: more men.


  Although Steffensen meets the police commissioner regularly, he has never actually spoken to him. Now he’s questioning Herluf Jørgensen, a ruddy Danish police officer who helps to train the local police force in Girishk. The portly Jørgensen with the receding hairline comes from Ringkøbing, a city that hasn’t seen a murder since 2006. In Girishk, a run-down town where muddy paths function as roads and clay homes with invisible cracks collapse beneath the weight of their neglect, at least a hundred murders occur each year, and those are just the ones that have been recorded. Jørgensen, who’s from western Jutland, isn’t easily intimidated. That’s Afghan culture, he says, unavoidable behavior in a war-torn country—and Steffensen thinks he’s probably right about that. The fact that murders are even recorded shows progress.


  Jørgensen has only good things to say about the police commissioner. They share an excellent working relationship, and Ghuli Khan has publicly declared his friendship with the Dane. “When you return to Denmark, I will resign,” Khan has told him. “I am here for your sake. You are my source of inspiration.” Together they make unarmed rounds on the same streets where Danish soldiers, fearful of suicide bombers, rarely go on foot patrol.


  Jørgensen helped raise money for the construction of a mosque on the grounds of the heavily guarded police station, so that police officers can pray without the fear of being blown up. Jørgensen cut the ribbon at the mosque’s opening ceremony. On his website he uploaded a photograph that, in Afghan custom, shows him and the police commissioner hand in hand. On several occasions, and in reports to the Ministry of Defense, Steffensen has praised Jørgensen. He feels that they are inspired by the same ideas. Cooperation, not confrontation.


  When Steffensen meets Ghuli Khan at the police station, the police commissioner seems anything but imposing. Of average height and heavy, he has a large gut that his tight uniform only emphasizes, and his cap is a size too small. Yet, the insignificant nature of his appearance makes him seem trustworthy, if not inspiring.


  The meeting goes well.


  Naib Atmar’s men will receive uniforms and become part of the police corps; thus, when they’re in need, they can call for assistance from the foreign forces. That’s what Atmar wants, wisely realizing that he cannot ask for it himself. Because Ove jan must raise the subject, Atmar has served up only hints of his idea to the Danish commander, like tiny pieces in a jigsaw puzzle.


  Steffensen can see how much he enjoys the game. A warlord’s men will be integrated into the police force. They could just as easily remain outside it—even become lawless opponents of it. Are these new policemen exemplary officers of the law? Hardly. But this isn’t Denmark; there’s no law and order in Afghanistan. You have to start somewhere when you’re rebuilding a country from the ground up.


  Afghanistan is not as strange as it might seem. People should reserve their ideals for solemn occasions and realize that rules often have to be bent. Only buildings with flexible joints can survive an earthquake, and Afghanistan is an earthquake zone, a challenge to human reason.


  A war that’s lasted more than thirty years—what hasn’t it done to people? The goal is to gather up the last pieces of humanity from the charred earth and try to make sense out of them. The survival instinct is the strongest that exists, but one man’s gain need not be another man’s loss. The survival instinct can also manifest itself in community and cooperation, and it’s Steffensen’s job to see that it does.


  He invites Atmar to yet another meeting and informs him that he has something for him. For a moment he considers bringing along a one-way ticket to Denmark just to see the warlord’s face. Would he be furious, disappointed, or surprised? Either way, he’d view Ove jan as an idiot. Instead, he tells him that he’s pulled some strings so that Naib jan’s men can be incorporated into the police force.


  Naib jan lays his hand on his heart and bows his head humbly. “It is a great honor,” he says.


  And he never says another word about asylum in Denmark.
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  The platoon is visiting Spondon, a patrol base northeast of Girishk on the other side of the river, when they discover that something is wrong with Schrøder.


  Spondon isn’t much more than gravel bunkers, HESCO bales, and hastily constructed tin-roofed wooden sheds; the cots have only half a meter between them, and they have to shit behind tarps in plastic bags they have to bury themselves. There’s nowhere to hide when the grenades start to fly.


  It all starts at night.


  Shortly after midnight, they hear sounds coming from Schrøder. He isn’t snoring, but they can hear him. They’re vigilant—even asleep. The platoon leader is moaning softly, interrupted by deep groans that sound as if they’re being caused by sudden punches to his stomach. Standing up, they turn on their helmet lamps. Schrøder lies peacefully on his side, almost like a child; his half-open hands are close to his face, but without warning, they clench. His eyelids are moving. Suddenly his eyes open wide, but in the light of their helmet lamps, his wide eyes seem to see nothing. His pupils contract. They stare at him like psychology students doing sleep studies. Sidekick waves his hand in front of the platoon leader’s face. Schrøder doesn’t react. Testing, Sidekick sticks an index finger close to one of his eyeballs. Still no reaction. Sidekick grabs his camera and starts to film his contorted face. “Stop that,” says Hannah, who has to bunk with the men because of the cramped conditions in Spondon. The others laugh, though with a certain nervousness. In a little while, the platoon leader calms down.


  Hannah wants to sit on the cot, rest Schrøder’s head in her lap, and stroke his cheeks. She doesn’t recognize this sudden wave of tenderness. She’s used to taking care of others, but this goes much deeper than concern or feeling responsible. She doesn’t know what to call the feeling, but she’s afraid that the others can tell something is going on between her and their platoon leader. That would be bad not only for the squad but also for her and Schrøder. There’s something fragile between them—and the last thing it needs is comments and looks from the others. When they make love, it’s intense like a wrestling match. Yet she senses that what they have is made of glass.


  An hour later, Schrøder starts moaning and groaning again. This time they can’t fall back to sleep, so they lie there chatting. They vacillate between being irritated, then worried, and then deeply shaken as if hiding an inexplicable urge to join him in moaning.


  They shake him but to no avail. He doesn’t wake up. They pour water on his head, but he dries off his face in his sleep and keeps moaning. Now and then he speaks, although no one understands what he’s saying. Is that Pashto? They position three men by his cot and flip it over. He’s heavy and lands with a thud on the floor. But he still doesn’t wake up.


  “Did you know about this?” Hannah asks Viktor. “Don’t you sleep in the same tent as him? The officers do bunk together.”


  Viktor scratches his bald head. “He always seems so calm. Considerate in everything he does. He sleeps normally. I’ve never seen him like this before.”


  In the morning they gather around him.


  “You know you moan in your sleep, don’t you?” says Viktor. The others are sitting in a circle behind him. It resembles a debriefing after an engagement. They’re perplexed. They have no idea how he’s going to react, nor do they know what advice to give him. They don’t want him to view himself as a problem. He just needs to stop making so much noise at night. They don’t care about the rest of it—that’s his concern.


  “I moan?”


  They start to laugh. His ignorance is both liberating and disarming. Schrøder laughs, too, at their reaction. “Really? I moan in my sleep? I mean—I’m not also talking in my sleep, am I? I’m not revealing my deepest secrets to you assholes?” His tone is cheerful, but for a moment there’s a worried look in his eyes.


  Viktor shakes his head. “You talk, but we can’t understand what you’re saying.”


  Sidekick takes out his camera and turns it on. Schrøder concentrates on the small screen. He hears the moaning and groaning, and then the unintelligible words.


  “I’m speaking Pashto,” says Schrøder, looking relieved. “I take it you’re mentioning it because you want me to stop moaning? Why not just wake me up?”


  “We tried,” says Viktor. “You don’t wake up. We poured water on your head. We tossed you out of bed. We couldn’t wake you.”


  “Can’t a lieutenant get his beauty sleep without a bunch of grunts interfering?”


  “You know what we mean.”


  “Yeah, I know exactly what you mean. So what should we do? Any suggestions?” Schrøder looks around. “What about duct tape?” Smiling, he strokes his light-blond beard. “Of course it’s a total insult to my vanity. I’ll have to shave some of this off, so it doesn’t get caught in the tape. Otherwise, I don’t see the problem.”


  That same evening, he shaves. Once again they can see the perfect Cupid’s bow with the little scar, which has been hidden for months. He still has some beard left on his cheeks and around his chin. At bedtime, he stands there in his underwear with scissors and a roll of duct tape. They can’t help but laugh at the sight of him.


  He’s about to bring the tape up over his mouth when Hannah stands up. “Let me do it,” she says. She places it gently over his mouth, carefully smoothing it out with her fingertips. Hopefully she hasn’t given them away. She has to try to control herself.


  Adam, who has been staring, abruptly looks down while blushing behind his chestnut-colored beard.


  “Does it bother you?” asks Hannah, trying to keep her voice as neutral as possible.


  Schrøder shakes his head. Pushing the sheet aside, he lies down on the cot and then pulls the sheet back up to his chest and folds his hands. He looks like someone about to undergo a surgical experiment with no anesthesia. The only thing missing is the leather straps to hold him in place.


  They all sleep through the night.


  They wake Schrøder with some fresh-brewed coffee. “What are you dreaming about?” asks Viktor, handing him the cup.


  “I can never remember, but it must be something violent if I’m reacting like that.” He looks around at them. “Listen,” he says in the same firm voice he uses when he’s issuing an order or leading a debriefing. “If any of you are starting to doubt me, now is the time to say so. Have you seen my hands shaking? Do I seem confused?”


  They all shake their heads.


  “Anyone who thinks I ought to see a psychologist, raise your hand.”


  No one moves.


  “Anyone who thinks I ought to buy everyone a beer for keeping you all awake when we get back home again, raise your hand.”


  They all raise their hands—except Hannah.


  “Anyone who thinks that when we get back we should buy Schrøder all the beer he wants for being the best platoon leader ever, raise your hand,” she says.
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  “So, what were you dreaming about?”


  Hannah knows she’s repeating Viktor’s question, just as she knows that Schrøder already said he couldn’t remember.


  They’ve made love in their own fierce way, but at the moment Schrøder climaxed, he stared right into her eyes. That’s not something guys usually do. They usually leer at your breasts or ask you to turn over so they can ogle your ass. What is sex for them anyway? Masturbation in front of a peep show window where, instead of their own hand, they use someone’s body? Maybe she’s like that, too. Their eye contact compels her to ask about his dreams, that and the feeling that maybe it’s more than eye contact. For a moment a door seems to open between them, something in his eyes inviting her to step inside.


  “You really want to know?” he says, grinning.


  She nods. “So you can actually remember?”


  “Yeah, it’s just nobody’s business.”


  They’re no longer in his tent—it’s too risky. She asks what would happen if they were caught. “We’d probably both get sent home,” he says. “Or if they think I’m indispensable to the platoon, you’d be shipped home, while I would get let off with a reprimand.” He winks at her. “Either way, it would be bad for your reputation. You know women always have to work twice as hard in the military. I, on the other hand, would get points for having scored with you. But seriously, it would be a real mess . . . What we’re doing is a real mess.”


  They both laugh.


  “And yet we keep doing it,” she says.


  “There’s this thing called the ethical code. An officer cannot enter into a dependent relationship with a subordinate. So, Hannah, I’m in the danger zone with you.”


  Is that an invitation? Is now the time to ask if he has entered into a dependent relationship with her? She really wants to hear him say yes, but what if he doesn’t answer, or he says no?


  They’ve discussed where to meet when the tent is no longer an option. Down behind the shed near the shooting range? They end up at the lot where they park the APCs. They open the hatchback on one of them. They’re wearing their headlamps. She suggested candles but Schrøder shook his head. At first they lie down on one of the stretchers, but it’s too narrow. They wind up lying on top of their clothes, on the floor. It’s cold but they soon get warm.


  They’ve changed positions. Now she’s half lying on top of him. With her finger, she traces his Cupid’s bow, which she loves for its perfect little curve. Something good has come from his nightmares: his upper lip is no longer hidden behind a beard.


  He hesitates a little, as if using her finger as an excuse not to answer her question about the dreams haunting him. “I stand half naked in front of a mirror,” he says. He starts to speak quickly, as if he’s anxious to get it over with. “My back is covered with boils, constantly bubbling up and bursting like boiling water. A large piece of my cheek is gone, and I can see the jawbone beneath it. But it’s not bleeding. My brain is exposed and the lobes look like bloated, gorged worms writhing around each other. There’s something large in one eye, and when I stick my finger into my eye to remove it, a part of my eyeball comes out with it. It sticks to my fingers like whipped egg whites. It’s like I can peel off parts of myself without it having any consequences.”


  He laughs disarmingly, as if he just told her a joke. She senses that she shouldn’t ask anything else.


  It’s not compassion Schrøder’s dream awakens in Hannah but recognition. I could have the same kind of dream, she thinks. My entire childhood was just like that dream.


  Schrøder never asks about her life, and she’s relieved by his lack of curiosity. She could talk with Adam about her upbringing, because there was nothing between them. Love and compassion don’t necessarily go together. People try to evoke others’ compassion because they’ve given up on being loved. She has seen it so many times—girls who market themselves as victims, but the only thing they awaken in guys is guilt masquerading as love. It just doesn’t last. With Adam she senses the possibility of friendship, but that’s something else.


  Schrøder never says anything about his life back home. It’s like a tacit agreement between them. Not that they don’t talk, although he does most of the talking. He’ll suddenly get lost in a train of thought and say things she’s never heard him say before, to the platoon or to anyone else. It’s like he’s talking to himself out loud, which makes her feel privileged. She’s someone he confides in, not the intimate confidences of girlfriends, but his thoughts about the world. He speaks to her like a teacher speaking to a student. He wants to make her wiser, and that must be because he sees something in her. He wants something with her. She feels valued.


  “Look at Afghanistan,” he says. “We want everyone here to live together, Hazaras, Tajiks, Uzbeks, Pashtuns, and a hundred and seventeen other ethnic minorities. Do you realize that Europe fought two world wars because we refused to live with anyone who deviated even one iota from ourselves? Europe—where the flag looks best on a landscape covered in blood and dead bodies. We deported our human garbage to America, where they became a whole new people. The rest of us who stayed behind never managed to do that. Europe—always ready to serve the most outrageous industrial and military exploitation. Let the rest of the world blow to hell. It’s the true path. Forward, march! Why should the Afghans be America when we Europeans won’t?”


  He looks at her earnestly. She nods encouragingly, wanting him to say more, no matter what. Sometimes she thinks it’s like listening to rap lyrics. His voice is rhythmic, and his body moves right in time with the words. The only thing missing are the rhymes. Schrøder is Eminem with a gun. “Shake that ass for me!” Hell yes—as long as he’ll keep speaking that way. She has discovered a new side of herself, an intellectual hunger that only makes him even more attractive.


  “Have you seen all the walls here in Afghanistan?”


  It’s not really a question; he’s on a roll again.


  “They’ve been here for two thousand years, and they’ll be here for two thousand more. We brag that we’re the ones who invented the rifles they use to shoot us with. Roadside bombs, mortar grenades—it all comes from us. The remote control that activates the bomb. Their radio communication. Yes, we’re far superior in technology and science. That’s how all of us think, but it’s just the opposite. Science is only proof of our own stupidity. What’s been the end result of all its efforts, all its insights? Climate change that will soon be the end of us all—but not the Afghans. They’ve been on the edge of destruction for two thousand years, and they’ll survive for two thousand more. Desert everywhere, temperatures reaching astronomical heights, no rain. They’ve been adapting to that kind of thing for a long time. In the future they won’t need their rifles, missiles, and roadside bombs. We’ll be like lepers outside their walls, fighting with the jackals for their garbage. It’s the Afghans who will win in the end!”


  “Do you really think so?” she asks.


  “What do you think?”


  “I think you mean some of it. Have you been smoking?” Her tone is teasing, but there’s a slight nervousness behind her question. She doesn’t want some pothead. She smiles so he won’t think her question is too serious and get angry.


  “Smoking? No, eating,” he says. “It’s hash brownie time!”


  They both laugh.


  He keeps talking until they suddenly look at each other and then quickly get dressed. They have to get back; they can’t be gone too long.


  She’s moved by the fact that time always sneaks up on him. They never kiss goodbye, as if they’re afraid it might leave a visible mark. When they’re with the platoon, they avoid looking at each other. They make a game of it. She laughs silently. “I’m happy,” she says to herself. That unfamiliar word.
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  “Shouldn’t we speak to the mayor?”


  Steffensen looks at Atmar. He used “we” intentionally to show Naib jan that they’re in this together. They’re a team.


  “Ali Shar is a good man,” says the warlord. “A great man. Yes, I would go as far as saying he is the only honorable man in Helmand. Honesty is a rare quality, and the mayor of Girishk possesses it. He is in a difficult position. Therefore, I don’t think we should say anything to him.”


  Steffensen nods. He already knew the warlord’s answer. If he’d been unsure, he wouldn’t have asked. “You’re right, Naib jan. The mayor has enough to do. His life is complicated.”


  They smile at each other. Once again they agree in their assessment of a delicate situation. With the approval of the Minister of Development, they have agreed to pay a bribe so the district’s schools are left in peace. Atmar serves as the intermediary. Neither of them mentions where the money is going, but the mayor will. “Are you paying money to rebels now?” he will protest, making things difficult.


  The mayor in Girishk deserves all possible respect, but that’s the only thing Ali Shar deserves. The tall, stately man with the thick, silver-gray beard and the sharp features is useful as a symbol but useless as a negotiating partner. He incarnates all the good intentions of the Brits and Danes. They can point to him and say: See, this is how we want all Afghans to be: honest, straightforward, with a strong sense of justice and a democratic mind-set. That’s what we’re fighting for. Right now there is only one Ali Shar. If it were up to us, there would soon be hundreds, then thousands. Once there are a million of them, we can return home with true peace of mind. Mission accomplished.


  But you can’t get anything to work with men like Ali Shar. If all politicians were like Ali Shar, democracies would collapse. All he has is his damn sincerity, his loudmouthed honesty, and his unyielding single-mindedness. It’s impossible to reach agreements with him. His uncompromising nature isolates him. He’s beyond any kind of influence. The local power brokers ignore him or deal behind his back.


  Steffensen can’t help but admire the mayor, he’s a brave man, but Ali Shar also irritates him to no end. The people did not elect him. No one is elected here because people voted for him. You are elected here because the local power brokers decide that people will vote for you—and Ali Shar is not their candidate. The Brits have installed him because they want a man who follows rules, one they can rely on. Only gradually have they realized that the only people they can rely on are those who have no power. Ali Shar is a man with no power. That’s why he can afford to be honest. He’s window dressing they can show journalists and politicians making a quick stop in a country they don’t understand.


  At some point his outspokenness becomes too much; he starts to contradict all the optimistic messages of progress coming from the press officers taking care of prominent guests. In a fit of despair, he confides in a journalist. He discusses his powerlessness, corruption in the police force, the population’s fears, the lack of communication between soldiers and the locals. The journalist stands there writing everything down.


  Afterward, Christian Halskov, the press officer attending the incident, says that he couldn’t believe his ears. Breathless, he interrupts the mayor’s catastrophic speech. “You shouldn’t be talking like that. Why aren’t you talking about the progress being made?”


  Ali Shar turns toward him. “You!” His voice is enraged. “You know nothing! You don’t know how it is! Riding around in your armored car! You all know nothing! Nothing! None of you!”


  Afterward, Steffensen warns the mayor: if he ever presents such a negative picture of the foreign troops’ efforts to a journalist again, the negative mood will reach home—and that will end with the troops being withdrawn. Is that what he wants?


  “I’m simply speaking the truth.” Ali Shar looks Steffensen right in the eye.


  Steffensen stares back. Now is the time to assert his authority. He has intentionally not sought out the mayor inside Girishk. Instead, he has ordered him to come to camp, a telling sign of his lack of respect. Ali Shar needs to know beyond a doubt who makes the decisions.


  “You know what will happen if we pull out? You’ll be left alone with your enemies.”


  “Who are my enemies?” asks the mayor.


  “I don’t know how you can even ask that question. It’s obvious. Your enemy is the Taliban.”


  “And what about these warlords plundering and terrorizing people every single day—are they my friends? Are they the cornerstones in this democracy you say you want to establish here? I guess they are, since you’re so happy to cooperate with them.”


  Roshaan is translating. Isn’t there a bit too much enthusiasm in his voice, a small, barely hidden triumph in his eyes? The mayor is definitely saying what the interpreter has been saying all along.


  “I’m serious,” says Steffensen.


  “I’m serious, too,” replies the mayor. “My life is on the line. That’s how serious I am.”


  That evening, Steffensen shows up in the mess tent. The journalist sits alone at a table with a notebook and a plastic mug of coffee. Steffensen, who has deliberately avoided taking the press officer with him, rarely makes an appearance in the mess tent and never sits down with a journalist.


  He extends his hand and states his rank and title. The journalist, who’s hunched over his notes, straightens up in his chair. He’s clearly impressed. Steffensen has dug up some information about Sigurd Ludvigsen. A middle-aged freelancer, he’s a former news editor from a now-defunct regional paper in central Jutland. He’s not a name in press circles—but he would certainly become one if he returns to Denmark with a sufficiently meaty story.


  “Did you speak to the mayor today?”


  Ludvigsen nods. “He was very critical about conditions out here. He seemed almost despondent.”


  “That he is.” Steffensen nods, as if to emphasize what’s about to come. “His wife was just killed in a traffic accident. But we fear it was an assassination. The mayor is a symbol of progress here in the district. He enjoys great support. When the rebels strike at him, they strike at us, too. That’s why they’re going after his family. To break him and force him to resign. That would be a great victory for them. Try to understand—the man just lost his wife. It’s a hard time for him. So sometimes you say things you don’t mean. It would be unfair to depict him as you met him today. He wasn’t really himself.”


  “If only I had known that.” Ludvigsen shrugs uncertainly, as if for a moment he’s considering consoling Steffensen. “That’s a totally inhumane situation to find yourself in.”


  “It’s okay. We’re at war with a merciless enemy. We can use all the optimism we can scrape together. I would really hate myself if Ali Shar were portrayed as such a pathetic figure. Believe me, he’s not. He deserves better.”


  It’s true that Ali Shar’s wife—the only one he has as far as Steffensen knows—was killed recently in a traffic accident, though no one, not even Ali Shar himself, suspects it of being an assassination attempt. It happened at a busy crossroads where accidents occur frequently. The Taliban doesn’t camouflage its murders; it advertises them on every possible media outlet.


  Steffensen’s words have their intended effect: Ludvigsen doesn’t use the interview. Instead, after a conversation with the press officer, he writes an article about the need for traffic lights in Girishk. The city is flourishing like never before. Business is booming and more stalls are opening in the bazaar, so the heavy traffic needs to be regulated. He titles the article: “Green Light for Progress.”


  Still, the problem of Ali Shar remains. When will he open his mouth again in the presence of the wrong person at the wrong time?


  One solution would be to keep Ali Shar away from journalists and visiting politicians. Another is that the interpreter translates the mayor’s constant whining more loosely, though Steffensen immediately realizes that will never work. Roshaan wouldn’t only have to translate against his better judgment—he’d also have to defy his own points of view. Of course Steffensen could always bring in a new interpreter, but he doesn’t want to. Despite their disagreements, he has learned to value Roshaan. So, they’ll have to make the mayor invisible for the time being, at least until Ali Shar has learned the art of compromise. Steffensen is sure that he eventually will.


  Steffensen informs Naib jan of the plan. His Afghan allies must understand what is happening. Steffensen brings his finger to his lips. “Not a word to anyone.”


  That Roshaan doesn’t fall under the heading “anyone” is understood: the interpreter is no one, a nonperson. Later Steffensen will make it clear to Roshaan that his job depends on his discretion.


  Naib mimics Steffensen’s gesture, his finger disappearing into his beard. “Not a word to anyone,” he repeats, a smile revealing his straight teeth. He gets up and extends his hand to Ove jan. They’re going to dance. Although Steffensen thinks it’s extremely inappropriate, he can’t decline the invitation. He doesn’t have to watch the warlord’s feet anymore; by now he knows every step by heart. It’s a sign of their connection, of how often they’ve agreed and how many times they’ve reached a solution together.


  “You’re half Afghan now,” says Naib jan.


  “And you’re half Dane,” replies Ove jan.
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  Two weeks later at a meeting in Girishk, Ali Shar asks why he’s no longer being introduced to journalists and politicians. Steffensen explains that you can’t rely on the media. Their interest can suddenly spike, and at other times they’ll ignore the most important stories. The war has received a lot of coverage lately. Now, readers and editors are turning their attention elsewhere.


  “Well, it’s certainly not going well in Girishk. Your people have the right to know the truth. What about the politicians? Why don’t they come to speak to me anymore?”


  Because no one wants to hear your negative bullshit, thinks Steffensen. “Right now Denmark has large economic problems that demand the politicians’ full attention,” he says. “They don’t even have time to talk to me.”


  Ali Shar frowns at him.


  “We won’t let you down.” Steffensen speaks in his most soothing tones. “The politicians will come back. Then you can tell them your thoughts and offer some good advice.” Even he can hear how patronizing he sounds.


  Ali Shar looks Steffensen right in the eyes. “No one is listening,” he says, “but you need to listen.” He breathes in deeply, as if he’s about to dive into deep water. “You’ve cleared the earth along Highway 1.”


  Steffensen looks resigned. He knows what’s coming.


  “On both sides. It’s fertile soil. That’s a great loss for the farmers who own it. You’re paying compensation. You think everything is a question of money. It’s not. It’s a question of soil.”


  “You’re mistaken,” says Steffensen tiredly. “It’s not a question of soil. It’s a question of human lives. Soldiers’ lives. We’ve cleared out one of the most dangerous stretches, an area where we’ve found the most roadside bombs. And the only way we can find them is if we have a clear view of both sides of the road. It also makes it more difficult for the Taliban to plant them.”


  “For every tree you cut down, for every square meter of land you confiscate, there’s one more Taliban soldier. Don’t you understand anything?”


  Steffensen nods sympathetically. “I hear what you’re saying.”


  “Yes, you hear what I’m saying. But you don’t listen.” The mayor throws his arms out in despair. They he bows briefly, turns on his heels, and goes.


  Steffensen watches him leave.


  “He’s right,” says Roshaan. “People here don’t see the big picture. When they see a squad of soldiers stomping all over their fields, the only thing they think about is their crops. It’s impossible to explain to them that the soldiers are there to protect them.”


  “Yes,” says Steffensen. “He’s right and I’m right. We’re both right. And that’s exactly the problem.”


  Steffensen indicates to his two military police bodyguards that it’s time to leave. They walk together to the APC, waiting with its engine running. Driving through the gate, they turn north onto the highway. Steffensen prefers to stand in the open hatch. He feels vulnerable when he has to sit hunched over in the APC’s cramped interior unable to see out. Behind them, a row of personnel carriers joins in what slowly takes the form of a convoy. Traffic on the highway stops and pulls to the sides as the roaring motors pick up speed. He spots the mayor, his hands behind his back, walking on the side of the road. As they drive by, he continues to stare at the ground and does not look up. Steffensen turns around and looks back at him. A dark shadow crosses the mayor’s face with its silvery beard.


  Steffensen feels great sympathy for him—it’s impossible not to—but Ali Shar’s problem is obvious: he’s a living illustration of it as he walks alone on the side of the road. Traffic starts to pick up again once the military convoy has passed. Cars barrel by him. Why isn’t he sitting in one of them, a powerful four-wheel-drive vehicle, filled with armed men wearing vigilant expressions, commander of a whole procession of cars? Why does he choose to walk alone, insignificant in his worn-out sandals, lost in his own thoughts?


  Ali Shar is an idealist. He has no militia. He understands what the common folk feel and think, and that’s important, but like all idealists he allies himself with the silent and the powerless. That’s his great mistake. What can one achieve with the powerless?


  Yes, Ali Shar is a good person, an exemplary democrat. Atmar possesses none of these traits. A good person? Not exactly. But Atmar understands power, and the language of power is universal. It needs no interpreters. That’s why he’s amenable to talking. It’s not democracy quite yet, but isn’t discussion always the first step?


  Does the warlord abide by the law? No, he does not, but so what? Steffensen knows from experience that loopholes help the law to function. A law that’s absolute is doomed from the start. There always has to be something unspoken that allows for improvisation and initiative. Otherwise, it’s impossible to work under.


  Atmar is the unspoken.
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  Steffensen sees Ali Shar a few days later at their weekly meeting at the FOB, a forward operating base that also functions as the police station, just across from the bazaar in Girishk. They sit at tables arranged in a square so that everyone is face-to-face: heavy, bearded men, some in military uniforms, others dressed in the traditional shalwar kameez. Commissioner Ghuli Khan has his police cap pulled down over his greasy hair.


  Steffensen has procured more information about Ghuli Khan. Strategically located on the highway that connects Iran in the west with Pakistan to the east, Girishk is the nerve center of widespread smuggling. He knows that the police commissioner is in deep—something Steffensen finds vulgar. Still, he also knows that Ghuli Khan’s real job as police commissioner is not to enforce the law but to preserve the delicate balance of power in a lawless city. You screw with that at your own risk.


  Atmar has involved him in the complicated web of alliances controlling the city. “The police commissioner was my enemy,” he said, smiling wryly. “Now he is my friend.”


  Atmar’s men have been incorporated into the police force. Steffensen has no idea what the warlord had to give Ghuli Khan in return, but he senses that it’s a certain degree of control. Atmar is his key to the city; he can exercise his influence through him. Steffensen knows that even though he’s viewed as just another warlord, he still has access to the greatest firepower. The men sitting around the table view him as an equal, and he realizes he mustn’t want more. Power’s secrets hide in many places, not only in the barrel of a gun. He looks around the square. For all these men, killing is an everyday occurrence, something banal. His mission is the exact opposite.


  Steffensen is the last to enter the room. That’s his privilege and meant as a signal: they wait for him. Making the rounds, he offers his hand. One after another they stand up. A few embrace him, their woolen patus swinging like capes. Ali Shar nods formally; there’s no conviviality in their greeting. Steffensen can see that the mayor views their last conversation as a turning point. He also notices that the chairs on both sides of Ali Shar are empty.


  In various reports, the men go over the week’s events. A new offensive south of camp has just concluded. Taliban fighters were holding on to a larger area, and now they’ve been driven out. For five days, the Afghan army, supported by Danish and British soldiers, brought in heavy artillery and air bombs. Bulldozers plowed through the Taliban’s minefields. The enemy lost sixteen men, possibly more, while the coalition suffered no losses. The men express their satisfaction with the results, and a jovial mood spreads among them. Steffensen recognizes it from home, the feeling powerful men get when they’ve completed a difficult task.


  Ali Shar, who has remained silent up until now, raises his hand and asks to speak. Unlike the rest of those gathered there, he has difficulty viewing the operation as successful. Many local farmers’ houses were destroyed and families have been forced to flee. There are sick children in every home; it’s winter and it’s cold. Now they are forced to live in schools or with relatives. Several of those killed were local farmers who, according to his sources, had either no connection to the Taliban or the loose association frightened men always have with their persecutors. “And now we have sown the dragon seeds of vengeance among the locals,” he says.


  He raises his hand in warning, his voice getting stronger. Despite the delayed translation Roshaan whispers in his ear, Steffensen senses that Ali Shar might be a powerful speaker. Maybe this is where the mayor’s strengths lie—in his ability to speak for others and not only himself.


  “We won’t be able to hold the area,” he says. “We’re setting up checkpoints manned by the local police force”—he looks right at the police commissioner, who glares back at him—“and we all know they’re incompetent and corrupt. These checkpoints that have cost so many lives to set up, one by one they’ll be blown to bits. Even if the police do manage to get their hands on a Taliban fighter, they’ll immediately accept a bribe and let him go. You call it a military victory, but we haven’t won a thing. By tomorrow we’ll have already lost the little piece of land that’s in our hands now.”


  The police commissioner looks around at the men sitting there, as if to ensure their support. “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he yells. Rising out of his seat, he points an accusatory finger at the mayor. “You’re doing the enemy’s work for them!”


  Steffensen, who feels as if everyone is staring at him, looks down and says nothing. He feels a reluctant admiration for Ali Shar and actually agrees with him. Military operations like that are useless. It’s nothing more than theater, a kind of therapy for soldiers, military advisers, and politicians, so they can feel some sense of accomplishment. They need to believe that this incomprehensible war—where no piece of land is ever fully conquered and no victory is ever definitive—somehow has direction and meaning. The war can be won, but not like this. It will be won in conversations, like the ones he has with Atmar. Horse-trading is the only way forward. The alternative is human slaughter, and the bloodshed can easily get much worse than what they have just observed.


  Steffensen listens to Ali Shar with a feeling of regret. The man certainly has an excellent handle on the problem, and there’s a need for his ruthless sharp-sightedness. Yet, Ali Shar’s innate opposition to the local powers that be and his massive resistance to any form of compromise make him an unfit collaborator. Now, he’s questioning the usefulness of the NATO forces—which is the same as questioning their very presence.


  Steffensen motions at Roshaan and looks up from the table. “I would like to praise both your troops and ours for having made such a great effort. We have shown that we can work together. The Afghan army has proven that it is superior to the enemy. And in the future, the Afghan police will ensure that farmers can return and resume their lives. Now they can finally live without fear and threats.”


  He stays a little longer to thank the men for their efforts. Their faces beam up at him, as if the recognition truly means something to them. He avoids mentioning Ali Shar.


  When the meeting ends, they flock around him. There are several handshakes. The mayor stands off by himself. As the Danish commander prepares to leave the room, Ali Shar heads toward him. Clearly he has been waiting for an opportunity to speak to him alone. Steffensen ignores him and leaves the building.


  Out in the courtyard, his military police bodyguards are waiting for him. From his vantage point, standing in the back of the APC’s open hatch, Steffensen looks back. As the powerful motor revs up, he can feel the metal vibrate beneath his feet. Ali Shar stands alone in the middle of the courtyard. The other men from the meeting stand a little ways off, laughing, shaking hands, and embracing each other jovially. Maybe it will teach him a lesson, thinks Steffensen.


  He often looks back on this moment. A man standing alone in a courtyard, an impossible man, a useless idealist whose courage he can’t help but respect. Courage doesn’t save the world, however; loners don’t set things in motion. That takes conversations between people who, however different, struggle to understand each other.


  Three days later, the mayor is found dead outside his home, killed by a single bullet to the head. It went right through his turban, pierced his fragile skull, and lodged in his brain, where it put an end to all he ever was.


  A British officer conveys the information to Steffensen, even though the murder occurred in an area that is the Danes’ responsibility. “He was a valuable man to us,” says the officer. “It’s extremely unfortunate.”


  They’re standing across from each other, Steffensen’s desk between them, as if they’re in the middle of a changing of the guard.


  “I hear he didn’t have a bodyguard?”
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  The news of Ali Shar’s murder hits Steffensen like a ton of bricks. For a moment he feels as if he’s seeing double. He wants to sit down on the floor and put his head in his hands. Only self-discipline enables him to continue the conversation as if it involved normal matters.


  “He said he didn’t want a bodyguard.”


  Steffensen responds quickly to the officer. He has no idea if Ali Shar ever asked for a bodyguard. He can still see him standing alone in the courtyard. Is he responsible for what has happened?


  The British officer stares at him. “The Afghan police have apprehended a man they think is guilty.” His tone remains neutral.


  Steffensen doesn’t know whether he should react with relief or satisfaction. “Has he confessed?” he asks, immediately feeling stupid.


  “Here they always confess.”


  The officer nods briefly and leaves the office. Steffensen sits down heavily in his chair and hides his face in his hands.


  He’s shaken. He feels like something has broken loose inside his head and is rattling around in there. Does he feel guilty? Why should he? He grasps for something to hold on to. The murderer. He needs to meet him.


  He takes a detail with him to the police station. He’s about to encounter a reality he doesn’t care for, one that holds no possibility for negotiation. There’s no horse-trading with death—and now he must face a dead man and his murderer. Roshaan comes along as his interpreter.


  To his astonishment, he learns that neither the suspected murderer nor Ali Shar’s body is at the police station. They’re both at the police commissioner’s home.


  Ghuli Khan’s home is surrounded by smooth concrete walls that, given their height and the barbed wire crowning them, resemble a prison. They aren’t built to hold prisoners inside, however, but to keep out the police commissioner’s enemies. Behind them are several three-story buildings, their floors sharply delineated in bright-red and -green colors. Men in dark-blue police uniforms stand guard at the sturdy iron doors.


  Ghuli Khan greets them in the courtyard, and Steffensen is surprised to see that the police commissioner isn’t in uniform. Dressed in a newly starched shalwar kameez, with an embroidered chest piece, he embraces the Danish commander, which makes Steffensen stiffen in distaste. This isn’t some friendly visit. He’s here on behalf of the Danish army; this is official business.


  Scores of men, some in uniform, seem to be wandering aimlessly around the enormous courtyard. Long rows of grenades are arranged between pyramids of rifles. Unruly piles of Kalashnikovs lie all over the place, as if the surfeit of weapons exempts anyone from having to take care of them. All the buildings have an unfinished appearance, with steel posts sticking out of their rough walls. Those that clearly serve as a residence for the police commissioner have gaudy balconies and mosaic-tiled facades outlined in strong colors that sharply contrast the unfinished walls. Steffensen is a guest in a warlord’s fortress and a police commissioner’s private residence—a contradiction that could only make sense in Afghanistan.


  Ghuli Khan leads Steffensen over toward a low annex with a row of doors, one beside the next. Six of the Danish commander’s soldiers follow on their heels, as do a larger number of Ghuli Khan’s men, none of them in uniform. If it weren’t that there were no horses in sight, Steffensen would guess the building is a stable. As they step inside, a faint animal-like smell hangs in the air. Khan lays a hand on Steffensen’s shoulder as if to prevent him from going in any farther. The group gathered outside is blocking the light, so Steffensen can’t see a thing. Khan barks an order and the group disperses; light gushes in through the doorway, a large rectangle lighting up the floor before them.


  In the middle of the sunlight lies a figure on his side with one leg bent over the other and his head resting on his half-outstretched arm. The unraveled turban lies like a ribbon across the floor. One of his temples and his silver-colored beard are sticky with black blood that, before congealing, ran down into one eye and farther along his nose, resting in a small pool near one nostril. His pants are soiled in the crotch, the origin of the animal-like stench, which mixes with a slightly sweet odor Steffensen assumes must be flesh starting to rot. The body belongs to Ali Shar.


  Strange as it seems, especially for a professional soldier, he has only seen a dead person a few times. His parents were both old when they passed away, and the sight of their peaceful faces didn’t upset him. At that time, he didn’t view life as a battlefield.


  Whenever he thinks about death, he thinks of his first wife, Irene. Following a long battle with a malignant tumor in her left breast, she succumbed once the cancer spread to her lungs. Although her death was as brutal as any fatal shooting, hers took place in slow motion. The hourglass figure he once loved dissolved into protruding hip bones and an emaciated rib cage. Only the tumor in her one remaining breast was still daringly fleshy, rising and falling of its own weight. It wasn’t until he bent over the coffin to say goodbye that he fully grasped the destruction, as if it had happened in the last moments instead of having spread over the course of an entire winter.


  Steffensen had never been on any intimate footing with Ali Shar; his misguided idealism kept him moving in a borderland where you couldn’t tell if he was a friend or an enemy. Steffensen led Ali Shar behind the light, but only with the best intentions. He still isn’t sure of the murderer’s motives—but do terrorists have any other motive than to instill fear?


  “Ask him why he’s lying here,” he says to Roshaan, whose expression is stony.


  “He has to lie somewhere. There wasn’t room in the police station.”


  Ghuli Khan answers nonchalantly, as if the whole matter has nothing to do with him. Something about his studied indifference makes Steffensen suspicious. Rather than a police commissioner, Khan is acting like a warlord demonstrating that he’s the master of life and death—which also means he’s above the law, this paltry, barely existing defense against the abyss. Steffensen gets the uncomfortable feeling that the mayor’s body lying on the clay floor isn’t evidence in a murder case. It’s a hunting trophy.


  “Shouldn’t his body be delivered to his family? Shouldn’t he be washed?” He recalls something about Muslim burial rituals.


  “Of course, of course.” The police commissioner’s voice sounds somewhat impatient. “First we must finish our investigation.” He waves his hand in an inviting gesture. “Follow me. Let’s go see the prisoner.”


  Noticing the sweet rotting-body smell even stronger than before, Steffensen suddenly feels a rising nausea. He takes deep breaths to repress the uncontrollable urge to throw up and follows the police commissioner across the courtyard.


  Clever staging, he thinks. First I see the murder victim lying on the floor in total humiliation, and then, once I’m properly primed, I meet the murderer.
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  They step through the door and into the three-story house that Steffensen assumes is the warlord’s private residence. Confused, he stops.


  “The prisoner’s here?”


  “This way,” Ghuli Khan indicates with his hand.


  They walk up a flight of stairs with no handrails. On the second floor, they step into a large hall. In the middle of the floor, covered by a rug woven in dark red and black, a figure lies doubled over on a blue plastic sheet. His half-naked body is covered in marks, his flowing pants soiled and sticking to a pair of skinny legs. The man has short hair and a thin beard that in several places reveals a battered chin, as if someone has pulled tufts of hair out of it. His lips are bruised and bloody, and one eye is swollen shut. A group of men sitting on cushions bordering the room stare blankly at him while drinking tea out of small porcelain cups decorated with a flower motif.


  Ghuli Khan walks over to the prisoner and kicks him in the ribs. He bends over and grabs him by the beard. “Get up! You have a distinguished guest!”


  Roshaan looks at Steffensen, who nods imperceptibly. It’s important that the interpreter translates every single word that’s spoken.


  The police commissioner turns toward Steffensen. “We caught him lying in wait outside the mayor’s house. He had a donkey with him, loaded with explosives. His plan was to go to the bazaar afterward and blow up a bunch of civilians.”


  As if to emphasize the seriousness of the crime, he gives his prisoner another kick.


  “I’d like to be alone with him,” says Steffensen.


  Ghuli Khan lets go of the prisoner, whose head hits the floor with a loud thud. “Ove jan, he’s my prisoner. I can make him talk.” He reaches out his arms as if preparing to hug Steffensen.


  Steffensen takes a step back. Where did this “Ove jan” stuff come from? In his few encounters with the police commissioner, they’ve shaken hands, nodded at each other, and exchanged a few formalities. They’ve never switched to any intimate declarations of friendship. Did Atmar tell the police commissioner that this is how you speak to the Danish commander if you want something?


  The indistinct feeling of being manipulated builds inside him, and his discomfort turns into irritation. Standing up straight, he fixes his gaze on the police commissioner. “My name is not Ove jan,” he says. “I am Colonel Ove Steffensen, commander of the Danish forces in Girishk. And I insist on being left alone with the prisoner.”


  Roshaan’s voice remains neutral as he translates. He doesn’t look at the police commissioner but at the wall behind him.


  Steffensen then walks over to the door and stands insistently next to it. He has no idea whether he’s lost control of the situation or just gotten the upper hand. For a moment, Ghuli Khan stands there not doing anything, the prisoner still lying at his feet. Then he turns toward the men camped on the cushions along the walls. “Come,” he says with a disarming grin. “Let us leave Colonel Ove Steffensen, commander of the Danish forces in Girishk, alone with the prisoner.”


  Ghuli Khan walks through the door, his men following one by one, until Steffensen is alone with Roshaan and the figure lying on the blue plastic sheet. He and Roshaan exchange a glance. They can hear laughter out on the steps.


  Steffensen walks over to the prisoner and crouches down in front of him. One of the man’s eyes is open, the other completely shut. He stares down at the ground. “I’m not going to harm you,” says Steffensen. “I just want to hear your version of events.”


  He stares intently at Roshaan, who stands there uncomfortably, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. “Translate everything I say. And I’ll say it again—not what you think I want to hear.”


  Roshaan nods. “As I always do.”


  The prisoner doesn’t react. “Give him something to drink,” says Steffensen. They both look around, but there’s no water pitcher anywhere in the room. “Tea is fine. Give him one of the used cups. Tell him who I am.”


  Roshaan sets a tray with a cup and teapot in front of the prisoner. Steffensen fills the cup and offers the lukewarm yellowish tea. The prisoner sits halfway up so he can free his hands. He moans loudly. With trembling hands, he brings the cup up to his lips. Steffensen notices a small round burn on the back of the man’s hand. “What happened there?” he asks.


  For the first time, the prisoner looks right at him. “I’m innocent,” he says. “I swear. You have to let me go.”


  “If you’re innocent, nothing will happen to you.”


  “I was walking by on the road. I saw a man lying on the ground. I was on the way to the market with my donkey. Suddenly a car stopped, and a group of men jumped out and grabbed me. They pulled me into the car and started to beat me. Now I’m here. I don’t know what I have done.”


  “You are accused of murdering the mayor.”


  “What mayor? I don’t know any mayor. I just saw a man lying on the ground. I wanted to keep going. I didn’t want to get involved in anything.”


  “Your donkey was carrying a sack full of explosives.”


  “No, ears of corn. I was on my way to market.”


  “What happened to your donkey?”


  The man looks down. A tear appears in his one eye and runs down his wrinkled chin. “I don’t know. I know nothing. What will become of me? What will become of my family?” His gaze falls on Steffensen and then Roshaan, and then back again. “They’re going to kill me.”


  “If you are innocent, nothing will happen to you.” Steffensen stares again at the burn mark on the prisoner’s hand and at his swollen eye. He feels the meaninglessness of his own words. Something has already happened to him—and Steffensen has been unable to prevent it.


  “Innocent? Yes, I am innocent.” The prisoner moans. “Innocent . . . it makes no difference.” His gaze is full of resignation.


  Feeling powerless, Steffensen stands up. The prisoner looks at Roshaan. He starts to speak in hushed tones and then abruptly stops again. He places a finger on his swollen lip.


  “What’s he saying?” asks Steffensen.


  Roshaan shakes his head. “Later. I’ll tell you later. Now is not the time.”


  Ghuli Khan appears in the doorway. “Well, has he confessed?”


  “He says he is innocent.”


  The police commissioner laughs. “Yes, that’s what they all say. Roadside bombs explode, suicide bombers blow up in an overcrowded bazaar, mayors are gunned down. But in Afghanistan, everyone is innocent.”


  He stares right into Steffensen’s eyes. There’s an appeal in his gaze that Steffensen doesn’t understand.


  “In both of our legal systems, an accused is innocent until proven guilty. I demand that the prisoner be transferred to a cell, with access to a bath and toilet, and that he gets his wounds checked. No one touches him before he appears before a judge.”


  “A judge?” Ghuli Khan shakes his head, and once again Steffensen gets the feeling that there’s something unspoken between them, as if the police commissioner is constantly trying to remind him of something. “We caught him in the act,” says Khan.


  “I will be personally following this case.” Steffensen tries to sound as firm as possible. He takes a step toward the police commissioner and hopes that the physical proximity between them seems intimidating. Roshaan stands at a respectful distance.


  Ghuli Khan is unfazed. “Listen here, Ove jan. Since you’re so concerned about his well-being, why don’t you just take him with you? Then he can be your prisoner. You can treat him like a king, if that’s what you want.”


  Steffensen looks down. Ghuli Khan has hit a sore spot. The Danish forces have no mandate to take prisoners. It’s part of the agreement between NATO and the Afghan authorities. The country belongs to the Afghans. They have to show that they can make their own judicial system function.


  “You know full well I can’t do that,” he says.


  “Yes, Ove jan, that is exactly what I know. I am not the ignorant illiterate you take me for. I’m well aware of how things work. And so I have some good advice for you. You take care of your cases—and I’ll take care of mine.”


  The police commissioner is defiant, but his voice is also full of pent-up rage, as if he feels disappointed or flatly rebuffed. What in the world is he thinking? That Steffensen is just like him—that they’re a couple of warlords who need to work together to find the solution to a difficult problem?


  Ghuli Khan steps aside so that Steffensen can pass through the doorway. Steffensen doesn’t look back. His soldiers are waiting in the courtyard. Once the metal gate to the warlord’s compound closes behind them, he turns to Roshaan. “What did the prisoner say to you?”


  “He told me that they never questioned him at all. They told him that he had to confess to the murder and say he was a member of the Taliban—or they would kill him. If he obeyed, they’d let him go afterward. But he didn’t believe them. He’s convinced that they will kill him, no matter what. And so he refused.”


  “Do you believe he’s telling the truth?”


  “Yes, I believe he is speaking the truth. He’s just an ordinary, ignorant farmer who tends his land. He would never get involved in something like this.”


  “But don’t ordinary, ignorant farmers who tend their land get caught up in the war on the Taliban’s side?”


  “Yes, that’s true. But the Taliban hasn’t taken responsibility for the murder. If they’d done it, they would be bragging about it by now.”


  “So you believe he’s innocent?”


  “I am sure that he is innocent.”


  “Why didn’t you say so right then? I would have confronted the police commissioner with his own lies.”


  “Think about it. I apologize for speaking so directly. You are forced to leave prisoners to the Afghan police. You cannot protect him. If you had revealed what he told us, the police commissioner would have killed him the moment we were out the door. Therefore, I could not say anything.”


  “The commissioner is nothing but a criminal,” exclaims Steffensen, immediately hearing how ridiculous his statement sounds. Out here they’re all criminals. That’s his starting point—and his challenge. He has to prove that you can also cooperate with criminals. It’s not about standing on one side of the law or the other. Here the law is at most a distant goal; reality is something else. Still, you have to begin somewhere, and a person’s self-interest is as good a place as any. That has been his experience. There’s always common ground, even for egomaniacs.


  Sitting hunched over in the half dark of the APC, Steffensen can still see the prisoner’s bruised lip and the burn mark on the back of his hand. He can see the mayor lying on the floor, and he knows a line has been crossed.


  29


  The next day, Steffensen sits across from Naib jan, each man on his cushion in the little house outside the entrance to camp. There’s no one else to talk to. It’s not that he needs to share the experience with anyone or get it out of his system; he’s perfectly capable of holding things in when necessary, but he needs to understand what has happened. He feels powerless, yet he knows he must react.


  When he finishes speaking, Naib jan looks at him. “We have always been honest with each other,” he says. “I don’t understand why we can’t be now as well.”


  Perplexed, Steffensen turns to Roshaan. “I’m translating exactly what he says. He says he doesn’t understand what you are talking about.”


  “But I am being honest.” Steffensen looks right at Naib jan. “I mean what I say. I cannot accept it that absolutely nothing is being done to find Ali Shar’s murderer. Nor can I accept that blame is simply being transferred to some random farmer. That’s what I am trying to say. I need your advice. I feel as though there’s something here I don’t understand.”


  “It’s simple, Ove jan. Ghuli Khan is trying to do you a favor. He is your friend.”


  “My friend? Right now I think he’s the one who murdered Ali Shar. How can he be my friend? How can he even be police commissioner?”


  “I don’t know what to say.”


  Atmar stares down at the ground. Steffensen can’t figure out why. Is the warlord confused? Is he ashamed—and what is he ashamed about?


  “Naib jan . . .” He can hear the pleading in his own voice. “What’s going on?”


  “This man says that you are the one who ordered Ali Shar’s murder.”


  Shocked, Steffensen turns to Roshaan.


  “Me? I ordered the murder of a mayor? That’s completely absurd.”


  Atmar stares at Steffensen. As usual, Roshaan ignores him.


  “This man says that you outmaneuvered the mayor. You kept the politicians and the journalists away from him.”


  “That’s not the same thing. It’s completely different. It doesn’t mean that the man should be murdered.” Steffensen looks pleadingly at Roshaan, as if the outrageous accusation came from the interpreter and he’s the one he must convince of his innocence.


  “This man says that the mayor was under your protection. You turned your back on him.”


  “What does he mean? How did I turn my back on him?”


  “Last Saturday. The weekly meeting, where everyone is present. The commander of the local Afghan forces, the district governor, the police commissioner. You saw how everyone ignored Ali Shar. No one wanted to listen to him. Nor did you. He went to you. You are his protector. And you turned your back on him.”


  “Tell Atmar that I only wanted to teach the mayor a lesson. He was far too outspoken.”


  “This man says that the mayor was under your protection. Now we are rid of him. That’s good. They were all just waiting for you to come to your senses.”


  “Come to my senses? By ordering a man’s murder? When did I ever ask someone to kill Ali Shar?”


  “This man says that you did not give the order with your words but with your back. Don’t you understand what these meetings are about, he asks. They are never about what is being said. They are about what is being done. As long as you were listening to the mayor, it meant that he was not alone. When Ali Shar left the meeting on Saturday, he was a dead man, and you gave the signal. When we saw you turn your back on him, we knew he was no longer under your protection. We had your permission to get rid of him.”


  “How the hell would I know anything about that? I was busy. I just didn’t have the time to talk to him that day.” Steffensen shouts the last few words. He’s still addressing Roshaan. The interpreter’s face remains blank.


  Atmar says something in excited tones, and Steffensen gets the impression that the warlord is rebuking Roshaan. Instead, he receives a reprimand. “This man says you should look at him when you speak.


  “Ali Shar tried to contact you later. And you said no every time. Is this not true?” The warlord’s voice is as calm as before.


  What Atmar says is true. Ali Shar approached him several times, and every time he rejected him. Yes, Ali Shar fell from grace, but sooner or later he would have come to his senses and realized that you can’t get anywhere in politics by being unyielding. And then he would have fallen back into grace. That’s politics, plain and simple. Now he’s dead.


  “This man says that the police commissioner is very disappointed about your meeting. He thought you were ungrateful, Ove jan. He thought you were on the same side.”


  “Ask him which side that’s supposed to be.”


  Naib Atmar shakes his head disappointedly. “The side that wants things to function. The police commissioner has an offer for you. He understands that you are very interested in the question of justice. It hurts you to see an innocent man be sentenced for something he hasn’t done. He is willing to let the man he has arrested go free. He cannot guarantee that he will be able to discover the real murderer. But there is one thing he can guarantee—”


  “And what is that?”


  The words fly out of Steffensen. He thought he had found a trusting and understanding partner in Atmar. Instead, the warlord has leveled the most unbelievable charges against him. Now a door opens.


  Atmar looks directly at him. “Ghuli Khan says that if the man he has arrested goes free, the story about Ali Shar will come out. The whole story. You are a clever man, says Ghuli Khan. No one heard you say the words, but everyone knows that you closed your door to the mayor. He became too difficult and that is why you got rid of him.”


  As he translates, Roshaan’s voice struggles to remain neutral. He clearly doesn’t know what to do with his eyes. Choosing not to look at either man, he stares instead at the darkened television screen.


  “This man says that honest men are destroying everything here in Afghanistan. Ali Shar exposed the amateurish way you are running this war. He pointed out that all kinds of abuses of power are thriving because, according to him, you have allied yourselves with the wrong people. You had every possible reason to want him gone. From now on, things will go smoothly, and that is what we all want, not least of all you. You can choose for yourself. Either it comes out that you ordered the mayor’s murder, or we can all agree that the Taliban was behind it. An ignorant farmer who no one will miss is sentenced, and we can continue our good working relationship.”


  “His family will miss him.” Steffensen’s voice is meek, almost inaudible. He feels an overwhelming urge to cry.


  “You simply have to pay the family a certain amount of money and they will get over it. Isn’t that already your philosophy? You shoot a cow by accident, a little girl, a woman or two, and you pay reparations to the family. Isn’t that what you military people call unintended consequences? Here, it’s not a bomb that fell on the wrong place. Here, it’s only justice that struck a little off the mark. But the payment must be the same. This man says you can afford it.”


  Steffensen sits hunched over, hiding his head in his hands.


  Suddenly he feels Naib jan’s hand on his shoulder.


  He looks up.


  “Ove jan,” says the warlord.


  Roshaan stands off a bit, outside of Steffensen’s vision. His voice seems as if it’s coming from a tape recording or the dubbing in a foreign film.


  “Don’t feel ashamed. I know how it feels. Not everything we have to do is pleasant. Believe me. I’ve been there myself.”


  Perhaps Atmar’s unexpected expression of sympathy determines the conversation’s outcome. Steffensen has wanted it so intensely, and now it has come when he least expects it. He feels like a child being comforted. At this moment there’s an intimacy between the two men, as if the interpreter isn’t even there.


  “Do what you need to do.” Steffensen looks up into the warlord’s eyes as he hears his own words repeated in Pashto.


  Naib jan, whose hand is still resting on his shoulder, nods.


  His eyes are full of warmth as he speaks.


  Steffensen waits for the translation.


  “We did it yesterday,” says Roshaan. “We knew you would make the right decision.”


  RED ZONE
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  Mads’s girlfriend, Helene, is knifed down while standing in line outside a nightclub in Copenhagen. In the commotion at the door, everyone starts pushing, trying to come in out of a cold, rainy night. A down jacket is not the best protection against a knife. The crowd is packed so tightly that she doesn’t fall down. Her wet blond hair clings to her face as the first drops of blood hit the pavement; she leans on whatever back happens to be in front of her. She hasn’t screamed. She might have let out a slight moan the moment the knife goes in, but no one noticed. She’s shoved hard as those in the chaotic queue around her try to slip past her. She falls without grabbing on to anyone and hits the pavement with a wet splash, her blood mingling with the rain. Someone screams, but it’s not her. Someone else calls an ambulance. There’s no need for doctors or trauma counseling. She’s dead on arrival at the hospital.


  Although she was surrounded by at least twenty people, no one saw anything. All the summoned witnesses shake their heads. Was she alone? Did they notice anyone behind her? Again, they all shake their heads.


  “Someone had a hoodie pulled down over his head,” says one witness, who hesitates before adding, “but it was raining.”


  “She hated to go out with wet hair,” says Mads while having tea with the chaplain. He keeps photographs of Helene on his cell phone, and her hair looks fluffy in all of them. They’ve all seen them, just as they’ve seen pictures of the other girls.


  “She’s dead,” says Møller. “That’s what we need to talk about.”


  “She died with wet hair,” says Mads. “She died standing in line in front of a club. What was she doing there?”


  “She was probably there with a friend.”


  “No, she definitely wasn’t. She was alone. What was she doing there?”


  “Sorrow can often masquerade as jealousy,” says the chaplain in his particularly soothing voice. “You can’t understand why she’s gone. But you must look your loss in the eye. I know it’s hard, but it’s pointless to stick your head in the sand and give in to these petty feelings. Has she ever been unfaithful?”


  “No, Chaplain. That’s just the problem. Never. So what was she doing all alone at a nightclub on a Saturday evening?”


  “Have you been unfaithful to her?”


  “We’re not exactly swimming in pussy out here, are we? So how am I going to screw around?”


  “I’m thinking about back home, Mads. Were you ever unfaithful to Helene?”


  “Yeah, okay—I was. A couple times. It was nothing. It didn’t mean anything.”


  “Maybe it was the same for her. She was lonely and cheated on you a few times. But it was nothing. It didn’t mean anything. Isn’t that how you would have described it if she caught you in the act? Why can’t you cut her the same slack you give yourself?”


  “Come on—that’s completely different. I’m risking my life—every single day! And she just goes into the city!”


  “You know what? I don’t think your problem is jealousy. I think it’s guilt. You came out here. Maybe she wasn’t happy about that. And now she’s dead. It changes everything. Everything you experienced together becomes much more meaningful, both what you’ve said and what you didn’t say, what you knew about each other and what you didn’t know. Maybe you would have split up when you got home. Who knows? But now you’re tied to her forever. That’s how you’re seeing it right now. Guaranteed.”


  “Yeah, maybe. In some strange way, I feel like I’m married to her. I fucking feel like she’s the only one. I never felt that way when we were together. Maybe that’s how she felt . . . Actually, I think she did. But I didn’t. Actually, I thought a lot about breaking up with her. And now I’m dependent on her. Now my one and only is a woman who bought the farm.”


  Mads doesn’t talk in the mess tent, nor does he eat anything. He just sits there drawing circles with his fork in the sauce. He goes home for the funeral. Helene’s murder remains unsolved; the police can’t find any motive. Like most Danes, Helene has no enemies. The police conclude that it’s the kind of thing that happens in the nightlife: the murder of a random victim committed by an anonymous assailant with a weapon in his hand and a high blood alcohol level. It’s like a hit-and-run, only with a knife instead of an accelerator.


  When Mads returns, he says that he was offered a longer leave. And he was offered time with a psychologist. Finally they offered a discharge. He said no to all of it—he only wants to go back to Helmand.


  When he finally shows up, he’s had a soldier carrying a heavy machine gun and meter-high angel wings tattooed on his back.


  “At least out here I can shoot at someone,” he says.
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  Third Platoon went home for Christmas leave. On their way home, they thought a lot about being two fewer soldiers than when they headed out. It felt strange getting on the Turkish Air Pegasus in Kabul without Michael and Jakob. They even kept two seats empty for them. One final honor. A ridiculous idea, for sure, but it made them feel better. A little better. At least for a little while.


  They’ve seen family and sweethearts. Sørensen had his long-awaited reunion with Frederik and Anton, although Frederik wouldn’t talk to him at first. “He thinks that you’ll be going back soon,” said Emma, who couldn’t stop talking about how much she hates the war that night in bed. Frederik and Sørensen make up, but not without tears. Sørensen cries in guilt-tinged joy while holding the small boy’s body close, and Frederik cries in surrender to the love he has been keeping in so unnaturally. Has he gotten thinner? Sørensen wonders. “Are you eating enough?” he asks.


  Having seen his girlfriend’s expanding stomach, Sylvester tries to convince himself that his future lies here, in her baby bump. “No sex?” asks Sørensen. Sylvester shakes his head. “It’ll come back,” says Sørensen optimistically.


  The beard is gone. Sylvester would have left it out of spite, a symbol of his growing independence out here, but every time he tried to kiss her, Mette said it scratched her and turned her head away.


  Although Sylvester is only twenty-one, Mette is expecting a child, a girl who will be given what Sørensen thinks is the pompous name of Gabriella when she pops out three months later. They talk a lot about children. Sørensen senses that the timing might not be perfect. Probably only one of the involved parties planned on Gabriella—and it wasn’t Sylvester, who seems bewildered at the prospect of becoming a father. One of his many concerns is the baby’s sex. “How do you raise girls?” he asks. Sørensen feels that Sylvester hasn’t screwed around enough, hasn’t drunk enough beers, or seen enough of the world. Being stationed in Afghanistan is only one of his many projects. Suddenly he’s going to be a father, which he thinks will put a damper on things—though he wouldn’t say so out loud.


  “It doesn’t matter whether you have boys or girls,” says Sørensen in the paternal tone he tends to adopt with young Sylvester, as he refers to him in his thoughts. “You just have to be there for them. They have to feel that nothing in the world is more important than them.”


  “And yet you’re here. In a fucking war, in fucking Afghanistan,” says Sylvester, pitilessly. “So just how is it going with being there for them?”


  “Listen,” says Sørensen, sounding a lot less paternal and suddenly feeling vulnerable. “When you have children, there’s only one thing on your mind. They deserve the very best in the world. If you get divorced, you realize that now you can only give them second best. It’s the same being a soldier. Now you can only give them second best. That’s life. You don’t get to control everything.”


  Because Emma, Sørensen’s wife, needs to speak to him at least once a day, he spends a lot of time in the container where the phones are located. In his absence everything is too much for her. Even the most trivial matters turn into insurmountable problems. He puts his ass on the line every day yet never mentions it while listening patiently to her. He knows he owes her that—it’s not her fault he’s out here. In a way, he feels it isn’t his fault, either, but that doesn’t make it any easier.


  Dennis’s father gave him war histories for Christmas. Stalingrad, Berlin. “He hands them to me making a face like they’re his own damn personal memoirs.” They argue all through Christmas Eve, from the rice pudding to the dance around the Christmas tree.


  Hannah is the only one of them who doesn’t go home on leave. They had a Christmas tree in the mess tent, and there were gifts from the army. A couple of soldiers went into the kitchen to help with the roasted duck and browned potatoes. “Best Christmas I’ve ever had,” she said when the others returned, a week into January. Christmas without Mom—yes! She didn’t say that last part out loud.


  “Is something wrong?” asks Møller when he finds Simon sitting alone with a cup of coffee in the mess tent, a few weeks after their leave ended.


  The chaplain makes his daily rounds among the tables in the camp kitchen and the soldiers’ tents. Most come to tea when something is bothering them, but some won’t. They stay in their cots or sit brooding over a plastic cup of weak coffee and nondairy creamer; or they walk along the bastion surrounding the camp with their heads bent down, far from anyone’s company, which they suddenly can’t tolerate.


  “There’s just some shit back home.”


  Simon’s father was on his bike when a car hit him on his way to Tulip Food Company slaughterhouse, just outside of Vejle. He lay there for a little while before anyone spotted the bent front wheel sticking up on the side of the road. He got off with a broken leg, but the cold got him and he wound up with pneumonia.


  There’s no trace of the driver. Simon’s father has taken it personally that a hit-and-run driver struck him. “The fog wasn’t that thick, either. There’s no curve on Herredsvej—and the light on my bike was on,” he says in the phone.


  “Your father has become strangely melancholy,” says his mother after his father hobbles off on his crutch to lie down again. “Don’t tell him I said so. But can you write something to cheer him up?”


  “What should I write?” Simon asks the chaplain. “Something cheery? That I’m in a country full of characters much worse than hit-and-run drivers? Is that good enough? He didn’t know what to think when I left. Know what he said? ‘Imagine that—it takes four years to learn to be a butcher, but only one to learn how to kill people.’”


  Although none of them has ever heard of Sidekick’s big sister before, he suddenly starts talking about her. She almost burned to death in an abandoned farm on Lolland, where she was living with a bunch of freaks on welfare. In their stupor, the dopeheads probably ignited something accidentally. Neighbors called for the fire truck while the freaks sat in the yard staring at the crackling fire, as if it were a fireplace video. One of them didn’t make it out, although the others didn’t know it. Sidekick’s sister had her henna-dyed hair singed, but otherwise she’s okay.


  “I could have lost her,” he tells the chaplain.


  “You’ve never thought of her that way before,” says Møller.


  Henrik is in Second Platoon. His mother is famous at Almegaard Barracks, because twice a week she takes the bus from Svaneke to bring home-baked buns. Now she has been assaulted in a home invasion. Later she describes the perpetrator as a foreigner who “looks Middle Eastern,” as it says in a big article appearing in Bornholms Tidende. Henrik has long phone conversations with her, but there’s a thirty-minute limit on all calls home to Denmark.


  “I have to run,” he says. “Others need to use the phone, Mom.”


  There’s Bo from First Platoon. His brother fell off some scaffolding and broke his neck in four places. He’s lying paralyzed in the neurointensive care unit at Rigshospitalet with a respirator in his throat, unable to speak. Then there’s Janus from the same platoon. He can’t stop thinking about his brother-in-law. A wrong-way driver came right at him on a deserted highway in the middle of the night. Fortunately he managed to react in time.


  They’re all weighed down by some loss, anxiety, or concern. A name. Something gone wrong back home. They’re a band of soldiers whose next of kin have had to face something terrible. And the chaplain listens. He thinks about what he hears and—as he refers to it later—he tries to “connect the dots.”


  They don’t know much about Møller, even though he knows a lot about them. Not that they’re particularly curious. He’s there for them, and that’s good enough. They know he’s a pastor in Bregninge, on Ærø, and that he has a wife, Agnes, and two children, Bjørn and Gorm. They’ve seen pictures on his cell phone.


  The beautiful church has a Gothic spire covered in black shingles. The island’s highest point, Synneshøj, is within walking distance, and you can sit on a bench there and fall into thoughts. That’s Møller’s expression. Fall into thoughts. “The contrast to here couldn’t be greater,” he says. That’s how they all feel. The contrast to Helmand couldn’t be greater.


  They’re not really interested in what thoughts Møller falls into when he’s sitting on Synneshøj and staring out over the South Fyn Archipelago. They’re sure that he went to Bregninge for the idyllic views. That’s what he’s really doing on the hilltop. Taking in the views.


  Actually, though, it’s just the opposite. The idyllic beauty escaped Møller when he arrived. It was the altarpiece that got him. He never talks about it when singing the church’s praises. Despite being a tourist attraction, the altarpiece is his little secret.


  The altarpiece in Bregninge Church is a large, gold-plated wood engraving that is almost five hundred years old, produced right before the Reformation. The first time Møller steps into the church, the triptych at the end of the whitewashed space is closed. The verger, who’s showing the pastor around the church, walks up to the triptych and throws open the wings. The sight is overwhelming. The sky behind the hill where Jesus and the two thieves hang on their crosses is gold plated, as are the clothes worn by the mobs of people at the foot of the crosses. They’re falling all over each other, grabbing or calling to each other. Each of them has urgent business, but everything dissolves in chaos. Knives stab at the air above the struggling throng.


  Møller can’t look at the altarpiece for too long. His eyes search for calm in the whitewashed arches and their spartan chalk paintings.


  But then he has to look again.


  Even though he appears in the middle of the altarpiece, the crucified Christ is a minor character. He’s positioned higher than the two thieves, and his head is almost outside the gilded ornamental frame. His half-hidden face is dark and brooding, as if he’s completely absorbed in his own thoughts. Møller can’t see that he wants anything to do with the faithful. He’s merely an empty hole in the middle of the teeming masses. The altarpiece depicts a world falling apart, and the man on the cross doesn’t look like he can put it back together.


  The altarpiece also reflects the time of its creation, the early 1500s, when the Great Peasants’ Revolt raged throughout Germany. For the carver, Claus Berg, the bloody events that turned half of Europe upside down could not have seemed that distant. Berg depicts his own time in the chaos: tens of thousands of simple peasants in armed rebellion, tens of thousands of misled peasants slaughtered, while their fanatical leaders are tortured and executed. For everyone, the destruction must have seemed close. The light of that conflagration in Europe glows from the altarpiece in Bregninge Church.


  Møller knows about the German peasant rebellion from his studies. It plays a role in Martin Luther’s writings when he blesses the right of the princes to kill rebellious peasants who defy the authorities. At the time, the words didn’t have any special effect on him, though he read certain passages with discomfort. Now he’s reading Luther’s writings again, not because the altarpiece reflects its creator’s time, but because he can see how it reflects his own.


  Once again there’s great unrest in the world. His country is at war. He reads Luther’s words claiming that now is the time for swords and wrath, not mercy. He reads about the rebellious peasants’ bloodthirsty prophet, Thomas Müntzer, who demands that the towers be torn down, and the similarity to his own time becomes undeniable. The great conflagration begins on September 11, in 2001, when the towers in New York crumble to the ground. He sits all night in front of the television watching the same gruesome pictures over and over again.


  That’s how it begins for Lukas Møller in Bregninge Church. He sees evidence of Luther’s words every day in Helmand; rebellion is a fire that ignites a country and then consumes it. He can see the great fire in Helmand, this barren landscape, devastated beyond repair.


  If we don’t do something, the fire will spread, even to Denmark.


  Møller doesn’t believe in the Devil, at least not as a fleshly being with horns, engulfed in the flames of hell, but he does believe in the Devil’s incarnations.


  Listening to the soldiers’ life stories, he starts to see a pattern that turns into a face. If he stares long enough, he can see whose face it is.
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  “I believe we need to talk,” Lukas Møller says to the soldiers, and this time it’s not one-on-one. He gathers them around the Dannebrog-decorated altar in his tent: Simon, Sidekick, Mads, Henrik, Bo, and Janus.


  Sidekick has his camera with him.


  “All of you have been dealing with some misfortune in your immediate family,” he says as they sit down across from him.


  These misfortunes are the dots. They seem accidental, but when the dots are connected, they form a face. The army chaplain has seen it.


  “I’ve seen the Devil,” he says.


  He has used the word before, when he realized that they didn’t want to hear about Narnia and hobbits and, instead, he started talking about dragons and dragon slayers. It’s the kind of word they expect from him—he is a chaplain, after all—but this time it disturbs them. They’re beginning to sense what he means.


  They’re the ones the Devil is looking at; they’re the ones he has chosen.


  The chaplain pours some tea. They never knew he had so many cups. As if by rote, they lift them to their mouths and blow on the hot surface while warming their hands. A chill suddenly passes through them.


  “You know what I’m talking about?” says the chaplain.


  They nod silently. What they’ve thought for a long time is finally being confirmed. Not when the first misfortune occurred. Not when the second misfortune occurred. But the third time. Or the fourth. Until then they’d dealt with it on their own, but then it started to resemble something. They wouldn’t have called it the Devil’s face. They don’t think or talk like the chaplain. But a suspicion began to rear its head. Now it’s out in the open.


  “I’ve thought about this for a long time,” says the chaplain. “I know it sounds crazy, but isn’t that what this war is—a struggle against madness? And once madness has been unleashed, what does it know about borders? Someone is responsible for the misfortunes that have struck your families. They aren’t accidents.”


  They stare at him intensely. Møller can tell that his words are striking a chord.


  “Out here we know it’s no coincidence when we’re shot at. Now we can see that it’s also no coincidence when bad things happen to our loved ones back home. They go after us here. They go after us there. If they can’t hit us here, they can always try back home. We think everything is safe and sound back in Denmark. But who defends a mother walking peacefully around her house? Who defends a brother working on scaffolding? Our children on their way to school? When will they become targets for an enemy who knows nothing about compassion? Meanwhile we’re sitting here. Powerless. To feel powerless is the most horrible thing that can happen to a soldier. Not to be able to defend those closest to him. That’s what a soldier’s duty is all about—fighting for his loved ones.”


  The army chaplain is at it again. It’s the kind of blather they normally laugh at behind his back. Fighting for your loved ones—right! But now they need to hear it. They thought what was happening here was a matter between them and Tali-bob. Suddenly it’s something else, something far more confusing and frightening. There’s something behind all these misfortunes hitting their family and friends. That’s what their sleepless nights, their racing hearts at unexpected moments, their sullen introspection, and unexpected headaches are telling them.


  Yes, someone is going after them at home.


  But their powerlessness remains the same.


  “The dragon can stay in its cave—it can sleep there for a thousand years—but the dragon slayer can’t stay home waiting for the dragon to show up. He has to seek it out. We are here to slay the dragon.”


  As they listen to the chaplain, a strange feeling starts to build inside them. You can see it in the way they look at each other. The shyness, the sullenness that has defined them lately, is gone. Normally they would laugh at the phrase “dragon slayer,” but now they feel the term fits. In more somber moments, they wouldn’t know what to do with it. Out here, though, it feels right.


  “The war out here has spread to Denmark,” says the chaplain. “It’s a fact we have to face. We can travel five thousand kilometers to slay the dragon, but the dragon can also travel five thousand kilometers in the opposite direction. It’s here. And now it’s also back home. Are we suddenly fighting on two battlefields at once? But what, then, is home?”


  Lukas Møller pounds his chest; he’s no longer the same. The thought of the danger threatening them ignites him. “Home is here,” he says in his loud preacher voice, as if he’s competing with the roar of an APC’s engine. The tent canvas flutters suddenly. It must be the desert wind, but it seems like a storm created by the chaplain and his words.


  “Your home is here,” he repeats, pounding his chest again. “In your hearts. As long as you fight for what is right, you have a home. The dragon has no home. Why do you think the Taliban always uses civilians as human shields? Because the Taliban doesn’t belong here. Because they don’t care whether anyone or anything ever grows here. They don’t care about the crops in the fields, or the children, or the women whom they’d just as soon see removed from the face of the earth. They’ve turned against everything that constitutes a home. They’re like the dragon in its dark cave, surrounded by stone walls. Unlike us, they don’t use fire to warm themselves but only to destroy. Homeless on earth—that’s what they are. When we fight them, we are defending the very principles of life. Now that we know that the weeds have spread to Denmark, the burden feels heavier. Uncertainty grows when we think about our loved ones back home, but it mustn’t be allowed to spread to our hearts. Certainty must reign there. Determination must reign there. A large and decisive battle stands before us.”


  He looks around at every single one of them. “You’re needed, Simon. And you’re needed, Andreas. And you’re needed, Henrik. And you’re needed, Mads. And you’re needed, Janus. And you’re needed, Bo. But it’s not me who needs you, not Ove Steffensen, not the army, not the minister of defense, not even Afghanistan. It’s Denmark that’s calling for you. But what, then, is Denmark?”


  The chaplain looks right at each and every one of them again. Then he repeats their names. After each name he adds the names of their relatives, sisters, brothers, mothers, fathers, lovers. He has listened when they came for tea.


  “That’s what Denmark is. Something different for each of us. A woman we’ve chosen as our life partner, a father, a mother, our children, so many names that mean everything to us. It’s all those we love and can’t live without. Your Denmark, my Denmark, we each have our own—and we have it all together. That’s the Denmark we’re willing to die for. And that’s the great privilege of being a soldier. Here in the army, you fight for your loved ones.”


  Can I sleep at night now? Mads wants to ask. That’s the real reason he’s here. He wanted the chaplain to say something soothing, which the chaplain hasn’t done. Just the opposite. But Mads doesn’t ask his question.


  He doesn’t sleep well that night, either. There’s a fury inside him. Maybe it’s better than the impotence gnawing at him before. Who knows?


  More of them show up. Not everyone’s family has suffered a misfortune, but they all fear that one might happen. They compare stories as if they’re compiling a family album showing only broken limbs, bruises, and relatives scared to death or hunched over in silent depression. Blood on a rain-soaked pavement. The blood takes the shape of the Devil’s face. The word “crime” seems too small. “Terrorism” fits better. Terrorism has arrived in Denmark.


  That’s what the chaplain has seen.


  4


  “Dragon slayers.” That’s what the chaplain calls the soldiers.


  The words are a comfort, an assurance. If we don’t kill them here, they’ll kill us at home. No one ever says it that directly, but it hides between the lines of every speech every defense minister has ever given. Kill them before they kill us.


  They’ve never tried to imagine how it would look if terrorism actually reached Denmark. Roadside bombs on suburban streets? Men in turbans and sandals carrying backpacks filled with explosives at every train station? A map of Denmark riddled with bombed-out craters, like a moonscape.


  Maybe not exactly like that . . . but what then?


  Now it has happened. They have proof. This is how it looks. Clandestine, insidious, but carried out by whom? Foreigners of typically Middle Eastern appearance? Homegrown Taliban? Gangs of immigrants?


  Wherever their speculations lead, the conclusion remains the same. The only rational thing to do is to go down into the Green Zone and fire away. What else could they do? Have tea with the Taliban?


  But do they get permission? No. They have to wait. Go on patrol, as they usually do. Mark their presence, but no more. Show that they’re there instead of fighting. Winning Hearts and Minds. Fuck Hearts and Minds!


  Things are moving; the chaplain has set them in motion with his speech about their loved ones.


  Suddenly they miss everyone back home so damn much. They’ve turned into homebodies from five thousand kilometers away. Will they ever see their families again? It no longer depends on them, their training and shooting skills, the Taliban, or roadside bombs. Now it also depends on someone back home, unknown people with murderous intentions going after the ones they love.


  “Shall I teach you the secret to going home alive so you can see your loved ones again?”


  The chaplain stands at the altar. On this Sunday, his small tent is full. They had to set up more folding chairs, and many are sitting on the ground or standing up. Although it’s late January and cold, the little tent heats up quickly. They’re wearing shorts and T-shirts, their tattoos half exposed. Some are bald, while others have wild beards; they’ve all become leaner, their faces more angular. They’re harder now. That’s how they want to see themselves. But they have also been seized by a new uncertainty.


  Not only does Møller have a congregation that keeps growing; he’s also a different preacher now. No more talking about films or books—he speaks to his new congregation the way he does when he meets with them one-on-one. The church becomes an intimate space where he knows every one of them. He’s had so many conversations with them, and even now, with all of them gathered together, his tone is the same as when they’re sitting alone across from him. They’re united in a newfound sense of community. In his hands they feel like one single being.


  “You can kill for love,” says the chaplain. “As a matter of fact, love is the best, most noble motive for killing. I know that murder might look like the opposite of love. But it isn’t. It can just as well be a consequence of love.


  “Only with the Lord can you allow yourselves to be sheep,” he says in a voice they’ve never heard before. It’s still warm and comforting, but there’s also something urgent and forceful about it now. He’s building up to something, a place he wants to take them, high up, a mountaintop with a clear view, and they’re starting the journey with him.


  “It is written that you should turn the other cheek, but that doesn’t mean that you should turn another’s cheek and just stand there like spectators when someone close to you is attacked. The most beautiful commandment in Christianity says that you must love your neighbor as yourself—but that means that you must also defend your neighbor when someone wants to do them harm. You have to defend the ones you love. Otherwise, what is your love really worth? You have to put your neighbor’s life above your own. That’s what a soldier does when he sacrifices himself—and you are all soldiers. You don’t defend your neighbor simply by taking the bullet meant for them. That’s the sheep’s way of sacrificing. No, you defend your neighbor in battle. You go right up to the enemy who fired the bullet and end him.”


  The chaplain invites everyone to a meeting in the mess tent. This isn’t some lecture or debate with coffee and pastry. Some sit, others have to stand, and there are many more than those whose family or friends have experienced these so-called attacks.


  Schrøder sits with his men. If one thinks about it, he and the chaplain are polar opposites: the minister who speaks for war, and the soldier who speaks for restraint; the minister who calls the enemy dragons, and the soldier who insists that they never forget that the ones they’re shooting at are also people. The chaplain glances at Schrøder off and on, as if he’s waiting for an objection, maybe even a confrontation, a huge debate, two views of life that will collide.


  Schrøder stands up. Meanwhile the gathering has grown in size. Officers are in attendance, also, their faces filled with skepticism. Everyone is staring anxiously at Schrøder. What will he say?


  “I don’t want to insult anyone by calling this nonsense,” he says, “but that’s exactly what it is.” He looks at Møller. “Forgive me, Chaplain. Let me explain what I mean. We’ve talked about this before in our platoon. Mothers.” His gaze glides across the gathering as if he’s inspecting the people from his own platoon. “It’s your mother you sit with when you write your will before setting out. It’s your mother who cries. It’s your mother who keeps demanding an explanation for why you want to go to war. It’s your mother who drives you crazy with all her annoying questions. And when you’re distracted on patrol, it’s because you’re thinking about your mother.”


  They all bow their heads, not knowing if they should laugh or not.


  “All this speculating you’ve gotten yourself mixed up in—it will end up being your mother who has power over you. And I don’t think that I, or anyone else, can talk you out of these thoughts. Therefore we need clarification. We need to go to command. They need to launch an investigation.” He looks again at the chaplain. “So I support you, Møller. Not in your suspicions. But something needs to be done. And as for the rest of you mama’s boys”—he shoots them a weary glance—“I can’t control what you’re thinking. But from now on, you should have to pay a fine for calling home to your mommy.”


  The sound of scattered applause comes from the officers backing him up.


  5


  It happens the same way every time. Schrøder states a time when they can meet. An armored vehicle waits in the parking lot. They quickly disrobe. They make love as they did the first time, engulfed in wordless passion, two sinewy bodies wrapped around each other as if they’re trying to swap identities.


  Is there something in him she can’t quite reach? His naked torso has no tattoos. As if he doesn’t want to be identified, she thinks, in case they find his dead body. Schrøder, who is about eight years older, has seen more and thought more about things. She clearly sees how his higher military rank incites her love, just like his incessant talking. It doesn’t only prove his superiority; it’s also a side of himself he doesn’t show the others. She feels chosen.


  But what does she have to give in return? What she knows about life is shit. Yet his words are like a hand reaching out to her. Something broken inside her will heal. She will grow. Her thoughts circle constantly around him.


  After they’ve made love, they rest a moment next to each other. He’s still shaving around his mouth. She wonders if he’s still using duct tape, like that night in Spondon.


  “Are you still dreaming?” she asks.


  He nods.


  “Always the same ones?”


  He nods again. “My unconscious is very single-minded.”


  He’s not the first lover she’s had with whom she’s not on a first-name basis. Sometimes in her thoughts she says his first name. Rasmus. But it doesn’t work. He’s Schrøder. A world that is about to open for her. They step inside each other, feeling their way with their fingertips. Yet she knows, despite all her circumspection, that she’s his completely if he will have her. She just has to say it out loud.


  She searches for the right word to describe what they have together. “Fucking”—it sounds so crude. “Making love.” No, she dare not use that word. She surrenders. That’s better. And it’s a military expression. She capitulates. For better or worse. Except there’s no worse when she merges her body with Schrøder’s. Only better.


  She’s never written a diary. She’d like to now, but she feels as if all she has at her disposal are greeting-card rhymes. So she decides against it.


  Does he have a girlfriend back home? She has never asked; she wouldn’t dare. It would sound as if she’s making plans or has expectations, and he just seems so self-sufficient. He doesn’t need anyone. The thought reassures her, though it also prompts a new crisis. If he doesn’t need anyone else, why should he need her? He has a second life back home—and probably a third and a fourth. She senses that he can move around freely in many worlds at once, unlike her: only with great difficulty has she liberated herself from one world, and now she’s in a holding pattern in another.


  She has started staring at herself in the mirror. She isn’t searching for traces of her father these days, as she confided to Adam. Now, it’s a woman she wants to see. She wants to be a woman for him. She has always disliked her breasts. If she asked them, other women would surely say they’re nice. Yet she’s always felt like they’re in the way, so she’s squeezed them into a sports bra. Breasts weren’t just impractical on rollerblades—they also cramped her style. It’s a boy’s sport and she was just one of the boys. But now she’s a woman who’s with a man in a way she’s never experienced before. Not because she’s started to view herself through Schrøder’s eyes; he’s simply taught her how to see herself.


  “I liked what you said yesterday about nonsense.”


  Of course he was speaking to everyone in the mess tent. Still, she felt as if he were whispering his messages into her ear. He talked about nonsense, about worried mothers constantly yammering in the phone. And suddenly she realized what a relief it was to have a mother who, in her alcoholic haze, can barely remember she even has a daughter in Afghanistan. No, her mother wasn’t really a burden. Just the opposite—she was liberating.


  “A terror network in Denmark? You know why they believe this shit? Because they can’t stand the thought that life is full of accidents. They want to see a pattern where there isn’t any!”


  She feels happy when he talks this way, referring to they, them, and the others. She’s not one of them—she’s outside of them, alone with him. He’s a world in and of himself, and he has invited her into that world.


  She nods as if she has been thinking the same thing, and maybe she has, but he has the words to express it.


  “No one can stand it that their death or survival might be determined by chance. But that’s all life is. When you survive a battle while your buddy next to you gets his face blown off, when you walk away from a wrecked vehicle without a scratch, while others have to be picked up in small pieces off the ground, do you really believe it’s because you’re more talented than they are? Not really. We all know that it’s chance, pure and simple. We were just lucky—and luck is always determined by chance. We talk about the luck of the Danes, as if luck is some god keeping a special eye on Danes. We need to believe that, even if it makes us dumber. People with vision and talent don’t need luck. Only the incompetent do. An idiot once wrote that everyone in the trenches ends up believing in God. So the incompetence of generals is proof of God’s existence? When we can’t count on the generals, then we have to put our faith in the Lord? You can hear how stupid it sounds. No one gets religion in the trenches. They become superstitious, which is something entirely different. They’re kneeling at fortune’s altar, not the Lord’s. We worship luck to hide shame in our own inadequacy. And when the opposite happens, some meaningless misfortune? When your father is run down by a hit-and-run driver, or your mother is attacked in her own kitchen? Oh, then there has to be something behind it, a greater plan, at the very least a conspiracy. Just the thought that it might be terrorism makes even the most minor injury meaningful. How important all the fools in the mess tent felt yesterday, even though their trivial lives are the most meaningless anyone could imagine.”


  Hannah feels frightened when he speaks this way. One day she might also become an object of his scorching disdain and be evicted from the charmed circle.


  “I don’t like it when you call my friends fools. They’re your friends, too.”


  Schrøder looks at her as if he’s been speaking out loud to himself and forgotten she was there. “Sorry,” he says quickly.


  She’s not sure he means it.


  As they get dressed, he looks away, as if he’s suddenly shy. A sand-colored shemagh, which he wraps over his mouth to protect against the flying dust, lies on the stretcher next to them. Grabbing the scarf, she hides it in her pocket. A talisman. As long as she has the scarf, Schrøder won’t leave her. The cloth is her security deposit.


  She smiles as she leaves. She’s as stupid as all the other superstitious fools he derides, yet just the thought of his shemagh in her pocket makes her feel good. She has something that is his.
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  At the joint meeting held every Saturday between management at Camp Price and the local authorities, the new mayor, Ali Shar’s recently appointed successor, sits between the commander of the Afghan forces and the police commissioner. He smiles, nods at those standing around, and gives the talks that are expected of him. His body language is humble, acquiescent. Although he’s tall, he makes himself seem smaller than those gathered around him. When foreigners are visiting, he is instructed to straighten up and carry himself with dignity, his head held high. His duty is to represent progress in Afghanistan; they’ve finally found a mayor who can do his job.


  His appointment is temporary—and Steffensen has stayed out of it. Although the appointment is a compromise between local authorities and the Brits, Steffensen is certain that the new mayor is here to stay. Things are running smoothly. The Taliban is still out there, a constant threat, but here they stand together.


  Is anything worse now that Ali Shar is gone? Is anything better? Does anyone miss him? Steffensen has no idea. He realizes that he doesn’t know anything about this city, even though he’s supposed to be its official protector. His soldiers have orders to only venture into the city for brief drives that barely warrant being called patrols. Some of the alleys are so narrow that an APC can’t get through them and a jeep can’t turn. There are rumors that the Taliban are living in certain outlying areas, but as long as they don’t blow anything up or shoot at anyone, there’s nothing he can do.


  Occasionally he allows patrols to drive through the city’s outskirts at forty kilometers an hour. In his reports he states that communication with locals is good.


  Just how do drug lords and warlords share power? Is the Taliban part of the game? The thought strikes him as absurd, but he has no way of knowing. It comes to him in a wave of suspicion. Only Ali Shar was spotless, and now he’s dead; even if Steffensen doesn’t have blood on his hands, he still has a guilty conscience.


  The mayor was not his enemy. Nor was the farmer. They’re the ones he’s supposed to protect. The farmer is the backbone of the country, the mayor a symbol of its renewal. All his negotiations, breaking one principle after the other—he did it all to benefit that kind of person.


  He can see the blood pooling in one of Ali Shar’s eyes. And the burn wound on the back of the farmer’s hand.
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  “Shoot one of them,” says Mads to Camper.


  They’re standing in the guard tower in the middle of camp and staring out over the monotonous desert, the view broken only in the south by the verdant vegetation along the Helmand River. Their gaze falls again on the hovering eagles who are as much a part of their view as the distant jagged mountains that resemble a wild animal’s open jaw.


  A little beyond the bastion walls, the camp maintains its own waste site, a deep pit full of ash, soot, and half-burned garbage. Thin columns of smoke rise in the stagnant desert air. Black eagles hover above the pit like grim guardians of the smoldering fire. Unlike vultures, they’re not scavengers, though no one knows what endless war does to people or to the animals and birds trapped inside it. They assume that the piles of garbage attract rodents living unseen in passages buried beneath the sand and that the eagles swoop down on them when they foolishly rear their heads. The eagles watch in silent vigil from above—so different than the fluttering, screeching seagulls circling over the garbage dumps back in Denmark. The eagles have discovered an airstream that keeps them aloft. Maybe it’s the warmth from the garbage piles. At night they stay away, but in the morning they’re back again, as if they’ve never left their post. To them, the desert is an alien landscape. They only know the air.


  Camper goes down to get his rifle. Why are they asking him to shoot an eagle? Because restlessness lurks within them, an impatience bordering on rage. Because something has to happen, even the minimal disturbance of the landscape provided by one less eagle in the firmament.


  Camper climbs back up the steps with his rifle, now equipped with a silencer, and without saying a word places himself at the railing. He rests on one elbow while scanning the sky through the rifle’s scope. They form a circle around him. Karlsen is there, as always when Camper has a rifle in his hands, along with Mads, Simon, Sidekick, and Hannah. Daniel and Nikolaj stomp up the stairs. A short while later, Årslev shows up.


  “Show us what you can do,” says Mads. Camper hesitates for a moment. He glances at Mads and then concentrates his gaze again on the rifle’s scope. His movements seem almost careless as he fires.


  The heavy beating of an eagle’s wings stops. The others continue circling, unaffected, as if blind and deaf to anything other than their secret mission. The wounded eagle spirals slowly down toward the pit. No fluttering of the wings, no feathers flying through the air. Only spite remains in the still-living body, an ancient resistance to the ground dictating one last attempt at defying gravity. Flames flare, as if the heavily beating wings have fanned the fire, and the eagle disappears from view. A moment later it reappears, flames shooting from the feathers of its wings. With a will to live that thrills them with reluctant amazement, the eagle fights back, slowly rising, as if wanting to die in the air where it belongs. Meter by meter, it ascends like an unnatural sunset that, instead of fading behind the horizon, fights its way back in one last challenge to the impending night. Then flames and gravity win; the sky has to let go and the earth claims the eagle. The dying bird falls into the blackened pit among the garbage, where the eager rodents, once its prey, devour the eagle in a teeming assault.


  “Fuck, man,” exclaims Mads. “Why didn’t anyone take their camcorder with them? We could have uploaded this onto YouTube. That would have been fucking awesome!”


  Camper is unfazed by the effect of his direct hit. Without a word, he packs up his rifle and walks down the stairs.
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  The meeting in the mess tent is reported to Steffensen, who realizes he needs to do something. Later, a voice inside him says, later. That voice is his problem. He’s not present. He feels like he’s standing on a floor of rotting planks about to give way.


  Steffensen has never cared for the chaplain’s sermons. He finds them pompous and overwrought, bordering on ridiculous in their meld of religious and nationalist romanticism, which if taken seriously would result in the catastrophic impression of their entire mission as a medieval crusade.


  Every Sunday he comes to the camp chapel. Afterward, he says hello to the chaplain and, hypocritically, thanks him for his fine speech. The chaplain returns his handshake and looks straight into his eyes with an earnestness that always makes Steffensen look down.


  Steffensen removes his reading glasses and stands up when the chaplain comes in. The office is furnished modestly, but there’s no doubt that you are in command central. There are ordnance maps on the walls, bulletin boards, and computers everywhere. Messy stacks of paper cover the large desk. He intentionally avoids shaking the chaplain’s hand.


  Instead, he throws one arm out in a vague welcoming gesture as if to say: Yes, this is how I live. With his other hand, he points to a chair, and the chaplain sits down across from him. Steffensen can feel his usual routines failing him. Although he knows he needs to put the chaplain in his place, deep inside he feels that he’s the one who needs to confess.


  “I want to speak to you,” says Møller. “It concerns something important.”


  Surprised, the commander in chief looks at his guest. I’m the one who called the damn meeting, he thinks. The chaplain makes it sound as if it’s the other way around.


  “And what, if I may ask, is that?” His tone is intentionally cutting. Any officer could hear the warning in it. The chaplain hears nothing.


  “I want to talk about the fallen,” he says.


  Steffensen starts slightly. “The fallen?” he asks foolishly.


  “Yes, the ones back home.”


  “Back home? What are you talking about?” Having already started on the wrong foot, he needs to pull himself together.


  Amazed, the chaplain stares back at him. “A striking number of the soldiers’ relatives have fallen victim to accidents recently. There’s even been a murder. It affects their mood. I share a good rapport with the soldiers. They’ve started talking, and they see a pattern. They believe a war is happening on two fronts.”


  Steffensen is suddenly feeling quite present. “On two fronts?”


  “The men think . . . how should I say it . . . that there is a terror group . . . an Islamic underground army . . . going after their relatives back home in Denmark.”


  “Well, that’s pretty far out. I hope you are using your authority to disavow those kinds of rumors.”


  “I’m not sure they aren’t right.”


  “Now that’s completely nuts. Everything will fall apart if that kind of rumor is allowed to spread. It has to be stopped immediately. And that’s your job.”


  Steffensen has stood up.


  “No,” says the chaplain, “that’s your job.”


  The chaplain stands up, too. They face each other, as if readying for a confrontation. Steffensen realizes that they’re really two men at a loss, seeking each other’s advice. He immediately sits down again as if to defuse the situation. The chaplain hesitates and then also sits down.


  “You must be able to see it for yourself,” says Steffensen, trying to smooth things over. “Where would all this lead? Our situation is already dangerous enough without these kinds of rumors.”


  “Maybe we should have seen it coming,” says the chaplain. “We go to war in their country—they go to war in ours.”


  “We’re at war against the Taliban. There are certainly no Taliban in Denmark.”


  “There are twelve thousand Afghans in Denmark,” says the chaplain. “It only takes five to ten people for a terror group to strike hard. It’s not unlikely that it will happen. What’s unbelievable is that it hasn’t happened already. Think about the Algerian War of Independence. That war didn’t just happen in Algeria. There were acts of sabotage in France, too.”


  “That was different.” Steffensen suddenly feels exhausted.


  “Different, how?”


  “France was a colonial power. Only the Mediterranean separates the two countries.”


  “War is war,” says the chaplain. “Anyway, that’s how the men are feeling. Something needs to be done—and you’re the CO. You have to do it.”


  And what exactly is it I have to do? What he’d like to do is scream the question into the chaplain’s face. “If you’re right,” he says instead, “it’s a case for the intelligence service. They’ll have to look into it. Give me the names and I’ll report it.”


  He stands up to indicate that the conversation is over.
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  Steffensen contacts the Danish Defense Intelligence Service and reports the rumors circulating throughout the camp. He receives a call on the encrypted phone. The voice on the other end of the receiver, who introduces herself as Amalie Strøm, speaks to him as if he were a subordinate. She dismisses the rumors as completely unfounded. He thinks he hears an admonishing tone in her voice. Under no circumstances is he to pursue that lead. If the soldiers sense any kind of official receptiveness, it could have the most negative consequences, not only in the camp but also among the public back home. Does he understand that?


  He recognizes the name. Amalie Strøm first made a name for herself in the media as a security expert. No matter what she had to comment on, her voice maintained a cool neutrality. Once she was offered a career in the secret service, she vanished from public life.


  “Danish society is nothing more than a large village of thatched roofs,” says Strøm.


  “And a single spark can make it all go up in flames?”


  “Exactly. Imagine if some vet hears these rumors coming out of your camp. He gets mixed up in a fight with a bunch of young immigrants. He’s a ticking time bomb—the words ‘trauma’ and ‘syndrome’ apply in every conceivable configuration. And once he gets beaten up, he’ll yell, Terrorists! Al-Qaeda in Jutland! Taliban in Nørrebro! They’re going after relatives! Exclamation point! They’re going after veterans! Double exclamation point! One call to the newspapers, and before you can count to three the whole story becomes breaking news. And once the media get involved, along comes their conjoined twin, the politicians. Everyone loves a conspiracy. And then what do we do?”


  “You’re asking me?”


  “I don’t need to. I already know the answer. We either have to intern all of the suspects—about two hundred and fifty thousand, that’s how many Muslims there are in Denmark—or we have to intern all of the soldiers’ relatives. That seems a little more manageable. Let’s say closest family members, plus sweethearts. So we wind up somewhere around two to three thousand. Where shall we intern them? At the barracks? Do you get what I’m saying? It starts with a rumor in Camp Price and ends with a state of emergency in Denmark.”


  “Does that mean that from here on in it’s the headless fools in the media who are running the country?”


  “No,” says Amalie Strøm. “It’s the people’s feelings that are running the country. And no one can ignore them. Not even the government—or the secret service. We live in a democracy.”


  “How in the world do you want me to prevent what you call rumors from spreading? The soldiers are in daily contact with their relatives. I guarantee you the story has already started to circulate. It’s only a question of time before it reaches the media.”


  Silence on the other end. Steffensen is not quite sure how to read it.


  “Tell me what to do,” he finally says. “It’s pointless to order me to just deny the rumors or tell the soldiers that they aren’t allowed to write or talk about them. I don’t have that kind of authority.” He feels he is exposing himself. “What should I do?” he repeats.


  “I would suggest closing down all communication in and out of the camp.”


  A conclusion he should have come to on his own. Maybe it’s a test of his ability to make decisions in stressful situations. And he just failed. It might also be an attempt to pass the problem off on him. In that case he has managed the difficult but necessary art of evasion.


  “You mean confiscate the soldiers’ cell phones, put a padlock on the container housing the camp computers, prevent them from communicating with their relatives, and totally isolate them? That will seriously drive them crazy. Then they’ll be certain that something’s wrong back home. And what about the Brits? They’ll never put up with being denied access to the internet and their phones just because there’s rumormongering in Denmark.”


  “We make an agreement with the Brits so they can stay connected. But for the Danes—no way. Preventing the spread of these rumors has to be our first priority. We need to have peace in the workplace.”


  “Peace in the workplace?”


  “We’ll start an investigation. First we’ll put the local police on the case.”


  “And if it turns out there’s something to all this talk?”


  “I don’t think we’ll get to that point.”


  “And in the meantime—what should I do?”


  “You’re their CO. You have to see to it that you’re handling the situation in the camp.”


  Amalie Strøm hangs up.
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  As soon as their cell phones are confiscated and the containers with the computers and phones have padlocks on them, the soldiers become convinced that there’s a connection. Before it was all insinuations, guesses, rumors, and the chaplain’s inflammatory sermons. Now they know it. The misfortunes back home in Denmark form a pattern. They’re not accidents—they’re terrorism.


  They’re warned repeatedly not to use their cell phones while they’re in the camp. Calls can be traced, and the soldiers have been told that their relatives sometimes receive anonymous calls telling them that a son or brother or spouse has been killed or kidnapped and at that very moment is being tortured. The Taliban listens in on all cellular traffic coming out of the camp and they have their own network among the Afghan immigrants in Denmark. None of them has ever met anyone it’s happened to, and many of them have dismissed the stories as the usual paranoia intelligence officers produce to justify their own existence.


  Next to the computers are notes forbidding them from talking about their activities. Never mention any planned patrols. Never write about tomorrow, only about yesterday. Now they know it’s serious. Someone in Denmark knows whom they’re calling. They aren’t satisfied with scaring relatives with anonymous calls. They’re tracking them down and trying to kill them.


  Whenever a soldier is killed, and the flag flies at half-mast, Operation Minimize is always set in motion. That means that the containers housing the telephones and computers are locked. They’re forbidden to call home or write e-mails until the deceased’s relatives have been informed. Now the situation is permanent—but not because of the fallen out here. It’s at home that they’re falling, and a call can become an invitation to murder. They’ve become a danger to their own relatives. A text message saying they’re doing well and there’s no reason to worry could mean someone’s death. An e-mail to a girlfriend full of sappy declarations of love could send her to the grave. There’s war in Denmark—and they’re the reason why.


  No longer allowed to watch TV in the common area, they’re cut off from the outside world.


  Sidekick films the locked containers and zooms in on the hanging padlocks. Soldiers sit with long faces at the tables in the mess tent. Årslev, his upper lip swollen with snuff, stares blankly at the plastic cup in front of him. He’s talking about different kinds of beer and their aromas. What he can find in a beer is incredible: the taste of hay, wild berries, quince, caramelized birch sap, unripe pineapple, dried papaya, coffee. And the aromas! Citrus and pine needles, cedarwood, grass, orange candy, lily of the valley. But today he rattles them off in a tired litany. He spits again.


  “I don’t care what it tastes like,” says Viktor. “I just want to knock back a cold pilsner.”


  “I don’t know what’s worse,” says Sørensen. “That the kids are missing me or that I’m missing them. I feel like the world’s worst father. If they could just hear my voice. Or I could hear theirs. One second. Just for one second.”


  “What would you say to them if you had only one second?” asks Sylvester.


  Sørensen speaks to Sylvester in a new way, no longer admonishingly or indulgently, but inquisitively, as if he forgets that the other is only an inexperienced young man. Maybe Sylvester’s age is actually an advantage. He’s not much older than Frederik and Anton, so he can still remember how it was. “Christ, I used to pee the bed sometimes, too,” the older man says cheerfully. “Difficulty concentrating in school? All the time. School—it just wasn’t me. And look at me now! It’s going pretty damn well. How many people trust me with their lives when I make my rounds with the sweeper?”


  Sørensen can’t help but smile. He thinks there’s a lot Sylvester still needs to learn about life, but all in all he wouldn’t mind if Sylvester were his own son.


  “A father like you,” says Sylvester, as if reading his mind. “They’re damn lucky!”


  In one of the tents, Sebastian, Tobias, Jonas, Mathias, and Gustav lie on their backs, their hands folded beneath their necks, and stare up at the canvas ceiling. Dennis is there, too. “Time to get up!” Viktor stomps into the tent and stares reproachfully at his boys. He wants them to shake off their stupor. Hit the exercise tent. Or just get out and move. “Don’t be so damn maladjusted!” he says.


  Dennis stands up, but only to torment Viktor. “How come we don’t have any colonies we can practice on?” he asks. “The French got to shoot the Algerians. The English got to shoot the Chinese in Malaysia. Why were the Greenlanders satisfied with shooting polar bears, seals, themselves, and each other? What about a quick little colonial war? Then there would be something for an honest Danish soldier to do.”


  “I’m not dealing with this right now.” Viktor turns and leaves the tent. Dennis grins triumphantly.


  Stacks of Family Journal’s Christmas issue have been sitting untouched, wrapped in plastic, in the common-area tent since November. Now, Clement and Troels have cut open the plastic and are wistfully perusing the photos of Christmas tables brimming with roasted duck and browned potatoes. Lasse knocks the magazine out of Troels’s hands. “Up and at ’em, hillbillies,” he says.


  Lights out. Sidekick holds on the dark screen. He’s filming the waiting.
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  Steffensen has always considered himself a fine judge of character. Now he’s not so sure. He has no contact with his own soldiers, and everything is falling apart.


  He calls for a meeting at the flagpole to give the speech they’ve all been anticipating. The speech is a balancing act: he can neither deny nor confirm that something is wrong. If he denies that the rumors have any basis in reality, he’ll lose his authority. If he confirms the rumors, on the other hand, he risks the soldiers going into a state of panic.


  A light wind is blowing and gray clouds blanket the February sky. He hopes it doesn’t start raining before he’s finished. The camp is muddy from a shower that passed through last night.


  Steffensen, in regulation uniform, also has his combat boots on. He knows his speech by heart. The men mustn’t think he’s simply reading from the decree issued by the ministry. They’re all in the same boat, rank and file. That’s his message.


  He’s facing an infantry company, an armored vehicle platoon, and support troops—120 men altogether—though three times that number are stationed in the camp. The rest are on duty. The whole scene is mostly symbolic. He starts by saying that the situation at home remains unresolved. They are working on the case. Camp management is in constant contact with the Ministry of Defense and Army Operational Command.


  He tells them he understands their anxiety and concerns. He appeals to their sense of solidarity and says that for the next fourteen days it will be impossible to receive any news from home. And there will be no communication the other way, either.


  “You’ve all been in stressful situations before,” he says. “You’ve learned how to manage. You are strong. It’s important to remember that. Now you must pass this test.”


  He stands there for a moment, as if considering whether or not he’s finished. He looks distracted, but then he pulls himself together.


  “We’ve overcome crises before and we’ll do it again. The uncertainty is your real trial. You need to grin and bear it. That’s all I can say. We’ll all have to grin and bear it together. And if it becomes necessary, we’ll fight. There mustn’t be any doubt about who we are or why we’re here. We are here to win.”


  For a moment it looks as if he’s grinning and bearing it to emphasize his point. His jaws clench and his eyes narrow, as if he’s focusing on some spot far away.


  He used the word “win.” It’s a tactical concession to the men. He doesn’t reside in their black-and-white world, where the thought of winning means something. If he were honest, he would have used the word “function.” We’re here to make things function—though even that expression is losing any meaning for him.


  The applause is brief and dies out quickly.


  Steffensen performs his duties. He attends weekly meetings with representatives of the local authorities, including the new mayor. At first he doesn’t notice it, but then it dawns on him. No one is speaking to him anymore. Nobody comes over to say hello. The circle formed by the tables and in the courtyard outside, once the formal part of the meeting is over, doesn’t include him. Even the mayor, who, strictly speaking, is nothing but a puppet, refuses to come near him.


  “Do you think there was something unusual about the meeting?” he asks Roshaan afterward. Roshaan is a good observer, and Steffensen has faith in his assessment of a situation.


  “What would that be?” asks Roshaan.


  For a moment, Steffensen feels that Roshaan is not who he thought he was.


  He contacts Naib Atmar and lets him know that he’d like to meet with him, although even the thought of a reunion fills him with distaste. Still, Atmar is a contact he can’t afford to lose. If he wants an explanation for the silence surrounding him, he must speak to the warlord. He doubts Atmar will tell him the truth, but sometimes even a lie is better than nothing.


  They meet in Atmar’s house outside the camp entrance. The television is off and there’s no food this time. Steffensen hasn’t brought any dessert from the mess tent, either.


  “Do you have a guilty conscience?” asks the warlord at the sight of Steffensen’s troubled face. There’s a derisive tone in his voice that’s hard to miss. Steffensen stares uncertainly at him. “We Afghans have a saying you can learn from. Conscience is nothing more than a tenant in your house. If he makes too much noise, kick him out.”


  Atmar then adds something else. Steffensen stares expectantly at Roshaan. “Well,” he says encouragingly when the translation isn’t forthcoming. Roshaan has assumed the face he always uses when he has to translate something unpleasant. “This man informs me that he does not have time to meet with the commander of the Danish forces. Not now or in any foreseeable future.”


  Once again, Steffensen pictures the walls surrounding all compounds in Afghanistan. He’s a man alone in a labyrinth of fortifications. The city he’s supposed to be the formal ruler of has closed its doors to him, a logical conclusion to the developments he set in motion when, with Atmar’s help, he outsmarted the mayor. They’ve used him—and now he’s unnecessary.


  He trudges along the bastion’s massive gravel-colored wall running along the camp’s periphery. There are no tents, containers, or parked vehicles, only large empty areas that serve as safety zones should the camp come under fire. He looks at the parked personnel carriers with their mounted machine guns; he inspects the British L118 light guns lined up in the magazine; he looks at the sixty-two-ton Leopard 2 tanks; he feels the air tremble beneath a passing fighter jet; he watches a GMLRS missile cross the sky and, for an instant, reflect the sun’s rays, as if the missile is about to spontaneously combust; he hears the distant, ominous whir of a drone. As all this fighting power seems to concentrate in his chest, something starts to smolder in him, a rage completely foreign to his nature, one he’s never known before, despite his mature age.


  He asks a mechanic for permission to crawl into a Leopard 2. He works his way down toward the gunner’s area, in the front and to the right in the heavily armored body. He lies almost horizontally in the anatomically customized compartment. There’s no way to sit upright, let alone stand. He is fully encased in armor.


  Lying there, he thinks about Bartolomeo Colleoni, the general from Venice who didn’t go to war to win but to make things run smoothly, the man who took the irrationality, hatred, and violence out of the war. Now Steffensen has also suffered a defeat, but he’s no Colleoni.


  His thoughts turn to another officer, Braga, or something like that. His body, or rather what’s left of it, is lying only a few meters away from Colleoni’s horse-and-rider statue in a sarcophagus inside the Basilica di Santi Giovanni e Paolo. For ten months, Braga led the defense of a city on Cypress against a larger Turkish army. Only when supplies dried up and a large number of troops had fallen did he achieve a worthwhile peace, saving many of the survivors’ lives. But not for . . . He struggles again to remember the name. Then it comes to him. Bragadin. The Turkish commander suddenly changes his mind; he cuts off Bragadin’s ears and nose, and then allows him to be skinned alive. He fills the empty skin with hay and, in a macabre procession, Bragadin’s stuffed body is paraded on the back of an ox through the streets.


  That’s me, Steffensen thinks. That’s what Atmar has done to me. He has skinned me alive, and now he’s parading my body through the streets.


  Returning to his office, he asks Roshaan to deliver a message to Atmar. The contract with Helmand Security is hereby terminated. A significant number of the warlord’s men have been transferred to the police. But new ones have arrived, and the security firm still exists. The same goes for the agreement to man the eight checkpoints surrounding the camp: effective immediately, the warlord’s men must vacate these posts.


  He also orders that an explosive be planted in the clay house outside the camp’s entrance, where he usually meets with Atmar. The explosion roars through the camp as the house is blown to bits, leaving a large crater in the middle. First he has them remove the television that was always on during their meetings. Now it’s sitting in the desert gravel, screen black and cord snaking across the ground. No Indian soap operas. No cleavage turning into flesh-colored clouds.


  The warlord can come and get the television, if he can’t do without it.


  The next morning there’s a thin layer of frost on the screen.
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  The next night a mortar grenade lands in the camp. It hits the Dust Bowl, where they keep most of the vehicles parked. In the winter, when heavy rains fall at irregular intervals, it turns into a muddy field. In the summer a permanent cloud of dust settles over the area. Unless you want sand in your teeth and red eyes that run all the time, you can’t go near the area without a shemagh wrapped around your mouth and protective glasses, like a race car driver from motoring’s early days.


  No one is hurt, nor are any vehicles struck. They all have to jump out of their cots and throw on their helmets and flak jackets. They stumble around drowsily before making their way to the camp’s bunkers, constructed of HESCO bales, sandbags, and wood.


  No more grenades fly in, and the alarm is soon silenced. At daybreak, a patrol is sent to the outposts where Atmar’s militia resides. They’re firing the mortar grenades from here.


  The next night more grenades fly in, and once again they do no harm to anything other than a good night’s sleep. Yet again they have to jump out of their cots and run around in the dark to seek cover. Afterward, there’s the same wait for the dawn, the same brooding, the same silence. They sit hunched over between the HESCO bales, their carbines in their hands, both furious and punch drunk from a lack of sleep.


  Third Platoon has sought shelter in the northeast corner of the camp. By accident, Hannah and Adam end up sitting next to each other, their platoon leader sitting not so far away. Viktor sits on the other side of Hannah, who can’t help glancing over at Schrøder. She gets a little warm every time she looks his way and forgets about the incoming mortar fire. Then she pulls herself together. She needs to keep her eyes to herself. Also, she wants to talk to Adam, who keeps looking straight ahead. She doesn’t know what to say and wishes he’d break the silence. They had such a great talk that last time, but something about his stiff expression makes it seem as if he’s consciously avoiding her. She must be imagining it—or has he suddenly become hostile toward her? Adam, she wants to say, just his name, as if it were a key that would immediately open him up. Open him up to what? Talking. Regaining confidence. Maybe it’s not the right moment.


  Viktor is talking about the importance of keeping up their courage. There’s something caring about the former social worker, something she likes.


  By the time the alarm is turned off, she still hasn’t spoken to Adam.


  The ten soldiers sent to man each of the warlord’s former checkpoints are equipped with searchlights, and mines are planted all around them. They look like islands of light in the boundless desert night, cut off from the camp like fallen satellites.


  From time to time, shots fire from somewhere in the darkness; they hear the roar of a rocket launcher and piercing cries, as if a flock of hyenas has suddenly appeared. Again and again these ominous sounds interrupt their sleep in the camp, until the soldiers are seized by a relentless agitation that stays with them, whether daylight arrives or night falls again.


  Camp management holds crisis meetings in which Steffensen must explain his actions to the Brits and the Americans. The Danes have high command. The Americans seem indifferent, while it takes some discussion before the Brits accept his decision to terminate the contract with Atmar.


  The soldiers stop sharing their uplifting experiences while on patrols: children who wave, new stalls opening in the bazaar, building materials sold along the side of the road. When children throw stones at their vehicles, they’ve always called it pranks. Now, they’re not sure how to take it. The same children who always accepted crayons, pencils, and jump ropes turn their back on them now. Have the children become their enemies?


  Steffensen decides to abandon the unnecessary checkpoints. Officers convey the order in exhausted voices. Still, they have no strategic significance in defense of the camp; their only purpose has been to pacify a local warlord.


  They reinforce the watchtowers on top of the bastion’s walls. Through their infrared binoculars, they stare out at a landscape that phosphorizes in green, as do their hands and faces when they use the binoculars to look at each other from a distance. Their eyes vanish, as if into the black sockets of a skull. On the other hand, their mouths light up, as if they have some hidden source of light, perhaps an alien being on its way out. Everything seems dead and dangerously alive at the same time. They’re preparing for an attack that never comes. Why aren’t these assholes attacking? They know the answer. Because waiting is fear’s best ally. Who’s hiding out there in the darkness? The Taliban? Atmar’s militia? They’re as vulnerable as worms that come out after a heavy rain, the lowest link on a food chain of monstrous creatures whose names they don’t know.


  Sidekick walks around hunched over. He has captured the silence by filming the night’s pulsating darkness. There are infrared recordings, too, not that they’re contributing to any sense of cheerfulness. How will he ever be able to fill the sites he wants to build on the net? Silence, waiting, darkness. Maybe it’s a realistic portrait of what war can be—but they want to see themselves. They want to see their lives out here gel into a larger narrative. Instead, everything is on standby.


  Årslev has stopped talking about aromas and taste testing. No more odes to pine needles, quince, and caramelized birch sap. Instead, he’s been cursing the Board of Health, which recently outlawed his favorite beer, Rough Snuff. Just because it contains snuff! He hates the Danish Food Agency more than he hates the Taliban, and his constant whining about it has made him tiresome.


  Clement and Troels have perused their way through the Christmas issue of Family Journal. Lasse tells them they can go home to Lille Vildmose and their beloved potatoes if they can’t take it anymore. “Really, man, it’s crappy enough as it is. Do we also have to sit here watching you two moping around?” Nikolaj and Daniel also start picking on them. Mathias and Sebastian launch a counterattack on the Gucci Boys surrounding Dennis, who’s going into withdrawal because he can’t get onto GrejFreak.dk and ShopUSA.com. Their solidarity is showing cracks, and it’s not going any better in the other platoons. The whole camp is on edge.


  Sidekick wants to film Mads, but he shakes his head. He has nothing to say. Iraq Robert volunteers instead, but this time Sidekick says no. He already knows what he’ll hear. The same old stories about Iraq—about the time Robert was stuck in a convoy in a market in Sadr City, about burned-out cars, mutilated bodies doused in gasoline, charred like the remnants of some wild barbecue held by cannibals, and faces that are nothing more than crusty masks.


  The showers and toilets sparkle every morning. They don’t just wash their hands before meals; they stand in line to rub them with hand disinfectant, like doctors prepping for an operation. It’s Afghanistan they’re washing off their hands before they eat, as if the country were nothing more than infectious dirt.
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  They meet again in the APC in the parking lot. It’s dark.


  The day Schrøder falls apart.


  That’s how Hannah sees it. He hides behind a wall of words and seems distant. She doesn’t know whether he’s talking to her or merely out loud to himself. Sometimes she can’t tell the difference. His voice is full of a contempt she doesn’t like and it scares her.


  Every time he laughs, she squeezes the shemagh in her pocket, her talisman for warding off all evil.


  “Death is easy in a computer game. The screen goes black or red for a few seconds, and then you’re brought back to life again. Your stay in the kingdom of death lasts only for a moment. Isn’t that a relief?”


  He looks at her encouragingly. She doesn’t know what to say. So he continues. He refers to death in a video game as a pause and says that a video game is nothing more than a modern version of the belief in resurrection. “Lazarus,” he says. “In front of a screen you, too, can be Lazarus. You can be resurrected from the dead.”


  Hannah still doesn’t know what to say. What he’s saying isn’t uninteresting—it’s the way he’s saying it. The expression on his face is both intense and absent.


  Schrøder laughs, a strange staccato laughter that sounds as if something inside of him has broken loose. She’s never heard him laugh like that before.


  “Is something wrong?” she asks.


  Schrøder ignores her. He’s speaking very loudly. “Maybe it’s here, of all places, on these latitudes, in Afghanistan, in the most stinking backwater of all, that moons, comets, and fables collide.”


  “Sssh! What if someone hears us?”


  “Justice! Hope! Just the words! I want to throw up! Picture an overweight man with osteoporosis. Watch him falling apart.”


  Finally he stops talking. They make love. For the first time he doesn’t look into her eyes when he climaxes. He’s far away. She’s not present, either. She keeps thinking about the things he has said, not the words but the rage in his voice, a dangerous zeal. She doesn’t know where it will all lead.


  She gets the crazy thought that maybe she should confide in Adam. Is she naïve? But Adam would understand. He would listen. She feels lonely, the same damn lonely feeling she thought she’d finally escaped. She feels as if she has taken a vow of silence with Schrøder. But maybe that’s how love is. You’re sucked into one world and turn your back on the rest.


  “Do you know who Stalin is?” he asks. She has gotten up off the floor. She’s standing with her back to him and putting on her T-shirt.


  “Everyone knows who Stalin is.”


  “So you don’t think he’s just some Bosnian gangster in Grand Theft Auto?”


  Is he being condescending or is this some kind of humor, a new side she hasn’t seen before? She wants to ask him but decides not to.


  “Did you know that he went to seminary?”


  She shakes her head.


  “When he was twenty-three, he tore some old, valuable icons off the walls and pissed on them. He’d already committed his first murder.”


  Hannah has just pulled up her pants and is fastening her belt. She crouches down to tie her bootlaces.


  “Pol Pot—know what he did when he was twenty?”


  Hannah shakes her head again. She doesn’t know who Pol Pot is. She’s not sure she understands where Schrøder is going with all this.


  “Pol Pot murdered a quarter of the inhabitants of Cambodia. At the age of twenty he was still wearing a school uniform. He was the teacher’s pet at a school in a small provincial town. He’d never harmed a soul. Neither had Hitler or Mao when they were his age. Stalin was the exception, not the rule.”


  Hannah, who has tied up her boots, stands up. Schrøder is still sitting on the floor. He looks up at her. “Someone ought to give all of you the grand tour in murder. You’re all trained killers. But what did the geniuses of mass murder do when they were your age? Mao, Pol Pot, Hitler, the whole succession of psychopaths? Nothing special. They hadn’t discovered their talents yet. You’re all already on your way. At the age of twenty! Do you all even know what you’re going to do with yourselves?”


  Furious, she stares at him. “Do you expect me to answer that?”


  “If I were an unholy warrior, would you follow me everywhere?” His tone suddenly shifts. His expression is pleading, but in such an affected way that she feels she’s being mocked.


  Everything he’s said is so unfair. And now he’s saying “you all” to her. Their little circle is broken; he cast her out of it. In his eyes, she’s no better than the others.


  She turns around and crawls out of the vehicle. She doesn’t say goodbye.


  Before long she is seized by the fear of losing him. She needs to turn around and apologize. Or wait for him. But they can’t be seen together. Not really knowing what she should apologize for, she becomes angry with herself. Schrøder is erratic, and she must be careful not to become dependent on him. She should have never started all this, she thinks suddenly. She barely thinks so before she starts missing him and fears that something is about to go wrong between them. Why did he say all that shit? The contempt in his voice. Where did that come from? She clenches the shemagh in her pocket.


  As she steps onto the illuminated path running between the soldiers’ tents, Adam appears in front of her. Adam, whom she wants to confide in . . . but there’s something in his face she can’t read, so she decides not to. Not now anyway.


  “You’re too much, you know that!”


  Adam’s voice is out of control. And then suddenly he seems to lose his courage. His shoulders fall. She’s about to veer around him when his anger flares up again. “You think I don’t know? That you’re whoring around with Schrøder! Is it some kind of father-figure bullshit? Have you found your long-lost father? Is that it, Hannah?”


  Her eyes fill with tears and she hates herself for it, even though they’re tears of rage. She strikes out at him. Not some girlish slap but a hard one to the chest, which makes the large man fall backward.


  Adam sits in the middle of the path and, dazed, looks up at her. She can see how embarrassed he is.


  “I’m sorry,” he says. “I shouldn’t have said that. I didn’t mean it.”


  She walks around him and continues down the path. Adam runs up behind her and is by her side in a flash. “Leave me alone,” she says. “I don’t need this nonsense.”


  “Schrøder is full of shit.” Adam’s voice is earnest. “He’s involved in something. Hannah, something is wrong. I just want you to be careful.”


  She stops and looks Adam right in the face. She knows she’ll never forgive him for the shit he just said about Schrøder being a replacement for her father. Adam is the only one she’d ever confided in. And he used it against her.


  “Fuck you!” she says.
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  The soldiers from Camp Price start to drive faster on Highway 1. The high speed, the heft of the armor, and the complete control over the road provide an overwhelming sense of power. They fire several warning flares when an oncoming car doesn’t pull over quickly enough. As they roll by in their vehicles, their machine guns scan walls, stalls, and pedestrians. They notice it themselves: that second before they pull the trigger.


  And then it happens.


  Third Platoon is driving on Highway 1 in a convoy of twelve APCs and eight jeeps. Mads, Sidekick, Iraq Robert, Lasse, Daniel, Clement, Troels, Årslev, and Nikolaj are in the last APC in the convoy, and they’ve fallen behind. A wide gap has opened between them and the vehicle in front of them. Mads, the gunner, says later that the car, a white Toyota Corolla, tried to get between and run them off the road. On the film Sidekick took from the open hatch, where he always stands when they’re on patrol, it just looks like the Corolla is taking too long to pull to the side. They could have simply fired one of the flares. Instead, the 12.7 gets one right into the car’s engine.


  Mads just plain needed to do it.


  They all do.


  At high speeds, however, it’s difficult to hit a target precisely. The front windshield shatters and falls back into the car, which skids onto the shoulder and turns over on its side. A crowd of locals gathers around the car. Some scream and make threatening gestures at the convoy. If they stop, it will turn into chaos. And then, surrounded by a worked-up mob, they’ll have to change, chameleonlike, from soldiers into sympathetic first aid workers with concerned faces, providing assistance, as if it’s merely a common accident they aren’t responsible for, while they struggle to keep the furious crowd at a distance at gunpoint until they have to shoot a few of them before it sinks into their thick skulls who they are.


  Maybe there were children in the car. Maybe they’ve killed them and their parents. Fuck it! This is war. Learn it now!


  Two days later they are called in to see Steffensen. Schrøder is sitting next to him behind a desk. Steffensen looks down while he reads from handwritten notes. They shot at an oncoming car that was pulling to the side. Two people were killed and two seriously injured. The driver and the passenger in the front seat were killed by their shots. They did not stop to offer first aid. They did not report the incident on their own. This is serious. Nevertheless it has been reported, which must be taken as a sign of the local population’s cooperation.


  “They didn’t just take matters into their own hands,” says Steffensen. “They came to us because they still believe that we stand for law and order. We mustn’t lose their confidence. And that’s exactly what we’ve done. We have human lives on our hands. This isn’t a case of unforeseen consequences from an act of war. We’re talking about innocent civilians, victims of an attack, due to either gross negligence or ill will.”


  They expect Steffensen to throw an accusatory glance their way at some point, but he never does. He simply rattles off the charges in a lifeless voice, as if going through a routine review of some meaningless rule. Silence follows. Obviously they’re supposed to say something in their defense, but the lifelessness in his voice has rubbed off on them.


  “The car continued with undiminished speed.” It is Mads who responds. “It showed no signs of stopping. It tried to get between us and the vehicle ahead of us. We were just following the rules.”


  “According to witnesses we’ve spoken to”—Steffensen shoots a quick glance at Schrøder—“the car was pulling to the side when you shot at it. Also, no flares or warning shots were fired. So at no point did you follow the rules.”


  “Witnesses? Who?”


  Schrøder fastens his gaze on them. Now Steffensen also starts to stare. They have nothing to say in their defense. They did it because they wanted to, or more accurately, because they needed to. They’re at war, for Christ’s sake! But they can’t say that. They’re standing in a container in a military camp in the middle of a strange and distant desert, surrounded on all sides by invisible enemies, enemies who plant mines in the roads they drive on every day, who shoot at them at the drop of a hat. A country full of shitheads who will jump out of the nearest field and slit their throats—and they’re not allowed to say they’re at war? War is the big, bad taboo, and what this ridiculous interrogation is really about is avoiding the forbidden word.


  “That’s war,” says Mads. “Shit happens.”


  “In Iraq—” Robert starts to say.


  “War has rules, also.” Steffensen speaks like he’s reading from the phone book.


  “You could be brought before a court. But the situation is . . .” He hesitates for a moment. It sounds as if he’s fading. Then he clears his throat. “The situation is”—he hesitates again—“unusual. I mean the situation back home, yeah, you know what I mean, the uncertainty about your relatives. Therefore, we won’t be writing any report. It won’t appear in your files. It stays between us. But”—he lifts an index finger—“if it occurs again . . .” He stops again, looking down at his papers as if searching for his next remark. “We’ll overlook it this time. In defiance of all rules. I hope you all understand that. We’re letting you go. And you have to guarantee that there won’t be a next time . . .”


  They should feel a sense of relief. Their entire lives could have just taken a sharp turn. Instead, another feeling smolders inside them. Contempt. Contempt for their boss, his tired voice and evasive glance, and this whole bullshit war they can’t even call by its real name.


  “I’ve looked into the family.” Schrøder stares directly at them. “The family that isn’t a family now. Your bullets killed both parents. A son and daughter were sitting in the back seat. The boy will be in a wheelchair for the rest of his life—if you can imagine an Afghan in a wheelchair. He’ll probably be dragging himself around on a pair of crutches. The girl will recover, but her face is disfigured. She’ll probably never marry.”


  Uncomfortable, they shift their weight from one leg to the other. They feel as if they’ve been on trial for a long time.


  “Mads,” says Schrøder, looking directly at him. Mads, who stiffens when he hears his name, stares straight ahead at a point somewhere to the right of the platoon leader. “You lost your girlfriend a month ago. A stabbing. The case is still unsolved. I’m sure you can identify with what’s happened here if you try. Simon, your father was run down by a hit-and-run driver, so surely you can understand the consequences of your”—they can hear the anger in his voice—“shooting spree. Now you have destroyed a family. Is that what all of you think war means—private acts of vengeance against innocent people? Or maybe they’re not so innocent in your eyes? They’re only Afghans, after all, right? They’re all alike, so you might just as well shoot one as the other? Random shootings—that’s been their life for three decades now. Sometimes it’s foreign armies shooting at them, sometimes their own. Is that your ambition? To be yet another in a series of executioners camping out in their country? Weren’t we the ones who were supposed to make a difference?”


  They look at each other as they leave Steffensen’s office and cross the square with the three flags. They’re struggling to look unaffected, but their heavy silence speaks volumes. Why did they shoot? To hide their own vulnerability?


  It’s so impossible, all of it. Overwhelmed by the complexity of the situation, they collapse on their cots. Commands exist to extricate a soldier from his dilemma—but they’re certainly not getting any commands.


  “Fuck them,” says Iraq Robert. “In DarkSky, we also picked off a few civilians who weren’t moving fast enough. That kind of thing happens. It didn’t stop the Danish government from signing a contract with the firm. They knew what the hell was happening. Hypocrites!”


  “Ask us to fucking kill someone,” Mads says into Sidekick’s camera. “Send us down into the Green Zone and tell us not to come back until we’ve cleared the area. Make life simple for us! Then it won’t matter if we’re the good guys or the bad guys—we can always discuss that later with the chaplain. Shoot, that’s what we can do. That’s what we want to do. So let us fucking do it. Or are we here just to let others shoot at us and not respond?”


  Though his voice is sarcastic, his eyes reveal the same dark despair as before. “We’ve destroyed a family. I can’t even stand thinking about it. A boy on crutches. What should we do? Take him home with us? A girl with a disfigured face. How disfigured? Is her jaw shot off? Does she have only one eye left? No nose. A black hole in her cheek? Does one of us have to marry her?


  “We’ve injured other people. Well, of course we’ve injured other people. What else is the purpose of running around with a large, evil gun in your hand and spending a whole year learning how to handle it in the most effective way? We’re not Doctors Without Borders, are we?”
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  The survivors are admitted to the field hospital at Camp Bastion, and Steffensen orders the soldiers to visit them as part of their penance. Schrøder comes along as their platoon leader. Naturally, they’re all guilt-ridden, but they don’t understand what good it will do to visit the hospital. The children don’t know who they are. Say hello to the people who shot their mother and father? They’ve come to ask how you’re doing? Is that how they should be introduced?


  After a brief discussion, they decide that Sidekick should bring his camera.


  A Danish nurse stares disapprovingly at them when she realizes who they are. If she’s so sensitive, what’s she doing here? What gives her the right to judge them? She’s a part of all of it, too, another cog in the killing machine.


  Mads, Iraq Robert, Årslev, Clement, Troels, Lasse, Nikolaj, and Daniel stand by the beds with their hands folded in front of their crotches. They look like soccer players trying to protect themselves in front of a goal. They’ve made a free kick—a very direct free kick—and now they’re facing the result: a pair of children who will never walk or have lost an eye or part of a jaw. They can’t keep track of the list of anatomical catastrophes they’ve caused, and the sight of the children in their hospital beds isn’t helping. They’re wrapped in bandages and casts, as if they’d fall apart if they weren’t, and there’s no hope that they’ll become whole again behind the bandages. They aren’t starfish; a lopped-off arm won’t simply grow back again. Maybe all of Afghanistan is like these children, not a starfish but a country that has lost so much that it can never become whole again and must spend all of eternity hobbling around on crutches, seeing with only one eye, stinking of iodine and rotten wounds behind bacteria-infested bandages, with no prospect of work or marriage, no future, dependent on foreign helpers who have to constantly pump antibiotics into the very bodies they’ve shattered to prevent gangrene from spreading and bacteria from growing even stronger, while the doctors cut and cut until there’s so little of the patient left that the stump can no longer be called a person and the last chunk of flesh is tossed into the dumpster with the rest of the garbage from the slaughterhouse. Every doctor’s nightmare. And isn’t that also every soldier’s nightmare? To discover that death reigns on both sides of the front and that there’s really no difference between you and the enemy? You both have death as your employer, and you carry out its orders in perfect harmony with each other.


  What should they say?


  Schrøder gives a little speech in Pashto for the children. He points at his men, one by one. The children’s eyes follow his finger. The men have no idea what he’s saying; he never translates it for them. When he’s finished speaking, a smile breaks out on one of the small, bandaged faces.


  Sidekick has turned off his camera.


  No one asks to see the recordings.
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  “I want to seek asylum,” says Roshaan, who, unannounced, steps into Steffensen’s office.


  Oh, no, thinks Steffensen, not this again.


  Roshaan looks like a man in disguise. He has let his beard grow since Ali Shar’s murder, and now his face is completely covered. He must have been trimming his eyebrows before, because they’re much bushier now, too.


  “Asylum?”


  Steffensen tries to hide his embarrassment. Whether Roshaan wants to come to Denmark now or later is totally irrelevant. It will never happen. He might just as well try to walk through a wall.


  Steffensen wants to ask him to pull it together, but he needs to maintain an official facade toward the Afghan. So, to win time before the inevitable no falls like a hammer, he asks if it needs to happen right now.


  “Do you feel threatened? Are you in danger?”


  “Yes,” says Roshaan, forcing a smile.


  “So you are being threatened. Literally? By whom?”


  “I can’t say. It is too dangerous. I have to leave.”


  “Why don’t you just go to Kabul?”


  “They will find me. I would put my family in danger. My wife and my two children must leave with me.”


  “Listen here. We’re all in danger. This is war. But I really can’t see that you’re in any more danger than the others. You live with us here in the camp. You’re in no more danger than the soldiers. Isn’t when we leave what you’re really afraid of? Isn’t that what you mean?”


  Steffensen is ready to make a confession. Yes, he’ll say, he can certainly see the problem. And then he will once again refer to Kabul. His own intelligence service offers only pessimistic prognoses when it comes to the rural areas that will probably be overrun the moment that foreign troops withdraw. That may well be a problem for their collaborators. But no one doubts that Kabul can be held.


  “No, that’s not what I mean. I mean now.”


  Steffensen feels that Roshaan is being difficult and doesn’t believe his story. Threatened? Well, then, he needs to say who it is. He decides to try again.


  “You must know who is threatening you. How else can I take your application for asylum seriously?”


  Roshaan shakes his head, the idiotic smile still sitting on his face. Is that fear in his eyes? Steffensen chooses to ignore it. Since Roshaan is being uncooperative, why should he extend him any sympathy? This is a negotiation—they both have to contribute something—and Roshaan isn’t contributing anything.


  Steffensen makes his voice sound official. “When we withdraw, it will be because we have created stability. This is your country. You have to stay and help to rebuild it. You’ve already made a good start. Your help has been invaluable to us. You should be proud of yourself.”


  Is Roshaan’s life really in danger? If Steffensen were being honest, he doesn’t know. The interpreter’s history is vague, and he refuses to offer any details. He could easily have made it up, and maybe the reason Roshaan won’t tell them more is that he’s afraid that the story will fall apart. Steffensen prides himself on his political instincts, and they’re telling him one thing: Roshaan is fighting a losing battle.


  “I’m not the one who decides who gets asylum. It’s decided in Denmark.” He places his hands on the polished desktop in front of him, as if to invoke the authority that comes with sitting behind a desk. “We’ll find a solution,” he says soothingly.


  “I don’t want a solution,” says Roshaan. “I want asylum.”


  His voice is determined as he presents his case. There’s nothing humble about him.


  “I’ll see what I can do. But I can’t promise anything.”


  It’s the ultimate rejection, at least if you want to stay within the parameters of politeness. Steffensen could just as well have told Roshaan to take a hike, but there’s no reason to be so blunt. Despite everything, he and Roshaan have worked together on many occasions. They aren’t chummy, but then it’s not in Steffensen’s nature to get too close to anyone. Now, in the name of diplomacy, he has gone as far as he can.


  “Goodbye, Roshaan!” He stands up to emphasize that the conversation is over and offers his hand in farewell.


  Roshaan remains standing. He has a woven bag in a red-and-black pattern hanging over one shoulder. He digs down into it, and when his hand resurfaces, he’s holding a thick wad of dollar bills. Instead of taking Steffensen’s outstretched hand, he places the bills in it. “It’s all I have,” he says. “Is it enough?”


  Steffensen is so surprised that he doesn’t know what to say. Standing there holding the wad of bills in his hand, he realizes he’s hesitating too long. He lays the bundle on the table and shoves the money back toward Roshaan.


  “So it’s not enough? Shouldn’t you count it first? It’s my life savings.” Roshaan is still smiling, but his voice sounds worried.


  “Listen to me, Roshaan. This is important. The Danish authorities do not accept bribes. If we were in Denmark, you could be arrested. Corruption is bad for any exercise in good governance—including yours. It’s what we’re always trying to teach you. How can you even think of bribing me?”


  As Steffensen says that last sentence, he can feel his self-control starting to wane. He stops short and tries to stare right into Roshaan’s eyes.


  “Then you will not do anything for me.” Roshaan avoids his gaze and looks down at his hands, clasping the bag.


  “Not that way. You must be able to understand that. Haven’t you been listening? It’s exactly what we’re always telling you. Corruption is not the way forward.”


  Roshaan looks up, returning his gaze. “Yes, I have been listening. I have translated many times for you. I noticed not only what was being said but also whom it was being said to. All the people you speak to are corrupt. They only have their position because they’ve bought it. And they only have it because it gives them more opportunities to get richer. You accept corruption. You collaborate with the corrupt. I even think it looks as if you encourage it.”


  “It’s politics,” says Steffensen quickly.


  “And when I ask you to save my life, and you refuse, is that also politics?”


  Steffensen ignores the interpreter’s question. And how could he answer? He walks over to the door and opens it demonstratively. They stand facing each other in the doorway, and it seems to Steffensen that he sees hope flare up in the interpreter’s eyes.


  “Goodbye—and thank you,” says Roshaan. His face assumes a transfigured expression.


  Thank you? What does he have to be thankful for? Is he being sarcastic?


  Roshaan walks down the corridor and has already disappeared around the corner when Steffensen understands the sudden change in the interpreter’s tone of voice. The money is still lying on his desk! In his eagerness to get rid of Roshaan, he forgot all about it. The interpreter must have thought Steffensen was only rejecting the bribe for appearance’s sake, all the while actually accepting the money. Maybe he thought the room was bugged and the Danish commander’s rejection was merely an act for all the microphones.


  Steffensen races over to the desk and then runs through the door, which is still open, and chases after Roshaan.


  “You’re not pulling a fast one on me!” he yells.


  He catches up with the interpreter as he’s about to leave the building. Even though he must have heard his footsteps, Roshaan doesn’t turn around. Steffensen grabs him by the shoulder and swings him around in one swift motion. He feels an uncontrollable rage ready to burst inside him. He shoves the Afghan up against the wall. “Take your money!” he shouts. “I don’t want it!”


  Roshaan holds his woven bag defensively in front of his chest, clutching the coarsely woven fabric between his hands. Steffensen tries to snatch it from him, so he can shove the wad of money back where it came from. The rubber band holding the bills together breaks, and dollar bills fly into a large, disorderly pile on the dirty floor.


  Still enraged, he starts kicking at them. The doors along the corridor fly open, and half of his staff, alarmed, stick their heads out and stare at him. He feels no urge to be discreet at this moment. “The idiot tried to bribe me,” he yells in Danish.


  Suddenly he realizes what he just said. There’s total silence around them. Then someone starts to giggle, and Steffensen knows why. The thought is absurd. A Danish officer taking a bribe! Now there’s no way back. After this incident, he can no longer retain Roshaan.


  He turns toward the interpreter and yells into his face. “You are fired. Pack up your things and leave the camp immediately. Now!”


  “Okay, then, I’ll say it!” Roshaan’s eyes are filled with desperation. “It’s one of your own men who is threatening me. Schrøder! Rasmus Schrøder!”


  Steffensen can’t believe his ears. He doesn’t only find Roshaan’s accusation embarrassing but truly tasteless. What does he think will come of accusing one of Steffensen’s own officers of treason? Just how low will he sink to get his fucking asylum? Has the man no pride at all? Or what about some sense of propriety?


  “Out!” he yells. “Out!”


  With unusually long steps for a person with such short legs, Steffensen walks back to his office and slams the door.
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  Steffensen likes order. Seven minutes later he leaves his office and walks back through the hallway as if he’s searching for something. He’s not looking for Roshaan. He’s sure the Afghan understood that he’s no longer welcome in Camp Price—but he’s not quite as certain that the interpreter wasn’t too proud to pick up his money and take it with him. Judging by the thickness of the wad of bills, it might have been a whole year’s salary, maybe even more. Now that he’s out of work, he and his family will have to live off that money.


  The money is not there. That’s one bright spot in the middle of this whole mess. Because only Danes are left in the building, Steffensen feels certain that Roshaan took the money. So he must have a little common sense left. Steffensen feels guilty; he behaved in an unforgivable manner. He had to fire Roshaan after everyone heard him accuse the interpreter of bribery. And then that absurd accusation against Schrøder. The interpreter really behaved irrationally. But it should never have gotten to that point.


  What the hell was he thinking when he ordered Roshaan to leave a heavily fortified military camp to go strolling through the desert after dark? Could Roshaan maybe get a lift and be dropped off at the bazaar in Girishk?


  Is that what the genius Steffensen was thinking?


  Girishk, city of opportunity?


  Not exactly, especially if you’re an interpreter who more often than not has shown his face in the company of foreign soldiers. Within five minutes, Roshaan would have his throat slit. He has no illusions about the security the Danish forces—with him at the helm—claim they have created. Outside the camp’s fortresslike walls of HESCO bales, a man like Roshaan doesn’t stand a chance. Steffensen could just as well have kicked the interpreter out of a plane without a parachute and told him to have a nice trip.


  He calls the guard at the camp’s entrance and introduces himself. Has anyone left the camp within the last hour? He gives a detailed description of Roshaan. The guard responds negatively. Not even as a passenger in a vehicle? The guard responds negatively again. No vehicles have left the camp. Steffensen can hear the amazement in the guard’s voice. An Afghan doesn’t just stroll out of camp. Steffensen realizes it was a dumb question. He just needs to know for certain. He feels a momentary relief.


  Should he start searching for him in the camp? What good would it do? He has nothing to offer—he just fired him. And he can’t take it back. He could offer for him to stay on as an interpreter until the Danish forces leave Helmand. Maybe things will change by then. He already tried that, however, and Roshaan said no. And then there’s the interpreter’s accusation against one of the camp’s officers. That alone precludes any future collaboration. Still, Steffensen could at least see to it that Roshaan gets to Kabul safely.


  At midnight two men wearing MP armbands come to get him.


  “We need you to identify him,” says the taller of the two.


  It started when someone noticed a fire over by one of the bastion’s walls. That’s where they found him.


  “Who?” asks Steffensen, though he already knows the answer.


  “That’s what we need your help with.”


  It’s completely ridiculous for them to ask him for assistance. Everyone knows how bad he is with faces and names. It must mean that they already know who it is. They just need him to confirm it. Or maybe they’re trying to give me a guilty conscience, he thinks, before rejecting the thought as paranoid.


  They cross the square. It has rained and the damp gravel sloshes beneath their boots. The trek seems endless to Steffensen. In the distance he can see a group of men standing with their headlamps lit. Beams of light fall on a sitting figure leaning up against the outer wall.


  Roshaan’s facial muscles are relaxed, and his lower lip hangs down over his bearded chin. He has cut his own throat, his one hand still holding the knife. He must have known precisely where the carotid artery was, because it only took a very short incision to open it. Or maybe he felt his way to it. Did he take his own pulse before he slit it? Was it fast or slow? Fast, Steffensen thinks. His heart must have been on high alert, adrenaline pumping through his body, the flight impulse overwhelming. How was he able to ignore the will to live that his entire body must have mobilized, pounding in his eardrums with every beat of his heart? Is that how it feels when you’re determined to commit suicide? You make yourself blind and deaf, close yourself up in a darkened room, without the tiniest sliver of light, and in an unprecedented act of will ignore the knock on the door coming from your own life-loving heart?


  His application for asylum? His desperate attempt at bribery? His embarrassing lies about Schrøder? Were they all just last-ditch efforts before he wound up here with a slit artery? That’s not what Steffensen thought when he rejected Roshaan. Now he can see the connection, how each step led logically to the next.


  The open shirt is stained in blood. There’s blood on his pants, too, and in a semicircle on the sand in front of him where it sprayed while his head shook from side to side in those final muscle spasms. Once again Steffensen looks up into the night sky.


  “It’s Roshaan,” he says laconically.


  One of the soldiers writes the name down in a notebook. “Roshaan?”


  Steffensen gives them the interpreter’s full name and position.


  “Does he have any family?”


  Steffensen names the wife and two children in Kabul.


  “It looks like a suicide.”


  Steffensen nods affirmatively. “Yes . . . so it would seem.”


  “Did he have any special reason? You worked closely with him. Did you observe anything? Mental imbalance? Threats?”


  What do I look like—his therapist? If that’s what you think, you’re mistaken. I wasn’t. I’m the guilty one here. These thoughts run through Steffensen’s mind, not because seeing Roshaan dead has given him a guilty conscience. He is overwhelmed, instead, by a feeling of inevitability, a dark, gloomy inevitability surrounding all of them.


  “He was fired today.”


  No sense denying it. There were loads of witnesses, and anyway it’s all too easy to make the connection. Someone is fired and then commits suicide a few hours later.


  “You mean that might have motivated this”—the soldier, nodding at the deceased, looks as if he’s searching for the right word—“this action?”


  “It certainly can’t be ruled out. There might be other reasons. He worked for me, but I wasn’t close to him.”


  He doesn’t mention Roshaan’s request for asylum, the interpreter’s embarrassing attempt at bribery, or the even more embarrassing accusation against Schrøder. Firing him was the conclusion to the whole mess, so mentioning that will have to be enough.


  The soldier closes his notebook as if to indicate he has no more questions.


  Steffensen’s gaze falls on what’s left of the fire that originally attracted the soldiers’ attention. It’s not any large bonfire, only a small, smoldering pile of ashes, on the edge of which are some half-burned pieces of paper that escaped the flames. Steffensen bends over and picks one up. His own headlamp is on, and when the light falls on the scrap of paper between his fingers, he has no doubts. He recognizes the paper’s strong texture and the green pattern on the border. He’s holding a dollar bill in his hand.


  The soldier with the notebook has come over and stares curiously at the scrap of paper.


  “He just burned an entire year’s salary,” says Steffensen.


  Whenever Steffensen reflects on Roshaan’s suicide—which he does often—he is surprised, every time, by how difficult it is to picture the dead interpreter with the hanging lower lip and slashed throat. His strongest memory is of the smoldering pile of burned money: the wad of bills Roshaan wanted to give him and which he refused, the wad of bills that were supposed to pay for the interpreter’s life and, instead, came to symbolize its end.


  For Steffensen, the smoldering bundle of bills represents the moment that all hope dies for Roshaan. The slashed carotid artery does the same thing. So why is it the fire that he remembers? When Roshaan slashes his throat, it’s his own life he’s ending. When he sets fire to the money, he’s ending something else.


  But what? Are the burning bills Roshaan’s personal protest against corruption? Against the presence of foreign troops? Evidence of a self-reckoning? He sold himself for money, and what did he get for it? Only money. No loyalty, in any case.


  Steffensen doesn’t have any answers. Roshaan is dead, so there will never be any answers.


  That night he doesn’t sleep.
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  Steffensen has Amalie Strøm on the line. He’s the one who requested they speak.


  “This isn’t working,” he says.


  “Are they in a bad mood?” Her voice is unnecessarily sarcastic.


  “Yes,” he says. “The mood out here is really bad. The men are in a bad mood. I’m in a bad mood. We’re all in a bad mood. And you sure as hell know why. The situation is unbearable.”


  “And the interpreters are also in a bad mood?”


  “You could certainly say that.”


  Amalie Strøm is well informed—as she should be. Although he’s not sure whether he finds that reassuring or not. There’s a pause in the conversation. She uses them to intimidate him.


  “What should we do?” he asks.


  He knows the question is an admission of failure. She ended their last conversation by reminding him that he was in command. Now he’s once again exposing his irresolution.


  “Give them something to do.”


  “Polish their boots one more time, clean their rifles? I doubt it will have the desired effect.”


  “Send them on an offensive.” He can tell that she already had the answer. It came from above. “Give them permission to use their weapons. That’s the reason they’re here, isn’t it? It will give them something else to think about.”


  “So, this is the green light to fire away—for purely therapeutic reasons?” Now it’s his turn to be sarcastic. He tries to hide his relief over having the responsibility finally taken out of his hands.


  “Call it whatever you like.”


  “I’m glad you’re concerned about the soldiers’ well-being, but turning our area into a shooting gallery is not exactly the strategy we’re pursuing at the moment.”


  Armed confrontation. The exact opposite of everything he’s stood for. His project is finally in ruins. He’s at the end of the road, and suddenly he can see an opening. New possibilities are waiting.


  He thinks about Naib Atmar.


  “There are always exceptions.”


  “And you’ll back me up?”


  “We’ll back you up.”


  She speaks with authority. Suddenly he feels safe. He can see why she rose so quickly to the top. He also realizes how he can keep himself afloat now that his ideas have fallen short: he simply has to avoid taking any responsibility for anything. He viewed himself as a strategist, but he was just a pawn in a game. Still, even a pawn in a game can win a little room to maneuver.


  And even a pawn in a game has to have a plan to survive.
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  Later he will say it was Amalie Strøm’s fault. She gave them the green light. He can also blame it on the situation—or on that most unassailable reason of all, the war. The necessities of war. I had no choice, he can say.


  One untested possibility still remains.


  It was his fault. He made the decision. He was to blame.


  Naib Atmar is no longer alive. Neither is his family, nor any of the others living in his compound. Steffensen gave the order to attack. The reason was plain and simple: they should have done so a long time ago. Atmar was behind the nightly attacks on the camp, everyone knew it, and no one was doing anything. Exactly what Atmar was counting on. Those are the rules, an endless game, something for something, pacts, feigned friendships, one hand washes the other. He was the one hand and Atmar was the other. Until Atmar outmaneuvered him.


  He could easily say that the warlord offended him, but it sounds too private, as if the attack were a personal act of vengeance. No, he’s not the one Atmar offended. It was the rules of the game. And now he’s paid the price.


  He hopes Atmar had time to think about that when the F-18s were called in to drop their load on his compound. It wasn’t destroyed all at once, so hopefully Atmar wasn’t hit in the first attack. While the missiles were raining down, the warlord must have realized that this was the final round and that he had lost once and for all. Steffensen hopes he died with his mouth hanging open in a large, stupid gape.


  You caught me with my pants down, but as you now realize, I quickly pulled them back up. Now I’m wearing the pants, while you’re lying exposed and dead, you fucking idiot. When it comes to firepower, when it comes to the merciless destruction I can unleash, you have no earthly chance of competing with me. I thought you understood that. Nothing is really sacred to me. Did you really assume I was so weak that I couldn’t speak your language? Did you really believe you had a monopoly on barbarism? Well, now you know better.


  For a moment, Steffensen thinks about Roshaan. You accused me of collaborating with the corrupt. You accused me of being a hypocrite. Now you can see what has happened to the corrupt. He could have continued that line of thinking—I did it all for you, Roshaan—but he knows it’s tasteless. The bombs and missiles weren’t part of some anticorruption campaign. Atmar broke the rules of the game, so he had to pay. That’s all there is to say about any of it.


  The men were elated when he ordered them to go. They weren’t expecting it. Amalie Strøm was right—they needed something to throw themselves into. This time he wasn’t sending them into some deadly mission. They blew a hole in the wall surrounding the compound, and as soon as any fire was returned, they had orders to pull back. He didn’t want any losses. They just had to see to it that Atmar’s men fired, and the Afghans were dumb enough to do so. A surveillance drone sent pictures of a courtyard swarming with armed men. Atmar’s tactical instincts must have failed him. All it took was a call over the radio. “We’re under attack!”


  The rest of the time they were observers, watching the merciless bombing of the compound. Going out to see it up close, Steffensen gained new insight into the psychology of war, which he had always kept at a distance. The black, fire-fed clouds of smoke rising over the clay walls was an unrivaled sight. It shook him to his core. He felt extremely powerful at that moment, and it had nothing to do with the fact that he had ordered the bombing. No, the power in the explosions spread throughout his body. It’s impossible to doubt anything when a thousand-pound bomb does its job and a dust-filled column of smoke rises in the landscape. It’s like watching a volcano erupt with enormous smoke plumes twisting, as if in labor pains, up into the sky. He should have done this a long time ago.


  He’s standing next to Schrøder, who, since Roshaan’s death, sometimes interprets for him. He has mentioned the interpreter’s accusation about the platoon leader. “I have criticized him,” replies Schrøder. “He wasn’t doing his job properly. He was sarcastic and haughty with the local farmers. It doesn’t help anything. I told him to pull it together if he wanted to keep his job. I guess you could perceive that as a threat if you’re in that frame of mind.”


  “How’s the mood among the men?” asks Steffensen. He’s already noticed the soldiers’ newfound enthusiasm; he just wants to have it confirmed. For the first time he feels some solidarity with his men.


  “Good,” says Schrøder. “Their mood is excellent. This is the right thing to do if you want to give them back their courage.” He nods at the clouds of smoke billowing from the bombed-out compound with undiminished force. “Beautiful view. It’ll look good on the soldiers’ websites.”


  Does he detect a hint of sarcasm in the platoon leader’s voice? Steffensen’s not sure, but he forgets about it a moment later.


  Once the bombardment is over, they move in to clear out the compound. They enter through a large hole blown through the outer wall and crawl over the rubble. The first thing they encounter is a mangy fighting dog lying on its side and breathing with difficulty. There’s a gaping wound in its chest and blood covering its dirty white fur. It looks up at Steffensen as he strides over, his rifle hanging over his shoulder. It’s doubtful he would actually use it should the situation call for it—and this situation does not. He sees no reason to call on half-forgotten experiences with firearms to end a dog’s life.


  He hears two rapid shots and turns with a start. A tall, broad-shouldered soldier with a thick chestnut-colored beard stands over the dog and stares at it intensely, as if wondering if they’ve met before. He’s the one who killed it.


  There are no survivors in the compound. Many are presumably buried in the rubble, though Steffensen has no idea how many. A group of Afghans has already gathered outside the shattered walls; as soon as the soldiers pull out, they’ll stream in and start searching for the dead. Steffensen wonders if he should order his men to excavate the bodies, so they can get a realistic idea of their number and gender distribution. The Afghans will surely exaggerate the numbers, especially when it comes to women and children. Later, when the locals are almost finished unearthing the dead, he can send a couple of men in to do an inspection. Then NATO can come up with an official number and offer its regrets, while in the same breath emphasizing that the Taliban uses civilians as shields and that the rebels also kill far more civilians than the NATO forces, who only do so by mistake, while the Taliban do so intentionally.


  Several bodies lie among the rocks that scattered across the courtyard when the house took a direct hit. The dead are covered in a white layer of dust that, from a distance, resembles sheets spread over disfigured bodies to protect them from curious stares. Large bloodstains lie all over the courtyard. Among them is a shattered body, a leg, or an arm with a piece of a shoulder. In some places there’s only a dark-red spot, as if the body vaporized in the pressure of the falling bomb, leaving no more trace than a drizzle of blood.


  Steffensen observes the bodies. He feels no disgust or discomfort. Unlike the body of the mayor or poor Roshaan, emptied of blood and leaning against the camp’s outer wall, there’s nothing personal about the death that surrounds him. To him, the bodies reveal nothing more than the effectiveness of bombing. He has won a victory, evident in the pools of blood and the dead.


  He spots Ghuli Khan standing a little ways off. The police commissioner, who has his hands behind his back, looks like a building inspector out to survey a construction site. Spotting Steffensen and Schrøder, he walks directly over to them.


  They say hello. “This was unnecessary,” says the police commissioner. As Schrøder translates, Steffensen feels relief at not having to hear Roshaan’s sarcastic lead-in: “This man says . . .” The platoon leader is right: the interpreter was not doing his job properly.


  “The police commissioner is not happy.” Schrøder nods at Ghuli Khan. The Afghan keeps staring at Steffensen, who can’t decide if the look is supposed to be threatening.


  “I see,” says Steffensen. “So the police commissioner—or should we call him the mob boss—isn’t pleased. Please inform him that what has happened here does not fall under his jurisdiction.”


  Ghuli Khan continues to stare at him. “Here is something you should think about,” he says. “When the turban falls from the head, it always lands on the shoulder. That means the son inherits the father’s problems. You’ll return home. But your successors out here are going to curse you.”


  “Old Pashto saying,” says Schrøder, once he has translated the police commissioner’s words.


  “Colonel!” A soldier waves at Steffensen. “There’s something you should see here!”


  “The police commissioner must excuse me,” says Steffensen. “I have work to do.”


  He walks over to the soldier. A body sticks halfway up out of a pile of stones; like all the others it is covered in white dust. He’s still wearing his black silk turban. The thick black beard is easy to recognize, though it’s also covered in white dust, but the beard is in the wrong place. The dead man had his chin shot off, and now the chin and the beard are hanging halfway down over his chest.


  “I believe you know him,” says the soldier.


  Steffensen nods. It’s Atmar.


  He feels no remorse at the sight of the murdered man. Why should he? Just deserts. Clichés swell within him. Right now they all seem appropriate.


  Turning away from the sight, he looks out over the courtyard. The police commissioner is gone. A little farther off, some small bundles are lying close to each other. He turns to the soldier, who’s still standing next to him. “What is that?” he asks, pointing.


  “Nothing you want to see,” says the soldier. “Trust me, Colonel, nothing you want to see.”


  A strange answer to give a superior—one that could easily be interpreted as insubordinate. Yet the concern in the soldier’s voice makes Steffensen stop just as he’s about to point out the private’s inappropriate tone. The soldier wants to protect him. Does he need protection? No, he can certainly handle the truth, but his moment of triumph needs to be protected just a little longer.


  He has given the city’s power brokers a lesson they won’t forget. He’s already looking forward to their next Saturday meeting. No longer will he be ignored. He knows they’ll all gather around him. Now that they know the price for turning their backs on him, none of them will want to pay it. He hasn’t started a war; on the contrary, he has motivated them to accept his offer to negotiate more seriously.


  He walks over to inspect the bundles that caught his attention.


  Shortly thereafter, he leaves the compound.
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  Steffensen knows exactly who the two men are waiting in his office a week after the attack. He has met them before. Thorkild Andersen and Lars Møgelhøj are investigators from the Defense Judge Advocate Corps.


  It’s never a good sign when the two government officials show up. Something has been leaked, some irregularity that should have been easy to overlook. Maybe the media got hold of the story, which fortunately rarely happens, or else pressure is coming down from the ministry itself. Even worse, the visit might mean that someone higher up in the hierarchy has a grudge against you. That’s the worst-case scenario. There might not be any visible blemish on your career, but there’s an invisible one—and your career is over.


  The investigators’ official titles are judge advocates. Regardless of their title—judge advocates, vice advocates, or under-advocates—members of the advocate corps have one problem in common. None of them has any experience in the military. They’re all former policemen. They’ve been assessors or assistant commissioners, and maybe they’re good at staying on track. The problem is that the track always leads the wrong way without a little guidance. They think the unavoidable irregularities of war constitute a breach of some law. They like clean, straight lines and no bending of the facts. Everything is by the book, even when there is no book, like here in Afghanistan.


  Andersen and Møgelhøj belong to the corps’ more flexible wing. Before they became investigators in the auditor corps, they were sent to Kabul to learn the finer details of the Afghan police force. They discovered firsthand that truth is the first victim of war and that it would be impossible to run a war if it weren’t. When they encountered corruption, which they did constantly, they realized that what looked like bad habits in their eyes were, in fact, a fundamental part of Afghan culture. You can’t change a people’s culture instantly. Culture is like a house of cards: move even one of the cards, and the whole house falls in on itself.


  Meeting with Andersen and Møgelhøj always involves some element of uncertainty. Who will they be today? Sticklers for the law or more flexible? Steffensen wonders if there isn’t some power struggle going on in the Ministry of Defense or the secret service. Has he fallen accidentally into the line of fire? Was closing down communication in and out of camp a mistake—and are they looking for a scapegoat now? The operation has lasted fourteen days, but the investigations in Denmark still aren’t over. None of that is his fault. The attack on Atmar’s compound? It can’t be Ali Shar’s murder—he’s sure of that.


  There’s enough to worry about, he knows that, but that’s the way it is in every squad. He’s no exception. Something is a mistake. Other things can resemble violations. Still, that’s business as usual. Anyone who understands Afghanistan can teach them about that—and that’s how he views himself now. He has paid his dues, although they were fucking expensive.


  It turns out to be Atmar.


  “It was the Americans,” says Steffensen calmly.


  “Yes, but you’re the one who tipped them off. You’re the one who requested the bombing.”


  “Naib Atmar was providing shelter for the Taliban.”


  “We’ve found no evidence of that. All the dead fighters in the compound belonged to his militia. Several were members of the police force. That has been confirmed by the local authorities. Look, the man was the deputy chief of police.”


  “That’s no guarantee!” Steffensen cannot hide his contempt. “Since when have the local authorities become paragons of truth?”


  “We need to remind you that we are in Afghanistan. It’s their laws that apply here.”


  “It’s the laws of war that apply,” interrupts Steffensen.


  “That may be. We don’t necessarily disagree with you. But we have to at least act like there’s law and order in this country and that we are helping to maintain it. Otherwise it becomes pretty damned hard to explain our presence here. And then you go and bomb the deputy chief of police.”


  Andersen nods at Møgelhøj, who takes the floor. He stretches one hand out and starts counting on the fingers he’s holding up. “We can deal with the media back home,” he says, touching his little finger. “No problem. They’ve sworn their allegiance and write what we ask them to write. And we can handle the government officials. Actually, they’re better problem solvers than we are.”


  He smiles at Steffensen, who smiles back. He feels relief. They’re on the right track.


  “The defense minister.” Møgelhøj touches his middle finger. “Same thing. On our side.” Now it’s his index finger. “Members of parliament. No problem. Not even the opposition. They’re so afraid of appearing irresponsible that they wouldn’t dare question anything.”


  The four fingers have disappeared into his hand. Only Møgelhøj’s powerful thumb is still sticking up. He’s a big guy, a little overweight, with a bulging waistline and a ruddy face. It looks like he’s giving a thumbs-up: everything’s okay. On Facebook, a definite “Like.”


  Møgelhøj raises his half-clenched fist as if to emphasize his thumb. He studies it for a moment and then looks back at Steffensen. “But there’s one thing we can’t take care of. The story is everywhere. The media in Kabul aren’t writing about anything else. The president has condemned the attack and is demanding an investigation. Yes, it was the Americans who did the bombing, but we were the ones who requested it. The two of us”—Møgelhøj looks over at Andersen—“we’re only the front line. There are going to be American auditors. The Afghans are coming, too. The situation here, Steffensen, is out of our hands. It’s not out yet in the Danish press, but it will be soon. Despite everything, they can’t just ignore what’s all over the American media. The global village and all that. Nor can the defense minister. The same goes for parliament.” He raises all his fingers again, so they can keep his thumb company. “Steffensen,” he says. “You’re up shit’s creek. I’m sorry.”


  Steffensen struggles to keep his jaw from dropping, a bad habit he has whenever he’s caught off guard.


  Andersen raises a hand as if to stop Steffensen. He has misinterpreted the commander’s disconcerted expression to indicate that Steffensen wants to say something in his own defense.


  “I know you’re asking yourself why the hell this is even an issue. Loads of compounds are bombed in this country. Every year thousands of civilians die and only a select few are even counted in any statistics. Why this time? And why you?”


  Steffensen makes his voice hard and looks Andersen in the eye. “Yes,” he says. “I’d really like to know.”


  “Have you seen an inventory of the dead?”


  Steffensen shakes his head. “No, I haven’t.”


  Andersen and Møgelhøj exchange glances. He realizes that was the wrong answer. But what the hell. He hasn’t seen any list of the dead. He walked around the ruins. He didn’t count every arm and leg sticking out of the rubble. He saw Atmar’s shattered face, which made him feel good. And yes, he put a man on the case, but he’s still waiting for the result. He could have pressed him, but he hasn’t gotten to it yet.


  Andersen looks right at him. “Okay, now listen. Atmar had small children. They weren’t in school. They’re dead. He had three wives. Also dead. On top of that there were a lot of family members and relatives, as there always are in these compounds, and they’re all dead, too. In total, fifteen children and twelve women. That’s not counting men. Still, you’re way up there, approaching the numbers the Taliban kill when their suicide bombers strike hardest. Christ, Steffensen, what the hell were you thinking? Atmar was our ally.”


  “He was a drug lord.”


  “You just said he was a Taliban fighter. Now he’s a drug lord. Yes, they’re all drug lords—we collaborate with drug lords. We even protect them if we need to. This isn’t the Girl Scouts. We’re all realists. We damn well have to be. And it’s better if the drug lords are on our side than on the Taliban’s. We thought you understood that better than anyone else. That’s why you got the job out here, man, because you’re not some foolish idealist who takes all the official bullshit seriously. You could handle the realities. What was really going on in that head of yours? Have you lost your grip?”


  “Fifteen children,” says Steffensen.


  He already knew what the small piles in the middle of the courtyard were when he saw them from a distance. He knew what the soldier was saying to him when he warned him not to go over there. And he knows exactly why he never pushed for that inventory of the dead. What he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him. The local Afghans wanted to know the number, but that wasn’t important. What mattered was that it never became public knowledge in Denmark. The soldier’s words had already indicated that the number never needed to become official. There were so many obstacles that it seemed extremely unlikely the bad news would ever reach home. Army Operational Command, the Ministry of Defense, the minister himself, the government—no one had any interest in the case going public. Any consequences could be handled internally. He had poked the hornet’s nest with a stick, but he thought that what happened in the hornet’s nest would stay in the hornet’s nest.


  He has embarrassed the local powers that be and brought disorder into a delicate balance. When a butterfly flaps its wings in Beijing, it causes a hurricane in the Caribbean. Doesn’t some theory say that? Chaos theory? This is chaos country. A handful of children die in a distant province, and the outraged president in the country’s capital six hundred kilometers away screams abuse of power, because he needs to legitimize himself to a population for whom he has lost all credibility.


  Steffensen overlooked that connection—and now the story will travel all around the world and eventually reach Karen. Karen, who understands him but will see him in a different light. It’s not some gossipy neighbor down the street who will whisper some rumor in her ear. The world news will soon be screaming the story in her face. The global village, as they call it. He never thought that small towns in Afghanistan were part of the global village, but he’s not as far away from Karen as he believed. He’s not that far away from anything, not even his own imminent downfall.


  He’ll be brought to trial. In Denmark the court-martial has been abolished, so he’ll have to appear in civilian court. And what if the judge is some sensitive thirty-five-year-old woman who donates monthly to Amnesty International? There will be cameras outside the courthouse. Will he have to go in and out with a windbreaker over his head? Is that how his military career will end—with a jacket pulled over his head?


  “Yes, fifteen children.” Andersen nods. His face is serious.


  “If I’m not mistaken, it wasn’t so long ago that we referred to that kind of thing as unintended consequences.”


  “We know that expression well.”


  “It doesn’t sound like it. We’re running a war out here. That kind of thing happens. That’s war.”


  Steffensen tries to make his voice sound firm. He tries to add a little indignation. He wants to sound as if he’s defending a principle, but what principle? The right to kill children? He just hopes they can’t see how trapped he feels.


  “You’re right,” says Møgelhøj. “War is war. We couldn’t agree more. But this isn’t war. It’s politics.”


  “Fifteen children,” repeats Steffensen. He can’t let go of the number he just heard. “What do we normally pay in compensation, to show our good will? Isn’t that what we usually say? Fifty thousand Danish crowns per person when we unintentionally kill someone who got in the way or was unlucky enough to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, as these children so clearly were. Yeah, yeah, I know the Afghans demand less for girls than for boys, but let’s be generous and stick to fifty thousand. Fifteen times fifty thousand . . .” He hesitates for a moment as if making a quick calculation. “Three-quarters of a million crowns—that’s a lot of money. A lot. Someone will get rich from this. Isn’t that how we handle it?”


  He looks encouragingly at the two investigators.


  Møgelhøj answers his look. “Stop this.”


  Despite the order, his voice is subdued. “I can see what it is you’re trying to do, Steffensen. But don’t make yourself out to be even more cynical than you actually are. It’s not like you to think that way. And most of all”—the investigator’s voice becomes even more insistent—“it’s not the Danish military’s way of thinking.”


  “I understand that you haven’t personally seen the bodies of the children,” adds Andersen. “Are you aware of how they were found?”


  Steffensen shakes his head. Møgelhøj looks over at Andersen as if prompting him to continue.


  “They were lying next to each other in a large pile in the middle of the courtyard. They didn’t take any direct hits, so there wasn’t much damage to them. We assume they died from the shock waves. We have no idea what they were doing in the middle of the courtyard. When they see us in our armored vehicles, they usually gather around expecting to get something—jumping rope, colored markers, or whatever we might have with us. Maybe the adults told them to go out, hoping it would stop the attack. The Afghans have good reason to believe that we see everything on the ground during an attack. Still, we don’t know why they were standing there. We can only speculate. Weren’t there any reports of children in the compound?”


  Steffensen shakes his head again. “That’s the usual story. They’re always trying to use civilians as shields.” His voice is hoarse, as if he’s been speaking too long.


  “No,” says Møgelhøj. “This is not the usual story. It’s an unusual story. Fortunately, we can say. But unfortunately all signs point to us. We’re the ones who messed up. Or you did, that is. There’s talk of gross negligence.”


  “Fifteen children . . .” Steffensen’s voice is no more than a whisper. To his horror, he can feel his lower lip quivering.


  Andersen looks over at Møgelhøj and they both stand up. “It’s probably best you have a little time to yourself.”
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  A visit to the survivors’ qalat is in order, says Schrøder. The issue of the shattered family isn’t over yet. They’ve visited the field hospital in Camp Bastion. Now comes their next exercise in penance. According to the rules, compensation must be paid—and Schrøder thinks it’s best if they deliver the money themselves. He briefs them on looking appropriately serious when they sit down cross-legged on the woven carpet laid out on the flat-stomped ground behind the qalat’s protective walls.


  “No sunglasses. And under no circumstances should you let them see the soles of your shoes!”


  Mads refuses to go.


  “You’re the one who did the shooting,” says Schrøder. “I’m not going to discuss this.”


  Simon and Hannah don’t have to go. Schrøder points at Adam.


  “I’m not going with you, you pig!” The others stare at Adam. No one ever speaks like that to Schrøder. To their surprise, Schrøder ignores him.


  “You want to know why?” Something violent is happening in Adam’s usually calm face. There’s spite, but there’s something else, something impossible to read. He’s acting as if he’s lost control of his feelings. But what feelings? What’s happened to him?


  “I don’t trust you! That’s why! Roshaan was afraid of you. And now he’s dead!” He looks around at the others. “You can’t trust him!”


  Embarrassed for Adam, they look away. Where’s all this paranoia coming from? Is he on something? Sensing their reaction, Adam immediately withdraws. He looks down at the floor and then over at the tent’s wall. Suddenly he seems like a spurned child.


  Schrøder keeps ignoring Adam. Instead, he looks at Hannah, who’s staring angrily in Adam’s direction. “What do you think, Hannah? Don’t you think Adam should come along?”


  Hannah hadn’t considered jealousy before, not even when Adam accosted her with his accusations. Now it’s surfacing. Adam is jealous, she thinks. And Schrøder? Why is he asking her what he should do about Adam? Does he think she has something going on with both of them? Two men jealous of each other? It would be entertaining—flattering, even—if it weren’t so stupid. Until Adam’s unforgivable outburst, she thought she had found a real friend. And Schrøder? Schrøder is the most important thing that’s happened to her. They have something together . . . or had. That last time was so strange, and they haven’t spoken since. Maybe the whole thing is ruined now.


  “Leave Adam alone,” she says in a defeated tone. Everyone must be able to see that something is going on between the three of them. Can they also tell what it is? “I’ll go.” She knows why she said it: the hope of exchanging a few words with Schrøder. Maybe they can stand next to each other in the APC’s hatch, like before.


  Schrøder stares at her for a moment; there’s no warmth in his eyes. “I think it’s better if you stay here.”


  Everything inside her sinks. It’s a rejection. She wants to throw herself at his feet and beg. She’s not herself when he’s near, and she realizes how pathetic that is. She looks around at the others. As long as they don’t know anything, as long as Adam doesn’t gossip. She’ll kill him if he does. She hates herself. She hates Schrøder.


  Schrøder laughs loudly. “You certainly can’t trust me!” The others laugh along. Adam stands up and leaves.


  Årslev volunteers willingly. Clement and Troels respond to the order with the same resistance as always. “You’re coming,” says Schrøder.


  Iraq Robert doesn’t exactly look enthusiastic when ordered to go. “Whatever.” They know what he really wants to say: We didn’t waste time on this stuff in Iraq. But Iraq Robert considers himself a professional, so he keeps his mouth shut.


  More and more frequently he talks to the others in the platoon about the security firm he worked for, DarkSky. No restrictive rules. No threat of consequences, no talk of negligence. “Free rein,” he says. “Things are just done. Once my contract runs out here, I’ll go back to DarkSky.”


  “Take your camera with you,” Schrøder says to Sidekick. “There’s a lot here you’ll be able to use later. It will be interesting.”


  “A bunch of old Afghans with dirty towels on their heads,” says Mads.


  Mads, Iraq Robert, Sidekick, Årslev, Clement, Troels, Lasse, Nikolaj, and Daniel come along. All of them were in the APC when the shooting incident occurred. Jonas, Aske, Joakim, Jannick, and Tobias go, too. And Schrøder, naturally.


  In all, fifteen of them head out.
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  Passing through Girishk, they continue east on Highway 1. A few kilometers outside the city they pull over and hop out. They can see tall clay walls a little distance from the road. Inside the courtyard a watchtower cobbled together from rough boards rises above one of the walls, but there’s no one in it. A few hundred meters away lies another qalat. They leave Joakim, Jannick, and Tobias at the vehicle.


  “As we enter the gate, we’ll set aside our rifles,” says the platoon leader.


  Mads stares at him. “Are you nuts? We’re not doing that.”


  “It’s an important gesture,” says Schrøder in the indulgent tone he has started to use whenever he speaks to Mads.


  “I don’t give a shit about your gesture!”


  “What if I call this insubordination?” Schrøder smiles, surely trying not to lose face in front of the flock of Afghans who have gathered outside the compound’s gate.


  “Call it whatever you want,” says Mads. “I call it common sense.”


  The soldiers look from one to the other. Since Schrøder isn’t making it an order, the others decide to keep their weapons, too.


  Carpets have been laid out on the courtyard inside the gate. They’re still carrying their weapons as they step inside and sit down. It’s cold, although the ground isn’t frozen.


  It’s not a courtroom they’ve entered but a marketplace where they can bargain about the price on the dead. Anger can be settled with money, as can sorrow. Should they be accommodating and smile, or should they look guilt-ridden?


  Schrøder orders Sidekick to sit a little ways off, so he has a view of the entire gathering. His camera pans the faces, all of which are equally blank. He keeps filming. It’s his way of dealing with the embarrassment.


  There are a number of children and men, although the women stay inside. Mads was wrong when scornfully predicting that they’d be confronted with a bunch of old men. Instead, the courtyard is teeming with young men, most of them in full beards. The younger ones stand respectfully behind the old, who are sitting with their legs crossed. The soldiers face a massive crowd, forty or fifty people, a wall of men draped in heavy woolen shawls as protection against the cold. Some of them talk among themselves in excited voices while glancing constantly at their guests.


  “I hate all these smiling children,” says Mads. “They should be crying. Their lives are so shitty. At least that’d be honest. Then maybe they’d pull it together and do something about things.”


  The older boys are pouring green tea. Teapots sit in front of them on metal trays, along with bowls filled with raisins and sunflower seeds. No one eats anything. The mood is depressed.


  One of the men stands up and throws his shawl over his shoulder. He crosses the courtyard and disappears into a doorway as he signals the children to follow. The excited voices continue.


  Schrøder steps away from his men and starts speaking Pashto loudly. It’s a relief to have somewhere to focus your eyes. The Afghans immediately quiet down. He strikes out into the air with a clenched fist. He points toward the Danes and then down toward the ground. He looks like a commander firing up his troops before a battle.


  They’ve seen him play the role of interpreter before—but they’ve never seen him like this. They realize that he has power over the Afghans. Their eyes are glued to him. They straighten up, their bodies charged with the electricity emanating from Schrøder.


  Schrøder takes off his helmet and holds it in one hand. Is he giving yet another speech about reconciliation, or is he talking about the money that must be paid as compensation? His arms fly around excitedly; his voice gets stronger. Then his voice calms down, as if he has reached a conclusion. He bows his head. The Afghans rapidly turn their gaze from him to their guests.


  You can see it on Sidekick’s recording.


  “We were all staring at their faces. We all wanted to know what they were thinking,” says Sidekick. “But we should have been looking at their hands.”


  As if choreographed, the young men standing behind the old ones suddenly throw their shawls over their shoulders in one coordinated movement to reveal that they’re all holding Kalashnikovs. They aim their weapons at their guests and fire. Flapping shawls, rifle barrels, gunfire. And then that noise, a piercing, cracking sound that drowns out everything else, and the soldiers’ cries as the bullets slam into them.


  From here on in, the screen shakes. Instinctively, Sidekick turns his head to follow in the direction of the bullets, and then the Danish soldiers come into focus. No impulse to flee compels Sidekick to run. He stays where he is. Other than Schrøder, he’s the only one with no weapon aimed at him. He could have grabbed his rifle from his shoulder and returned fire, but he doesn’t. He holds on to the camera.


  There’s blood everywhere. The soldiers lie in bloody piles next to each other and on top of each other, collapsed like empty piles of clothes, as if the bodies that once filled them have suddenly vaporized. Årslev’s face has been shot off. Clement is lying on his back, his flak jacket ripped apart by the shots. The vest protects against shrapnel but not against shots fired at close range. Troels is crumpled up next to him. Responding swiftly, Mads fell flat on his stomach and managed to grab his weapon, but he was hit before he could do anything. The ground beneath him is already dark. Iraq Robert is the only one who managed to stand up with his rifle in hand, but he never fired a shot before being hurled backward. He’s resting on one elbow and shaking his head while scratching his forehead as if he just woke up. His eye socket is more pronounced than ever. And then his skull explodes in a cloud of blood.


  Lasse, Nikolaj, and Daniel are also dead, as are Aske and Jonas.


  The gunfire goes on a bit longer. Shots keep penetrating the lifeless bodies, which jump as if receiving an electric shock, although no intact nerve endings are left to react. The bullets’ brutal blows create the illusion of life. And then silence. The young men lower their Kalashnikovs, as if paralyzed by the effect of their actions. The old men, their faces blank, sit in rows in front of them, as if they’ve just witnessed a play that had no effect on them.


  Schrøder stands motionless, viewing the scene.


  His blond hair glimmers in the sunlight; his mouth is visible, but the rest of his lower face is covered by a thick beard that’s as blond as his hair. His Danish uniform matches the dusty colors of the desert. He’s still holding his helmet.


  Across from him, a dozen meters from the dead, Sidekick is still standing with his camcorder at his eye. Every one of his muscles is tensed. He hasn’t blinked. His eye has become one with the camera, which is still filming.


  Schrøder walks over to him. Through the camera lens, Sidekick can see the platoon leader approaching, until his face fills the entire field of vision. Schrøder’s hand closes around his wrist, forcing him to lower the camera.


  “It’s over,” he says.


  In this moment Sidekick feels nothing but an overwhelming exhaustion suddenly rise through his body, as if he’s been immersed in scalding water. He blinks for the first time and then closes his eyes.


  “Look at me,” says Schrøder. There’s no hard, commanding ring to his voice. It sounds, instead, as if he’s speaking to a child.


  Sidekick closes his eyes. He feels as if his heart, anticipating the mercy shot, has already stopped beating.
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  Nothing happens. Sidekick opens his eyes again.


  As if awaiting an order, the Afghans stand in a circle behind Schrøder. There’s no compassion in their eyes, but there’s no hate, either, no triumph, not even a trace of the excitement they must have felt in the middle of the slaughter. It hasn’t registered that he’s the only survivor; he barely realizes that he’s alive.


  Mournful sounds emanate from the heap of gunned-down soldiers. Someone must still be clinging to some microscopic remnant of life, a rattle here, a moan, a deep sigh, like one last air bubble breaking on the surface of the water. Maybe it’s only blasted organs shifting around. Two of the young Afghans walk among the blood-smeared piles. They raise their weapons, aim, and fire a short round at close range. They look like custodians who missed a dirty spot on the floor and are now raising their scrub brushes to finish the job.


  “You’re in no condition to speak,” says Schrøder, taking the video camera from Sidekick. A little electric bleep sounds when he turns it back on. He moves over to the piles of dead bodies and carefully films their mangled, bloody faces.


  He hands the camera back to Sidekick. “You need an ending for when you create your portraits.”


  Sidekick suddenly notices the smell of blood and excrement rising from the courtyard. He’s beyond fear. He feels no spite, only an overwhelming exhaustion, as if his heart’s idiotic beating is nothing more than a breathless prayer for life sapping all of his remaining strength.


  “How does it feel to be the sole survivor?” Schrøder points his rifle nonchalantly at Sidekick as if he’s going to fire. “You’re the one who gets to answer that question. You’re the one who lives to tell the story!”


  He motions to the Afghans standing around him. Two of them open the gate. Schrøder takes a step back. “Go,” he says.


  Sidekick is almost blind with nausea. Schrøder follows him out through the gate. Outside lie the bodies of Jannick, Joakim, and Tobias, who were watching the APCs. The vehicles are nowhere to be seen.


  “Now for the trip home,” says Schrøder. He points. “Home is that way.”
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  Sidekick staggers off. He feels like a child learning how to walk, trying to put one foot on the ground to test its strength, as if the earth’s crust is nothing but thin ice concealing a horrible death lurking beneath it. He feels a tingling sensation in his lower back, a telepathic connection between his skin and the deadly metal his still-living tissue anticipates.


  He has to force himself to continue; otherwise, he’d still be standing outside the gate, like a trash can full of slaughterhouse refuse. That’s how he feels. As if his body is nothing more than discarded meat, still held together by tendons and muscles, and inexplicably guided by a consciousness he can neither call his own nor connect to any independent will.


  He takes one step and then another.


  In the distance he can see Highway 1 and the cars driving by. His comrades’ names roll around inside his head. Iraq Robert, Årslev . . . and the three outside the gate . . . Jannick, Joakim, Tobias.


  At some point he must have reached the highway. A horn beeps and he stumbles onto the shoulder. For a long time he stands there staring at the passing cars. He’s not thinking about anything. All the passengers in the cars turn around to look at him, but no one stops.


  Walking along the highway, he reaches the outskirts of Girishk. He has no idea how much time has passed. The road is lined with shops, garages, butchers, and eateries, a jumble of people moving around each other, threatening to spread out and block traffic. There’s the rancid smell of dust and woodsmoke, oil and rubber, spices and raw meat, a smell he’s never noticed before. Piles of overripe fruit emit their own sweet rottenness, which blends with the stench of entrails and blood from recently slaughtered fat-tailed sheep dangling from iron hooks beneath suspended tarps.


  He’s attracting everyone’s attention. Afghans stop and stare at him as if they’ve never seen a person like him, an unarmed foreign soldier walking among them. He might as well be walking around naked. Are they looking at him with wonder or contempt, like some fallen god who has revealed his vulnerable humanity? He feels defenseless, but does he look that way to them?


  Their eyes follow him, but no one comes near. He’s walking in a city of statues. A hand about to give somebody a few coins pauses in midair; a knife stops a few centimeters from a sheep’s throat. Only a pair of long-necked camels continue their munching, unaffected. All the other living beings pause to concentrate on him, though not one of them reveals in words or actions what they’re thinking.


  He has a feeling that any bullet fired at him, any stone tossed in his direction, any stab directed at his heart, would pass right through him. That’s the only reason they haven’t attacked him. He’s not really there—and they know it. It’s his ghost that’s passing through, restlessly seeking a place it can no longer enter.


  He can hear Schrøder’s departing words, his scornful “Home is that way.” But home is neither that way nor any other way. There is no home. He doesn’t see a traitor in Schrøder; he hasn’t stared into the abyss. He only sees the war and its simple relentlessness.


  Walking along the edge of the bazaar among the stalls, people, and animals, he feels as if he will never escape Afghanistan. Afghanistan’s deep-blue sky hovers over Hobro. The desert begins just outside of Vordingborg. Hindu Kush’s snow-covered mountains tower over the Storebælt.


  Three APCs drive up beside him and stop. He sees the matte-black barrel of a 12.7 pointed threateningly at the bazaar. A Danish voice rises above the engine’s roar. “What’s happening? Why didn’t you respond on the radio?”


  The words mean nothing to Sidekick. He doesn’t think that he’s safe now. He thinks about the morphine lollipop in his gear. Taking it out, he frees the white ball of sugar from the plastic case and sticks it in his mouth. It cracks as he bites into it. A sugary-sweet taste spreads in his mouth.


  His body feels as if it’s about to fly.
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  Sidekick is silent all the way back to Camp Price. A medic examines him closely in the APC and finds no sign of injuries. He is in a state of shock. That’s the initial diagnosis. He’s also on morphine, which doesn’t make him any more accessible, and he’s clinging to a video camera he refuses to give up.


  The doctor on duty at the field hospital in Camp Price decides to keep him there until he is himself again, whatever that means in his current condition. Fifteen men rode out. Only one came back. Three APCs have disappeared. No radio contact. And there’s only an hour until nightfall.


  Møgelhøj and Andersen are called in. Steffensen is nowhere to be found. Coffee, adrenaline injections, whatever it takes. They have to get some life into him. It’s literally a matter of life and death, an expression meaning little to the doctor, as that’s his job every single day. Everything always involves life and death here. His name badge says “Leif Reintoft.” “Listen, Reintoft. We have to speak to him.”


  “I don’t know what I can do,” says Reintoft. “This isn’t just a case of fatigue. He’s just—what can I say—emotionally hard to reach.” Reintoft adjusts his gold-rimmed glasses, worn to emphasize his distinguished appearance. It’s hard to tell whether he’s fiddling with his glasses to reinforce his medical authority or if he’s feeling uncertain at this moment.


  “Show us to him.” Møgelhøj sounds as if he’s giving an order.


  “I don’t think that’s advisable in the patient’s present condition.”


  “He isn’t a patient. He’s a witness.”


  Sidekick lies stretched out on a hospital bed. He’s covered with a tight white sheet and doesn’t look at them as they step into the room. The doctor follows, but Møgelhøj waves him off with an imperious gesture. Reintoft hesitates for a moment. He lifts his hand to his glasses again as if he’s about to say something and then leaves the room.


  Møgelhøj sits down on the edge of the bed like a concerned uncle who has come to ask about his nephew’s well-being. Andersen looks around for a chair but, not finding one, stands there perplexed.


  “How are you?” asks Møgelhøj.


  Sidekick doesn’t respond. Although his eyes are open, his pupils are fixated on a point in the ceiling above him, as if he’s not registering the auditors’ presence.


  “You’ve certainly been through something,” says Møgelhøj, trying to sound as jovial as possible. He can hear how absurd his own words sound. He has no idea what the soldier in the bed in front of him has been through—that’s what he wants to find out. He exchanges glances with Andersen.


  “Hello, Andreas,” Møgelhøj says to Sidekick. “Are you there? Can you hear me?” He stifles the urge to shake the supine soldier.


  Sidekick’s lips suddenly start to tremble uncontrollably. Møgelhøj places a hand on his shoulder. The soldier’s gaze doesn’t change. His face remains motionless. Only his lips are moving. His breathing becomes erratic, as if he’s about to start sobbing. His chest rises.


  “Maybe he’s starting to hyperventilate,” says Andersen. “We need to get hold of the doctor. I don’t think we’re going to get anything out of him.”


  Møgelhøj nods. As he places his hand on Sidekick in a symbolic attempt at compassion, he discovers the camera. They’ve been so absorbed by his expressionless face that they completely overlooked it.


  Sidekick’s chest rises again. “Schrøder,” he says.


  Møgelhøj takes the camera. Sidekick doesn’t try to hold on to it.
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  Along with a nurse, the doctor races into Sidekick’s room. Before closing the door, he casts a reproachful glance at the two auditors, now sitting side by side out in the hall.


  Møgelhøj has turned on Sidekick’s camera and flipped open the screen. With one hand, he activates the picture, which shows a row of Afghans and Danish soldiers sitting across from each other in a courtyard. Between the two groups stands the platoon leader, Rasmus Schrøder, speaking Pashto. The Afghans listen attentively, while the Danish soldiers stare down, their faces reserved. Suddenly shooting breaks out. The camera shakes, but not so much that they can’t see a wall of gunfire and men in Danish uniforms being thrown about. There’s blood everywhere, and on-screen it looks shiny and unnaturally red.


  Møgelhøj hits pause. His hands are shaking. He turns to Andersen. “I don’t know what to say. This is so horrible . . . I don’t know if I can stand watching it.”


  Andersen takes the camera from him and hits play again. The crackling salvos of gunfire sound like static interference, and then the shots die down. The platoon leader is still standing there. His image jumps up and down, as if he’s on a trampoline. He moves toward the camera. In the background there’s more noise as the Afghans pace around among the soldiers to fire the last mercy shots. Schrøder’s face fills up the screen. He seems calm. “You can turn it off now,” he says. The film stops, and they return to the initial screen and a menu of film clips. One of them shows a bloody face. Møgelhøj presses it. One face after another appears slowly as the camera pans across a pile of tangled bodies. All the faces are shattered and covered in blood or pale and hollow, their eyes staring blankly. Danish soldiers—and they are all undeniably dead.


  Møgelhøj covers his mouth. It’s unclear if he’s trying to stifle a moan or about to throw up.


  “I don’t understand any of this.” Andersen’s voice is uncertain.


  They look at each other. “I can’t watch it again,” says Møgelhøj.


  “We need to talk to him again.” There’s something resolute in Andersen’s voice now, as if he’s trying to prevent them from succumbing to the paralyzing effect of the images of the dead soldiers. “It was an ambush. And the platoon leader, this Schrøder, must have been in cahoots with the Afghans.”


  “Yes, but it makes no sense.”


  “Even so, we have proof.”


  They both stand up and, without knocking, enter the room where the doctor and nurse are tending to the soldier, who they now realize is the only survivor of a massacre. The nurse holds the soldier’s hand. Andersen walks over to the bed, shoves her aside, and then holds the screen up in front of the soldier’s face. He sets the film in motion.


  “I’d like you to confirm that you have just been an eyewitness to a massacre of Danish soldiers and that you are the only survivor.”


  “I cannot allow—” Reintoft suddenly realizes what has just been said and interrupts himself. “What?” His eyes are wide behind his glasses. The nurse hides her face in her hands.


  The soldier stops staring at the ceiling and focuses instead on the screen where the massacre of his comrades is playing over again.


  “Schrøder,” he says. “It’s Schrøder!” His voice is suddenly steady.


  Møgelhøj and Andersen exchange glances. “We need to talk this through,” says Møgelhøj. “Is there a place where we can talk in private?” He looks imploringly at the doctor.


  Reintoft nods. “My office.” He leads them down a corridor and into a small room where, in addition to a desk and two chairs, there’s a bunk covered with papers.


  “We need to stay levelheaded.” Møgelhøj’s hands have started shaking again, though he manages to keep his voice calm. “Facts! Facts! Thirteen Danish soldiers have fallen in an ambush. Apparently their platoon leader was behind it, or at least working with the Afghans.” His voice suddenly breaks.


  They look at each other, realizing that they’re still standing up. “Let’s sit down,” says Andersen. They pull two chairs out from the desk and sit facing each other. Møgelhøj hides his face in his hands. Andersen rubs his back. It’s a very unusual situation for both men; they’ve never touched each other in any intimate manner.


  Møgelhøj removes his hands from his face, although he’s still bent over with his elbows resting on his knees. “Sorry,” he says. “I need to pull it together.” He stares in front of him. “This makes no sense.”


  “That’s an assumption we’re not allowed to make in our line of work,” says Andersen. “We have to assume there’s some meaning somewhere—and it’s our job to find it.”


  “Yes, but we can’t just invent theories and see conspiracies all over the place.” Møgelhøj’s voice sounds desperate, as if he’s appealing to Andersen. Møgelhøj is usually the one who speaks on their behalf, both when they discuss ongoing cases and when they’re in interrogative situations. Suddenly their roles are reversed, and clearly neither of them is accustomed to this new dynamic.


  “Right, so—” Andersen clears his throat. He looks down at Møgelhøj’s hands, which have started shaking again. “Can you try to control your hands? It’s distracting when they shake like that.”


  That makes Møgelhøj jump. “Sorry,” he says, shoving his hands into his armpits. “I didn’t realize—”


  “It’s hard for both of us. But still we have to focus.”


  Møgelhøj nods, his hands still under his arms.


  “What was I saying? Yes, so, if you want to fight against foreign forces in Afghanistan . . . I mean, if you’re not an Afghan but for some reason you sympathize with the Taliban or you’re opposed to something you view as imperialism . . . then what do you do?”


  Møgelhøj looks at him with no enthusiasm. “Tell me,” he says flatly.


  “You travel to Peshawar in Pakistan and find some rebel group that will have you. They send you to a training camp, where you learn how to operate a Kalashnikov and maybe how to plant roadside bombs. More than likely, they’ll tell you that you can do more good in your own country. So you return to Glostrup and fumble with a bucketful of chemicals hoping to someday make the nearest train station go up in smoke. Or you travel to the land of your dreams, where your most ridiculous wishes are fulfilled. Poorly armed and with no knowledge of the enemy, you wind up as cannon fodder in Allah’s name in Afghanistan. But that’s certainly not what Schrøder has done here.”


  “No,” replies Møgelhøj, “that’s not what he’s done.”


  “No, but maybe he’s done something similar. Right in front of our eyes. How do you come to Afghanistan highly trained, equipped with the best weapons modern technology can provide, and with in-depth knowledge of your enemy’s mind-set, strategy, and plans? If you have a burning desire to kill Danish soldiers, what’s the best way to get incredibly close to them without raising even the slightest suspicion? Think about it!”


  “I still don’t understand what you mean.” Møgelhøj’s voice is thick with resistance.


  “Don’t you see? The answer is actually quite obvious. You allow yourself to be recruited into the Danish army.”


  Møgelhøj shakes his head. “It’s too far-fetched.”


  “Listen,” says Andersen in an admonishing tone, like a teacher who has lost patience with a slow learner. “It’s one of the war’s basic premises—nothing is too far-fetched. If half of the soldiers who joined the Danish army to fight in Afghanistan were young immigrants with a Muslim background, would you still think it was far-fetched for me to imply they might have hidden motives?”


  “No, but—”


  “No, but what? Schrøder isn’t a first-generation Dane? He’s what we call a ‘real’ Dane? He has blond hair and blue eyes. His blood runs red and white. If his skin were the same color as brown shoe polish, wouldn’t we have every possible reason to suspect him? Are you sitting there suggesting that people’s political attitudes are found in their skin tone? I hope you know we aren’t racists in the Danish army.”


  They sit in silence studying their boots. Neither of them looks up. “Sorry,” says Andersen. “I got carried away.”


  “Of course we have to look into Schrøder’s background,” says Møgelhøj. “Such radical behavior doesn’t just happen out of the blue. There have to be signs.” He sits up straight. “I think it’s about time we have a chat with Steffensen.”


  “The camera?” Andersen looks around. “Where’s the camera?”


  “Shit! We left it in the room with . . . What’s his name again?”


  They dash down the corridor. The door to the room with the traumatized survivor is open. They step inside. The nurse, who’s making the bed, looks up as they come in.


  “Where’s the witness?”


  “He left. Wasn’t he supposed to be meeting with you?”


  “And the camera?”


  She shakes her head. “I think he took it with him.”
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  What compels a soldier to mutiny? Bad food, ridiculous orders, incompetent officers, the survival instinct, a lack of morals, or too many morals, so they feel betrayed? The huge contradiction between what they’re told and what actually occurs?


  Can that be it?


  Too much discipline? No respect? The feeling of being a pawn in an impossible game? Or just cannon fodder?


  Can you become mutinous for the opposite reasons? Because there’s too little discipline, too much respect, and you never get to put your life on the line? Because you’re cared for like an infant, as if the war’s most important purpose isn’t to kill your enemy but just to eat well and stay alive in a camp as comfortable and safe as a child’s bedroom?


  Can one man make all the difference?


  Can one camera?


  When Sidekick shows up in the first tent, his pants and boots are smeared with clay and his hair is plastered to his forehead. On this February night, he has stumbled his way across the Dust Bowl, which the pouring rain has turned into a Mud Bowl. He shines his headlamp into the face of every single soldier who’s asleep. They light their own lamps in return. Beams of light crisscross in the darkened tent, until someone turns on the exposed bulbs hanging from wires stretched across the length of the tent. The first thing they notice are his eyes. They’re wild but not in any lost way; it’s the determination in them that seems wild. In his hand he’s holding a video camera. He turns it on and shows them the screen.


  From that moment on, everything starts moving.


  They go from tent to tent, waking the others, slowly becoming a larger and larger flock. Each time, he holds up the screen, the same rounds of gunfire, the same blood-smeared faces.


  Schrøder.


  They all have their soft spot, though for each of them it carries a different name. Father, mother, lover, friend. Everyone back home who’s recently, inexplicably, experienced something terrible. Or not experienced anything terrible. Whose fate they’re unsure of. For fourteen days now they’ve been unable to contact their relatives and lived with the terrible feeling that the war is everywhere. Now, that feeling has grown into determined rage.


  It’s the rage that saves them. They’re hemorrhaging from inner wounds they didn’t even know they had. They could just as well shut down, become totally catatonic, suffer a sudden drop in temperature, a pulse that plunges, a will that dissolves. After all, they’ve just watched thirteen comrades die.


  Third Platoon has tried to heal after the hole left in their hearts by Michael’s and Jakob’s deaths, but this is irreparable. Their training saves them in the same way that it takes over when they have to return fire.


  Soldiers stream out of their tents and into the corridors, and then out into the open air. A sliver of reason makes them realize that they can’t just barrel out of camp on a nocturnal hunt for the murderer. “He’s ours,” yells Hannah, meaning Third Platoon. Awakened in the women’s tent by all the noise, she immediately joins the others outside. The platoon that Schrøder destroyed owns him now; they’ll be on the front lines when he dies.


  They really fucking need to find Rasmus Schrøder and reduce him to an animal they can slaughter. They came here to kill the Taliban. Now they have to hunt down one of their own, because if they don’t their heads will explode. That’s all they know.


  Adam was right—something really was wrong with Schrøder. He feels no triumph, though, no bitterness because no one listened to him. He doesn’t even give Hannah a thought. Everything within him is directed toward one goal: they have to catch Schrøder. His thoughts stop there.


  And Hannah? Inside, she is a dark, whirling maelstrom. The man she loves . . . no, loved . . . She’s all at sea, grammatically. The word “love” has been crushed into nothingness for her. Her mind and heart are focused on one thing only: finding Schrøder. She’s burning with the same desire as before, but this time she wants her hands on him so she can put an end to him, see him take his last breath, screaming in pain, begging in despair. Now that hate has replaced love’s obsessive speculation, she has twice the energy. The position of platoon leader is empty now, and she has all the motivation she needs to make the others look to her.


  The field chaplain shows up. “I’m going with you,” he says.


  Watching the film on the video camera, he knew immediately what he was looking at: the world in chaos beneath the cross in the altarpiece in Bregninge Church. More than ever, he is part of that unrest—he wants to be with those whose hands raise the sword.


  Hannah looks at Lukas Møller. He’s the one who saw the pattern with their relatives back home. Møller has earned his place. She nods.


  Camper and Karlsen report. Good to have them along. She nods again.


  Viktor stands there, his arms hanging, no light in his eyes. He has been hard hit. He and Schrøder weren’t close—they were too different—but they shared a division of labor and a mutual respect. Jonas and Tobias were Viktor’s boys, as he called them, and that same man he worked with every day murdered them. He exchanges glances with Hannah, as if to say it’s fine if she’s in the driver’s seat while he organizes the interior troops.


  Sebastian and Mathias look at Gustav. This time there’s no guidance from Viktor. Their careers, promotions, pensions—the entire plan for their lives is on the line. And then there are their comrades. “If we had any doubts, we wouldn’t be real soldiers,” says Gustav.


  Dennis is wound up. Unable to stand still, he’s in the throes of adrenaline. Viktor was wrong that time he told him that he’d calm down eventually. He has never calmed down, certainly not now, when he’s just lost his three best friends. A different reaction might come later, but not now.


  Sørensen has to think of his two children at home. “You don’t have to,” Hannah says to him. “I have to,” he says without looking at her. He already feels as if he is failing his family; he can’t fail his platoon, too. He has two families to be loyal to, and it’s tearing him apart. Still, he has to be able to look at himself in the mirror, and Sylvester can’t be the platoon’s only sweeper.


  Even in this tense moment, they remain practical. Hannah orders them around, although it’s unnecessary. They know what’s involved. A soldier who isn’t thinking about equipment is a dead soldier, and a dead soldier can’t kill—and that’s what they’re going to do. Finally. They need a lot of weapons and ammunition. They take some American MRE field rations, which they normally deride as cat food, and they bring water. If anyone asks how long they’ll be gone, they can’t answer. They have the avenger’s perception of time. Time concentrates on a single point: that moment when they find Schrøder and riddle him with gunfire. Vengeance nourishes the imbalanced soul.


  Simon checks his medic bag. Everything is in order. They’ll need him and he knows it. His job is to stay rational in the middle of all that fury. There will be wounded.


  And Schrøder won’t be the only one who dies.
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  Steffensen is taking one of his walks along the bastion’s periphery. For him, the difference between day and night no longer exists. He can’t sleep, so it’s best if he keeps moving. He had enough forethought to dress warmly, so he’s not freezing. Yes, he thinks about the small things, but not the big ones. That’s why he can’t sleep. The dark circles under his eyes make his small, round face look disturbingly like a clown mask. Laugh, clown; rage, heart. That’s all his heart can do. It can’t cry, so it rages.


  “Commander!”


  He stops suddenly. A soldier runs toward him. As he approaches, Steffensen can see it’s a sergeant from the military police. Although he recognizes the bearded face, as usual, he can’t remember his name. All he knows is that the man is a bearer of bad news.


  “I have to ask you to please follow me.”


  Without waiting for a response, the sergeant turns on his heels and strides back in the same direction. Steffensen has to jog to keep up, a degrading situation. The sergeant speaks into his radio, and a voice answers. He can see light in the Dust Bowl and hear the sound of APCs revving up. A patrol at this hour? He hasn’t been oriented. Does he even know what’s going on in his own camp?


  Suddenly, Andersen and Møgelhøj run up to him and stop, out of breath. “The situation is out of control,” says Møgelhøj.


  The three men start to jog toward the Dust Bowl. Along the way, Møgelhøj tries to update him on the situation. Steffensen doesn’t understand any of it. “A massacre of my men? Schrøder a traitor? And now mutiny?” He holds his hands up defensively and stops. “I need to hear all that again!”


  The sergeant who has kept a few steps ahead of them turns around. “There’s no time,” he says.


  “There’s no time,” repeats Møgelhøj. He exchanges glances with Andersen, and then they start to run again.


  “We’re trying to stop them,” says Møgelhøj.


  “Mutiny?”


  “Yes, that’s what I said. They want revenge.”


  The men are standing there fully equipped. They have weapons, many more than required for a patrol. Their helmet cameras are attached. Steffensen doesn’t know why he notices this detail. Are they filming right now? The gunners are in place in the three APCs. The vehicles’ powerful motors are idling, making the air quiver.


  “What’s going on here?” he hears himself say in a loud, penetrating voice that, much to his surprise, sounds as steady as a commander’s should. He stands directly in front of the vehicles.


  “What’s this all about?”


  No one answers. Nor do any of the soldiers look uncertainly at each other. He faces a solid wall of determination.


  “Put down your weapons and go back to your tents. Get some sleep. We can talk about this in the morning.” His tone is conciliatory.


  Still no answer. One of the men takes a step forward. The others follow suit. The APCs rev their engines.


  He scans their faces. Is there even a hint of vacillation among the ranks? The chaplain is standing with them. That’s what convinces him. He knows Lukas Møller’s status; if he’s with the soldiers, no one can stop them. On some level he also knows them well enough. A massacre carried out by one of their own. They have to choose between this poorly thought-out rebellion and falling apart. Maybe it isn’t even a choice. They can’t just go back to their cots and act as if nothing has happened. If they do that, he might as well send the whole squad home and declare the war cancelled. They’ll never get out of bed again. That’s what they’re actually telling him. It’s all or nothing. Is any compromise possible when the world suddenly turns to black and white?


  Steffensen hasn’t quite digested all the information he’s received, but he can’t deny the facts. A large number of their comrades have been slaughtered—by one of their own, Rasmus Schrøder, a man he trusted. It couldn’t be more personal. Nothing in their training could have prepared them for such an ambush on their worldview. Their very selves, their honor, their sense of justice and of balance, whatever you want to call it, that’s what they’re trying to save at this moment. Wasn’t that exactly what he was trying to do when he ordered the bombing of Atmar’s compound?


  Roshaan warned him about Schrøder, and he ignored it. All signs indicate that Steffensen is responsible for the catastrophe their stationing in Helmand has become.


  Steffensen takes a deep breath.


  “There is a solution,” he says, his voice as steady as before. “I won’t stand in your way, but we have to agree to certain rules. That will give this the status of a regular patrol, not some desperate action or thoughtless mutiny. There are some things I want to get straight first. You’ll have to wait, but I promise it won’t take more than half an hour before you can head out. Do we have an agreement?”


  They look at each other and then nod, one by one, all these men and one woman whose name he can’t remember. The chaplain, too. Steffensen got what he wanted. He’s knocked a hole into their wall of resistance, and he’s done it in the simplest possible way. He has shown them a way out, and it doesn’t go straight through the wall.


  He turns toward Møgelhøj and Andersen. “Follow me,” he says.


  Møgelhøj stares at him. “You’re desperate,” he whispers.
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  Steffensen leads the two investigators into his office and closes the door behind them.


  “What are you doing?” Andersen shoots him a scrutinizing glance.


  “Everything is falling apart,” says Steffensen. “And I’m already toast, as you two gentlemen so kindly informed me in writing earlier today. Now more than ever. Thirteen men? The responsibility is mine. Only the Americans have lost such a high number in one day—and that was in a helicopter crash. We’re dealing with a traitor, which makes it ten times worse. The men want to kill Rasmus Schrøder. Is there anyone here who doesn’t understand them? No, right? I don’t want to think about what would have happened if we’d tried to stop them. Didn’t you see their eyes? The chaplain is with them. Do you know what that means? Of all the men in camp, he’s the one they have the most faith in. If you can’t beat them, join them. That’s what I was just trying to do.”


  “So what are you thinking?”


  “I need your help. What’s our biggest problem right now? It’s not, as you might think, what a bunch of hotheads might end up doing. They’ll never find Schrøder. He’s long gone by now. They’ll get tired and come back home. Dejected, yes, but they’ll have cooled off. I can’t think beyond that right now. But imagine if it comes out that one of our own was behind this. An ambush. Just the suspicion of it could be devastating to our entire mission.”


  Møgelhøj looks pensive. This is his ball game. Damage control. “You’re right,” he says. “We can’t hide the fact that we’ve lost thirteen men, but whatever happens, it can’t become public knowledge that one of our own was behind the ambush. Everyone here in camp has to be told to stay quiet. Operation Minimize is already in place.”


  Steffensen stares skeptically. “Do you really think that’s possible? I mean . . . we’re talking about several hundred men.”


  “That’s an order, plain and simple. A military order.” Møgelhøj looks right at Steffensen. “You understand what an order is, don’t you? It has to be made crystal clear to them that any leak at all will be viewed as high treason—and punished accordingly.”


  Steffensen nods. Møgelhøj is humiliating him.


  “And if they nail Schrøder,” adds Møgelhøj, “all the better. Problem solved. If not, they’re still professional soldiers, and an order is an order.”


  “And if they don’t nail him?”


  “We add him to the list of fallen. Hopefully that’s where he’ll end up soon anyway. So it remains a tragedy—but one we’re familiar with. Us against the terrorists. Us and them. What’s most important is that no outsiders ever hear about it. The recordings of the massacre still exist only on the video camera. And that’s where they’ll stay. If anything ever deserved to be called top secret, it’s this.”


  Møgelhøj turns toward Steffensen. “See to it that they get what they need.”


  “Air support, too?”


  “No, no air support. Then it becomes official. They’re on their own now. This offensive has never happened.” For a moment he scans Steffensen’s face.


  “And higher up? Someone will have to call Copenhagen this evening.”


  Andersen and Møgelhøj look at each other. “We’ll take care of that.”


  They stand up and leave the office. Steffensen is alone now. He doesn’t have much time. He turns on the screen and opens Skype.


  There’s something he didn’t tell them.
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  It’s the middle of the night in Afghanistan. In Denmark it’s late in the evening, and he hopes Karen hasn’t gone to bed yet. It’s a breach of the camp lockdown he just engineered, but he doesn’t care. Karen looks surprised when she pops up on-screen. He can see she still hasn’t gone to bed. She still has her makeup on, and she must have washed her hair today, because it’s shining in the light of the desk lamp.


  “I just needed to see you,” he says.


  “So is it over now, the ban on talking to your own wife?” she asks.


  “No, not really. I have to leave camp for a few days. When I come back, hopefully it will be over.” He tries to sound optimistic, though even he doesn’t believe what he’s saying. On a scale of one to ten, he’d put his own credibility at zero.


  “And the reason you’re leaving—the usual?”


  He smiles ironically. It’s a reference to his work’s usually secretive nature, a little inside joke between them. She never asks if it’s dangerous; that’s another part of their agreement. No need for her to worry. Until now, despite being in the middle of a war zone, he’s been a desk officer whose most serious threat is arthritis in his shoulders.


  He nods, suddenly getting a lump in his throat. “I have to run. We’re leaving now.” She stares at him, and once again he can feel the distance that has come between them. “I love you,” he says. “I hope you know that. Whatever happens.”


  He sounds choked up. Confused, she stares at him. Concern spreads across her face, and she opens her mouth to say something. He cuts off the connection. He doesn’t want to hear what she has to say. He doesn’t want to answer her questions, because he can’t. He’s afraid he’ll start to cry.


  He grabs his equipment, which is always packed and ready to go in one corner of his office. In one hand he has his automatic, while the other holds his helmet with the infrared binoculars attached. He’ll put the helmet on later. He leaves his office, crosses the square, and heads toward the soldiers who are ready to go. The rain has stopped. He notices that the temperature has dropped below freezing. The clouds have dispersed, and the moon is coming out.


  Removing his equipment, he places it by his feet and looks at the soldiers.


  “I’m going with you,” he says in a loud, determined voice.


  GRAY ZONE
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  The APCs crawl across the asphalt on Highway 1. Steffensen has ridden here so many times before, but always on his way to meetings. Never into war. Deep into night, the moon shines like unpolished silver on the flat desert landscape, but the horizon’s saw-toothed mountains are too far away to be visible in the moonlight. The faded Milky Way, which smolders like phosphorous fire during the new moon. Steffensen spots a satellite crossing the firmament. For a moment it seems closer, a more positive sign of life than the highway’s few oncoming cars, which immediately dim their headlights and pull to the side to let the rumbling procession of military death machines pass. A pair of camels bob by outside the closed bazaar, which is silent. Maybe some nomads on early business. They pass the ramshackle bridge over the Helmand River.


  Steffensen and the chaplain stand together in the open hatch. Not by choice—they accidentally wound up in the same vehicle. “Who do we have with us?” Steffensen asks. He realizes that Møller probably knows the platoon better than he does.


  “There’s the sniper, Eigil Kaurason, we’ll definitely need him. Then there’s his spotter, Karlsen. Viktor, the sergeant. The medic, Simon. Adam. Hannah. I think she’s taken a kind of leadership role. The one with the camera—they call him Sidekick. His real name is Andreas. Sørensen is a sweeper. Sylvester, another sweeper. A few more I don’t really know that well. Gustav, Dennis, Mathias, and—” He stops, searching for a name. “Årslev? No, he’s one of the ones who died. I’m not on top of all this. Sebastian, I think.” He counts on his fingers. “Including you and me, we’re fifteen altogether.”


  I need to pull it together, thinks Steffensen. I can’t just stand here, for Christ’s sake, and let some chaplain take control of my men.


  Thinking about Karen again, he starts to feel overwhelming guilt. And sorrow. When they see each other again, will he be a different person? Will she still love him? Will she even like what she sees? His life will be overshadowed by shame. They’ll have to move. He won’t be able to show his face in Rønne. The political party he has belonged to for a generation supports the war. But even they won’t support him.


  The convoy of armored vehicles stops abruptly. Steffensen hears voices in the distance. One by one, the APCs are emptied, except for the gunners, who continue searching into the moonlit night, their infrared binoculars glued to one eye. Steffensen crawls out of the hatch and walks up to the APC at the head of the line. A group of men stand there, with Andreas in the middle; he looks confused. Steffensen walks over to them, with Møller at his heels. No one even notices they’ve arrived.


  “Fuck, man, you must know where it is.” Hannah is speaking.


  Andreas seems totally lost. Steffensen can see how tired he is. He watched his comrades die, and the effect of the adrenaline shock has long since abated. Now comes the reaction.


  “Schrøder,” he mumbles. It’s the only word they’ve heard him say for the past few hours. “Schrøder,” he repeats.


  To the west they can see Girishk’s scattered lights; they must be about six kilometers from the city.


  “We’re standing here, ready to shoot—and you can’t remember where it is?” says Hannah.


  “Calm down,” says a tall, dark-haired guy with a full beard. Steffensen recognizes him as the soldier who shot the wounded fighting dog in the ruins of Naib Atmar’s compound. In his mind, he goes through the list of names Møller gave him. It could be any one of them. Adam, maybe?


  “There aren’t even any numbers on the houses out here, are there? These fucking qalats all look alike. Give him some time.”


  The tall guy with the beard leans over Andreas. “Can you remember the gate? Was there anything special about the gate? Or what about outside the walls? Was there anything you noticed?”


  “Come on, Andreas!” Hannah again, her voice impatient. They’ve stopped using his nickname.


  “Hey, relax, okay?” Adam slaps Andreas’s shoulder encouragingly. “It’s all right, Andreas. We’ll figure it out.”


  Now they all join in.


  “Maybe we drove right by it.”


  “We need to go back and retrace our steps, this time with the floodlights on. It was on this side of the bridge, right?”


  “Of course it was on this side of the bridge. It has to be.”


  “Fuck, man, if we turn on the floodlights, they’ll see us coming. Then they’re forewarned.”


  Hannah cuts to the chase. “We’re going to destroy them anyway. Come on—let’s get going!”


  They walk back to the vehicles and hop in. Steffensen is just one of the group now. No one has asked him about anything or even looked at him. All he feels is relief. The APCs turn, slowly driving back the way they came. Their floodlights are on, scanning the walls of the widely dispersed compounds. There’s no sign of life in any of them. If they’ve posted guards, they’re well hidden. The bridge across the Helmand River appears. They stop again to consult.


  “We must have turned around too soon. Come on, Andreas. How far did you go before coming back to the bridge?”


  Clearly, they all feel powerless. Steffensen senses something anticlimactic. They might have to go back unsuccessfully. Or is their adrenaline level so high that they just have to hurt someone? Is that how these men are thinking?


  Can he join them in killing innocent people? Maybe he’s failed as a leader, but he still has some sense of responsibility. He’s not here to just shoot anyone. He’s here to bring his soldiers home again, not only alive but also as people who can stand up for their actions.


  Excuse me, says a voice inside of him, what is it you’ve done so far? The mayor, the farmer, the interpreter, those children?


  He can’t stop thinking about it. Will it ever stop? He can only imagine Karen’s reaction when she hears about the dead children. Will she be accusatory or understanding? Will she say that’s just what happens in war? Or will she give him a strange look and tell him that he’s become someone she no longer recognizes?


  Something inside him hopes for the latter. He doesn’t want her simply agreeing with everything he does. Otherwise, he’ll never find his way back again. But back to what?


  Two voices are speaking inside him, but he no longer knows which of them is his.
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  For the second time, they pull away from Girishk. This time they drive faster and then slow down. Once again everyone stares at the qalats. Seeing the dense clay walls glide by in the floodlights makes Steffensen realize how unwelcoming this country is. Every home is a fortress and, like all fortresses, also a prison. The Afghans have locked themselves into a prison of eternal war and thrown away the key.


  The qalats become more dispersed and farther from the road as the convoy heads out into the desert.


  “Schrøder! Schrøder!” A voice rises above the din of the engines. The heavy vehicles stop. Bathed in floodlight, a slender tower sticks up over one wall. That’s what Andreas is pointing at.


  “Careful! There might be sentries!”


  Something is hanging from the tower’s crossbeam, though it’s hard to tell what it is. Skins from slaughtered animals? Simon aims his binoculars at the tower. His face freezes. His mouth tightens into a thin line and he looks down.


  “Are there sentries?”


  Speechless, Simon shakes his head. The men hop out. They get their gear ready and quickly move toward the large metal gate that blocks the entrance to the qalat. A heavy chain with a padlock holds the gate’s two wings together. Mathias and Gustav attach an explosive device and race away. With mouths open and their hands over their ears, they wait for the detonation. A blast rolls out across the desert.


  Steffensen realizes how cold-bloodedly and routinely they work. If there’s any adrenaline running through their veins, you can’t see it. Suddenly he feels proud of them, a feeling he has never known before. He knows—not from experience but because it’s his duty to know—that the rush of adrenaline will come as soon as they step into the qalat. They could be facing a labyrinth of buildings and interior courtyards with plenty of opportunities for a deadly ambush.


  You can always decide the whole battle by pulling back and calling for air support. How many women and children are in the buildings? That wasn’t a consideration he gave any thought to when he ordered the bombing of Atmar’s stronghold. He has paid for it ever since—and he’ll keep on paying for it. This time is different. He has been told specifically that there will be no air support; they have to fight until they’ve taken out the last adversary. And if they’re using women and children as shields? Can they make their own life-and-death decisions? Can they determine the extent of what in cold military terms is called “collateral damage”? He doesn’t think so, and that’s why he came with them.


  Should he participate in the attack? Should he fight alongside the men he knows deep down inside are no longer his? He trained many years ago—and at that time the Danish army didn’t train in quelling rebellions or guerrilla warfare. Instead, they were preparing for a massive Soviet invasion of land troops, and their only task was to hold on until help came. Defend Køge Bay from a seaside invasion. He takes a deep breath. He has to join them, right at the front, where it really matters, even if he’s in the way. Which he probably is.


  Along with the others, he storms through the bombed-out gate, blown off its hinges and lying in pieces inside the courtyard surrounded by rubble. He isn’t only running through a gate: he’s leaving behind an entire lifetime. At this moment, he realizes that with crystal clarity.


  They encounter no resistance. No flash from any muzzles. No nerve-wracking rattle of a Kalashnikov. The qalat must have been evacuated long before their arrival. No one is waiting for them.


  No one living, that is.


  As they pause, looking around vigilantly, they spot them, row after row, floor after floor, phosphorescent green, not because they’re emitting heat in an infrared sight, but because their naked bodies, covered in frost, are reflecting the moonlight. They’re hanging from the tower in nooses wrapped around the crossbeams at one end and beneath their arms at the other, four or five to a row, three rows, one above the other. The frozen bodies sway slightly, back and forth, and there’s a faint clinking sound when they bump into each other, as if their dead cells have already started to crystallize. In the release of death, their large, muscular bodies have lost all their hard edges. They look softer. Dark stripes run down from their necks or from holes all over their bodies, where the frost has collected in thick layers; it’s the coagulated blood from their fatal wounds.


  The soldiers standing in front of the tower of death stiffen, as if the frost has entered their blood and turned them into pillars of ice. Recognizing their dead comrades, they gasp all at once. No one is thinking in this moment. In battle, when they’re fired at, they don’t lose their cool, but now they’ve been fired at by a weapon of unknown caliber. Not only their training, but also their survival instinct, fails them. They’re powerless. They’ve entered a gate and there’s no way back.


  An unexpected sound startles them. No more than the scrape of a foot, but in the frozen night’s breathless silence, even the scrape of a foot sounds deadly. Instantly they’re professional soldiers again. They spin around.


  A burka-clad figure stands at the other end of the courtyard with a child clutching the hem of her tentlike dress. The child’s feet are naked on the frozen ground.
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  The first to react is Steffensen. His speed surprises even himself. He doesn’t shoot. He runs out into the middle of the courtyard and, spreading out his arms, places himself in front of the soldiers.


  “Don’t shoot!” he yells.


  “Move,” screams an excited voice. To his surprise, Steffensen recognizes it as Hannah’s. “It’s a suicide bomber!”


  For a moment he expects to be riddled with bullet holes—they’re so wound up. He raises his hands preventively, and then he turns around and walks over to the petrified woman and child. The child stares down at the ground. Steffensen doesn’t like what he’s about to do, but he has to do it. He grabs the burka. If it’s a suicide bomber, it’ll happen now and his life is over. If it’s just a woman, he’s guilty of a serious violation. But that’s the least of his problems.


  With one swift movement, he pulls the burka back over the head on what he hopes is a woman. He’s amazed at how light the fabric feels. To his relief, he’s staring into a woman’s face. He barely manages to see her hard, angular features before she hides her face in her hands and falls to her knees before him. A black ringlet falls down into her face. The child stands silently beside her. He can see that it’s a boy. It’s difficult to determine children’s ages in Afghanistan, but he estimates the boy to be about seven or eight. The child is wearing nothing but a thin kirtle.


  Later, Steffensen is convinced he saved the woman’s and child’s lives. He’s sure that the soldiers would have shot and that they would have felt nothing when they lifted up the burka to find they had taken the life of an innocent woman.


  Afterward, Hannah gives the order to ransack the qalat. The buildings are empty; they just need release. They feel more despair than rage, and sometimes despair can be more dangerous.


  They kick in doors they could easily open and blast through walls they could walk around. The qalat echoes with shots and explosions, as in a larger operation, but the only battle is the one they’ve brought with them. And then everything is quiet. Soon there’ll be the rapid change from night to day, which they can never get used to. The sun will rise, and its rays will melt the frost on the faces and naked bodies of the dead. The warmth won’t bring them back to life; it will only accelerate the putrefaction process, bearing witness to another kind of life, one that they neither belong to nor have any power over.


  They need to cut down the dead, although they don’t have time to bring them back to camp. They’ll have to radio for help. They’re on Schrøder’s trail. He can’t get away. Otherwise the sight facing them will sear their corneas and spread like an infection to their brains. His dead body is the only cure.


  There are no ladders anywhere, so they crawl up the wooden tower’s rickety scaffolding, now filled with both the living and the dead. Viktor is first, followed by Adam and Sylvester. They disperse onto each floor, where they cut the naked bodies free and hand them down from one open embrace to the next, until the chaplain and Sørensen carefully lay the bodies on the frozen ground in a row that seems endlessly long. Mads, Årslev, Lasse, Nikolaj, Daniel, Clement, Troels, Iraq Robert, Joakim, Jonas, Jannick, Aske, Tobias. Names, once upon a time. The heaviest and coldest things they’ve ever felt. The dead’s hair is green with frost, which has also created ice crystals on their once-moist corneas. Brushing off the crystals, they try to close their fallen comrades’ eyelids; they want to escape these blank eyes that have seen something they, too, will one day see, these eyes that refuse to tell them about it. Because the dead’s eyelids are frozen solid, they have to leave their strange, constant stare, one beyond all questions and answers.


  Despite the cold, no one is wearing gloves, and afterward they don’t regret it. There’s a farewell in their touch.


  Andreas films everything. First the cutting down of the dead, then the brief red light of morning falling on every one of the frost-covered faces, the first crystals melting as if life is returning, and the eyes that are still open until the chaplain closes them, one by one.


  Møller stands up to say a few words. He calls them dragon slayers again. “It’s important at this moment of overwhelming sorrow to remember who we are.” He has talked about the Devil’s face before. Now he calls Schrøder the Devil. “He’s been living among us,” he says, “and we didn’t know his name. He hid among those we thought were closest to us.” He draws parallels to the terror network back in Denmark and reminds them that they aren’t here on a lonely mission of vengeance. They’re here on behalf of their whole nation. Back home it’s all still guesswork. No one has been caught in the act. But they’ve seen the enemy, and now they know his face. Then he recites the names of the dead.


  Viktor is the first to break down. Then Sørensen. Sylvester leans his forehead on his shoulder and lets go. Camper’s mouth tightens; there’s a harshness in his gaze that wasn’t there before, but no tears. Hannah doesn’t cry at all. She knows why her eyes are dry. She refuses to succumb to the grief. She only has room for hate. Adam cries. Gustav, Dennis, Mathias, Sebastian, Karlsen. Andreas hides behind his camera. Shamefully, Steffensen thinks about the last time he cried—when he gave in to Atmar. He can see Karen on Skype, her newly washed hair shining in the light of the reading lamp, and the memory strengthens his tears. No one attempts to hide their face or hold back their tears.


  The chaplain mentions the Devil again. Why doesn’t he call Schrøder Judas, Steffensen asks himself. That’s what he is—a Judas who has betrayed his own. He knows the answer. It’s easy to despise Judas. Schrøder might be more difficult to hate. And that’s what they need to keep going: hatred. They could be asking so many questions. Is Schrøder a convert, a terrorist, or just insane? They need a large, overwhelming feeling to fill them with power. That’s why the chaplain has given Schrøder horns—to give them an enemy who’s totally different than themselves. So they can hate. And act.


  They need to go, but where are they going? Where is Schrøder? The man they’re hunting was also the only one of them who could speak Pashto. They thought of everything when they were packing their equipment: toilet paper, water, ammunition, helmet cams. They’re going out to kill, and they don’t need an interpreter to fill a man with lead. Nor do they need an interpreter to destroy a qalat, but they sure as hell need information. For a moment they’re paralyzed by their own lack of forethought.


  Steffensen walks over to the woman, who has been standing silently the whole time in the background, her face still uncovered. He wraps the boy in a blanket from his gear bag. He can’t do anything about the naked feet. He notices that the boy’s legs look as if they’ve been scalded; the skin is lying in unnatural folds overlapping each other.


  “My name is Sara,” says the woman.


  He looks shocked. “You speak English?”


  The woman nods. Her gaunt face with the sunken cheekbones and deep-set eyes is deeply tanned, as if she works in the fields. A black ringlet hangs down on her forehead.


  Steffensen walks back to the group. “We’ve found an interpreter,” he says.
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  That was a close call, thinks Steffensen. He saved the woman’s life, no doubt about it, and basically that’s huge. You take a life one day and save one the next. That’s Afghanistan. Everything is huge—and difficult.


  Sara doesn’t speak to him. Did he think she was going to thank him? Not really.


  “I know where the tall man is,” she says suddenly, not to Steffensen but to the soldiers gathered around her. “The ferengi.” The foreigner.


  Steffensen looks at Hannah. “Schrøder?”


  Hannah nods. “Who else could it be?”


  “He’s the one who killed your men.” She still hasn’t covered her face with her burka. “You must kill him. It is your duty.” Ferocity flares up in her eyes.


  They confer. Steffensen realizes that he’s no longer their leader. No one is. He’s just an older man the group has dragged along with them. He looks around; he knows very few of them. Tall Hannah is too striking for him not to have noticed her. He senses that she’s the one running the operation now. Dark, brooding Adam. Little Andreas, always with that camera in his hand. He got to know the names of some of the platoon during the hearing after that episode on Highway 1. They’re all dead now, the ones they’ve just said goodbye to, the ones lying a few meters away. No one knows why they were murdered, and he fears that the motives behind Schrøder’s behavior will remain a mystery. No one in the group is worried about an explanation right now.


  His only duty is to represent common sense, but how can common sense take the lead when they’re hunting a ghost? Hate is not his concern, yet that’s the language they’re speaking now.


  “Sangin,” says the woman. “He is in Sangin with his men.”


  “Who are his men?” asks Hannah. “How many men does he have?”


  The woman makes a vague movement with her hand. It could mean the men who were living here in the qalat, or it could mean all of Afghanistan. There’s something both concentrated and unfocused about her.


  “Sangin,” says one of the soldiers, “but isn’t that where—”


  “Exactly,” says Steffensen. “It’s one of the few cities in Helmand the Americans hold. Before that it was the Brits. They suffered some big losses there. Over a hundred men. It’s not going well for the Americans, either.”


  He turns to Sara. “Sangin? The Americans?” He speaks in simple language, as if he’s communicating with someone who’s slow.


  “Sangin,” says the woman. “Americans by day, Taliban at night.”


  “It makes no sense,” says Steffensen. “Why would Schrøder hole up in the most risky place of all, in the middle of enemy territory?”


  “He’s done it before. Actually, he’s very good at it,” says Hannah.


  The others nod in agreement.


  “Yes, but now he’s exposed himself,” objects Steffensen. “He’s gone over to the other side—and it won’t be easy for him to hide. Even in a black turban. I think this woman is talking nonsense. Look at her. Sorry, but I think she’s a little loony.”


  “And Schrøder isn’t? With him, the unlikely is the most probable. I think we should listen to her.” Hannah looks around at the others. “What do the rest of you think?”


  “If he’s really taken refuge in the Americans’ area, let them handle him,” says Viktor.


  “And you think we’ll ever see him again? You better believe we won’t. Once they have him, the Americans will never let him go again.” The rage in her voice makes all of them look at her.


  “Gone!” She snaps her fingers. “That’s exactly what he wants! And then we can spend the rest of our lives wondering if he’s rotting up in Bagram or if the CIA has turned him into a double agent. We have to catch him. He needs to look us in the eye—and we need to be the last thing the asshole sees before the curtain falls. He’s ours!”


  The soldiers mumble their approval. They’re standing in a frozen circle not far from their dead comrades, and if something doesn’t happen soon, despair will set in, along with the cold. They need a message to propel them on; Steffensen realizes that this is what he could never do. Ignite the men. But Hannah can, obviously. There’s a dangerous fire in her eyes, and her cheeks have turned red. First and foremost, though, there’s an unexpected change in her voice. It’s raw, jarring, charged with adrenaline, as if it has discovered a whole new pitch.


  Sara looks at Hannah with the same wild eyes as before—but there’s something else there, too, a kind of triumph. Even the Afghan woman might be hiding an avenger inside. Maybe she’s a woman fighting her own war.


  “Let’s get going,” yells Hannah, who’s greeted with cheers of approval. She turns around and tosses a hand grenade at the tower. As one leg breaks, the flimsy wooden structure collapses in the explosion. The sky’s purple blush heralds the break of day. As one, they move toward the gate.


  “Wait a minute!” yells Steffensen. He calls Adam over and asks for a radio so he can contact Camp Price. He looks around the circle of soldiers and points over toward the dead. “We can’t just leave them here,” he says.


  Misunderstanding the situation, the guard on duty in the camp thinks it’s an emergency call from a cornered squad and rattles off an endless string of codes.


  Steffensen interrupts him. “I don’t need helicopters. Thirteen body bags. That’s all.”
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  They’re driving on unknown roads now, but they can still find their location on the GPS at any time, hear a friendly voice tell them when to turn right or left, while the screen shows them how far it is to their destination and how many hours and minutes it will take to get there. Somewhere a satellite registers their presence in the desert, and somewhere else a drone keeps an eye on them. Even in Camp Price and Camp Bastion, their movements are tracked, the information sent on to Army Operational Command and ending up at the Ministry of Defense. Or maybe they aren’t. Somewhere, that chain is about to be broken.


  The Danes’ area of responsibility is about the size of the island of Als, the population somewhat comparable, yet there are roads they’ve never driven, villages they’ve never visited, views they’ve never seen, and people—countless people—they’ve never spoken to, all bound together by a mentality and a history they don’t know. Even this small world they’ve been assigned to seems insurmountably large.


  Now they’re leaving it. They’re driving into other areas of responsibility where soldiers from distant countries imagine they have control, just as they believed they had control over theirs. New landscapes, other villages, faces they’ve never seen before—but they don’t notice any of it. They’re not there to provide anything, nor to change, improve, renew, or liberate. They came to kill, and the singularity of their mission exhilarates them. They can already imagine returning home with Schrøder’s body mounted on one of the APCs.


  Halfway to Sangin, they realize they’ve crossed the invisible line. They turn off the GPS. Now their mission is clandestine. They can no longer relay where they’re going. The satellites and drones will have to find them on their own. They won’t help any longer. They aren’t Special Forces who’ve gone undercover. They’re soldiers who’ve gotten a temporary reprieve from rules. They just want to bring back Schrøder. Alive, they’ve been told. But they have other plans.


  As they approach Sangin, they stop to discuss their next move. They can’t simply drive into the city. The Americans will spot them, and they’ll have to account for their presence. Every lie will immediately come to light, and then the Americans will take over the mission.


  They question Sara. Where would Schrøder be hiding in Sangin? Somewhere on the outskirts of the city, she replies. With her husband’s relatives. She knows the way.


  “I don’t believe her,” says Steffensen. He has to pull himself together to raise his voice, but someone has to speak in opposition. “She doesn’t know what she’s talking about. It might be an ambush. Maybe that’s why they left her behind—to lure us into an ambush.”


  They look at each other. It’s a dilemma. Steffensen might be right, but Sara is their only lead. Uncertainty creeps in again. This isn’t just about killing someone. They need to think about it, but there’s no guarantee that they’ll make the right decision.


  “Are you luring us into an ambush, Sara?” Hannah asks in Danish, lifting her hand dismissively. “It was a joke.”


  Sara stares straight ahead. She senses their irresolution. Her face is contorted. When she starts to speak, it sounds as if she’s cursing, but her words are clear.


  “Why do you hesitate? Do you have no honor? If you are afraid of your enemies, then you should have stayed home. Aren’t you men?”


  “Good God. Is this how Afghan women speak to their men? Now I understand everything better.” Karlsen laughs inappropriately.


  “I believe her,” interrupts the chaplain.


  “The great expert on Afghanistan,” says Steffensen sarcastically, feeling his antipathy toward the chaplain erupting.


  “I’m not an expert on Afghanistan,” says Møller, with the humility Steffensen loathes. “But I know people. This woman is on our side. She’s sincere.”


  “Yes—sincerely nuts.” An impulse compels Steffensen to pull the boy over to him and lift his robe. The first time he saw the boy, he noticed that his feet and lower legs were scarred from scalding. The military doctors in the camp clinic told him about this: more than once they’ve encountered a child in shock, whose legs had been scalded with boiling water. The scalding always ends the same place, at midthigh. The shocked doctors had no doubts—it was no accident but a brutal attack on a defenseless child. There was no other explanation. They surmised that the assaults were committed by women who are mentally unstable for many reasons, not least the inhuman conditions under which women often live here.


  “Look!” Steffensen points at the scarred skin. “That woman did this. She lowered him into boiling water! And you don’t think she’s crazy?”


  Shocked, they stare at the boy.


  “Surely it was an accident,” says the chaplain. “You don’t know what happened.”


  Steffensen shares the evidence he got from the camp’s doctors. The soldiers look uncertainly at each other. Steffensen’s self-confidence grows. Maybe now they can end this unhappy mission.


  “I’ve heard it, too,” says Adam, looking over at Hannah. He’s on my side, Steffensen thinks.


  “Shit, man,” says Viktor. “They’re fucking sick in the head out here.”


  Sara looks back and forth at those who are speaking; she clearly knows they’re talking about her. The boy doesn’t react.


  Hannah points at his legs. “Did you do this?” she asks Sara.


  “It was his father,” the woman says.


  “Anyone could say that.” Steffensen is indignant. “Surely you don’t believe she’d confess if she’d really done it!”


  “I think we can trust her information.” Hannah gets to the point. “I’m not just thinking about the boy, but what she said about Schrøder’s hideout. I think it’s a chance we have to take.”


  “I don’t trust her.” The sergeant in Viktor has come back to life. He’s the platoon’s second-in-command who abdicated temporarily. Now he’s back. “We’re desperate, but are we that desperate?”


  They’re confused now, their indecision growing. Who is their leader? Steffensen, Hannah, or Viktor?


  “I have a suggestion.” Once again they hear an authority in Hannah’s voice that wasn’t there before. “We’re putting our lives on the line here, so we all have to be on board. I propose we vote. But under one condition—those in the minority must swear to follow the majority. Otherwise we might as well give up right now. Agreed?”


  The soldiers mumble their approval.


  “I just want to clarify,” says Viktor. “This is a vote on Sara’s credibility. It’s not about Schrøder. Of course we’ll continue hunting for him.”


  “That’s clear,” says Gustav. “We aren’t giving up now.” Sebastian and Mathias nod.


  Camper raises his hand. “Karlsen and I will stay neutral. We don’t belong in your platoon, so we’ll abstain from voting.” Surprised, Karlsen looks at his friend and then nods quickly.


  “Okay.” Hannah has no objections. “Those who think we should go on to Sangin raise your hand.”


  The chaplain is the first to show his support. Dennis raises his hand, and then Simon and Andreas. Sørensen hesitates, obviously fighting with himself. If he withholds his support, he’s one step closer to seeing Frederik and Anton but at the same time a definitive step away from his platoon. Resigned, he stares at the ground and raises his hand. Sylvester, who has been watching him, does the same. Finally Hannah joins in. “Seven for!” she says. “Any opposed?” Since thirteen of them are voting, her question is pointless. She looks at Adam, who openly displays his opposition to the majority’s decision, as do Steffensen, Viktor, and Viktor’s three boys, Gustav, Mathias, and Sebastian.


  “We go on.” Hannah shoots Steffensen a wry look, as if the commander might have objections.


  Steffensen doesn’t react.


  They walk back to the vehicles. Hannah has decided that they’ll turn off the main road a few kilometers outside of Sangin and drive into the country. They’ll leave the APCs under camouflage, along with three men to guard them. The rest will continue on to Sangin on foot. Sara will lead the way.


  Adam and Hannah still haven’t spoken. They’ve been riding in different APCs the whole time. They were on a collision course when she lost patience with Andreas and Adam wanted to take it more slowly. And he sided with the others in the vote on Sara.


  She’s grateful to him for not gloating with a triumphant “Didn’t I tell you?” He was right about Schrøder, but why didn’t he insist? Instead, he made it sound like jealousy, a childish showdown with a rival.


  When Adam refused to go on that fatal atonement mission, which ended in the massacre, Hannah offered to go in his place, but Schrøder didn’t want her. She took that as rejection and was upset. Does love turn you into an idiot? Schrøder, the mass murderer who killed her comrades, spared her life. The very thought makes her freeze. Doubt grows within her, a seething self-hatred, as if Schrøder has infected her and they are conspirators.


  She knows Adam behaved foolishly only because he had a crush on her, a crush he’s totally over by now. She longs to reconcile with him, to recapture the confidence they once had together, but she’s too paralyzed by self-contempt to take the first step. There’s self-forgetfulness in action—and self-forgetfulness is what’s really motivating her thirst for revenge.


  “How did you learn to speak English?” She looks at Sara, who, like her, is staring at the landscape as the armored vehicles storm forth.


  “I am not from here.” Sara doesn’t turn around. “If you want to meet the world’s most unhappy creature, talk to an Afghan woman.” There’s no familiarity in her voice; Hannah gets the feeling that she’s talking out loud to herself. “We are nothing more than slaves for the men. We cannot leave them. Our whole lives are about taking care of them. If we don’t succeed, we are better off dead. They say they are protecting us while they brag about exposing themselves to all kinds of danger. I would rather go into battle three times than have to give birth even once.”


  “Where are you from?”


  “Kabul. I went to the university. Then the civil war came. I ended up here. Now I am an animal. Nothing more!”


  Hannah hesitates but asks anyway: “What is your boy’s name?”


  “Zuy,” replies Sara coldly.
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  Seen from the highway, the desert looks flat. Driving into it, they realize it’s actually a labyrinth of small depressions and low ridges dotted with dense, leafless shrubs. It’s midday, but the shadows are not as long as they are on a winter afternoon in Denmark.


  It’s easy to park the APCs so that they aren’t visible from the highway; the real problem will be finding them again. They leave Gustav, Dennis, and Sebastian behind as sentries, though they’ll maintain radio contact. Their mood is suddenly depressed. Will they ever see each other again? This will be the first attack where they can’t expect any air support. They often talk about the cowardly Taliban, using roadside bombs instead of fighting man-to-man, but they fight with five-hundred-pound bombs dropped from the air. The roadside bombs are detonated with a cell phone, the bombs with a call on the radio. What’s the difference?


  They’re finally going to do what they’ve been dreaming about all along: meet the enemy face-to-face. They’re uncertain about it—but they also feel an excitement they’ve never known before. Now, all their training will be put to the test.


  They approach Sangin from the south. From a distance the city proffers the same view as all the other Afghan desert towns: endless clay walls rising three to four meters high. They don’t get any actual sense of a city. Still, anyone who’s ever been on patrol in an Afghan town won’t recall any sense of being on a street. It’s more like yard time in a prison. Impenetrable walls at every turn. “All the yokels live here in their gang hideouts,” as Viktor says.


  None of them has ever walked on patrol in Girishk. It’s too dangerous. Patrols are done in armored vehicles, with watchful gunners whose weapons scan every street and wall. But not this time. Another new experience for them.


  Sara leads the way, her eyes fixed on the road as if she’s looking for tracks. There’s something somnambulatory about her. Shouldn’t she be looking straight ahead, so she can get her bearings? They left the boy back at the APCs.


  Steffensen wonders how they look to the eyes watching them from the scattered compounds. He has no doubt that they look exactly like what they are: a group of foreign soldiers out after something. Not any typical patrol.


  “These uniforms suck,” says Hannah, as if she’s just read Steffensen’s mind.


  Steffensen nods. The uniforms are too visible, and visible is exactly what they can’t be if they want to succeed.


  They’re close to the outermost houses. They have no idea how far it is to the city center. In Girishk, the southern suburbs with their endless wall-lined dirt roads lie several kilometers from the city center. It’s probably the same here. American soldiers would stick to the busiest main roads.


  “Right now it’s to our advantage that even the cities they claim are totally purged of Taliban are basically out of control,” says Hannah. She glances at Steffensen.


  They step through a wide opening between two walls and find themselves in the middle of a street with no stalls, doors, or windows. They still feel as if it’s yard time at a prison. New walls rise at the other end of the street. Their view is blocked on all sides, and there are no people anywhere, not even children. They can’t tell whether that’s a good sign or a bad one. Sara keeps walking with her head bent, as if guided more by intuition than eyesight. She stops suddenly and turns her head toward a gate. Her movements seem robotic. “Here,” she says. “The man you are looking for is here.”


  “Wait a minute,” says Viktor. “Why don’t we send her in first? She knows them. Then she can see if Schrøder and his men are in there. It could save us a lot of trouble.”


  “But won’t that warn them that we’re on our way?” Hannah looks skeptical.


  “Ask her.”


  Hannah presents Viktor’s idea to Sara, who immediately rejects it. “I cannot,” she says. “They will never let me in. I am an outcast. They left me in the qalat where you found me because they do not want to have anything to do with me.”


  “What have you done?”


  Sara ignores Viktor’s question. “I cannot,” she repeats. “It is not possible.”


  “Okay.” Viktor doesn’t look convinced. “If she won’t do it, the rest of us can’t just knock on the door and ask. It would be suicide if Schrøder is in there. And once we’ve blasted our way through the gate, there’s no turning back.”


  He orders his men to prepare the explosives, which they do quickly and routinely. There are two loud bangs, and then smoke billows out from the walls and into the street. “We take him alive!” yells Steffensen, though no one can hear him in all that noise. They’re in. There are men in the courtyard, while others stream out of doorways in the surrounding buildings. Women and children flee in the opposite direction, away from the gate, and a few press themselves up against the walls. A pair of children who’ve thrown themselves on the ground are holding their hands protectively over their heads. Men holding Kalashnikovs race out of the doorways and fire in all directions. These are battle-trained men they’ve attacked, not a bunch of innocent civilians. There are a lot of weapons here and many who know how to use them. Normally they’d be pulling back and calling for air support now, but this time they’re on their own.


  In a corner of the courtyard, automatic rifles lean up against the wall, along with several rocket launchers. The qalat’s inhabitants have obviously never tried to hide their weapons; they must have felt sure of themselves. A half dozen men are on their way toward that corner; some barely look like teenagers yet are already trained and ready to die. That’s where the soldiers still close to the gate concentrate their fire—and the Afghans run straight into it. A larger boy, one of the fastest sprinters, keeps running after he’s been hit, until he slams into the wall. He tumbles onto the rifles, which fall scattered. An adult man who was right behind him skids forward on his heels and then falls over backward before hitting the ground with a thud.


  They shoot at doorways where there’s more enemy fire. Two women unable to find cover tumble around in a swirl of loose clothing. A man is swept against the wall; the face beneath his turban blows apart when a shot makes a direct hit. Others jump back into doorways they were on their way out of.


  They already know it will be a difficult battle, going from room to room, and that they’ll find women and children inside. They don’t have much time. It’s only a matter of minutes before reinforcements show up. Or maybe the Americans.


  Before they pass through any door, they toss in a grenade. He’s hiding in there, the bastard, and sooner or later they’ll take him, dead or alive. Alive, says reason. Dead, says everything else within them. Their despair is gone, their doubt has vanished. All that’s left are the explosions and the sputtering rounds of fire, the shock wave from the blasts, the feeling of being totally present in the now, all of their senses at the breaking point, which is every battle’s reward. Who needs air support and five-hundred-pound bombs? They have themselves and the feeling of unstoppable force growing within them, shootout for shootout, room for room, murder for murder, victory for victory. And then the last round of gunfire dies down and they stop, exhausted and dripping with sweat, not only from physical exertion but also from a fear they never knew they could feel, because their brains refused to acknowledge the signals.


  The dead lie all over the houses and the courtyard. It’s hard to survey the casualties; they aren’t going to bother to count them. There are about twenty fallen, among them women and children. They don’t count them, either. What good will it do? They’ve gathered the survivors into two groups, men on one side and women and children on the other, with wounded in both groups. Some lie smeared in blood and gurgling on the ground; others sit upright with pale faces and staring eyes. Terrified, the children whimper. One boy, his face stiff, stares straight ahead. He’s not stifling tears—his eyes are filled with hate. They’ve forced the women to reveal their faces. A burka can be the last wall a man hides behind, and they won’t give Schrøder that possibility.


  But Schrøder isn’t there. That’s the result of all this destruction.
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  Confused, they stare at each other. An expression of wild triumph in her eyes, Sara walks around among the dead and kicks them. She’s mumbling to herself. Maybe she really is crazy. Would she walk around the same way if they were the ones lying on the ground?


  Hannah looks around. She came out of one of the houses with blood splattered all over her flak jacket. Not her own. They haven’t suffered any losses. The attack was too sudden—and they were lucky. It could have gone wrong. There are weapons everywhere, and they were up against battle-ready men. But are they also Schrøder’s men? Was he ever even here?


  Hannah looks at the mumbling Sara, who has started rocking her head restlessly, as if her bloodthirst still hasn’t been fulfilled and now she wants more. Can they trust her at all? Has she just led them to some random place? Or have they gotten tangled up in a feud between two clans?


  Viktor grabs Sara and screams into her face: “Where is Schrøder?” With a strength that surprises the sergeant, the gaunt little woman tears herself away. “He is not here,” she screams back. Then she starts to mumble again. Still just as angry, Viktor repeats his question.


  How do they proceed? The chaplain stares at Hannah, who stares out into the air. Both seem preoccupied by their thoughts. The soldiers are suddenly weighed down. The rush of adrenaline is gone. They’re keeping a watchful eye on the disarmed men sitting with their hands tied behind their backs, up against a wall. It’s a dangerous moment; they are starting to feel doubt.


  Steffensen has been standing outside the gate with Sylvester and Sørensen, who are functioning as sentries. They’ve listened to the battle, the shots, the wounded’s cries, and finally the silence. In the end there’s always silence, thinks Steffensen, feeling that he’ll be reliving this again and again over the next couple of days.


  “I take it you haven’t found Schrøder,” he says when he comes face-to-face with Hannah.


  He couldn’t help but look around when he stepped through the blown-out gate. He saw dead lying all over the courtyard. He saw prisoners sitting together and women with their faces exposed. The sight was not so different from the one in Naib Atmar’s compound after the bombing. This time his reaction is different, though. What a waste, he thinks, what a waste.


  “So all this was all in vain,” he says to Hannah. He has to control himself to stay calm. He turns to the chaplain. “‘I know people,’” he sneers. “And you think you’re God’s representative here on Earth? How are you feeling about this? Just fine, I suppose?”


  Hannah looks at him with an expression he has never seen on a subordinate. “The gate is there,” she says, pointing toward the bombed-out rubble. “You’re free to go if you don’t like what’s happening.”


  She turns to the others. “We don’t know if Schrøder’s been here. That’s what we need to find out.”


  “Shoot a couple dozen people first, including women and children, and ask questions later.” Steffensen’s voice is thick with sarcasm. “Other people clear their throats before they speak. You just shoot. That’s how you search the premises?”


  Hannah moves abruptly, as if she has made a decision. She stands in front of the group of unarmed men and stares from face to face. They all stare back defiantly. She pulls a tall, thin man with a weathered face up on his feet. His turban has unraveled and hangs down on his chest. Hannah shoves him—hard—so he stumbles. He struggles to get back on his feet but never gains his footing because she drags him off mercilessly. In a degrading position, half on his knees, he’s lugged out and hurled into the middle of the courtyard. Supporting himself with both hands, the Afghan rises with difficulty. He stands up straight, brushes dust off his kirtle, and with rapid movements reties his loose turban.


  Sara walks over to them and carefully eyes the Afghan. Her mumbling stage seems to have passed.


  “Ask him what his name is.” Hannah points at the man standing in front of them.


  “Massoud,” says the man.


  “Ask him if he’s Taliban.”


  Once again the man replies before Sara translates. He must have recognized the word “Taliban.” This might not be his first time being interrogated. “We are not Taliban,” he says. “You have no reason to attack us.”


  “He is lying!” Sara interrupts. “The man you are looking for has been here. I know it!”


  “Ask him about Schrøder. Where is he?” Hannah’s jaw tightens and her voice is bitter, as if she’s about to erupt in rage.


  “You do not belong in our country,” says Massoud. “Afghanistan is ours, not yours.”


  “We’re dying for your sake!” Hannah’s left fist slams into the Afghan’s face. He stumbles back a step but maintains his balance. Dark blood runs from his nose into his gray beard. Hannah pulls him so close that they’re pressed up against each other. “So tell me where Schrøder is or I’ll fucking kill you.”


  Suddenly they hear shots and shouting coming from outside. Sørensen stands in the gate. “We’re under attack!”


  At Viktor’s command, they separate into two groups. Half of them race out of the gate to respond to the attack, while the other half herds the prisoners into the closest house. The confiscated weapons, piled up in a corner of the courtyard, receive a hand grenade.


  Hannah is still holding on to the man she was interrogating, and then she hands him to Gustav and Mathias. “He’s going with us,” she says. Three confused women stand over by one wall. “Them, too!” With her rifle raised, she directs the women over toward the gate. She turns to Simon, who is staring at her. “Don’t stand there gaping—if you want to get out of here alive, do as I say!”


  They reach the street. A little ways off, a group of Afghan men are advancing; they’re carrying automatic rifles and shooting while they run. Camper and Karlsen return fire from the gateway. Two of the Afghans are already lying in the street.


  When they spot the women, they freeze and lower their weapons. “Stop shooting!” yells Hannah. The soldiers also lower their rifles. For a moment there’s a cease-fire, not because anyone has reached an agreement, but because neither side can believe their eyes.


  “We’re fucking using women as shields,” curses Simon, who sounds as if he can’t believe what he’s saying.


  But it works. No one is shooting at them. The Afghans pull back, step by step. The women break into something that resembles a battle cry. It sounds as if they’re inciting their warriors.


  “What are they saying?” Steffensen is standing next to Sara.


  Enraged, she answers as if she’s one of them. “They are urging their men to shoot. ‘Shoot! We don’t care. Shoot in the name of your sons!’ That is what they are yelling.”


  They pull back slowly while holding on to the women, who are still screaming. The desert opens behind them. The Afghans follow, their rifles now raised, although they make no sign of doing as the women urge. Their numbers keep growing. Maybe they got into the qalat and freed the people who were locked in there, which means they’ve also seen the dead all over the courtyard and know what their opponents are capable of. More women, children, and men appear behind the fighters, though not all of them are armed. It no longer resembles an armed confrontation that has paused momentarily. Now it looks like a protest; the only thing missing are the banners.


  The crowd stops at the entrance to the street. The Afghans spread along the nearby walls until they’ve formed a human wall protecting the entrance to the city. They stand shoulder to shoulder while watching the soldiers slowly pull back. The women finally cease their excited shouting, maybe in acceptance of their fate.


  “What are we going to do with them?” Steffensen looks at Hannah. “We certainly can’t take them with us.” He’s appealing to her as if he’s afraid of the answer.


  Hannah shakes her head. “We can’t just let them go. We hold on to them until we reach the APCs.” She nods at the tall Afghan whose nose is still bleeding. “Him we take with us. I’m not finished with him yet. He must know something.”


  Desert surrounds them on all sides now, and Sangin has disappeared behind one of the small ridges. They start to search for the armored vehicles, which can’t be far away. They dare not crawl up one of the ridges to get a better view. Hannah fires off a flare, and a moment later another flare responds in the west. They change directions, and soon they can see the APCs.


  Dennis waves at them from behind his 12.7. Then he spots the women, who have re-covered their faces. “Hey, we have company. What happened?”


  “Don’t get your hopes up. They’re leaving now.” Hannah turns to Simon and Sylvester. “Let them go.” The soldiers release the women.


  The three women stand there as if they haven’t yet realized that they’re free. Ignoring them, the soldiers load up the APCs and then crawl in. Massoud follows behind them. As they drive toward the highway, the women still haven’t moved. Dennis blows them some kisses. “We’re gonna miss ya,” he calls cheerfully.


  “You know why they are still standing there, don’t you?” Sara has taken her usual place next to Hannah in the open hatch.


  “No. I have no idea.”


  “They are disgraced. Everyone thinks you took them to rape them. That’s why they are still standing there. They no longer have anywhere to go.”


  “They were only with us for a few minutes. Something like that couldn’t have happened. Their families must realize that.”


  “You took them against their will.”


  Then it dawns on Hannah. Yes, she did know; she heard about it somewhere. How Afghan women become untouchable, the fatal consequences if a foreign man gets too close, even if a woman resists. Hannah bows her head. She forgot about it in the heat of the battle. She was caught in a rush of adrenaline—and maybe of something else.


  “The mission is the most important thing,” she says, trying to sound strong. “We had to do it. Otherwise we’d never have gotten out of Sangin alive, and many more would have been killed.” She feels an overwhelming powerlessness, a confusion she can’t succumb to. “Forgive me,” she hears herself say.


  “Forgive? What does that mean?” Sara’s voice is dismissive.


  Hannah has no idea what’s driving Sara’s question. Is she asking because the word “forgive” isn’t in her English vocabulary and she wants it explained? Or does she think Hannah’s plea isn’t sincere? It’s easy to fuck up and destroy other people’s lives—and then ask for forgiveness afterward. Is that what she means?


  Hannah’s mood shifts again and the aggression returns. She has boundless resources of adrenaline. A whole Kuwaiti oil well of the shit. Fuck honor and dishonor and all these other sick Afghan ideals.


  “It’s the madness we’ve come to change,” she says. Even she can hear the hypocrisy in her voice.


  Sara stares straight ahead. It’s impossible to read her expression.


  “I want to know it—now!” says Hannah firmly. “Do you or don’t you know where Schrøder is?”


  “I don’t know where he is. But he was in Sangin. Massoud knows where he is now.”
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  Reaching Highway 1, they stop. Which way? They haven’t slept in almost two days. Maybe they’re worried that the night will steal their resolve, that in the deadly, logical light of dawn they’ll realize how lost they are.


  “I need to speak to Massoud,” says Hannah. “Sara can translate—she’s the one who led us into that Taliban rat’s nest. She’ll see right through him if he’s lying.”


  First they need to put some distance between themselves and Sangin. They drive about twelve miles down Highway 1 before pulling back off into the desert. They hop out of the APCs and get ready to interrogate Massoud.


  “Don’t hit him,” says Steffensen. In his mind’s eye he still sees a hand with a burn mark. “Torture never works—they’ll confess anything just to make it stop.”


  “Who’s talking about torture? He just needs to tell us where Schrøder is.”


  “And what if he doesn’t know anything?”


  “Then we let him go. He’s no better or worse off than all the others.”


  Hannah points at Mathias and Sebastian. “You’re helping with the interrogation.”


  They both turn to Viktor, who shakes his head. “It’s not for you.”


  Dennis raises his hand. “I’ll do it.”


  “You’re going to regret it,” says Viktor.


  “This voting shit again?” Hannah stares defiantly at the circle of soldiers. “Is that how it’s going to be? We already voted once. Some of you were in the minority—and what did you promise? Steffensen, Viktor, Adam, Mathias, Sebastian, Gustav? Wasn’t it that you’d be loyal to the majority?”


  They need to get the truth out of Massoud. It takes a lot of rage to beat a defenseless person. Once you’ve said A, you’re going to have to say B. And they’ve said A. There’s no way out of this situation, and they all know it. They’re going all the way.


  No one has any more objections.


  The interrogation starts. Steffensen can hear punches and muffled cries of pain, followed by more punches. It’s Dennis who’s working on him. In the pauses he can hear Sara translating. “I know nothing.” Every time she adds her own commentary: “He’s lying!”


  At one point Sara appears from behind the APC, her expression wild. And he’s there, too, that mousy, skinny soldier Andreas who rarely opens his mouth but is always holding that video camera. Steffensen is shocked—are they recording what’s happening? Documenting their assault?


  Again they hear punches followed by moans. The answer is always the same. “I know nothing.” When Massoud finally appears from behind the APC, his right arm is strangely limp, and he can no longer stand on his own. It’s not hate smoldering in his eyes but a blankness, like someone who has left every pain behind him. Dennis has given up. He looks just as battered as his victim.


  Only Hannah seems unfazed. Steffensen wonders what has happened to her. He didn’t know who she was before, and he has no idea who she is now.


  The men are sitting around, staring at the ground, clearly depressed. Are they pretending that they don’t know what’s happening?


  “Does he have permission to go now?” asks Steffensen.


  “Yes,” says Hannah. “He can go wherever he wants.”


  “Then you admit he didn’t know anything and you beat him for no reason at all.”


  “I have no idea whether he knew anything. We just didn’t get him to reveal anything.” The Afghan is lying limp on the ground where they dropped him. “He’s not going anywhere today.” Hannah’s tone is matter-of-fact. She asks Simon to look after him. “Is he okay?”


  Simon examines the figure on the ground. “He’s breathing,” he says. “You’ve gone at him hard. Several of his ribs are broken. We’ll have to see how he’s doing tomorrow.”


  Before long, darkness storms down upon them. That’s how it feels here. Darkness doesn’t descend slowly like a curtain; it’s a door that slams, suddenly extinguishing all light. They associate these noisy sunsets with the tropics, but not with frost and winter.


  The stars still haven’t come out, but soon they’ll be blinking like stray ice crystals while satellites pass by slowly, as if the universe has only recently exploded, everything moving away from each other at the speed of light. Drones, stars, satellites. The evening sky resembles the universe the soldiers find themselves in when using PlayStation. Everything exists either to emit fire or get shot at. Explosions, not the music of the spheres, are the universe’s way.


  They decide to set up camp for the night. They assign sentries, prepare their sleeping bags, and distribute the American field rations before turning in. The temperature has already fallen below zero. The Afghan lies motionless on the ground.


  “He’ll freeze to death,” says Viktor. “There are extra sleeping bags in the APCs. I’ll get one.”


  Viktor unzips the sleeping bag. Although the Afghan is tall, he feels surprisingly light. Viktor lays him down on his back and zips the bag up all the way, leaving only his bruised face exposed to the cold. Massoud’s irregular breathing rattles. It wasn’t a professional interrogation he went through. Enraged, Dennis struck him in rising desperation. He thought about Lasse, Daniel, and Nikolaj—the ones he knew best. Now they’re all dead. When courage failed him, he thought about Schrøder.


  They all wanted this mission, but did they want this? A defenseless man, his head dangling listlessly to one side, as one blow after another strikes . . . breaking his nose, closing his eyes, and leaving his cheeks swollen, when he isn’t lying on the ground doubled up, trying to protect himself against their kicks?


  The night is silent. They haven’t built a fire. Sara has been given a sleeping bag, and she wraps herself up in it, ignoring the boy standing next to her. Hannah takes out another sleeping bag and puts Zuy next to his mother. Crossing his arms over his chest, he stares up at the night sky. Half an hour later, his eyes are still open when Hannah looks over at him. Sara isn’t sleeping, either.


  “Was it true that his father scalded your son?” asks Hannah, returning to her own sleeping bag. She has observed no sign of love between Sara and the boy. Maybe Steffensen’s accusation was right.


  “No, it was a lie,” Sara responds calmly. “I did it.” Hannah waits for her to elaborate. Nothing.


  “Why did you do it?” she finally asks. She has to control herself to continue the conversation.


  “Do you know what a soul is? Do you believe that women have souls?”


  Hannah doesn’t understand what she means. “You didn’t answer my question.”


  “Do you know why women are cursed? It’s because we have a soul. Our soul is our misfortune. If only we were animals, everything would be good. I gave birth to Zuy, but he is not my child. He belonged to his father, just like the house and the livestock and my body. I don’t regret it. He has nothing to do with me.”


  Hannah wishes she hadn’t asked. Is it disgust the woman’s confession evokes within her? Fear? Or both? She’s too full of her own misfortune to give a name to the feelings swirling inside her. She interrogated a man earlier in the day; now she lets the same routine take over. “Do you have other children?”


  “Had. Four. They are all dead. I know what you are thinking. No, I did not kill them. Two died not long after birth, two were stillborn. They were all girls.”


  “And the father. Your husband?”


  “He is dead. Recently.” She laughs dryly. “He came home with a stomach wound. I was supposed to take care of him. He didn’t survive.”


  Not really the time for condolences, thinks Hannah.


  “You want to liberate the women in Afghanistan?” It’s the first time Sara has asked a question. “Have you ever been inside a qalat?”


  “No . . .” Hannah hesitates. “Yes,” she adds, “but only with a rifle in my hands.”


  “Are you married? Do you have children?”


  “No, neither.”


  “You do not know Afghan women. If the door to their cage opens, they will not leave. They cannot imagine life without relatives and clan. For them, the freedom you talk about is the same as being cast out. If they knew how you live, they would feel sorry for you. No children, no husband. They would look at you as pathetic. They prefer the unhappiness they know to one they don’t know.”


  “But you’re not like that. You’ve rebelled.”


  It sends a shiver through Hannah to hear herself use the word “rebelled” about Sara’s attack on her own child. She’s humoring her—but she needs her. She can’t just turn away from her in disgust.


  “Don’t you understand anything? Everyone thinks I am crazy. The crazy have their own freedom.”


  Some time later Hannah falls asleep to the sound of Massoud’s labored breathing. At one point she hears him mumbling to himself. She thinks she can also hear Sara’s voice. She’s in the middle of an unclear dream, but the voices, which seem far away, don’t wake her.
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  In the morning the Afghan is still flat on his back, just as Viktor left him. While sleeping he must have folded his hands over his chest. Frost has gathered in the corners of his mouth and on the backs of his hands. Sometime during the night he stopped breathing.


  Sara sits up and stares at the dead man.


  Hannah reaches for his wrist. His skin is ice cold. Then she touches the dead man’s face, hesitantly, as if some sign of life might be hiding in the deep wrinkles. Turning around, she calls for Simon.


  “He’s dead,” she says.


  Kneeling down, Simon sticks his hands under the man’s kirtle. His hands glide up and down the man’s torso. “The broken ribs may have punctured one of his organs, possibly his lungs. Internal bleeding. I’m not sure.”


  Hannah can see the impotence in his face. He’s only a medic, and he knows his limitations. There’s nothing he can do here, except to ascertain what everyone can see.


  “I sat with him last night,” says Sara unexpectedly. “He spoke. I heard him.”


  “He spoke to you?”


  “I don’t know who he was talking to. He talked about the man you are hunting for. He knows where he is.”


  “He didn’t say a word all day yesterday.” Viktor has come over and is staring angrily at Sara. “He paid for his silence with his life. Why in the world would he reveal anything to you? You’re definitely one of us.”


  “He must be killed. All of you have to do it.”


  “Do you know where Schrøder is?” Hannah is well aware of the logic in Viktor’s objection, but the storm inside her is brewing again. They can’t give up now—and that’s what will happen if they start thinking like Viktor.


  “Before he died, Massoud said that he was in Tangye,” says Sara.


  Steffensen has joined the group forming around the dead Afghan, who’s still in the sleeping bag. “So we’re going there to kill more people?” he asks.


  “Yes, unless you have a better suggestion.”


  Steffensen points west. “I do. That way. Home. Back to camp. This has to stop.”


  Sara is still sitting on the ground. She stares straight ahead, as if she couldn’t care less about the discussion’s outcome.


  Hannah stands up. “No one asked you to come with us.”


  “We’ve beaten a man to death. We’ve shot a whole compound to smithereens. We’ve taken three women as hostages and destroyed their lives for no good reason. Where does it all end?”


  “This is war. Schrøder taught us at least that much. It doesn’t end. And definitely not here.” Hannah’s eyes are full of spite.


  “And this crazy woman is our only lead? And she’s had a new revelation since the last one didn’t pan out? A dying man in his delirium told her the truth? That is, if she isn’t just hearing voices.”


  Steffensen points an accusatory finger at Sara, who’s staring at the dead Afghan as if she’s still communicating with him. “She’s our only source. God only knows what the secret service would say about that.”


  Dennis’s eyes wander. The adrenaline has long since gone out of him. He’s taking Massoud’s death hard. Sebastian, Gustav, and Mathias turn to Viktor, who looks resigned. Andreas’s face is blank.


  “I can’t believe this!” Hannah has to control herself or she’ll scream. “Are you with us or not?”


  The chaplain walks over to one of the APCs and returns with a shovel. “First we need to bury the Afghan,” he says.


  “Shouldn’t they be given the chance to find him so they can bury him?” asks Adam.


  “Find him? In the middle of the desert? Maybe we should toss him into a ditch off the highway as a special service for the survivors? No, we need to bury the Afghan properly,” he says.


  They leave a mound in the ground above the dead man. Zuy is staring at it when Steffensen lays a hand on his shoulder and leads him over to the nearest APC. They hop in. The three gunners, Dennis, Mathias, and Sebastian, take up their positions. Gustav, Sylvester, and Sørensen are in the driver’s seats; they’ve had to replace Jannick and Joakim. They’re a platoon full of holes, so roles suddenly shift. They’ve been away for a whole night, a day, and yet another night. The entire time they’ve felt a sense of urgency.


  Irritated with the low speed the terrain necessitates, they cross the desert until they reach the highway. There are few cars on this stretch, and the ones they encounter immediately pull to the side and stop when the APCs move to the center of the road. Behind them traffic picks up again; in front of them it veers to both sides. They drive quickly and deliberately.


  Suddenly there’s a loud bang, and a blast wave sends the lead APC tumbling over.
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  Hannah has no idea where she is. She’s stretched out on a hard surface. Her mouth and eyes are full of dust, and a violent pain in her head compels her to reach up, instinctively, searching for the sore spot. She can’t find it. Her whole head must be throbbing. There’s no blood, which she assumes is a good sign, but one of her shoulders aches as if something struck her—hard. When she tries to open her eyes, they immediately start to water. Sand crunches between her teeth. Wherever she looks, everything undulates, as if the world has become fluid and is starting to dissolve. The people standing around her sway as if they’re seasick. She can’t hear a thing. Drying her tears, she tries to take another look. Slowly the world around her starts to gather and take shape.


  Simon is kneeling next to Steffensen. Sylvester, Karlsen, and Camper stand with their backs toward her, in a protective half circle, their rifles aimed at a group of Afghan men who’ve gathered at the scene. Up in the APCs, Dennis and Mathias are aiming the matte-black barrels of their 12.7s. The Afghans yell excitedly, although she still can’t hear anything. Behind them is a line of cars. They’ve struck a roadside bomb, and the traffic in both directions has come to a standstill.


  The armored vehicle she was in just a moment ago now leans lopsided on the side of the road. The belt, which has been blown off, is hanging loosely on top of the small road wheels. Otherwise, it doesn’t look damaged. This stretch of road is unpaved, so it wasn’t a hard landing. That’s why she’s still alive. And she is alive. She realizes that suddenly, and her body trembles, making her feel weightless. She tries to stand up but gets dizzy. As she reaches out a hand to break her fall, Adam grabs hold of her. She can see by the movements of his mouth that he’s asking her something. She points at her ears and he nods. Softly pressing her shoulder, he gets her to sit back down and then hands her a bottle of water and two pills. With stiff, numb fingers, she pops the pills in her mouth and then swallows them. The water tastes glorious, and she takes another sip.


  She looks around for the others who were in the APC with her. Steffensen has taken off his Kevlar helmet, as if he’s too hot. Nervously, he wipes the white dust off his face; it’s in his brows, his small mustache, and the lines around his mouth. Sara, who’s sitting a ways off, is staring straight ahead with the same stiff expression as always. That’s how she was sitting before they hit the roadside bomb; it’s as if she never moved. Hannah thinks, comically, that someone has just moved her, like another piece of inventory, from the crashed APC’s interior and out onto the highway. Zuy is walking around her and holding his ears, as if the world has become too much for him and he doesn’t want any more to do with it.


  Now that the initial fear has passed, the explosion has actually elated them. Their luck, the knowledge that they’re still alive, makes them euphoric. They’re on their way to nail Schrøder, and their adrenaline transforms even the blast from a roadside bomb into a narcotic exhilaration.


  They solve the problem of the disabled APC in the way Hannah would have suggested. Viktor, Mathias, Gustav, and Sebastian walk down along the line of cars, and when they come to a four-wheel-drive Suzuki truck, painted white, they open the door and order the driver to get out. He refuses. Viktor grabs hold of him and heaves him out onto the road. The Afghan steps angrily toward the sergeant, who gives him a hard shove with the mouth of his rifle. Shocked, the driver takes a few steps back, his turban crooked. He doesn’t make any attempt to walk back to his vehicle. A group of women and children who were sitting in the bed of the truck crawl down and place themselves behind his massive figure as if seeking protection.


  Finally, Hannah thinks. Viktor is demonstrating his loyalty to the mission instead of trying to sabotage it.


  They need another four-wheel-drive truck; they point their rifles threateningly at the driver and passengers to keep them at bay. The soldiers then drive the vehicles through the excited crowd that has quickly gathered. Mathias sticks his rifle out the window and lets the barrel scan the onlookers; he fires a couple of warning shots up into the air, and they step back so the cars can pass.


  Emptying the crashed APC, they haul the contents over to the bed of one of the four-wheel-drive trucks. An excited throng surrounds them. The noise of their protests must be deafening—but Hannah still can’t hear. One of the soldiers fires another warning shot. Dennis jumps in with his 12.7. The heavy machine gun finally restores peace.


  Hannah is moved into another APC. Viktor has taken over command now, and Hannah feels safe. Sara is also sitting there. Zuy is still holding his ears. Once Hannah’s hearing returns, she asks Sara to join her in the middle of the armored vehicle so they can look out over the landscape.


  They’re nearing their goal.
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  A few hours later they turn off Highway 1 and continue northeast on Route 611. Although they’re driving across a plain covered with irrigation ditches, the area looks anything but verdant. The ground, blanketed in white dust, is cracked everywhere, as if the irrigation ditches have all dried up. Naked trees stand in the middle of the fields, and as they draw near, they can see that the trees, like the fractured earth, are scarred from the impact of grenades and mortars. Demolished stumps and bristly roots, the detritus of explosions, are all that’s left near the road. Bulldozers have been here. The walls surrounding the houses have been blown apart, and the houses they’re supposed to protect have collapsed into ruins.


  A little farther off, at the top of a small ridge, they can see HESCO walls surrounded by barbed wire, boards, and sandbags. It must be an American base, but the outpost looks as deserted as the farms strewn across the once-fertile plain. They’ve driven into a war zone, but the battle seems undecided. The warriors have scattered from the battlefield in all directions. “FUCK,” spray-painted in silver across the boards, screams out in response to the empty landscape.


  They can see a small town built on a slightly sloping hill that ends in a mountainside. The houses aren’t surrounded by the usual walls but are arranged instead in rows facing each other. It must be the abandoned bazaar. “Tangye,” says Sara.


  A gravel road leads into town. The belts on the APCs can handle it easily, but the four-wheel-drive trucks get stuck and spin their wheels a few times before working themselves free. As they get closer, they can see that the bazaar must have been deserted several years ago. The remains of the houses’ walls have started to resemble the nearby rock formations, thanks not only to gunfire and explosions but also to the wind and rain. The landscape is slowly reclaiming the sparse evidence of humanity’s presence. Farther behind, in the more sheltered areas, the buildings seem to be in better shape.


  If anyone is up there, the convoy has already been spotted. Using their binoculars, they scan the sun-bleached clay walls. Right now there’s no sign of life. They’ve entered a ghost town. The landscape whispers it, as do the dead trees, the cracked earth, the dried-out canals, and the abandoned American outpost.


  No birds of prey circle high above their heads. The war has been here and moved on. All that remains is dust, the slow erosion of everything. And maybe some long-forgotten roadside bomb that never found its mark, or a land mine lying there like some archaeological remnant of one of the many wars fought here in the last thirty or forty years. The mines can still kill; the past is always ready to take revenge on those who ignore it.


  They decide to break for lunch and take out the American self-heating rations. Corned beef, macaroni and cheese, tortillas with tuna, and that gross clam chowder no one really likes.


  Through his binoculars, Steffensen scans Tangye’s walls. His hands are shaking. At first he thinks it’s only the binocular’s unusual weight, but then he realizes his body is sending him a signal. He doesn’t share the other soldiers’ elation; he’s more afraid than he wants to reveal.


  At that moment he spots something moving in the landscape.
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  The boy appears in one of the barren fields a few hundred meters away. One moment he’s there and the next he isn’t. Was he hiding in one of the dry irrigation ditches? If he can get so close without being seen, who else might be hiding in those canals?


  He’s about twelve years old, dressed in a shalwar kameez and bareheaded. In one hand he’s holding a meter-long piece of jet-black fabric waving like a ribbon behind him. First he glides it across the ground, and then a light wind picks it up and it unfurls like an endless banner. It seems so weightless that Steffensen guesses it must be made of silk.


  Camper fires a warning shot into the air. Unaffected, the boy keeps walking. Small white clouds swirl around his feet, and a plume of dust follows him everywhere. He’s too far away to catch up to. They watch him for a while, and then the boy disappears suddenly, as if he were nothing but a mirage.


  “What the hell was that?” Hannah looks inquisitively at Sara.


  “He’s close,” says Sara, pointing up at the crumbling houses along the streets of the bazaar. “Up there.”


  “Let’s get going,” says Hannah. She’s not issuing an order. There simply are no alternatives—they’ve made their choice.


  The two APCs roll up toward Tangye with the trucks following behind them. Sørensen walks alone in front of the convoy with his mine detector. It makes no difference whether they get there now or an hour from now. It won’t be a surprise attack. Every so often they stop as Sørensen lets the mine dog sniff hesitantly across the ground. They discover bombs and mines, but the metal content is so low that it doesn’t even register on the mine detector. Meanwhile the engines idle. Then they continue at the same speed as before.


  They stop on the outskirts of the bazaar. It’s too risky to drive into the narrow streets where an ambush might be waiting, if there are any people left in the deserted market town. Two ladders are attached to the APCs. They lift them up against the wall of the outermost house. Once they’re up, they’ll be able to move from roof to roof. They can survey the streets and the courtyards from above, making them less exposed and giving them a broader view. And there are no land mines on the roofs.


  They leave the APCs and trucks with three sentries, Sørensen, Mathias, and Gustav. Every step is a huge risk now. They’re in the Gray Zone, where everyone is either a total professional or a complete amateur. It’s do or die. They don’t even want to think about the third possibility—that they won’t find anything and are moving farther into a void, where any progress they’ve made will end abruptly, and there will be no hour of reckoning.


  Although Sara follows along with the soldiers, Zuy stays back with the APCs. Sørensen kneels by his side and shows him a photo of his boys, Frederik and Anton. Zuy doesn’t react.


  Once they’re on the first roof, Adam and Viktor hoist up the two ladders. They should also have troops in the streets, but there are too few of them. Watching from all sides, they move across the roofs. The narrow streets were once covered with branches and straw to screen out the sun; now there’s nothing but dried remains.


  They reach the first open courtyard, shielded by houses from the street, and lower a ladder. Sebastian and Dennis remain on the roof, their weapons at the ready, while the others crawl down the ladder. Hannah and Adam are at the front. They don’t look at each other as Adam kicks in a door. Dennis exchanges glances with Hannah when she’s the first to climb back onto the roof. She shakes her head. They’re concentrating so hard that even words are a waste of energy.


  Moving across the roofs is slow and difficult, but their own security is their highest priority. They can’t be tempted by the silence permeating the abandoned bazaar. They lose all sense of time. Two minutes might have passed, or maybe an hour, when the boy with the billowing silk banner suddenly reappears. He’s standing on a roof a couple of streets away and holding the black banner above his head. There’s much more wind up here, and the long piece of fabric flaps vigorously behind him. He doesn’t move. Camper follows him again in the scope. Suddenly the boy turns to the side and starts running from roof to roof along the street. It’s a long street, and he gets smaller and smaller, the black banner streaming behind him, but before he reaches the vanishing point he’s out of sight. He must have jumped down into one of the courtyards opening before him. His banner disappears down into the hole like smoke on a film running backward, where fire swallows up the smoke instead of emitting it.


  “Good thing you didn’t shoot,” says Hannah to Camper. She thinks she saw something in his eyes. Silently, they resume their search from house to house. They find numerous traces of people—not so unusual in an abandoned bazaar—but no fresh leads, no weapons, no sign whatsoever that anyone is living here.


  Suddenly the boy appears again, this time even farther away, still running with the silk banner streaming behind him. And again he disappears.


  “What’s going on there?” Hannah looks at Sara.


  Sara shakes her head. “I don’t know.”


  “Is it a signal? Some kind of crazy ritual?”


  “It’s him,” says Sara. “He is here. I am certain. It is meant to scare you.” Sara’s look implores Hannah. “You are the strong ones. Stronger than him.”


  Hannah nods decisively. Yes, they are stronger. “There won’t be any ambush this time. We’re ready.”


  “Are we ready?” she yells.


  “We’re ready!” they yell back.


  They continue searching until late in the afternoon. Soon it will be dark, and they’ll have to withdraw without having found anything. Yet, as ominous as the sight of the boy seems, it also confirms their suspicions. Sara was right. There’s a reason he’s appearing. This isn’t just some random boy’s game in a deserted city. He’s not just playing with black fabric. Schrøder is playing with them.


  They’re on the right track.


  They aren’t discouraged when they crawl down from the roof. The next day will bring a reckoning. This time they’re certain.
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  It’s too dangerous to spend the night in Tangye, so they drive back along the road they came by until they reach the deserted qalats they passed earlier. They’re taking every possible precautionary measure before driving back through the bombed-out gate. Sørensen walks ahead with his mine dog, followed by Camper, Karlsen, Andreas, and Adam, their rifles lifted. They drive through the gate and park in the courtyard. Within the ruins, among the rubble from the collapsed roofs and toppled walls, they find a single room that’s still intact; even the arched ceiling hasn’t taken a hit. Once they assign guard duty, they spread out their sleeping bags. It’s not a particularly large room, so they’re lying close together. They dare not light a fire, not here or out in the courtyard.


  They’ve laid out a plan for the next day. It’s simple—they continue searching the market town. No one mentions the possibility that the next day might also prove fruitless.


  The darkness feels massive in the windowless room, so they turn on their headlamps. Every time someone’s head moves, a ray of light falls across the rest of them, illuminating a pair of bent knees, a matte-black rifle barrel, shoulder pads from a flak jacket, or a pair of cheekbones, above them darkened eye sockets in which the light momentarily reflects off a moist cornea. They concentrate on their field rations. For a while the room consists of nothing but small illuminated tableaux: hands holding a bag or trying to fish something indeterminate out of it with a white plastic spoon. The little steam that rises from each bag quickly merges with their frosty breath before disappearing in the cold night air. A cigarette also glows here and there in the dark, and for a moment it isn’t their breath that’s dancing in the light of their headlamps but the blue smoke of burning tobacco.


  In the glow of his headlamp, Sørensen stares at a photo of his two boys. Seeing him like that suddenly irritates Hannah to no end. Why is he sitting there contemplating his family when he has no chance of giving them any sign that he’s alive? It will only weaken his focus and make him miss them even more. She thinks about Schrøder, who half-jokingly forbade the soldiers from calling home to their mothers. She’d like to rip the photograph out of Sørensen’s hand and tear it in two. Sørensen and Sylvester are whispering together. Probably the usual stuff, she guesses. Children, vacation, family—all that bullshit no one believes in when push comes to shove. Viktor is surrounded by Sebastian, Gustav, and Mathias, his boys, as he calls them. Yeah, his boys. All his concern has only made them unsure about the mission. Fortunately he’s pulled himself together. Dennis is smoking. Hannah has trouble dealing with Dennis. He’s like a self-absorbed teenager. Yet at the same time she feels sorry for him, with that asshole of a father. He has a lot to prove.


  Steffensen has no headlamp. The bag with the field rations feels scalding hot in his hands, so he has to lay it next to him on the floor, where it stays. He has no appetite. He tells himself that he needs all the strength he can get, but his throat feels thick and blocked. Not because he’s about to be sick but because he’s choked with fear.


  He can hear the soldiers smacking their lips while they eat their field rations. Otherwise there’s silence, except when they shift position and the sole of a boot scrapes across the ground. The rough clay walls reinforce the impression he has of being at the bottom of a grave full of amphibious beings who’ve momentarily chosen to ignore his existence.


  The floor is hard, and a rough spot under Hannah’s hip is really annoying her. Turning over, she bumps into a sleeping body that groans a warning. She carefully works her way to a better spot where the floor seems flatter, but the unevenness is still there. She needs sleep desperately.


  In the darkness she can hear someone moving around. Someone else who can’t sleep? She longs to share her thoughts with someone. She thinks about Adam again, although she knows that it’s impossible. He doesn’t approve of her decisions, but she can’t stop now. Or she’ll die. If they stop now, none of them will ever be human again. Can’t he see that?


  He was sitting there when she came to after the roadside bomb. That felt good, but she can’t reciprocate his feelings. Not now. Maybe never. A feeling of overwhelming loneliness engulfs her. She has to be strong—it’s her only chance. She tries to think of someone in her life, a role model to inspire her, but there’s no one. Well, Schrøder . . . for a moment she let him play that role. He raped her heart in response, raped her faith in the world, the very faith that cost her so much to muster. Now she refuses to think of him as anything more than a bullet-riddled body, its life streaming out with the blood.


  She turns over again on the uneven floor. With Adam she shared something she thought was the start of a friendship, but all it turned into was a jealous melodrama. Can they go back to what they were? The question seems misguided. Maybe in another life . . . in another world . . . but there’s only this one.


  Sara pops into her mind, the woman in whose hands they’ve placed their destiny. Is she as crazy as she herself says she is? Whatever she is, Hannah refuses to try to understand her. With sudden bitterness, she realizes that Sara reminds her of her mother. Throughout her childhood, Hannah felt like the boy Sara’s dragging around, unwanted and irrelevant, a wounded shadow who was ignored and had to look after herself. Do women have a soul? Fuck you! she says to both Sara and her mother. Her mother had no soul. She had a bottle of aquavit—the love of her life—and Hannah was just in the way. Why couldn’t she be like all the other kids from broken homes, with a stepmom and a stepdad and stepsiblings and the whole parade of artificial feelings? That would have been better than what she ended up with. She has ugly scars, too, just like the boy, except hers are on the inside. Damaged skin all over her soul. “Soul”! She sneers at the word. If Sara is talking about herself, saying that she has a soul, whatever the hell that means, then why can’t she see that her boy has one, too—and that she has no right to sacrifice his soul?


  Hannah feels a sudden kinship with Zuy. They could be siblings. They should walk through the streets, hand in hand, carrying a sign that reads: “We have a soul!”


  She never hears the guards relieving each other during the night. She wakens to the APCs’ engines revving up out in the courtyard. They decided not to wake her. They’re taking care of her. Adam hands her a bottle of water.


  “No coffee this morning,” he says.


  Once again they drive up toward the deserted city while Sørensen walks ahead with the mine sweep. Roadside bombs might have been planted during the night. No one heard or saw anything, but they’ve been behind a qalat’s protective walls. And rarely does anyone in Afghanistan see or hear anything before it’s too late.


  They finished checking one street yesterday; today they’ll check another.


  Steffensen looks over at Hannah. “Are we being played? If Schrøder is in there with his men, they could be shifting their location constantly. He could be hiding today in a street we searched yesterday. Is this a cat-and-mouse game? Isn’t our mistake believing that we’re the cat?”


  “We keep going,” says Hannah. “We don’t have any choice. We have to finish the job.”


  As they did yesterday, they leave Sørensen, Mathias, and Gustav with the APCs.


  By noon they’ve been at it since sunrise, still with no results. They’ve gone in and out of countless stalls, each time noting the same empty shelves and open shutters facing the streets, the same rotting wooden stands that once displayed baskets filled with spices. In a few places they’ve discovered cellars that must have been used to preserve goods, possibly slaughtered animals whose meat required the underground coolness. Now, like everything else in the city, they’re empty.


  While sitting on a roof in the hot midday sun, they get a radio message from Sørensen, who’s guarding their vehicles at the entrance to the bazaar. An entire caravan of camels, followed by goats and sheep, is approaching from the south. They can see it from the edge of the roof. There’s a second caravan approaching from the north, as if the deserted city were still a hot spot.


  As the two caravans approach, they can see that the animals are accompanied by hundreds of people, including women and children. None of the women are wearing burkas or hiding their faces, which are deeply tanned and covered in tattoos.


  “Should we stop them?” Sørensen asks over the radio.


  “No way. They’re coming from the other side, too. Let them go wherever they want to.” Hannah looks around at the circle of men staring vigilantly. “You all know what this means, don’t you?” She stomps her foot on the roof. “Goddamn it!”


  “Yes, we all know exactly what it means.” Steffensen is relieved to hear her words. “It means we’ve spent all this time on a wild-goose chase. We won’t find him here. And if he should show up somewhere, it probably won’t be us who nabs him. The Americans will have to handle it. It’s over now.” Steffensen’s voice rings with a newfound authority. He sounds like the commander he should have been all along.


  The soldiers on the roof shift their feet restlessly. They look at each other, and then they look at Hannah.


  “Fuck!” The word explodes in a furious outburst.


  The noise of the caravans rises from the street. Nomads fill the streets on both sides of the house on the roof where they’re standing. Men and women unload the heavily burdened camels and place stacks of bags and bundles of colored fabric on the ground. It looks as if the empty bazaar has suddenly come back to life and a market is about to open. Fires are lit here and there and sheep and goats are slaughtered.


  Adam peers out over the edge. One of the nomads with a black scarf wrapped around his head spots him. Breaking out in a grin, he waves at him.


  “Let’s go down,” Adam suggests encouragingly.


  “Some of us have to stay here. It could be a trap.” There’s no conviction in Hannah’s voice; she sounds tired and defeated. She’s exhausted the energy that kept her going for the past few days and is nothing but a despondent soldier who has abandoned finding any meaning in the manhunt.


  She walks over to Sara and strikes her. Sara could have dodged the blow, but instead she just stands there and takes it. Although Hannah strikes out in desperation, the blow hits its mark precisely. Sara barely moves. She doesn’t even lower her head in humiliation. No hand rises instinctively to her cheek to protect against further blows. Clearly she’s been struck often and takes a certain pride in enduring it without flinching.


  Sara takes a few steps back. Savageness flares up again in her eyes.


  Hannah falls to her knees and hides her head in her hands. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she mumbles, her voice thick with tears.


  “There’s no reason to apologize,” says Steffensen. “We all wanted this. It had to be done.” He looks at the others, who nod in agreement.


  Hannah is still kneeling, her shoulders shaking. Steffensen crouches next to her and places a hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay, Hannah. You did what you could.” He doesn’t really mean that last part, but he can afford to be charitable.


  He looks up at the soldiers, his hand still on her shoulder. “We’ll turn back now.” Then he stands up. Hannah is still on her knees. He has to speak on everyone’s behalf now. The chaplain spoke to their heart, but that was just to incite their desire for revenge. Now, he has to do the opposite. They’ve been single-minded in their hunger for vengeance; they haven’t given a second thought to removing anyone who stands in their way. He has to admit that there’s something heroic about it, and they have to see that he acknowledges that, but now it’s time to lead them in another direction.


  Steffensen glares at the chaplain. It’s my turn, now. Don’t try to challenge me.


  He clears his throat and the soldiers look at him. “You haven’t gotten over the loss of your friends. You’ll never forget the image of that tower with their bodies. We’ll never be finished with Schrøder. Will we ever find him? Right now the answer is no. Maybe others will find him—at least we can hope so—but it’s out of our hands now. We did what we could. That’s what we have to keep telling each other. We did what we could.”


  He intentionally uses “we.” It’s important: they have to get out of this together, so he has to admit that they’ve been in it together. Him, too. He can’t be removed.


  He avoids looking at Hannah, who’s still kneeling on the flat rooftop.


  “If we let our desire for revenge win, we’ll spend the rest of our lives with our faces up against a wall. Our lives will become sterile. That’s why we have to turn around now, not because we’re weak or have given up. There are other ways to fight this war—just as there are other ways to live the rest of our lives. We have a life after Helmand. And we have to have a life after Schrøder. We’ll go back now. Back to camp. Back to our lives. To a new beginning. We did what we could.”


  He realizes that he’s also talking to himself. A new beginning. No matter what.


  Steffensen can see on their faces that his words have made an impression. Viktor nods in approval, as does Adam. There’s relief in their faces. He looks forward to seeing Sørensen’s reaction. He has liberated them from the heavy burden of revenge, but he hasn’t liberated them from the sight of their dead friends. No one can do that. Maybe not even time.


  The noise from the street beckons. They turn to him. He nods, and they drop their ladders from the rooftop.
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  They’re met with the smell of smoke and grilled meat, of spices and dusty camel wool, of urine, sweat, and something that might be perfume, a distillate of bodily excretions, and at the same time a rancid odor of sex and desert blossom. The day is surprisingly hot. The street’s powdery dust dances around their feet like a cloud tethered to the ground. Blue smoke billows between the boarded-up houses. People are shouting and patting each other on the back, a discomfiting physical proximity that the soldiers would normally never expose themselves to.


  Viktor left Dennis and Sebastian as guards on the roof. They glance down at the street scene, irritated that they can’t join in. Their usual alertness is momentarily shut down. They were never supposed to experience this country—and now they are.


  Adam and Camper are standing by a bonfire and staring at some spit-roasted lamb. Someone offers Simon a piece of cloth whose use he can’t determine. It’s not a scarf or a burka, nor is it a man with encouraging eyes who’s holding it out to him, but a woman showing her face beneath a midnight-blue shawl. Her flowing henna-colored hair falls down upon her chest. Reaching out, he tests the weight of the fabric. It’s thicker than he had expected. Maybe it’s some kind of dress.


  The woman sticks three fingers in the air and says a word. Simon assumes it must be the price. He doesn’t know any Afghan languages, so he shakes his head. The woman sticks two fingers in the air while nodding insistently. Simon suddenly realizes it’s the first time he’s stood across from a woman with her face exposed in a completely everyday situation. That would never happen in Girishk. He feels like a typical tourist. He gets the crazy idea that he might buy a souvenir. I bought this while we were hunting for Schrøder.


  Then he feels something poking his back.


  Hannah, who’s still on the roof, is sitting with her forearms resting on her knees and staring straight ahead. Sara is at the opposite end of the flat roof. She hasn’t moved since Hannah struck her. Zuy stands a ways off, closer to Hannah than his mother. Sara stares intently at the neighboring rooftop.


  Hannah follows her gaze. Armed men are popping up all over the roofs, some of them quite close, others farther away. Their flowing robes flutter in the wind. They’re wearing black turbans and holding automatic rifles ready to fire. They stand completely still, as if waiting for their adversaries to make the first move. They must have come up from the courtyard the soldiers thought they had searched.


  Hannah jumps up. Dennis and Sebastian could easily fire off a few rounds, but they’re too easy a target.


  Someone yells from down in the street. “Don’t shoot! Surrender! They have us!” It’s Steffensen’s voice, hoarse and somewhat broken.


  Dennis and Sebastian get down on their knees and lay aside their rifles, all the while keeping an eye on the turbaned men. Now the roof is teeming with armed Afghans who force the two soldiers to lie flat on their stomachs with their arms spread out to the sides. One of the turbaned men walks over to Hannah and, grabbing her by the arm, leads her across the roof. He’s going to toss me over the edge to save ammunition, she thinks. Instead, he forces her to sit down with her face turned toward the valley.


  She doesn’t want to think about what’s going on down in the street. Although she hasn’t heard any gunfire, she’s certain that the crowd has been replaced by a mass of dead and mutilated bodies.


  “Did you miss me?”


  She looks up, but the sun is in her eyes and she has to lower her gaze. Still, she has no doubts about who is speaking.
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  She could have stood up and spit in his face. She could have spit the whole world into his face. Instead, she closes her eyes. She’s overcome by nausea, except it isn’t coming from her stomach. She feels as if she’s going to throw up her heart.


  Someone grabs her arm from behind and hoists her up onto her legs. She doesn’t get to see Schrøder before she’s led back across the flat roof. The audience is over. She doesn’t turn around. She’s standing on the edge in front of the ladder that leads down into the street. A hard shove indicates that she should go down the ladder. She turns her face to the wall and tries to concentrate on the rungs. She doesn’t want to look down. The Danes are standing in a half circle, all of them with their hands in the air. Their weapons lie on the ground in front of them. To her great relief, no one is dead or wounded. They’re all there. A group of Afghans is aiming weapons at them. A bearded, turbaned face is visible behind the shoulder of every one of the soldiers: their guards pressing their weapons into their backs. They’re trapped between two rows of armed men.


  Someone shoves Hannah away from the foot of the ladder. Others are on their way down. Watching all of the captured soldiers’ faces turn in the same direction, she knows that they must be staring at Schrøder.


  “Hi.”


  Schrøder sounds as if this is just another daily meeting. His blond hair shines beneath a black turban, and he’s wearing a newly starched white shalwar kameez. Dennis and Sebastian are led over to the group. Schrøder reviews them using every single one of their names, as if he were still their platoon leader: “Adam, Viktor, Andreas, Hannah, Simon, Sylvester, Dennis, Camper, Karlsen, Møller, Sebastian.” They all turn their faces away.


  “Commander,” he says, nodding when he spots Steffensen. “I thought this was more of a—how shall I put it?—unofficial visit.”


  Steffensen doesn’t respond.


  He also recites the names of the soldiers they left at the APCs, Sørensen, Mathias, and Gustav. “They’re on their way,” he adds.


  Steffensen starts to regurgitate uncontrollably. He holds his mouth, forcing himself to hold down the vomit. His throat is filled with the bitter taste of stomach acid. He looks down at the ground shamefully, realizing that he’s more afraid of what the men think of him than he is of dying.


  “No, I have no intention of killing you. If you’d like to die, though, you only need to ask.”


  “Did they ask to die back at the compound? That was an ambush! It was murder—you murdered your own men!” Steffensen, who has gotten control of his stomach, tries to make his voice sound as calm as possible. He hopes he’s making a better impression now.


  “That was three days ago,” says Schrøder. “The situation is different now. That’s war. Something new is happening all the time.” He reviews them again. “I was thinking about a story a Special Forces soldier once told me. During training, they had to crawl up to the top of a thirty-meter tower. Then they were ordered to jump off. Just like that. As they were, with all of their equipment and the whole shebang. But this was no bungee jump—there wasn’t any elastic to pull them back. All of them refused. Except one. He walked to the edge and got ready to jump. He was thrown out of the corps immediately. The difference between him and the others wasn’t that he was brave and they were weak. The difference was that he was dumb and they were smart. They don’t need numbskulls in the Special Forces. So, all of you who want to die, just take two steps forward. Out over the edge, so to speak. And then I’ll have you shot.”


  No one moves.


  “Well,” says Schrøder. “Any takers?”


  The soldiers’ faces are filled with spite. They’re clenching their teeth so hard that their jaws hurt. Every single muscle in their face is taut. They’re afraid, and they don’t want to show their fear—they mustn’t show it. Schrøder is toying with them. He’s humiliating them. He can do whatever he wants to them. He’s already killed thirteen of their comrades. Now he can kill fifteen more.


  And they don’t know why. What the hell have they ever done to him? His unpredictability is the worst. They know that anything can happen, yet they don’t understand his motives.


  “I see you all want to live,” he says. “You’ve made the right choice.”


  “What about our families back home?” Steffensen suddenly raises his voice again. “Because it’s you—and whoever the fuck you have working for you—who’s behind those attacks on them!”


  They all jump a little at the mention of their families. They haven’t discussed them for days now, but it’s always there, lurking in the background. A two-front war, with no refuge. A trapdoor of terror opens beneath their feet every time they think that their families might be in the line of fire.


  “Are you still buying that nonsense? No, I don’t have any conspirators back in Denmark. You just wanted to see a pattern in some random events. And as far as that goes, Chaplain, you’re second to none!” Schrøder looks at Lukas Møller and laughs. “When it comes to being the spokesperson for the rankest form of stupidity, you’re unsurpassed. ‘I’ve seen the Devil’s face!’” He laughs again.


  “So we don’t have to worry about our families?” Simon stares inquisitively at Schrøder.


  “That’s what I just said.”


  “Why should we believe you?” Steffensen straightens up. “You’ll say anything.”


  “If I were the one behind all those misfortunes happening to your families, I would sure as hell be exploiting it by now. I’d just threaten you with more accidents if you didn’t do what I said. I’m the one who would strike your father, Simon. I would kill Karen, Steffensen. It would be the easiest thing in the world to take advantage of your gullibility. But I’m being honest with you. They were all just regular accidents back home.”


  The relief is clear on their faces.


  He orders them to walk through the street with their hands in the air. A couple of his men open the shutters on some former market stalls. The soldiers have already searched them earlier, checking the packed-earth floors for trapdoors that might lead to underground passages. In a few places they found small, narrow cellar rooms once used for storage. Now they watch as two of the men bend over; they seem to be lifting up the entire floor, but it’s a fake floor opening to an underground passage.


  Schrøder instructs them to clip on their headlamps and go down into the darkness; it’s not a narrow tunnel they’re led into but a wide passageway. In the light of their headlamps, they can tell that they’re moving from one large room to another. Some are filled with clay pots; others house boxes that seem to contain weapons and ammunition. In others they see oil barrels. Suddenly the dark corridor is illuminated by electric bulbs, and they can hear the buzzing sound of a generator. A room with carpets and cushions opens before them. They’re ordered to sit down on the cushions.


  Adam looks around. “Where’s Hannah?”
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  Schrøder stays at the stall’s entrance. As Hannah, the last in line, starts to pass him, he reaches out his hand to stop her. They’re facing each other again. The last time she felt nauseated; this time she wants to cry. If she does, though, her tears will feel like blood from a slashed artery.


  “Hannah . . .”


  She has to fight with herself not to say his name. Is her heart still beating? Suddenly her eyeballs feel dried out. Any minute now they’ll burst.


  You have to be stronger than me—that’s what she used to secretly beg him. Not because she was weak but because it was so lonely being strong by yourself. Now they’re standing here facing each other. Two equals? Or is she defeated? Why should it end like this?


  She realizes that it’s the wrong question. Whatever motives Schrøder had for his actions, they have nothing to do with her. She just happened to be close to him when he was making his plans. He couldn’t care less about her. Is that another reason she wants revenge?


  “I saved you.” There’s deranged arrogance in his voice. He hasn’t shaved. His Cupid’s bow will soon be hidden behind a full beard.


  “Yes, you’re our savior.”


  There’s no sarcasm in her voice; she feels neither rage nor desperation. She speaks as if her brain is nothing more than a language course with a stockpile of prerecorded responses.


  “I won’t hurt you.”


  “I don’t care.”


  At this moment she means it—and at this moment she makes a terrible discovery. Her body doesn’t mean it. Her brain forgot to inform the rest of her. She feels a throbbing between her legs, as if they’re still making love on the floor of one of the APCs. She’s as ready as ever to surrender to this mass murderer, a man she would shoot on the spot if she had a weapon at her disposal. Her body wants something else, however—to surrender unconditionally to a man she hates. All the words she rehearsed trying to describe her feelings for Schrøder race through her head. At that time she landed on the word “capitulate.” It was more apt than she even realized. The throbbing part of her lacks any judgment.


  “You can leave if you want to.”


  “And the others? What about them?”


  For a brief moment an insane hope lights within her. He wants to save her again. She still means something to him. They can be together again, just the two of them. A desperate voice inside warns her: Don’t talk to him.


  “The others stay here.”


  “I belong with them.”


  “If that’s what you want.”


  Is there a glimmer of regret in his eyes? She looks away. She doesn’t want to know. She just can’t think that way. She squeezes his shemagh, which is still in her pocket. Now, the scarf is nothing more than a talisman. Will she feel the same throbbing between her legs when she puts a bullet in him?


  She’s led down into the storage room beneath the stall. Hearing Schrøder’s steps behind her, she stops to support herself against the uneven wall. The darkness feels like an impenetrable third wall that won’t let her pass.


  She feels Schrøder’s hand on her shoulder, and a jolt of electricity races through her. He steps past her and then disappears into the darkness.


  When she reaches a large room illuminated by exposed light bulbs, she sees her captured comrades sitting on cushions all along one wall and a group of armed Afghans facing them.


  She sees Sara sitting by herself at the opposite end of the room, with Zuy standing by her side, as always. Does he ever sit down?


  Sara is uneasy. She looks back and forth from one group of men to the other, as if she’s looking for something.


  She’s searching for something, thinks Hannah, something she hasn’t gotten enough of. She’s waiting for us to start killing each other. That’s why she led us here.
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  The prison guards order them to take off their clothes. Sara doesn’t look away when the men stand naked in front of her. She sees right through them.


  Sørensen searches his breast pocket frantically for his photo of Frederik and Anton. He won’t surrender it. Each of them receives a shalwar kameez. As they sit on the floor in the dimly lit room, it’s difficult to separate them from their guards. Adam, Viktor, Dennis, and the chaplain already have full beards. Simon has never had anything more than a few wisps of hair on the end of his chin, along with a little fuzz along his cheeks. Here, they’re all forced to let their beards grow. Sørensen and Steffensen, who were clean-shaven, already have some stubble.


  Hannah has also received a shalwar kameez. She’s relieved—she would have never been able to handle being confined in a burka.


  They’ve been here for two days. Food is served in clay bowls and there’s no variation; it’s always rice and lamb, along with flat, unleavened bread baked in a tandoor oven. They have no idea where the oven is or where the rest of the food is prepared. They haven’t seen any daylight, and the constant twilight they’re living in contributes to their overall lethargy.


  They receive water in plastic bottles, which they also pee into. Those who have to go stand in a corner with their backs to the others—but they soon discover how impractical it is to stand up and at the same time try to keep a grip on the baggy trousers and long robes. So they do what they’ve seen the Afghan men do, squat down to pee, still with their backs turned. Hannah and Sara are led off to a dark cubbyhole that reeks of shit and ammonia. It’s also where the men shit, on top of a crack in the floor, perhaps a natural fissure in the rock. There’s a pot of water next to it; they’re supposed to wash off their ass with their hand.


  The soldiers sleep a lot, rolled up in the sleeping bags they’ve been allowed to keep, or else they pace restlessly. Viktor makes sure they do CrossFit until, exhausted, they all fall to the floor. The enormous loss they’ve suffered hits them now. Half their platoon is gone. The sense of loss drains them of all energy. They left to avenge the dead; now they feel as if they’re trapped with them and just waiting to suffer the same fate. Foolishly, they believed their hatred would make them invincible. The opposite happened. Hatred made them blind, and now they’re helpless. They live, breathe, eat, drink, and shit. That’s all.


  They stay on one end of the room and their guards on the other. The same watchful eyes are on them at all times; the same Kalashnikovs point in their direction. Schrøder is nowhere to be seen.


  Hannah has let her loathing for Sara take over. The Afghan woman is always staring straight ahead, as if she’s in a trance. Zuy, on the other hand, has been revitalized. He’s often with the guards, who let him hold their pistols. Hannah notices that they’re all Neuhausens.


  They’ve all taken a survival class, the so-called CAC course—Conduct After Capture—where they’ve been carefully taught how to behave if they’re ever taken hostage. They had hoods pulled over their heads, were beaten and shoved down steps, and had threats and insults screamed at them. They learned never to say they were atheists or nonbelievers in some vague sense. Atheist, secular, generally enlightened—that’s the worst. Fundamentalist Christian is better. Fanaticism is something the assholes can understand.


  They also learned to prattle on about their own private lives—wives, children, siblings—to invent entire families if necessary, and to stake everything on creating a personal connection, making it more difficult for the executioner to pull the trigger at that crucial moment. Act like you respect them. Abandon all your principles. Trash your own government. Tell them you realize you’ve been fighting on the wrong side and you regret it. Whatever it takes. Your survival depends on it.


  They try to make contact with the Afghans. No response. The guards keep an eye on their hands but seem totally uninterested in anything else.


  Are they prisoners? Hostages? They don’t have the faintest idea. And the man keeping them locked up knows them at least as well as they know themselves. They just don’t know anything about him. They don’t know if he’s working for someone or if he’s a crazy convert. They have no idea what his motives are.


  Why did Schrøder select some of them to die and let others go? Why exactly are they among the survivors? What’s the pattern? There’s a guilty feeling behind their questions. They look at Adam.


  “You knew something was wrong?” asks Simon.


  Adam looks down. “You wouldn’t listen.”


  “You could have done something.”


  “It was just a hunch. I saw him threaten one of the interpreters. Roshaan.”


  “Did you have something personal against him? It seemed like that.” Simon scrutinizes Adam’s face.


  Hannah looks down. She’s the one they should really be reproaching. She was closer to Schrøder than any of them. She’s searched her mind for some clue, a warning, something that should have been a red flag. The last time they were together, he trashed her friends, and then there was all that nonsense about being an unholy warrior and the obese man with osteoporosis who had a mental breakdown. Were they hints? She didn’t understand it at the time, and she still doesn’t understand it. Yes, he said that no one was going after their relatives, but she assumed that was just an offhand remark. She’s wracked with guilt. Her relationship with Schrøder is the last thing she wants to talk about.


  “You have no idea how much I blame myself for not doing anything,” says Adam. “At least something.”


  Hannah feels relieved. He could have passed the blame onto her; he’s protecting her. She’ll have to thank him. But how? She’s filled with despair again.


  Steffensen says nothing about the interpreter’s warning. Unlike Adam, he heard it directly from Roshaan. Still, it all sounded so improbable, and he was wound up when the accusation was made against the platoon leader. His judgment was clouded. What was he supposed to do—arrest one of his own officers because of unspecified accusations from an interpreter who had just tried to bribe him?


  But why should some of them die and not others?


  Any way they look at it, aren’t they all doomed simply because they were part of Schrøder’s platoon?


  What if they hadn’t gone out on their revenge mission? They’d be sitting in Camp Price, out of danger, while drones, satellites, and the American Special Forces hunted down Schrøder.


  They all know the question is pointless. They had no choice. They couldn’t stay where they were—they had to go. This is about their own survival, as people, as soldiers, and as comrades. Everything in them demanded that they acted as they did. They look at each other, collapsing under a sense of the inevitable in their decision to go out on this mission. Whether or not they’ve brought a death sentence down on themselves, they’re here now and that can’t be changed.


  “But we must be able to do something, damn it. He needs to be killed!” Dennis stands up. “If three or four of us all jump on him at once, we can reverse the situation. He’ll become our hostage—and we can threaten to kill him if they don’t let us go. I doubt they’d just start shooting all of us.”


  “Can we take that chance?” responds Viktor, his voice calm and collected as ever. “What if they really don’t care about him? And do you really think we’d be able to grab him before we’re all mowed down? Take a look into the eyes of the guys guarding us. They aren’t high on anything, and they’re not just sitting there sleeping, especially if he’s nearby.”


  Steffensen also stands up. “If no one else wants to say it, then I will.” He smiles apologetically.


  “A soldier must never lose courage,” he says, making his voice sound as earnest as possible. “But there’s something else we mustn’t lose—and that’s our common sense. Look around. We’re unarmed, surrounded by nothing but armed men. And we have no idea how many more of them are outside. I know you’ll hate what I’m about to say, but I’ll say it anyway. The only way we can survive is if Schrøder stays alive. If he dies, they’ll attack us from all sides—”


  “We kill him!” interrupts Dennis.


  Steffensen smiles indulgently. “Good luck with that.”


  “What are you really trying to say?” Dennis stares at him.


  “That we have to learn to live with Schrøder for a while. Those are the conditions. So we might as well get used to it.”


  Sidekick has slept through the entire discussion. Without his camera, he’s nothing.
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  On the third day they’re led back up out of the cellar. In the street there are small ash heaps where the bonfires burned; the camels have also left their marks. Otherwise there’s no sign of life. They stand for a moment shielding their eyes from the unfamiliar light, and then they notice a ladder leading up onto a roof.


  Armed men are waiting on the roof. This is their new life as prisoners, unarmed with guns pointed at them at all times.


  Schrøder is standing on the roof and surrounded by bodyguards. Under one arm he has a laptop. “Where’s Andreas?” he asks.


  “Are we going to be shot now?” asks Adam.


  Schrøder ignores him. “There’s something I want to show you.” He points down into the valley. A caravan, like the one whose arrival at the bazaar meant the end of their revenge mission, inches across the deserted landscape. The camels rock forward in one long row. Women, children, and men walk next to the heavily loaded beasts.


  Schrøder leads Andreas to the edge of the roof and points south, where a heavy buzzing makes the air vibrate slightly. Then he hands him a video camera, which Andreas recognizes, his face lighting up in a smile. Flipping open the screen, he turns it on.


  A drone glides over the ridge of mountains at the valley’s other end. Right now they’re exposed and clearly visible on a roof in a ghost town that would make a perfect hideout for insurgents. From a distance, they’re indistinguishable from the Afghans. Is this how they’ll die—killed by a Hellfire missile set off by some pimply nerd sitting at a computer in Nevada whose superior just confirmed that they look suspicious enough to warrant a death sentence?


  Schrøder and the guards don’t move. They’ll die, too, if the drone attacks. They can’t be that crazy, can they?


  Schrøder smiles. “Start filming now,” he tells Sidekick, and then he squats down with the laptop.


  “Tell me—is the drone flying the usual ten to fifteen kilometers high?” asks Steffensen.


  “Not this one.”


  Once the drone passes over the ridge, its shadow falls across the pale-gray valley. The nomads flee in all directions, the camels in a heavy trot with their owners hanging on to their bridles, and women holding children with one hand and their flowing skirts with the other while their veils flutter behind them. The older girls have children hanging on their hips. A couple of boys race off in a dizzying sprint. Compared to this breathtaking whirl of activity, the drone seems to be moving in slow motion. Its silvery cross hovers over what had just been the center of the caravan, now torn apart by panic’s centrifugal force.


  The hovering metal monster buzzes in the air while its relays wait for the impulse telling it to rain destruction on the scattering crowd. A galloping camel stumbles into the desert as if it has tripped over something, but before the heavily burdened animal hits the ground, it vanishes in a fireball. A powerful blast rolls across the valley, reaching the onlookers on the roof. They’re used to seeing bombs hit their targets in geysers of dirt and shrapnel, but they’ve never seen a camel obliterated by a fire-spewing dragon.


  Schrøder’s long fingers dance across the laptop’s keyboard. “And now!” he says, sticking one finger up in the air like a conductor lifting his baton right before the grand finale. Andreas turns the camera on him and then pans across the valley.


  The drone spins around like a helicopter that just took a hit in its tail rotor. It wobbles as if an inexperienced pilot without knowledge of even the most elementary functions on the dashboard were inside it. Then it straightens out and sets course back toward the southern ridge where it first appeared. It flies lower and lower, as if heading toward an invisible landing strip, and then slams into the mountainside in a volcanic explosion. A prolonged blast rolls across the valley before echoing from the opposite side, making it sound as if the crashed metal dragon is struggling against the throes of death. Powerful smoke rises from several spots on the steep hillside, now littered with remains from the wreckage. Farther down, dried-out vegetation bursts into flame; the entire hillside soon looks like it’s burning.


  The sight hypnotizes them. They know enough about drones to know that what they’ve just witnessed is impossible. The drone never came under fire. It simply adjusted its course and self-destructed. Mechanical error, computer error, or human error? There are countless explanations, yet every one of them must take into account what they just witnessed. They were invited onto the roof to observe a catastrophe that Schrøder already knew would happen. That wasn’t some e-mail home to Mom he was composing on his laptop when the drone crashed.


  They have it on camera, and the camera never lies. Andreas is still filming.


  Schrøder looks at them—or is he looking at the camera?—with a triumphant expression he has no intention of hiding. “The dog barked,” he says, “but as you can see, the caravan is still moving.”


  Down in the valley, the caravan has regrouped. A little ways off there’s a dark, scorched crater from the missile’s impact and the remains of the blown-up camel. The survivors continue their long march through the landscape.


  And the mountainside is still burning.
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  “Maybe you can hack into a drone’s computer system and screw around with the GPS so it’s disoriented—but taking control of it?” Steffensen shakes his head. “I’ve never heard of that.”


  They’re back in their underground prison. Sara and the boy have been down here the whole time. Zuy gets up and walks over to one of the Afghans as if the man has been expecting him. He points at the handgun hanging on the prison guard’s holster. Their usual game.


  The Afghan takes out his gun and places it in the boy’s hand. Once again he shows him how the weapon works. Zuy holds the pistol in his outstretched hand.


  “I have it on film.” Andreas tinkers with his camera. “And, bang! It happens!”


  Zuy points the gun’s barrel at one of them and then another. They ignore him.


  “There’s some nerd sitting in front of a computer in Nevada controlling this drone,” says Andreas. “And then Schrøder, with a laptop here in Afghanistan, flies it right into the side of a mountain. It’s fucking crazy.”


  Suddenly there’s an ear-deafening bang. Terrified, they all look around. Zuy has just fired the pistol. There’s no surprise or fear in his eyes. Furious, the Afghan yells at him. The fool gave his weapon to a child without first securing it.


  Zuy points the same gun right at the man’s chest. The determined look in his eyes indicates that he’s not playing a game. The Afghan, taking a cautious step back, says something else to the boy, who shakes his head dismissively. He’s still holding the pistol.


  The Danes stare at each other. Zuy’s back is to them; he’s about seven meters away. Could one of them reach over and wrest the weapon from him? But the Afghans are standing there with their rifles—one pistol won’t be enough to take them out of the game. Take the boy as a hostage and order their guards to lay down their weapons?


  The room is charged with tension. The soldiers and their guards look back and forth between each other and the boy. In a moment everything will explode. This whole time Sara has been sitting with her back against the wall, wearing that same dead expression that seems to indicate that her mind is on autopilot. Now she stands up and, crossing the room, goes straight toward her son. There’s a strange light in her eyes.


  Registering her movement out of the corner of his eye, Zuy spins around, still holding the pistol in his outstretched hand. He pulls the trigger, and the room fills again with a resounding bang. As the bullet hits her, Sara hurls backward, moaning with a sound that seems to come from a much larger body than her own. She lands on the floor in a disorderly pile of clothes, as if she were a rag someone had tossed aside.


  The boy lowers the pistol, which finally weighs down his skinny little arm. He stares ahead without looking at his mother. One of the Afghans grabs his arm and snatches the weapon. He doesn’t resist. The Afghan slaps him hard in the face, as if shooting Sara was merely a minor offense warranting a similarly mild rebuke.


  The shot’s echo continues bouncing off the hard, rocky walls in the low-ceilinged room. Suddenly they realize that it can’t possibly be the echo of that one shot.


  Somewhere nearby there’s a violent gunfight.
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  Schrøder appears in the doorway. Behind him the gunfire becomes more intense. His face is calm as he turns toward the Afghans, says something in Pashto, and then looks at his Danish prisoners. “We’re under attack,” he says. “Don’t get your hopes up. It’s not your friends coming to set you free.”


  He looks over at the corner where Sara is lying on the floor in her bloodstained dress. “Just what happened here?” He repeats the question in Pashto.


  The Afghan points at the boy and then at the gun, which he’s still holding in his hand. Schrøder responds angrily. He’s obviously reproaching the guard for being so irresponsible.


  “Who’s attacking?” Steffensen tries to control his voice.


  Schrøder shakes his head at him, as if he’s speaking to someone who’s dim-witted. “What did you think—that Naib Atmar was an only child? He has three brothers, all of them warlords like himself. They want revenge—and they’re coming after you, Steffensen. They couldn’t get to you inside Camp Price. The Americans are searching for you, the Brits, the Danes, all of them. They just have no idea where to look. But ask the Afghans. They know everything. It’s their country.”


  Schrøder barks another order in Pashto and then speaks to them again in Danish. “You’re being transferred to another place. Your lives depend on us now.” He turns around and vanishes out of the room. Simon is on his way to Sara when one of the guards grabs him and redirects him toward the door with the others. Zuy stands motionless next to the mother he just shot down.


  As she walks past Sara, Hannah hesitates. Zuy looks up at her. An Afghan with a Kalashnikov pointed at her is standing in the doorway. Once again the overwhelming thought that she’s going to die races through her mind. That must have been the order Schrøder gave: get rid of her. All of her muscles tighten. Should she try to jump the Afghan?


  The guard suddenly turns his back on her and vanishes into the darkness. For a moment she considers following him and going for his weapon. She doesn’t doubt that she’d be his equal in a showdown.


  As the boy looks up, she returns his gaze. She thought of him last night. They have similar mothers—and he just shot his. Although she often wanted to, Hannah has never even struck hers. Still, in some way, she understands Zuy. He could be her little brother. When she reaches out her hand, he takes it. Hand in hand, they leave the room and move together into the darkness.


  After stumbling a few times, she lets Zuy lead the way. Shooting his mother seems to have given him a self-confidence that is both horrifying and irresistible. The little murderer is now her guide into the impenetrable darkness of the underground passages.


  Reaching a staircase, they climb up through an opening in the ceiling and exit into a stall filled with clay pots and woven baskets. The crooked shelves lining the walls are empty, but the shutters facing the street are open. Although she’s standing in the half-light inside the stall, the bright sunlight outside is blinding. The boy tugs at her to go with him out into the street, but the sound of gunfire and explosions makes her pause. Also, she’s blinded by the tears caused by the brightness. He lets go of her hand and races out.


  Through the prism of her tears, she can see how the usually stiff boy has overcome his stunted motor skills. He’s jumping and moving around like a joyous child, as if the battlefield were a playground offering him the opportunities he’s been longing for. He stops abruptly in the middle of a hop and stares up to the right. She takes a step closer to the doorway to follow the direction of his gaze.


  Maybe a protective instinct makes her do what she’s about to do or maybe it’s simple curiosity. Either way, what she experiences a moment later is purely visceral.


  A man in black is kneeling on the flat roof on the other side of the street. He’s holding a rifle against his cheek and squinting with one eye, as if carefully taking aim, the barrel pointed directly at the boy. He must have noticed movement in the doorway, however, because he lifts his eyes. The rifle immediately follows, the barrel now pointing at Hannah.


  She blinks the last tears out of her eyes.
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  Hannah stares intently at the rifle barrel aimed at her, as if the power in her eyes could stop a bullet.


  She sees everything that happens in the next few moments with a slow-motion clarity that makes every second seem monumental, as if she could walk around the scene and view it from any possible angle. She watches a rocket with a gray tail of smoke fly across the street until it rams into the mud-built wall beneath the sniper. The explosion doesn’t only blast a large hole in the wall—it also tears off one of the shooter’s legs at the hip. His kirtle is ripped to pieces, and his stomach opens as a jumble of entrails gush out of him in a bloody spray. He plunges to the ground in a cloud of dust and rubble. Large cracks spread out in the already shattered wall. Yet another piece of wall breaks off and falls down onto him. His Kalashnikov lies next to his blown-off leg.


  Hannah feels her own legs giving way beneath her. She thumps down onto the floor.


  Zuy walks over to the weapon and picks it up. It’s too heavy for him, heavier than the pistol, so he drags it behind him while holding on to the barrel, the stock bouncing behind him on the uneven street. He places the rifle in Hannah’s lap. She’s sitting on the stomped earth floor with her legs stretched out in front of her as if she’s been hit. He puts one of her hands on the rifle’s stock and the other on the trigger. He places her index finger right where it should be to fire the rifle and then points the barrel at the door.


  He looks down at her, his eyes filled with pride, and then he smiles. She’s unable to return his smile.


  He walks over and places himself between the shutters, as if to keep an eye on the street. Suddenly he turns around and runs back to her. A man with a full beard in a black turban appears in the doorway. And he’s armed. He aims his weapon at them.


  Hannah sees the rifle in his hand. She sees his eyes widen at the sight of her. She sees her index finger wrap around the trigger, she sees her knuckle whiten, and she feels a sudden thrust between her diaphragm and her arm. She sees the man lose his rifle, take a step back, and fall backward onto the dusty street.


  He’s lying on his back, blood seeping out of his kirtle.


  That wasn’t professional, Hannah thinks. I shot him like a civilian would have.


  She has to pull it together. She stands up. They can’t stay here, but she’s not sure if moving out into the open would be wise. She holds on to the boy, who’s wriggling to get back out onto the street. The dead man’s Kalashnikov is lying there next to him—that’s what Zuy is after.


  Should she try to slip away with the boy? She has a weapon now. She quickly rejects the thought. She can’t leave the others. They get through this together or they don’t get through it at all.


  She hears someone calling her name and recognizes Schrøder’s voice immediately. Why wasn’t she led out with the others? Was he trying to give her a chance? Or did he want to see her betray the others? Does some sick part of him still feel they have something? Has Schrøder seen something in her that she didn’t know was there?


  Once again she feels how unbearable such questions are. They come from somewhere deep inside that she has no control over; they’ll end up killing her if she isn’t careful. She has to think rationally now. She needs to make a plan. Is this her opportunity to put an end to Schrøder? She has a weapon. She can do it, or at least die trying. That would be another solution.


  She thinks about what Steffensen said—they have to keep Schrøder alive until the right moment arrives. He could have handed them over to Naib Atmar’s clan, and they’d all be dead by now, down to the last one. But he didn’t.


  Schrøder calls her name again. He’s close now. Zuy escapes her grasp, and before she can stop him, he’s standing in the middle of the street.


  She sets down the Kalashnikov and then steps out into the street, her hands in the air.
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  In the plane on my way from Kabul to Kandahar, I try to sum up the case. Or, rather, the cases. It’s all one big mess.


  First Lieutenant Rasmus Schrøder is the central figure, yet that fact has to remain a secret. We’ve decided to add him to the list of fallen. He’s KIA, killed in action, and will receive the same accolades as his victims. We’ll bury an empty casket, all the while cringing. Once we started digging into his past, we found so many identities that we could have filled an entire cemetery with Schrøders.


  Including him, that makes fourteen fallen soldiers. It’s a big story; the whole country is in mourning. Normally the Danes couldn’t care less about the war, but they felt this. It’s a small population, and they feel decimated.


  And then there are the fifteen soldiers hunting for Schrøder, including Commander in Chief Ove Steffensen and Chaplain Lukas Møller. At some point we’ll have to come clean. They’re missing in action. Which is worse: MIA or KIA? And how long do we report them missing before that indefinite word turns into the most definite of all: dead?


  We’re pretty sure that satellite observance, cell phone interception, and electronic tracking won’t provide any information. If they were taken hostage, we’d have heard demands by now—or else the internet would be teeming with videos of their execution. But there’s silence on all fronts. They must be dead. If they had fallen in battle, we’d know that, too. It’s not the kind of thing the Taliban keeps to itself. So what happened? Who would want to kill them and not brag about it?


  Or am I asking the wrong questions?


  What’s left is Schrøder. He’s responsible for the death of thirteen soldiers. We don’t know his plans or who his allies are—and most importantly we don’t know where he is. Part of my mission is to find him. And what if I do? Then what? I’m not armed. I’m no murderer. I’m supposed to bring him back. Everyone knows that’s an impossible task. If they wanted him dead, they would have sent in Special Forces, but they’re already busy working with unofficial death squads down here.


  And yet: bring Schrøder home. Schrøder, who is officially dead and whose name will soon appear on a gravestone on an empty grave somewhere in Denmark. We can’t understand his motives. Was it a conspiracy? But with whom and why?


  There’s another possibility. Schrøder isn’t some grand conspirator; he’s just a man who knows how to take advantage of every situation. So, accidents aren’t his enemy—they’re his weapons. A chance appears. He takes it. He improvises. He’s like a child at play. A murderous child.


  But I still don’t understand what he wants. What do children want when they’re playing?


  I have to think of him as Rasmus Schrøder, a man with a face I can study in photographs, a name, an address, a social security number, an education, an entire life based on tangible facts.


  Except that none of these facts are true.


  Rasmus Schrøder is a flutter of identities, a ghost in cyberspace. We can peel away one identity after another, and there’s always a new one underneath. The only thing real is his face in the photographs. Plastic surgery? I have no idea. But why would he? On the net you can use the delete button to create something much more effective than plastic surgery.


  We can easily locate Schrøder in state records. He has a social security number and an address in the national register. We know his income and his tax rate. We can see who his doctor is and when he last saw him. He’s prone to earwax and gets it flushed out once a year. That’s just one detail. He’s a whiz on the computer. His doctor has never seen him as a patient, and he’s never lived at the address he supplied.


  We actually found someone who met him in the flesh—only under another name than the one we know. He was calling himself Arthur Rambøl. He worked as a game designer for a company that created computer games. He mentioned that in camp also. We thought that was a fabrication, like the rest of his stories, but to be safe we checked with the company. They didn’t know anyone named Schrøder, but once we showed them a photograph, they confirmed it. He worked for them for a year.


  In computer games, you create an alternative identity, an avatar. That’s what Schrøder has done. He has peopled the world with his avatars. One day Schrøder is a game designer, the next he’s a first lieutenant in the Danish army, and the next he’s a terrorist. Maybe that’s what all of us are to him: a game, pixels on a screen.


  We’ve considered whether Schrøder might be a convert, but none of our informants in extremist circles has ever heard of him. Personally, I don’t believe it. You convert because you’re in desperate need of a specific identity. You place any responsibility for your life somewhere else. Islam means submission. Schrøder wants the opposite. He has created hundreds of identities. The avatars on a screen won’t do—he needs to create them in reality. He does whatever he wants. He’s seeking unbridled freedom, not submission.


  I have a lot to clear up on this trip, although I know that I’m just an alibi for someone higher up. If anyone starts shouting, the defense minister can say, We have someone working on the case. I’m that anonymous someone.


  Surely the Ministry of Defense has already involved the Americans. I don’t know if any other agents have been put on the case, but I mustn’t assume I’m alone out here. That doesn’t necessarily mean that I have allies who will come to my aid. In fact, it might mean just the opposite. We don’t have allies in the secret service—we have customers. If we have important information, we ask others what they’ll offer for it in return. There’s no such thing as loyalty. Only your own advantage. And I might as well face it. In that game, my life is just another commodity.


  Looking out the window, I stare down at the landscape. In an hour the view will shift from the Hindu Kush’s snow-covered peaks to the pale-yellow expanses of the desert. Then come the cultivated green areas along a river I don’t know the name of. Closer to Kandahar, the mountains turn almost black. Their jagged cliffs rise like a palisade of spearheads in the middle of the desert, a mammoth monument to a people ready to defend themselves against any invaders. Even here in the most desolate of all wastelands, you’ll find the small, spiteful squares of the qalats, microscopic and fragile as seen from the air, but incarnations of a dogged perseverance that, up close, is beyond comprehension. I can’t understand how they survive in this wasteland, but I know we are at war with this spite.
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  In the eyes of the secret service, I am Afghanistan. It’s a weakness of their mind-set, and they know it. I was born in Denmark—I’m as Danish as they are—but my parents are Afghans. I speak both languages. Still, the secret service is smart enough to know that in Afghanistan we don’t speak Afghan; we speak Dari and Pashto. So they’re really not that much smarter, and they know that, too. I’m the best they have to offer.


  “You poor things, you really can’t come up with anything better than me,” I tell them, and we all laugh together. They’re self-aware—that’s what I like best about them.


  The service has offices in a red timber-frame building in an idyllic old military citadel with cobblestones and a moat. We can’t see the city, although it’s only a few hundred meters away. The grass-covered ramparts block the view. People walk in the shade of the centuries-old trees lining the ramparts, and even though you’re not allowed to let dogs run free, owners do it anyway. None of the soldiers on patrol tell the dog walkers to stop; instead, they bend down and scratch the dog behind the ears before asking apologetically if the owner can put the dog on a leash. The owner apologizes for the offense, and the soldier apologizes for the inconvenience. The owner thinks the soldier is a nice young man. The soldier thinks it’s a sweet dog. That’s the country I live in.


  My boss is a ruddy-faced older man with fat cheeks and wispy white hair. All he needs is the beard to look like Santa. But make no mistake: he can be a hard-ass. I tell him all the time that he reminds me of an Afghan warlord. He smiles wryly. “Let’s hope I’m not, for Denmark’s sake,” he says, as if he’s not completely ruling out the possibility.


  One day when we’re speaking alone, he looks me right in the eyes.


  “There’s something I’ve noticed. When you talk about Danes, you say ‘they,’ and when you talk about Afghans you say ‘they.’ You never say ‘we,’ even though you’re not only a Danish citizen—you also work for the secret service. Just where do you stand?”


  “If you get too close, it can cloud your judgment.”


  The boss stares intently at me. “Do you have a problem, Khaiber?”


  “Are you questioning my loyalty?”


  “I wouldn’t dream of questioning your loyalty. You’re one of my best employees. And I agree completely that distance can sharpen your observation skills. You see most clearly when you don’t let your feelings get in the way. But a good agent must also be able to look inside. What would I have done in this or that situation? That’s an important question—but it means you have to know yourself. You’re used to moving around in two worlds. Maybe you’re even split between them. That’s why you’re good at what you do.”


  My Afghan father was a Communist who supported the Soviet invasion, but then he lost faith and fled to Denmark. He was trained as a helicopter pilot and wound up being a taxi driver. Another disappointment. When my mother died, he went back. He didn’t settle in Afghanistan, though, but in Quetta, the capital of Balochistan Province in Pakistan, just across the border. He no longer calls himself an Afghan but a Pashtun after the tribes scattered throughout Afghanistan and Pakistan. They have their own language and culture, but they don’t have their own country. The old head of the Taliban lives in exile in Quetta.


  I’ve never asked my father directly where his sympathies lie. I don’t need to.


  I’ve never told him what I do.


  There’s someone in Kandahar I need to meet.
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  The Afghans love flowers. They’re skillful gardeners. Not many people know that. The same Taliban fighter who has just planted a roadside bomb wears a rose behind one ear. To get to the arrival and departure halls in the airport in Kandahar, you walk through colonnades facing gardens full of palm trees and rose beds. I consider the Kandahar airport the most beautiful in the world. Kandahar may not be that beautiful, but its airport is.


  I walk through the gardens. I only took hand luggage with me. I left my jeans, shirts, and jacket in Kabul. Now I’m wearing a shalwar kameez and dusty leather shoes with worn-down heels. I’ve let my beard grow since I left Copenhagen. I wash my hair with hand soap so it looks dull. I keep an arsenal of pills in my threadbare traveling case, including yogurt tablets to keep my stomach in balance and Imodium in case of an accident. My background may be Afghan, but my stomach is Danish. Even in the shower, I keep my mouth shut tight so I don’t catch anything.


  I’m out of the airport. The change is rather abrupt. No more gardens—just reinforced walls and armed guards waving me on until I leave the protected area and find myself standing in the middle of the desert. There are a handful of parked cars but no taxis I can hop into. They’re all four-wheel-drive trucks surrounded by guards from private militias waiting around restlessly. They’re wearing military uniforms that are difficult to distinguish from those worn by the army and the police. Not that it matters. They’ll shoot just as often—with even greater accuracy. Their pay is better, too. They give me a quick glance and then look away. No eyes follow me. I’m satisfied. I’m not conspicuous in any way.


  I walk two kilometers down the asphalt road and up to the heavily guarded entrance to the airport. American soldiers are everywhere. It’s a labyrinth of concrete walls meant to prevent suicide bombers from coming too close and to reduce the impact of any explosion. My driver is waiting for me on the other side.


  He’s not the one I usually use. Zaeff cancelled on me and sent a cousin in his place, though he assured me that his cousin is just as reliable. I hope so. He’s younger, in any case. He doesn’t even have a beard, and his youthful cheeks are covered with bright-red pimples.


  Once an armed security guard opens the metal gate to the hotel area, they ask the driver and me to step out of the car so we can be searched. They search my bag, too. There’s a lawn surrounded by rose beds behind the main building. Shady arcades covered in vine leaves encircle the garden. My room faces the garden. Until a year ago, there were rooms facing out of all sides of the building. Now the side facing the street consists of nothing but a pink wall, thanks to a car bomb that exploded just outside and destroyed an entire wing of the hotel. The hotel wasn’t the target—it was a Canadian military vehicle passing by.


  The man in reception tells me the story. I can see from his smile that he’s telling me to calm my nerves. No one wants to do us any harm here at the hotel. Still, if we get blown to pieces, it’s just an accident. I can drink my green tea safely in the rose garden.


  I inquire casually if the wall has been reinforced. It’s recently painted, he says, his smile widening another inch. “We do everything we can here to take care of our guests.”


  I smile back. “Pink is my favorite color.”


  When I tell the driver the address of the person I’m here to see, he takes a step back. “This is a very dangerous man,” he says, looking around as if someone might have heard him. I add a few more dollars to the wad of bills I’m handing him.


  “You can let me out a couple hundred meters from his house,” I say.


  Nodding, he accepts the money. After he gets behind the wheel, his stiff back tells me what he’s thinking. Every so often he takes his eyes off the road and glances at me in the rearview mirror. To him, dangerous men hang out together, so I must be dangerous, too. I miss Zaeff.


  Driving west out of the city, we pass a police station with a guard tower and tall, unpainted cement walls crowned with barbed wire. The city’s prison sits a couple hundred meters behind the walls: the Taliban has managed to free hundreds of prisoners twice now. Directly across from the prison there’s one of these massive cliffs that tower over the landscape around Kandahar. From a terrace a hundred meters up on the dark-gray cliff, members of the Taliban shelled the guard tower before their comrades blew open the gate and then drove motorcycles right into the prison yard. Afterward, they increased the height of the walls by a few meters and reinforced the gate. Next time, the Taliban dug a tunnel beneath the road before emptying the prison.


  I walk the final few hundred meters. After he drops me off, the driver makes a dangerous U-turn, almost colliding with an oncoming car, before laying on the horn and speeding back down the road. I didn’t arrange for him to pick me up.


  I’m body-searched by a guard with an AK-47 hanging over his shoulder before I step into a grove of mulberry trees shading a well-tended lawn behind a tall wall. I feel like a landscape architect on an inspirational tour. Halim is waiting under one of the trees. There’s a pink birdcage with a yellow canary in it on a small table in front of him. His deaf-mute servant sits a little farther off on the grass.


  Halim doesn’t stand until I’m right in front of him. He squeezes my hand and places his other hand familiarly on my shoulder. I know better than to return the gesture. I mustn’t contest the hierarchy his hand establishes between us. We are not equals.


  He’s not tall but he’s stocky. He’s wearing a pearl-embroidered calotte on his head. His hair, like his beard, is graying, although it’s not thick enough to hide two symmetrical scars, one on each cheek. When he’s in a good mood, he points to the scars and tells the story. A bullet fired by the Taliban went right through his face.


  Halim likes to brag about the many times he’s been shot. Seven of the bullets are still in his body, though he’s certain that someday they’ll all work themselves out. Why he thinks they’ll work their way out of his body instead of farther in is beyond me. I guess it’s the same optimism that keeps him alive.


  As we sit facing each other, he points to the birdcage. “It lost its mate,” he says. “Now it’s all alone. We keep each other company.”


  I don’t know anything about his private life. I would imagine he has four wives, so when he alludes to his loneliness, he’s not talking about them. It’s the war. He’s led many men, both in the war against the Russians and, after their withdrawal, in the civil war that followed. He’s fought the Taliban. He still has men beneath him, and I’m certain they’re involved in some operation on some front right this very minute. In Afghanistan there’s always a front, but he’s become too old for it. He has to let others do his fighting for him. The war was his mate—and now he’s like the lonely canary, trapped in a cage of aging.


  I know the Americans come here, although he never misses an opportunity to bad-mouth them. Government people show up. Other warlords appear, each with their own agenda, just like him. I think the Taliban shows up every so often, too. Halim is a man who will speak to anyone, which is why I’m here. He knows who I am and what I want. If he didn’t, he wouldn’t waste his time on me.


  “You’re here to talk about the ones who’ve disappeared,” he says.


  4


  The deaf-mute servant stands up to pour green tea into a cup he places in front of me. In a little while, he’ll lead us inside to a table brimming with food.


  “What do you know about them?”


  “I know that they’re soldiers from the same country as you. I know that some of their friends were betrayed by one of their own and killed in an ambush. I know that they went out to find the man who betrayed them.”


  “Do you know more?”


  “They hit a roadside bomb, but no one was killed. They attacked a qalat in Sangin, because they thought he was there. But they didn’t find him. The trail stops there.”


  “And you can’t tell me anything else?”


  “Yes, I can tell you one thing, but I don’t know if there’s any connection.”


  He looks up at his servant and makes a complex motion with the fingers on his right hand. They share their own private sign language. The servant nods.


  “It’s time to eat.”


  We sit facing each other on two comfy sofas. The food is laid out on a low table between us. It’s an unusual setup for an Afghan host; normally we’d be sitting on cushions, with a carpet on the floor functioning as the table. He fishes special tidbits up out of the bowl of lamb’s meat and places them on my plate. The servant pours a yogurt drink made with thin slices of cucumber into my glass. The yogurt has been mixed with water, which is why I’ve taken my own little drug store with me. My Danish stomach will soon pay the price for all this Afghan luxuriousness. If I want to get anything done in the coming days—instead of sitting bent over a hole in the floor—I need to put a plug in it.


  Eventually our meandering conversation works its way from the side roads back to the main highway. “So, what is it you know about the vanished soldiers that you haven’t told me yet?” My patience will now be rewarded. He tested me and I’ve passed the test. Fortunately he didn’t ask me to come back the next day.


  “I don’t know any more about the vanished soldiers than what I’ve already told you. I know something about the place where they disappeared.”


  “Okay, where did they disappear?”


  “Sorry.” He smiles apologetically, as if a higher power has ordered him to keep quiet.


  “You don’t know or you’re not saying?”


  The same smile. He’s playing with me. I’m not going to get anywhere here.


  “Something happened while your countrymen were there.”


  I lean forward. He lifts an index finger and looks at me as if he’s admonishing me to be patient. “You’ll never guess,” he says. He leans back on the sofa and laughs. For a moment I wonder if he’s been playing me for a fool all along. He must be able to see it on my face, because he leans forward again and suddenly becomes serious. “An American drone crashed.”


  “You mean it was shot down? I would have known about that.”


  He shakes his head. “It flew into the side of a mountain.”


  “A glitch in the steering mechanism?”


  “Yes, that’s what the Americans say. But why keep it a secret? No one believes that. Not even themselves. They moved in with a great show of force and cleared the whole area. You wouldn’t be able to find anything left of the wreckage today.”


  He signals to the deaf-mute, who vanishes into the nearest room and returns with an object wrapped in white cloth. There isn’t much to see as he unpacks it and places it on the table in front of him. It’s a piece of metal with something that resembles a relay.


  “I had it brought here today,” he says. “It came from the drone.”


  “How do you know all this?” I don’t even attempt to hide my skepticism.


  “People come here to ask my advice about things. But there’s something they don’t understand when they come here. Each of their questions also contains an answer. And the questions I can’t answer make me wiser. I think you came here to get information out of me—but I’m the one who has been getting information from you.”


  “I haven’t told you anything at all.”


  “No, you think you haven’t. But you have anyway.”


  “And Schrøder? What do you know about him? Who is he working with?”


  “I know that he’s a Dane, and thanks to you, I now know his name.”


  “Is he a problem for you?”


  “Not just him. Every single Dane here is our problem. We all thank Allah that there are only seven hundred and fifty of you. I dare not think about the misfortunes you might have caused if there were more.”


  “We’ve shot a lot of Taliban fighters. I believe they are our common enemy.”


  “I would estimate that only a fifth of those you’re so proud of killing were actually Taliban.”


  “Are you saying the rest were all civilians?”


  “I didn’t say that.”


  We sit for a moment in silence. I enjoy our conversations. I make myself seem dumber than I am. That way, Halim feels superior and gets more communicative.


  “This—what do you call him—Schroder?” His pronunciation, except for the Danish ø, which he turns into an o, is surprisingly accurate.


  “Yes, what about him?”


  “I believe he’s the most intelligent of all the Danes who’ve come out here.”


  “He is a traitor against his own country. He has thirteen Danish lives on his conscience. Maybe even more.”


  “Khaiber, you’d think you didn’t have any Afghan blood in your veins. You’re starting to sound like your loyal countrymen. I’m not talking about the man’s moral qualities. I don’t even know what a traitor is, but I know what maneuverability is. And this”—he hesitates a moment as if searching for the name—“Schroder. That’s what I mean by intelligence.”


  “What does he want? What is it all about?”


  “Your guess is as good as mine. Or more accurately—since you’ve become more Danish than is good for you—it’s probably best if I do the guessing.”


  “And just what is the guess your Afghan brain makes you so qualified to make?”


  “I think he’s doing an experiment. He’s searching for new alliances and new front lines. Also, I don’t think your missing countrymen are dead. They are alive. He’s using them.”


  “Using them? How is he using them? We haven’t heard from him at all. He hasn’t made any demands.”


  “Of course not. That’s not the way he’s using them. They’ll have to work for him.”


  He places a new piece of lamb’s meat on my plate and signals the servant to refill my glass of watered-down yogurt. Halim knows more than he’s saying.


  “Well, they have only one thought on their minds, only one goal. And that’s to kill him.”


  I’m convinced about that last part. Officially, or as officially as it could be under the current circumstances, the soldiers headed out to take Schrøder prisoner. Everyone knows that if they get their hands on him, he’ll never come back alive. Of course the secret service wants to talk to him, but we know it will never happen. The soldiers have discovered the oldest impulse in history—revenge—and nothing can stop them if they get their hands on him. The great “if.” We agreed to place Schrøder on the list of killed soldiers. That’s the price to avoid the unprecedented scandal of a Dane taking the lives of thirteen of his countrymen.


  “That’s true,” he says. “The only thing they’re thinking about is killing him.” He doesn’t say anything else. It’s as if he has handed me the first piece of a puzzle and I have to figure out the rest.


  “Why is he using them?”


  I’m being stubborn now and don’t care if I’m asking stupid questions.


  “Because he can trust them.”


  I feel hopelessly stupid. That’s Halim’s intention. He laughs at me, and then he feels sorry for me.


  “They’re alone, surrounded by enemies on all sides. If they’re reasonable, they’ll realize that they can’t survive without him. So right now they’re in a tactical alliance with their own worst enemy. I’m sure Schroder enjoys that thought, although I’m not so sure that they do.”


  I can tell Halim is enjoying himself. He could have come up with this game on his own—and maybe he has several times now. Maybe he sees himself in Schrøder.


  “They know that, without him, they’re lost. He knows the playing field. He has led them into the very heart of a network of alliances whose existence you Danes, not to mention all of NATO, have no idea about. Your countrymen have no chance of escaping with their lives if they kill their protector. They’re in a codependent relationship with their abductor.”


  “Honestly, do you think they have the same perspective on the situation that you have?”


  “I can only guess. But since you ask me that way, I have to answer honestly. No, I don’t think that they do. They are young, and the young are driven by their feelings, not their intellect. So you’d better hurry up.”


  I look at the piece of metal in front of him. “Are you willing to let me have this?”


  “Of course not.”


  “I don’t buy this story about the drone.”


  He lights a cigarette and blows smoke out of his nostrils. “I don’t care whether you believe it or not. During the war in Iraq, insurgents were able to see what was happening on a drone’s control panel with the help of some hardware they could buy in any computer store for twenty-six dollars. They weren’t able to take over the controls with it, though. On the other hand, the Iranians succeeded with a Stealth aircraft. They landed it in one of their airports. And that was a couple of years ago. The world is always making progress.”


  “Can I take a picture of that?” I take out my cell phone.


  Halim makes a nonchalant motion with his hand. “Help yourself.”


  “Any suggestions?”


  “About Iran and the drone?” He shakes his head. “No, but Afghanistan has other neighbors who are interested in the war’s outcome.”


  “China?”


  “You already know that China discovered the whole idea of cyber war. So why not?”


  “So now Schrøder is working for the Chinese?”


  “Or the Americans. Or both at the same time. For everyone and for no one. You are an agent for Denmark. He is an agent for no one.”


  “You make it sound like there’s a country called No One and he’s working for them. But there’s no such place.”


  He stares at me. “My dear Khaiber, intelligent people don’t yield to facts. They create them. As you should know, there are two ways to create your own reality. You can change the world or you can ignore it. Sometimes the latter produces the greatest results.”


  “And which method is Schrøder using?”


  “Yes, that’s exactly what you need to figure out.”


  Halim offers to drive me back to the city. I decline.


  He follows me out to the gate. We say goodbye beneath the mulberry tree. A group of his men, all of them armed, are standing outside the wall surrounding his estate. They watch me as I walk back toward the city.


  5


  I’ve had it good in Kandahar, and I know it. It was the last concession to my inner Dane. Bathroom, toilet seat, clean towels. I sigh as I recognize the label on a large bath towel. Egyptian cotton. The same towels I have at home. Bought them in Illum.


  Wi-Fi in my room, and in the garden among the roses. I haven’t been able to check the Danish newspapers, though. The internet here is censored, and the reason is staring at me on my screen: “Nudity, news.” I understand that nudity is sinful in the eyes of the faithful—but news? Unless they’ve already decided Denmark means porn and blasphemy. And we do. I won’t even try to deny it. My whole lifestyle testifies to it. From my revolving door of partners to my excessive use of alcohol, I’m a typical Dane. I’m an obedient, goose-stepping consumer, totally preoccupied with my own holy needs and the purchasing power of my Visa.


  Now I’m doing my penance. Erasing my tracks, so to speak. I could have rented a car with a driver and covered the stretch to Girishk while riding comfortably in the back seat of a Toyota Corolla, its sides dented from countless collisions. Not because it’s my favorite brand but because it’s Afghanistan’s safest car. The scratched-up white paint job and all the dents are a much better defense against being attacked than the armored four-wheel-drive vehicles for one simple reason: Toyota is the most popular car on Afghanistan’s highways—and thus the least noticeable. There’s safety in numbers. That’s the recipe for a long life. And in this country, the numbers don’t consist of goose-stepping consumers but of survivors who know the fine art of blending in.


  Yet, I haven’t even allowed myself the modest luxury of the back seat in a choking, rattling Toyota Corolla held together with string and duct tape. I didn’t even call Zaeff’s cousin to ask him to drive me to Girishk, where the Danish military is. I’m sitting in a bus, on half of a seat facing the aisle. Next to me there’s a burly, panting man with two young boys on his lap who keeps drying his sweaty face with a rag. The two boys are quiet, staring out the window. The women wrapped in their burkas are having a lively conversation in the back of the bus. The middle aisle is full of men sitting on the floor, and one of them has chosen one of my legs as a backrest. His turban-covered head nods constantly, a sign that he’s falling asleep. Every time I move my leg, he awakens with a start and gives me an angry look. Then he falls back to sleep.


  My only luggage is a dusty travel bag in imitation leather. My fake ID looks just as travel worn. Like so many Afghans, I have a cell phone, and I just replaced the SIM card. I keep a whole collection of SIM cards in a small, waterproof chamois bag in my underpants. If we’re stopped at a checkpoint, it’s my Achilles’ heel, at least if I’m frisked. But why should I be? I’m not conspicuous. I live my Danish side in Copenhagen. Here, I’m someone else.


  If the police stop us, I’ll get off paying a handful of crumpled afghanis. If it’s the Taliban, they’ll check the call lists on my cell, and if they find a number in Kabul or abroad, or that I’ve received any calls from the local authorities, I’ll be pulled off the bus and my journey will end right there.


  Naturally, there are numbers on my cell phone—a blank display would look as suspicious as one packed with numbers at an American military base. But these are all innocuous numbers I’ve gathered from shops, restaurants, a business card here, a billboard there.


  I keep the contact information for the Special Forces guy in Lashkar Gah in my head. The same for Danish headquarters in Camp Price. If necessary, I can always be rescued by helicopter. I just think that if the time ever comes, it will already be too late. It’s like travel insurance. The travel brochure from the insurance company says you’ll be rescued by helicopter if you get an intestinal bug in Papua New Guinea’s jungle—and that you will. But by the time they get there, they’ll be rescuing your corpse. My phone numbers provide the same false sense of security.


  I’ve decided not to avail myself of any of them. I fly under the radar. I’m in the digital dead zone: no surveillance satellite can detect my movements, and I don’t leave any tracks behind in cyberspace. I’m sure Schrøder’s in the same place. And his hostages. If they’re alive. Halim thinks they are. I don’t.


  The children on the seat next to me block my view for most of the trip. Desert spotted with thick bushes. Distant rock formations. Scattered buildings that merge into the landscape. Dust rising from the road, a flicker of sunlight reflected in the dust particles. It’s late winter, and the temperature rises more than ten degrees by the middle of the day. There’s no heat in the bus. The tightly packed bodies emit their own heat. I take off my windbreaker and lay it on my lap. The father sitting next to me keeps drying off his face. His kirtle sticks to his fat torso.


  I try to think about nothing. How long have I been sitting here? I have no idea. I’m not wearing my wristwatch, so I start reaching for my cell to find out what time it is. I move the leg that has fallen asleep and get the same angry look from the floor. Wasn’t I just sitting in business class on the train to Copenhagen, with free Wi-Fi and a bottle of mineral water, staring out at the spotted cows on the grass . . .


  The driver slows down, but I don’t see any passengers signaling they need to get off. I lean forward to try to get a better view up the aisle and out the front window. There’s a roadblock ahead, although I can’t see who’s guarding it. It could be the police or it could just as well be the Taliban. Or maybe some local militia looking for money. I have a wad of bills ready in the pocket of my kirtle. A murmur passes through the bus. If it were the police, there’d be outrage. Some of the men would be cursing. But I can hear the fear. It’s the Taliban.


  Will they just go through the bus or will they order us out onto the road? My heart starts to pound. I have no reason to be afraid, yet I feel like this is my baptism by fire. This time. After I’m here for a few weeks, I grow accustomed to these situations, but each time I’m away from Afghanistan, I get out of the habit and have to start all over again. The fear is like a flight of stairs I have to climb—it always takes some time before I find my rhythm and catch my breath again.


  We’re all completely quiet now. A man in a turban who’s holding a Kalashnikov appears in the doorway. Although he’s pointing it down the center aisle, there’s nothing threatening about him. “We’re looking for traitors,” he says calmly, as if he’s here to tell us about a coffee break. “There’s nothing to be afraid of.”


  Yet another man shows up behind him—and he’s also armed. They move down the aisle while checking ID cards and cell phones. Several times they have to ask a passenger to turn on a phone, so snippets of electronic greetings ring throughout the bus. I hand him my ID card and cell phone. He glances briefly at my face and then examines the photo on my ID. He finishes quickly with my phone. His movements are calm and routine. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he seems downright friendly. He smiles at the small boys, and they smile back. One of them reaches out for the weapon, and he shakes his head, laughing.


  “You have to wait till you’re a little older,” he says. The boy laughs also.


  He’s checked the father’s ID card and is going through his phone. He scrolls back and forth on the screen while his lips move silently. The father looks up at him inquisitively and then looks out the window, as if he’s waiting for the inspection to be done.


  “You called the police twice. Today.” The Taliban fighter moves his finger across the screen. “And once yesterday.”


  The fat man’s jaw drops. His chest underneath his sweat-stained kirtle rises and falls as if he’s suddenly having trouble breathing. He lifts one hand defensively in front of his face, as if he’s expecting a blow.


  “No, no,” he says. “It’s a misunderstanding. It’s not the police. My brother-in-law.”


  “Does your brother-in-law work for the police?”


  The heavyset man shakes his head. “No, no. He has to pay a fine. They’re holding him. I have to bring the money.” That’s a credible story. The police here are often nothing more than a gang of kidnappers.


  “Then why are you sitting here?”


  “I’m going to Girishk to get the money.”


  “You are a friend of the police.”


  The wide-eyed, chubby man shakes his head. He holds his hands against his chest as if placing them over his pounding heart might lend his words greater credibility. “I am not a friend of the police. I am a good Afghan. I hate all the traitors. I hate the foreigners who have occupied our land. I hate all the infidels.” His eyes start to fill with tears. “My children!” he exclaims, reaching out for the two small boys. “I am a father,” he says, as if he already senses what’s going to happen and is grasping at the last argument at his disposal, mercy for his children, who risk becoming fatherless.


  The Taliban fighter places the barrel of his rifle against the man’s chest and shoves him up against the window. “You are a spy for the police!” he yells. “A friend of the infidels!”


  The boys cling to their father. I expect the mother to show up from the back of the bus, but nothing happens. The women, like all the other passengers, sit with their heads bowed. Is it possible the father is alone with his two boys—or is fear so deeply embedded in these women that even a mother who sees her children’s father being led away dare not move?


  I’m told to get up. With a dark expression, the Taliban fighter heaves the fat man out of his seat and shoves him forward. The man is shaking uncontrollably. Those seated in the aisle get up and move aside. Another Taliban fighter waits at the door. The bus driver stares straight ahead. Outside, one car after another stops while the passengers are searched and then waved on.


  The two boys try to force their way to their father, not that they could stop what’s about to happen. It’s better if they don’t witness it. I grab both of them and sit them down in my lap. One of the boys immediately goes limp in my arms, but the other struggles and starts striking out. I make some calming sounds. He hides his face in my chest and stops punching, but his body remains tense. I get the strange feeling that they know what’s going to happen. Everyone in the bus knows it. No one is looking out the window. I can’t help it, even though I know I shouldn’t. If one of the Taliban looks up and sees me, it could be dangerous.


  The father stands there, fat and defeated. His body language tells me that he’s given up. One of the Taliban fighters walks over and places a hand on his shoulder. There’s no anger in the movement. He looks him right in the eye. I think that it must be a difficult thing to do to a person whose life you are about to end. There’s a kind of farewell in it, a sorrow almost. The heavy man bows his head.


  I’m sure he’s innocent. Everyone knows the risk of traveling on public transportation. If you have anything at all to hide, you don’t travel with two children. It’s almost as if something inevitable has happened, and everyone accepts it. It’s an agreement finalized by the executioner’s hand on the accused’s shoulder and that resigned bowing of the head, an intimacy that makes me sick to my stomach. I look away. I hear a shot. When I look back, the dead man is lying stretched out on the ground. He’s been shot in the chest and has fallen backward. His white kirtle is red, but there’s no pool of blood spreading beneath him. This isn’t a movie. Here, the ground drinks up everything.


  The Taliban fighter stands there, his Kalashnikov lowered, waving on the bus. The engine starts with a roar.


  My lap suddenly feels warm. One of the boys has succumbed to his fear and peed on me.


  I hold both of them tightly against me. There’s something life-affirming about the warmth from their bodies and the pee spreading across my lap.


  The children are completely silent. I don’t understand why they aren’t screaming. I don’t understand why the whole bus isn’t screaming. Why am I not screaming? Why this dogged silence, this paralyzing self-control in all of us? It almost makes us complicit.


  I think back on the Taliban fighter placing his hand on the shoulder of the man he was about to execute. The victim being invited to take part in his own demise. I think about Halim’s hand on my shoulder. What was his message? We’re playing by my rules now and you’d better accept them?


  Why didn’t I do anything? I’m not armed. Could I have said something that might have changed anything? I don’t know. I didn’t try. That’s not why I’m here. I’m not here to save anyone. I’m here to find a man so he can be punished.


  The Afghans must take care of themselves. It’s their country. Still, how long can you think like that without losing some part of yourself? Do I lose some part of myself every time I come here, or would I lose some part of myself if I stayed home?


  I wrap my arms around the children’s tense bodies. I wish they’d burst into tears, but nothing happens.


  We drive on. The children stare straight ahead, and I do, too. I don’t look out the window. The desert wind hits me in the face, along with the smell of exhaust fumes and gasoline. I want to close my eyes. I should be hardened to everything by now, but I’m not—and it’s because of the children on my lap. What am I going to do with them?


  That question is answered when a burka-clad woman bends over me and lifts up one of them. The boy remains passive. I stand up and set the other child down on the floor. The woman reaches out her hand and takes both of the boys to the back of the bus, where the other women are. I have no idea if they’re relatives, or what will happen to them now. I only know that their lives are shattered and that this day will haunt them for the rest of their lives.


  I can finally hear them crying. I don’t turn around. I’m not even sure it’s them. Not a wild, gasping, exhausted sobbing but a low monotone cry, as if their small bodies know instinctively to save their energy. The women talk among themselves, though I can’t hear what they’re saying. Suddenly they all break into an infernal lament, an uncoordinated chorus of screaming, where feigned and real sorrow merge in a ritual that makes me realize how far I have traveled from the country of my mother and father.


  I want to cover my ears. I want to scream at them to shut up. I don’t want any part of their grief and the curse that has fallen on their country. Instead, the hairs stand up on my arms; I can feel it in my scalp, too.


  We stop in Girishk, where the Danish soldiers are. This is where I get off. I don’t see any Danish soldiers, not that I was expecting to. The screaming stops, but the sound of the children’s crying continues, and I feel as if they’re no longer the source of it. It’s coming instead from the passengers and the people passing by in the chaotic crowded street, from the run-down flat-roofed houses surrounding us, from the very desert itself.


  I’m thoroughly exhausted. It’s not disgust. Maybe it’s a kind of reluctant sorrow. My country, I think. But it’s not my country. I should be thankful I belong somewhere else. Yet Afghanistan sits inside me like a hook in my flesh, the source of wild, unmanageable pain. In some desperate way I belong here. Although I regret that I’ve come, I have no choice. It falls upon me like a weight.


  There’s a stain at the bottom of my shalwar kameez.


  I don’t care.
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  The two boys disappear into a flock of burka-clad women. Their faces are swollen, and their tears continue to flow. I don’t say goodbye; I feel too embarrassed. Nor do they look at me. I’ve shared the most important moment of their lives with them, but I’m irrelevant. It’s not the foreigner sitting next to their murdered father who will haunt their memories.


  I stroll through the bazaar and up to Highway 1. At the outpost for NATO soldiers, I’ve arranged to meet with a British patrol that will drive me the five kilometers to Camp Price. If the Taliban try to stop us, we’ll destroy them. That’s how I’m thinking right now. I can still see the gunned-down father—it will stay with me until I experience something worse.


  I like the British soldiers. They’re unpretentious, full of an ingrained distance and skepticism about the war, which they saw through a long time ago. For them, it’s a job just like all the others, and as with all jobs, they’re doing their best. They stand by who they are and prefer not to sugarcoat it. They’re the ones who spray-painted “Hell-mand” on the walls in Sangin.


  The personnel carrier we’re riding in doesn’t have as much armor underneath as the Danish version. More Danes are killed, comparatively, but the Brits suffer more wounded. If soldiers were seriously wounded every time a Danish vehicle struck a roadside bomb, the Danish army would consist solely of legless soldiers. It’s different for the Brits. They lose limbs in large numbers. They call their own vehicle the “Amputator.”


  “Shitty war,” says Sergeant Jason Riley, who’s sitting next to me in the APC as we leave Girishk behind.


  “Shitty country,” he adds. “And we’re the ones using it as a toilet.”


  I smile at him.


  “On a secret mission?” He smiles back. He takes my silence as a confirmation and gives me a thumbs-up.


  “You Danes really fucked it up. Man, what a mess. Half a platoon ambushed and the other half disappeared—along with your commander. And then the attack on this goddamn compound. Don’t get me wrong. That Atmar got what was coming to him. Fuck all this Hearts and Minds shit. Give them a thousand-pound bomb, I always say. But this mess—Jesus Christ!”


  Riley smiles again. His teeth are tobacco yellow.


  “You’re good at fighting—I’ll give you that. But otherwise you’re a bunch of Boy Scouts. All this optimism. Everything’s going so damn well. It’s fucking insufferable. But you should see your countrymen now, walking around with their heads hanging. They could use a joint. But you certainly don’t do that kind of thing, either.”


  “Do you?”


  Riley laughs evasively. Of course they do, but now he’s a little unsure about me.


  “Do you drink beer?” he asks. I know exactly what he’s saying: Are you so much of a Muslim that you don’t touch alcohol?


  “I drink plenty of beer. All kinds. But I prefer India pale ale.”


  We’ve reconnected. For the rest of the trip we talk about British beers versus Belgian. Leffe Blond is a shared weakness. Riley is no nationalist, it seems, although he repeatedly refers to Belgium as “those pedophile euro supporters.”


  “Those pedophile euro supporters know how to make beer. I’ll fucking give them that.”


  It’s not my first time in Camp Price. I worked here as an interpreter two squads ago, along with Roshaan, who’s dead now. My job was to recruit informants from the local population. Quite a few volunteered. Double agents—that’s what they were—and before long, we were caught in a jumble of misinformation. I contacted them before I left. Sometimes a half-truth is better than none. But the cell phones were dead, and their owners probably were, too.


  I’m met by the commander in chief, Hans Krenchel, a colonel who’s been here before. He’s been rushed back in as a replacement for the vanished Steffensen, and he doesn’t look too happy about the assignment. He’s had the same experience as all the others stationed as commandants out here: it hasn’t led to any promotions. Somewhere in the system, someone disapproves of their handling of the job, although none of them can figure out what they’ve done wrong. Everyone agrees that our involvement in the war makes sense, so where’s the reward? It’s unfathomable, and as time passes, no one views the position of commander in chief as an important career move; instead, they see it as a kind of forced reassignment, maybe even evidence that, for some unknown reason, they’ve fallen out of favor.


  I know all the intrigue: in the service, it’s entertainment during your coffee break. Krenchel bragged a little too much about his offensives and how much destruction his men caused in a local area. We’re not doing needlepoint out here, he told Jyllands-Posten. When we pound our fists on the table, it’s with a thousand-pound bomb. His comments came right at the time when the official line was that soldiers were child-friendly educators who just happened to be armed. So his promotion failed to materialize not because he fired but because he talked too much about it.


  I have no idea if he learned his lesson. “We’re trying to keep the mood up out here,” he says.


  He scratches himself distractedly on his slightly bulging stomach, as if he’d rather talk about something else. I notice he hasn’t shaved in a few days. The gray stubble doesn’t suit his pale face and flabby cheeks. He’s also put on a few pounds since the last time he played commander in Helmand. He’s certainly not spending any time in the weight room.


  “But it’s damn tough.”


  He looks right at me as if he needs my understanding. I appreciate his openness, even though I’m somewhat surprised by it, given the situation. These aren’t exactly victories he’s reporting on—but maybe he’s just disillusioned.


  “In reality, everyone here in the camp should be sent home immediately, but we can’t just replace an entire squad. If you ask me, the camp should be closed or given to the Brits. Then the boys could take a breather at Camp Bastion. Exercise their muscles. Eat well. Not think about anything. But they’ve already started thinking, damn it. And that’s never good. Thinking—you can do that shit when you get home. You’re about to meet a downcast group. We don’t go on any patrols. I can’t get them to. They’ve had their hearts ripped out, and this is the end of the line.”


  “For the war?”


  “No, for us. The fucking war will go on forever.”


  I borrow a uniform, so I don’t stick out too much, and walk over to the mess tent with Krenchel to get something to eat. I can see what he means. The soldiers are all sitting around silently, staring into space. The Brits keep to themselves, but they also seem depressed, as if they’ve been sucked down into the Danes’ black hole.


  I’m placed at a table with a group of Danish officers flown in as reinforcements. They’re all veterans of the war, experienced men who’ve been in battle and were able to handle it, but they weren’t prepared for this. I can see it in their eyes. They exude confusion, as if they’ve caught a virus but haven’t received the diagnosis yet.


  Krenchel asks if I’ve discovered anything.


  I shake my head. “I’ve only just begun,” I say. “I know as little as you do.” That’s not completely true. I know what Halim told me, but it’s just a lead.


  “What about back in Denmark?” asks an officer named Thomsen, a large, heavy guy with a closely trimmed beard and mustache and a crew cut that lets his white scalp shine through.


  I brief them about what we know so far about Schrøder, which is way too much and nothing at all. Names that all lead to the same address: Dead-End Street.


  They stare at me. “It sounds like a goddamn crime novel,” says Thomsen.


  “It’s more than that. I compare it to a video game.” I describe Schrøder’s background in the gaming industry. “He developed a game that never went into production. The story line is almost identical to what he did out here. A military camp is isolated from the rest of the world, and one of the few soldiers who speak the locals’ language turns out to be a traitor. Some of the soldiers are lured into an ambush; others go out for revenge and then disappear. Of course there’s a lot more shooting than we do out here. At first there are dead Afghans everywhere, and then dead NATO soldiers. But that’s the only difference. You know the rest of the story.”


  “Why didn’t the game go into production?”


  “There wasn’t any market for it. The line between good and evil was too unclear. Too many obscure intrigues and not enough shooting episodes, maybe not by our standards but according to the players.”


  “Well, I think the line between good and evil is clear enough out here.” Thomsen exhales through his nose into his trimmed mustache.


  “You mean that what he couldn’t make happen on the screen he came here to do in reality?” asks Krenchel.


  “Or maybe the game was just prep for him, a dress rehearsal, so to speak. When he first got the idea, it couldn’t have been his alone. An entire team of people in a firm sit around brainstorming, going over every imaginable scenario. Trust me—these game designers are experts. You could use some of them here when planning your offensives.”


  “If that’s the case, we must have some idea about his motives. What does he want? What happens in the game? How does it end?”


  “The game stops exactly here, where we are right now. They didn’t get any further.”


  I enjoy being with the soldiers. There’s never any awkwardness because of my skin color, none of that hesitation in their voices, as if my presence necessitates a certain tone that can be either slightly insinuating or excessively considerate. Both of which I find unbearable. Here, the tone is always straightforward. We’re men who have a job to do, and we’re sitting here because we’ve proven that we’re good at what we do. Period.


  “Yes, but what the hell are his motives? What does he want? He’s playing with us.” As Krenchel looks at me, I can almost feel his desperation.


  “What if that’s all he’s doing—playing?”


  “No, it’s too far out. He must have some fucking reason. Is he a crazy convert or what? Is he on their side?”


  “We’ve looked into that, but there’s nothing that indicates it. We’ve asked around everywhere we have reliable contacts.” I lean in and look around at the men. Except for Krenchel, who’s in his fifties, the rest are in their mid-thirties or early forties.


  “If you were all about twenty years younger, you wouldn’t find it so unlikely that he’s just playing.”


  Krenchel flinches a bit, as if I’ve criticized him or said something blatantly insulting. “Yes, well, we aren’t, are we,” he says. “We’re the age we are.”


  Thomsen runs a hand through his hair. “I know what you mean. When I see how they behave out here”—he nods at the soldiers hanging around by the tables in the mess tent—“I start to think that they barely know what planet they’re on. They spend a lot of time in front of the screen, and as far as I can see, they can’t tell the difference between these computer games and what we’re doing out here. Men in uniform shooting away at guys in flip-flops with dish towels on their heads. The only thing missing are the boring pauses. Try talking to them about their homeland, the Danish people, or democracy. It doesn’t mean shit to them. Promise them some points—and they’re ready for anything.”


  “All right, all right,” says Krenchel soothingly. “Don’t get started now, Thomsen. These young people are okay.”


  I can see the commander in chief springing to life: he’s loyal to his people.


  I talk to the soldiers, and they definitely have something to say about Schrøder. The rage they feel colors all their words, so I can’t take anything at face value. He had a charismatic personality. He was sociable and amiable and chatted often with people in the mess tent. Everyone knew him, but few were able to get close, aside from those in his platoon. One of the soldiers stares ahead thoughtfully. “Obviously not close enough.”


  They bring me what Schrøder left behind. There’s no sign of any personal life that might tell us something, although there are a few books about Afghanistan, which is highly unusual. No one here wants to be bothered reading about the country they’re fighting in, but Schrøder does. Still, that shouldn’t come as any surprise. He’s clearly done much more than just read about it.


  7


  Adam stumbles. A dog walks right in front of him, and in the stupor he’s fallen into, he doesn’t see it before he’s about to trip. The Afghan behind him kicks the dog and yells a warning. The kick has no effect on the large, heavy dog, which doesn’t even try to dodge it. Instead, the black lips glide back, revealing two rows of sharp, shiny teeth. The Afghan raises his hand threateningly, and when the dog responds by growling, he kicks gravel at its head. The bushy head shakes and the dog snorts. Its tail has been cropped. A fighting dog.


  They’ve been traveling for two days now. Guards directed all of them through the open square and then ordered them to leave the bazaar. There were dead all over the streets, and several buildings had holes from grenades and destroyed facades. Outside the settlement, a caravan of nomads was waiting for them. Adam has no idea if they’d been in the bazaar the whole time, if they took part in the battles that played out in the streets, or if they just arrived. The soldiers are headed for an unknown destination, surrounded by nomads who are ignoring their very existence.


  The caravan travels on foot. The women carry small children on their backs or astride their hips, and a few old men and women sit high atop the calmly progressing camels. Schrøder, surrounded by a watchful group of armed men, walks in the middle of the caravan. He still hasn’t said a word to them, and it’s impossible to get near him.


  They move halfway up the mountainside and then quickly down into the valley floor, where the sun never shines. The vegetation is sparse—they have yet to see a tree. Right now they’re in a desert area, although the mountains feel even closer. Everywhere they look, some mountain chain blocks their view with its large rocky masses, either sand colored or a brownish red, but always barren, with no other growth than some prickly, low-lying thicket. The mountains reach out into the desert rubble, as if they once belonged to a larger massif that solidified in the middle of a volcanic meltdown.


  None of the nomads is wearing any brightly colored clothes, nor are there any small mirrors sewn into their kirtles or shoulder bags that might reflect the sun, making them visible from a long distance. The landscape is a thousand shades of gray and brown, and so are they. Perhaps the women’s clothing is colorful beneath the outer layers, but it looks as if they’re all in camouflage. The camels, the harnesses, the saddles, their suntanned faces and leathery skin, their dusty clothes, the children with their dirty cheeks and sand in their nostrils. It’s not just the landscape they’re merging into—it’s the war.


  Camels can go where trucks can’t. The terrain has to be really rough to hold them back, and if the roadsides are speckled with bombs, they can easily shift direction.


  The captured soldiers are scattered around. They all have patus pulled over their heads, so their pale faces and light hair can’t be seen from the air. Although they can look at each other, they can’t speak. Viktor tries to maneuver them into a group, but the guards shove them away from each other. Adam has a red mark on his forehead where the butt of a Kalashnikov struck him.


  He’s walking a little behind Hannah. What is she thinking? She’s the most betrayed of them all, and he’s the only one who knows it. She’s the type you can’t feel sorry for if you ever want to get close to her. Still, she needs him. He can feel it. To protect her from Schrøder? He tried that, but he bungled it. It was his fault that it all went wrong. Jealousy made him act like an idiot when he mocked her with all that psychobabble about her father.


  He realized too late that what they had was the start of a friendship. He rarely opens up to anyone, yet he managed to get someone else to open up, which made him ready to, as well. He’s attracted to Hannah, but it didn’t start with her body. It was something else, something he can’t quite name. He understands friendship between men—the camaraderie in the military is necessary for survival. But between men and women? He doesn’t understand love’s rules at all, if there even are any. How can two people talk so easily, open up the way he and Hannah did, and then not want to get closer? He’ll make do with a friendship if he can’t have anything else; he’s resigned himself to that. Life has never spoiled him, so that’s the way it will have to be. He only wants to be near her.


  Attacking the qalat in Sangin, interrogating Massoud, trusting Sara, taking those three women hostage—Hannah was behind all of it, and Adam didn’t approve of any of it. He became enraged when he saw Andreas’s recordings of the massacre. He wanted the same thing as Hannah, but suddenly he found himself standing in a blood-soaked courtyard full of men, women, and children—none of whom were Schrøder. Is that the price for nailing him? Unintended consequences? Uncertainty builds within him; he senses that revenge has its own irresistible logic that takes everything with it, including his own moral compass. Schrøder is like shrapnel in his soul, and the hunt has only added more pieces of it. Where will it all end?


  The question haunts him; that’s why he needs to speak with Hannah.


  She’s a ways ahead of him. Now and then, she turns around and they make eye contact. It cheers him up every time.


  The fight dog is still trotting along beside him. At times it gets so close that it seems as if it wants to rub up against his leg. Then it moves off again, yet it keeps pace the entire time.


  The Afghans take a hard line with their pets. They’d never dream of holding them close or burying their noses in their fur. Nor would the children. They have work animals, not pets. He remembers it from Greenland. The Eskimos were like that with their sled dogs.


  A sled dog runs halfway around the earth, twenty thousand kilometers, before it’s finished, but it doesn’t have an entire lifetime to do it in. After five years, the dog’s done, not because it’s worn out—it’s still has plenty of life in it—but any less than the top of its game won’t cut it if they’re going to survive together, people and animals, in the icy wastes. So the animals have to die. He was the one who shot the dogs when the time came. He would take them out into a deserted field. The dogs never suspected anything. It became his claim to fame. He had that kind of calm within him.


  The guide dog was three and a half when he arrived, and as a deployment lasts two years, elementary mathematics dictates that sooner or later someone will have to shoot it. The dog had been named two teams earlier. His full name was Frederik Brøndum Sivertsen, his middle name inspired by the bottle of aquavit they drank to celebrate the christening. But they only ever called him Crown Prince.


  Crown Prince was white with black spots; he had thick fur, a wide head like a bear’s, and a thoughtful expression. He was the team’s hardest worker, always in front, even in the deepest snow when difficult conditions forced them to abandon the usual fan formation and harness the dogs in pairs or in one long row.


  Adam shot Crown Prince.


  They walked together across the snow on a beautiful day filled with bright skies and ice crystals glimmering back at the sun. Crown Prince sniffed around, momentarily free of his shackles. He looked up expectantly at Adam, keen on living as always. And then—bang!


  Was he close to Crown Prince?


  He never scratched the dog’s stomach or felt his heavy head in his lap. He stitched up his wounds once after he got too close to a musk ox. He beat the team with a rubber hose when they got their harnesses tangled and panicked—even Crown Prince was flipping out. He ran next to the team until he almost blacked out from exhaustion, coaxing the dogs on when they were about to give up because of brackish ice and painful pads. When he saw those eyes brighten and the dog’s muscles tense up in renewed effort, then he knew they were close to each other.


  As he crawls into his sleeping bag that night, he sees the fighting dog standing there, its bushy fur shining in the moonlight. Those wolf eyes glinting. It lies down next to him and rests its head on its crossed front paws. The dog’s heavy breathing reveals that it has immediately fallen asleep. Sleep comes quickly to Adam, too. Waking up in the middle of the night, he sees the dog’s black silhouette against the starry night sky. The air is still, and Adam slips back easily into the arms of sleep.
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  Hannah can smell the camels and hear the heavy splash when they piss. She leans against one of them, trying to follow the rhythm of its slowly rocking gait. She wants to be nothing more than sounds, smells, a creature moving forward mechanically, step by step. She wants to be absorbed into the munching calm of the heavily loaded camels.


  Steffensen is walking in front of her. Every so often he turns around, which they all do. This brief glimpse, a moment’s eye contact, is their only form of communication.


  Like the others, Steffensen is also wearing a patu over his head. He has sunken cheeks, and his usually carefully shaven face is covered with stubble. In the half shadow of his shawl, small flashes of light play across his glasses, and he squints.


  Adam walks behind Hannah. They have to find some way to talk to each other. There’s so much unfinished business between them, so much that needs to be said and straightened out. She tries several times to make contact with him, but each time, one of the guards yells a warning at her.


  They’re given rice twice a day, the second time with something indeterminate added, giving several of them diarrhea. In the mess tent, soap and disinfectant gels protected their insides. Now, Andreas, Sørensen, and the usually robust Viktor sit doubled over, their faces contorted in pain, on the desert sand. She can imagine how disgusting it must be to have to clean their dirty asses with their hands. Fortunately their kirtles are long enough to cover their rear ends, although Sørensen has a curry-yellow stain running down one pant leg.


  Hannah’s period usually announces its arrival with cramps, which she confused with a stomachache the first time. Of course her mother was no help at all. This time she doesn’t get them. She’s squatting and peeing in front of a man pointing a Kalashnikov at her when she discovers she’s bleeding. As a soldier, she gets it that her guard can’t give her any privacy by turning his back. So the pig stands there staring at her. She avoids staring back, so there won’t be any misunderstanding between them. He hands her a water bottle, which she takes without looking at him. Soon the blood will be running down her thighs. Don’t Muslim men have some kind of a problem with menstruation? What the hell is she going to do?


  She still has it in a deep pocket of the kirtle, the talisman, which she can finally use to satisfy something other than her sick longing when she buries her nose in it and tries to imagine she’s a bloodhound. Schrøder’s shemagh. She washes herself with her hand and then fishes the cloth up out of the kirtle’s pocket and carefully folds it so it will fit between her legs. She can’t exactly stuff it in like a plug. She was never given any underwear. She hitches up the baggy pants so they’re snug and hopes they will hold the cloth in place. Now and then she’ll have to rinse off the cloth and wring it out in water from the bottle. All while her guard watches. How much does he know about women’s anatomy? Is he married? He looks young. Around twenty. Her own age. Definitely a virgin. He’d be horrified if he understood what he was seeing. Or maybe he’d feel degraded and become so full of contempt and rage that he’d do something really awful.


  With each step, she can feel the cloth. It’s almost symbolic, she thinks. I can’t escape Schrøder, even in the most intimate place.


  A dangerous introversion has crept over her. They’re in a desperate situation, and she just wants to disappear—but she needs to do the exact opposite. She has to be constantly on alert, ready to seize any chance, and chances occur in the most unexpected ways. They have to do something. Adrenaline doesn’t just come rushing in on its own.


  Yes, she agreed to Steffensen’s idea of passive cooperation with Schrøder, but nothing is happening. He’s left them in a state of complete uncertainty, and that uncertainty is dulling their senses.


  She thinks about Natasja and her own advice to Adam. She has to get back up on that horse!


  In a moment I’ll yell “stop,” she decides. Once I do that, we’ll all sit down together. Then the assholes can kick us, they can beat us, they can threaten to shoot us. But if they want us to go with them, they’ll have to tie our hands behind our backs and load us onto the camels. This can’t go on!


  And just what do you think is going to happen then, asks a warning voice inside her.


  They’ll shoot us. That’s her answer to the voice that she realizes is the last bit of reason speaking to her. They’ll shoot us! And fuck it! Fuck it all!


  She stops suddenly. “Stop,” she yells. “Sit down!”


  9


  “Stop!” Hannah yells again.


  Their military training kicks in. They’ve been waiting for an order, some signal, anything that could tear them out of this feeling of helplessness that can’t be allowed to take hold. In a sudden rush of adrenaline, they step to the side and sit down in the sand. For a moment they manage to look at each other, a row of men and one woman in dirty kirtles with bright faces. It’s nothing more than a peaceful protest. They could be hippies having a sit-in, but they feel once again like a military unit. Their platoon has been amputated, wounded to its very core. Now they’re gathered together again. They’ve lost a lot of men, but they can still act. They bow their heads to protect themselves against the blows they know will come. Meanwhile they make themselves heavy and immobile.


  Hannah doesn’t sit down. Her guard, eyewitness to her recent visit to the toilet in the sand, breaks her nose with the butt of his Kalashnikov. She takes two wobbly steps back and feels her knees shake. She doesn’t fall, though, because she refuses to fall. A blinding-white light prevents her from seeing the man who just struck her. Blood runs down her cheeks, along with her tears. I won’t cry, she thinks. It’s just the pain causing the tears. It’s a physical reaction. Just a bodily fluid.


  She avoids bringing a hand up to her face. She doesn’t look down. She stares straight ahead, though she can’t see anything through her tears. Everything in her screams in protest. She wants to fall to the ground and roll up into a protective ball.


  She prepares for the next blow.


  It hits her right in the stomach. She doubles over, feeling the acidic, half-digested food rising up through her esophagus before she opens her mouth and vomits all over her boots.


  I have to keep standing, she thinks. The effort to stay on her legs helps her to focus. The world hurts like hell, but at the same time, it’s painfully simple. Don’t fall. She doesn’t know anymore why she can’t fall. She just knows that she can’t.


  The next blow doesn’t happen. Instead, she hears Schrøder’s voice yelling something in Pashto, followed by the sound of a punch. She tries to orient herself through the river of tears still streaming from her eyes. The guard that attacked her lies bleeding on the ground, holding his face in both hands. Blood runs down the back of his hands. They have something in common now—a broken nose.


  “Is there something you want?”


  Trying to blink away her tears, Hannah straightens up. Pain explodes from her broken nose, and her mouth tastes bitter. She swallows before she tries to talk.


  “We have to talk—” Even she can hear it. She’s standing here, her face smeared with blood and light flashing in her field of vision, and it sounds as if they’re having a couple’s crisis. And maybe that’s exactly what we’re having, she thinks.


  “You think it’s time for you to know what’s going on?”


  “You have to let us go.”


  “You’re absolutely right. I ought to let you go.” Schrøder stares appraisingly at Hannah, who’s so unprepared for the answer that she doesn’t know what to say.


  “I certainly haven’t complied with the armed forces’ principles of communications. How do they go? We promote dialogue. We are approachable. We are trustworthy. We are here to understand. I think there are a few others, but they’re the ones we need right now. Okay, let’s start a dialogue.”


  Hannah gives the men a sign that they should stand up. For the first time on their long march, they’re allowed to be together. They stand close, relieved by each other’s proximity. Their guards stand a few meters away, their weapons ready to fire. “Let’s take a little break,” says Schrøder, waving them along as he steps out into the desert and away from the caravan. A few hundred meters out, he orders them to kneel. Hesitating, they immediately feel rifle barrels against their backs. Schrøder hands Andreas his camera and orders him to start filming. Schrøder’s tall figure towers over the half circle of kneeling soldiers. His kirtle flutters in the wind.


  “I know you all hate me. And you have good reason.”


  Hannah restrains herself. If she opens her mouth, she won’t be able to control what comes out.


  “Are you working for the Taliban?” asks Steffensen.


  “Good question.” Schrøder nods as if Steffensen is one of the brighter students in his class. “I work for myself. I take advantage of the chances I get. Today’s friends are tomorrow’s enemies.”


  Schrøder lifts an index finger, and at this moment he resembles a blond Osama bin Laden, the one they’ve seen on video talking to his followers. “I know you all feel that you don’t belong here. You’d rather go home. And if that’s how you feel, you’re free to stand up and go. You came here voluntarily when you signed up for the war. If you stay, it must also be of your own free will.”


  He looks at them with an accommodating smile. There’s a shamelessness about him that paralyzes them.


  “But before you make your decision, I want to remind you why you ended up here. You’re here because you wanted revenge. If you go home now, you’ll never get another chance. Think of how embarrassing it will be when you return empty-handed. Your murdered comrades will haunt you every night. Right now your situation is not good. If it were a game, you’d have dropped down a few levels. But you can come back up again.”


  He lifts his hands as if he’s inviting them to stand up and just go.


  “You had some great days when your only thought was finding me. I’d like to help you remember how that was.”


  Schrøder has a Neuhausen in a holster strapped across his shoulder. He takes it out and releases the safety catch. He quickly walks the five meters separating him from the kneeling squad. Hannah and Adam are next to each other. He hands Hannah the pistol.


  “Shoot Adam,” he says. “If you don’t, I’ll shoot you. Adam or you. Your choice.”


  Is he serious? Just a minute ago, he punched the guard who attacked her. Now he won’t spare her? Shoot Adam or live? Never. She doesn’t even have to consider it. Shoot Schrøder? Yes, screams everything inside her. She could point the pistol at him right now. But maybe it isn’t even loaded. It could be a bluff. But what if it isn’t? Shooting Schrøder will trigger their massacre. We’ll all die, she thinks. Which we all will anyway. She feels resigned.


  “Do it!” says Adam.


  “I won’t,” she says.


  They stare into each other’s eyes. There’s so much they should have said.


  Hannah is still holding the pistol. She stands up and hands it to Schrøder.
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  “Hannah, Hannah,” says Schrøder, shaking his head as if she’s been a foolish child. Taking two steps forward, he raises the pistol and fires directly into Adam’s forehead. Adam’s torso sways for a moment before falling to the side. There’s a black hole in the middle of his forehead. A 9 millimeter isn’t a large caliber, so a shot through the head doesn’t cause any dramatic effects, no blasted-open skull or bloody brain matter spraying all over the place. The exit hole is just as small as the entrance wound. If not for Adam’s open eyes, you’d think he had just fallen asleep.


  Steffensen and the chaplain gasp. The others curse and yell at Schrøder. Dennis and Sylvester try to stand up but are stopped by the guards.


  Schrøder puts his pistol back in his holster. “I didn’t have anything special against Adam,” he says. “It could just as easily have been any one of you.”


  He points at the low ridge of mountains. “If you head that way, you’ll get home.” Then he points at the waiting caravan. “If you stay here, you have a chance for revenge.”


  They’re still kneeling. They stare down at their laps, where their hands are resting passively on their thighs. Only Andreas was there when Schrøder let half of their platoon get massacred. The rest saw it on the screen. They found their comrades’ frozen bodies. Now they’ve seen it for themselves: not a soldier falling in the chaos of battle but a defenseless person shot right before their eyes.


  Hannah is shaking uncontrollably; blood from her broken nose runs down into her mouth. She doubles over as if she’s been struck again in the stomach and lets out a loud moan. Then she falls forward. She hasn’t lost her balance—she just lets herself fall. Crawling over to Adam’s body, she lays her head on his chest. She’s still moaning oddly, an unbroken wail, as if her lungs no longer need oxygen.


  In Schrøder’s arms, she used to make sounds as if someone with knowledgeable hands had finally tuned her properly. Now the strings of her soul break, one by one, and all that’s left is a ruined instrument.


  “I can see you need a little time,” says Schrøder. “I’ll leave you all alone for a moment.”


  He takes the camera from Andreas and then joins his men as they walk toward the caravan.


  One after the other, the soldiers stand up. The desert awaits them. They can go west, a group of unarmed men in a country where everyone has a weapon and looks suspiciously upon strangers. They’ll probably be killed along the way. Maybe a few of them will make it. Chance alone will decide whether they live or die.


  The chaplain bends over Hannah and helps her stand up. Her blood-smeared face is swollen.


  “Why didn’t you shoot him?” asks Dennis hysterically.


  The chaplain pushes him hard in the chest. “Leave Hannah alone!” he yells. “Don’t you understand? If she’d shot him, we’d all be dead right now!”


  “So what?” screams Dennis.


  Møller slaps him. “You need to calm down!”


  Dennis holds his cheek. His eyes are wild. Then he lunges at the chaplain. Viktor grabs him in an armlock from behind. “We all need to calm down now,” says the sergeant.


  For a moment they all stand there confused. Steffensen, Camper, and Karlsen take off toward the caravan. Grabbing the neckband of Dennis’s kirtle, Viktor shoves him along. Sebastian, Gustav, and Mathias are right on their heels. Andreas looks undecided at first, but then joins them, along with Simon.


  They’re stopped by the chaplain. “We can’t just leave him lying there!” he yells. They all stop. “We’ll never get him home,” says the chaplain. “We’ll have to bury him here.”


  Viktor and Sørensen start clearing the area of bushes and removing stones before they dig the hole for Adam’s body. The others join in. It’s difficult work. The desert’s plants are as hardy as the people who thrive in its desolation. They sweat beneath the sun while their bloody hands pull thorny growths up out of the ground. They work in silence. The concentration staves off their tears. It won’t be a deep grave, as they can only use their hands.


  Dennis, Sylvester, Simon, and Karlsen carry Adam over to the grave. He hangs between them like one of the wounded they used to carry on a stretcher. The chaplain has closed Adam’s eyes; he was shot only a few minutes ago, so he looks as if he’s sleeping.


  They stand around the open grave where they’ve laid Adam with his hands folded over his chest. The chaplain recites the graveside ceremony: “For you were made from dust, and to dust you will return.” The words have never seemed truer, a ruthless judgment disclosing the banality of life.


  Viktor went home once with a previous squad for the burial of some comrades. As he and the other soldiers stared down into the black rectangle, he felt a connection to the dead. “For you were made from dust, and to dust you will return.” Yes, the dead go home. They lie in a cemetery resembling a garden, a reflection of a well-organized life, where questions about death never seem threatening and the dead are in the minority. A friend has died, but he’s going to rest in a landscape everyone knows; there’s still some continuity.


  Now they’re standing in the middle of a distant desert, a dirty group dressed in strange garb, speaking a language only they understand, refugees on Earth. To die riding a wave of adrenaline in the middle of battle is nothing, but this kind of death is unbearable.


  The chaplain’s voice breaks. Dennis is the first to start crying, followed by Sørensen and Sylvester, and then the rest. With folded hands, they kneel down again, as when they were digging. In gentle movements, like children building a sandcastle on the beach, they scrape sand and stones back into the hole. Death lives here now. Gravel falls onto Adam’s eyelids, and no one brushes away the grains of sand. They can still make out the contours of his body. And then he’s gone.


  Hannah had stopped weeping, but as they rise from the grave, she starts again. She doesn’t even try to control it. She feels that if she screams loudly and long enough, she can scream herself to death.


  The chaplain tries to put his arm around her, but she pushes him away. Helpless, the men gather around her. Suddenly they notice movement from the caravan. A dozen women start heading toward them. When the women are about fifty meters away, they let out an unexpected scream, as if responding to Hannah. It’s not as wild and desperate as hers, but more controlled, with its own undulating rhythm.


  The men step back as the nomad women form a tight circle around Hannah. They put their arms around her and scream with her, and she falls into their rhythm. It’s no longer a scream signaling utter despair but a thousand-year-old sorrow for all those the land has seen murdered.


  As one, with Hannah in the middle, the women walk back to the caravan. The men follow at a distance.


  Their march into the unknown continues.
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  Tire tracks zigzag up a ridge of hills to a series of dusty walls rising one above the other. Although it resembles a Middle Eastern crusader castle, the place might be no more than a couple hundred years old. It’s a city of unknown age, either ancient as the landscape or recently constructed but already eroding in the wind and the extreme temperatures. The houses and walls are in a perpetual state of deterioration, so they are constantly being rebuilt, shifting endlessly like the desert wind.


  The stacked walls appear to be their destination. A truck coughs by on the road; from a kilometer away, they could hear it and see the dust cloud it kicks up. The dust mixes with the smell of gasoline as it passes them in a black cloud of smoke. Like the nomads, the Danes use their patus to cover their mouths. As the truck passes, they can see the vehicle’s tailgate painted with a lion roaring at them and snow-covered mountains with wooded sides. In the middle is a portrait of a young man with a mustache and severe eyebrows.


  Nearing the city, they start to smell woodsmoke and charcoal; they recognize it from their patrols through the villages. They know it comes from hearths, a sign of that most peaceful of all activities, making food. Still, they associate the smell with danger, as if every indication of human presence is a threat and they can only feel safe in a deserted land.


  What are they doing here?


  Simon has bandaged Hannah’s broken nose. “I don’t know how to set a broken nose,” he says, “so I can’t guarantee the outcome.” Right now, Hannah looks terrible, although the patu hanging over her forehead hides most of it. The bandage covers part of her face, while her eyes are encircled in dark-blue hematomas.


  She let the nomad women remove her shalwar kameez. She’s dressed as one of them now, in layers of loose floor-length robes that warm better than the kirtle yet provide the same freedom of movement. They’ve combed her hair and washed it in camel urine, so it sits close to her head and hangs heavy down her neck. There’s comfort in their welcoming hands constantly fiddling with her and their incessant laughter, which she doesn’t understand. She’s taller than all of them, yet they treat her as if she were their newly acquired doll.


  They replace the bloody rag between her legs with a sanitary towel and hand her a pair of white cotton panties that look new. Surprised, she sits there holding them in her hands. Staring at her and laughing, they hitch up her robes as if they’re going to teach her how to use panties. She holds up her hands to stop them. She can do it herself. Then she realizes something. These aren’t just nomads—they’re also smugglers bringing goods across borders. The heavily loaded camels hold the answer to many of life’s necessities. She has gone from the men’s world to the women’s—to those who understand her body’s needs.


  Schrøder still sees to it that his prisoners stay separated. He hasn’t made any attempt at speaking to her. At night she sleeps surrounded by women.


  They aren’t alone on the road. They’ve seen other caravans, many people on foot, and a few cars honking their way through the throngs. Behind the walls, they discover throngs of people already packed into the all-too-narrow streets.


  Many are armed, although they can’t tell whether they’re fighters or if a Kalashnikov hanging from the shoulder is just part of daily attire here. It’s not like this in Girishk, where you’ll find tons of weapons but they aren’t paraded around on the streets. One thing is certain. They won’t be meeting any NATO soldiers here. That doesn’t mean it’s necessarily Taliban territory they’re in now. A local warlord might have created his own fiefdom—and the government wisely stays away. This is enemy country. Large crowds are always unpredictable. Anything can happen.


  A black-and-white Photostat hangs on a crumbling clay wall that, as they approach, looks as if it must be one of the city gates. The poster depicts the same face they saw painted on the tailgate of that passing truck: a clean-shaven man with a mustache, eye shadow, and heavy eyebrows. It looks like a family photo touched up to soften the face and make the skin lighter. Despite the mustache, meant to impart the weight of authority, he’s young. He could even be a student. He’s definitely not Taliban, or he’d be wearing a turban and his jaw would be hidden behind an unruly black beard.


  As they walk through the gate, the road continues to climb up the mountain ridge. They meander from one square to the next; some are unpopulated, while others are marketplaces filled with wooden stalls shaded beneath dirty canvases and surrounded by a swarm of merchants. Still, the city seems like part of the landscape because the walls and houses look like freestanding cliffs.


  The same poster of the young man hangs on most of the walls. Is it some kind of death notice? Is he a martyr? What’s his story? They’ve reached far up the mountainside, and the vast desert landscape they’ve just crossed lies spread out beneath them.


  The square in front of them is filled with people, some standing and others camped out on the ground. Scattered stalls line the square’s perimeter. There are no animals here. Noise is muffled. A solemnity in the air dampens voices.


  In the middle of the square, where it’s packed with people, sits a large black tent with two openings. A line of people moves through one opening and then exits the other in scattered succession, most with their hands raised in triumph or ecstasy. Each time a waiting crowd breaks out into jubilant cries and hugs them; afterward, they all leave together. Those standing around speak excitedly, as if something important has just happened.


  Next to the tent there’s a wooden platform with a microphone stand surrounded by loudspeakers. Somewhere nearby is a generator.


  Although no one looks in their direction, Hannah has no doubts. Everyone knows they’re there, and it won’t be long before something happens. They’re actors about to step onto a stage, except no one has told them what parts they’re playing. Are they the only ones who don’t know what’s going to happen? A mass execution up against a wall?


  Two armed men open a green metal gate in one of the massive mud-built walls on the square’s border, and they’re ordered to walk through it. The gate slams shut behind them, and they find themselves standing in a packed-earth courtyard.
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  “Surely you noticed the picture hanging all over the place,” says Schrøder, who greets them in the middle of the courtyard. “It’s a policeman from this city. He killed two American soldiers and got away. They finally found him and left him shot to pieces, with traces of dog bites. He’s become a saint who has performed miracles following his death. They’ve raised an altar to him inside the tent we just walked by. The sick, the lame, the blind, and the deaf go in one end—and when they come out the other, they’re healed. You saw the cheering crowd yourselves. Now it’s your turn.”


  He smiles inscrutably.


  “Now I know you’re asking yourselves why you need to be healed. Infidel. Nonbeliever. Isn’t that what it says on your favorite T-shirts? We’re the infidels, we kick ass? This is where our saint can help. You can enter the tent as the infidels you are and come out again as believers.”


  “Maybe it’s just like one of these Al-Qaeda videos on the net?” Viktor sneers at Schrøder. “First we praise Allah and then we have our throats cut on camera?”


  “Not if you say the kalima first—then you’ll become one of them. Otherwise it won’t be much fun for you. I don’t think they’ll slit your throats. They’d rather stone you. That’s more the local style here. Come on! It’s nothing. Just a few words.”


  “Stop! Just stop!” Steffensen raises a hand. “I’ve seen tons of cell phones around here. The moment we hit the net, the whole world will know about it. They’re already looking for us. You prove that we’re still living and make some kind of bargain. Otherwise I can’t see what the point is. What’s this all about?”


  “You think you’ll be found—you won’t. You’re in a different Afghanistan now, one you just don’t understand. That’s why I’m suggesting you convert. Everything will be a lot easier.”


  Viktor goes on the offensive again. “Convert? What the hell is wrong with you? Are you some kind of fucking convert or what?”


  Schrøder laughs. “I’m as much of a Muslim as you are a Christian. Or as little. It’s so simple. It doesn’t cost anything to say the kalima. Just exchange one declaration of faith for another. All I’m asking you to do is say a few words you don’t understand anyway—words that didn’t mean anything before you said them and that you’ll forget the moment after you’ve said them. You just want to live so one day you can slit my throat, or whatever it is you want to do to me. Now I’m giving you that chance. That’s all. It’s that simple.”


  “I won’t do it,” says Møller, his face pale and anxious. “You can do what you want—shoot me, stone me, behead me. I won’t do it.”


  Schrøder looks at him calmly. “Just one thing. If one of you doesn’t do it, that means none of you do it. Then you’re all lost.”


  He points a finger at them, one at a time. “Bang! Bang! Think about it. Did you come out here to die for some crazy idea about God? Or did you come because you wanted to test yourselves a little before you went home again to go on with whatever it was you were doing?”


  They stare at the chaplain, almost as if they’ve formed a collective front against him. None of them doubts that Schrøder means what he says.


  “Come on, Chaplain,” says Simon.


  A discussion ensues between them and the chaplain. Now he’s the one holding their lives in his hands.


  “But don’t you understand what it is he wants you to do? Betray everything you stand for? How will you ever be able to live with yourselves? Life isn’t a game. It’s serious.”


  “We’re not Christians, at least not in that way.” Simon stares urgently at Møller. “I’m sorry, Chaplain. We appreciate everything you’ve done for us—but die for the church? You can’t possibly expect that.”


  The others mumble in agreement. Dennis smiles. He knows how inappropriate it must all look, but he can’t help rejoicing in Møller’s humiliation.


  “This isn’t about the church. It’s about what’s deep inside you. I know you—every single one of you. Don’t tell me you don’t believe in anything. Why else have you put your lives on the line out here? Religion or no religion, this is a war in which good is fighting against evil. You have to choose sides.”


  “We have great respect for you, Chaplain—you know that—but you can’t insist that we die for a conviction that isn’t ours.”


  Steffensen makes his voice sound as earnest as possible. It’s his negotiating voice. He pictures sitting at home in Rønne’s city council with his thermos and club soda in front of him. He can almost taste the lukewarm coffee from the cafeteria.


  “How will you be able to look yourselves in the mirror? What will your loved ones think?”


  “They’ll be happy just to see us again. I believe the defense minister will be totally on our side. Your superior, the bishop, too. Guaranteed. Isn’t that what they taught us in all our survival courses? Be cooperative. Do what they ask you to do. Convert if you have to!”


  Steffensen fills his voice with authority. He’s not their commander issuing an order. He knows that won’t work. He’s trying to represent the voice of reason—and what’s more reasonable than surviving? He can feel the chaplain starting to crack. With the politician’s instinct, he tries to widen the crack. “Do you have the right to take responsibility for all of us being killed? Do you know us better than we know ourselves?”


  The chaplain’s shoulders collapse as if the pressure is too much and he can no longer bear it. “No,” he says. “No, I can’t take that responsibility. I can only speak for myself.”


  “But that’s exactly what you can’t do.” Steffensen knows when his opponent is weakening. “Our lives depend on you. You’re responsible for us.”


  “You’re not Jesus, Møller. You can’t save the world. Just us,” says Viktor. Steffensen nods in agreement.


  Schrøder has been following the discussion carefully, clearly enjoying himself. That’s why he let them talk so long. Steffensen feels like he should thank him. You’d almost think he’s on their side.


  Møller looks down. “I’m sorry,” he mumbles. “I’m sorry . . . I don’t know what came over me.”


  Viktor puts an arm around his shoulder. “It’s okay, man.”


  “We’re all under a lot of pressure,” says Steffensen. He turns to Schrøder. “Let’s get this nonsense over with.”


  “First you have to learn the words.” Schrøder recites the declaration of faith, which is short. The pronunciation poses the biggest challenge. “Ash-hadu ala ilâha illal-Lahu wahdahu, la Sharîka lahu, wa-ash-hadu anna Muhammadan abduhu wa rasûluhu.”


  “What does it mean?” asks Steffensen. “Shouldn’t we know?”


  “What do you think it means? I believe blah-blah-blah. Figure it out for yourself. It’s irrelevant.”


  “Do we have to say it one at a time?” asks Steffensen.


  “Yes, one at a time. Our audience wants proof of the miracle.” He glances at the chaplain. “If you all say it at once, some of you might try to cheat.”


  Schrøder gives an order to one of the guards. The Afghan turns toward them and starts, slowly and clearly, to recite the declaration of faith. He looks at them with anticipation. They stumble over the words. The Afghan patiently repeats the string of words. The other guards have gathered around them. Their faces are serious as they listen to the ferengi’s fumbling attempt to reach the inner core of their teachings.


  “Take your time,” says Schrøder, crossing his arms and watching them with a smile. “Don’t worry about the pronunciation. Just as long as it’s somewhat understandable. It’s the intent that counts.”


  After the practice session has gone on for some time, he clearly becomes bored. “One more thing,” he says. “You have to recite the declaration of faith in uniform.”


  “You can’t be serious,” exclaims Viktor.


  “Dead serious.”


  Schrøder signals to a guard, who disappears into the closest house. A moment later four boys show up carrying uniforms folded and stacked in piles. They recognize the camouflage pattern and the Danish flag. Even from a distance, they can see that the uniforms have been washed and recently pressed.
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  Dressed in their Danish army uniforms, they walk as one back to the square. Their heads are bare. Hannah isn’t with them; she’s a woman, so her conversion is irrelevant. She’s back in the qalat with Zuy.


  Anticipation permeates the square as they step out into it. All conversations stop abruptly, and there’s no line at the tent’s entrance. Everything has been prepared for their arrival.


  The strong smell of burning herbs fills the tent. Sitting behind a table covered in a dark-green velvet cloth with gold-embroidered Arabic characters, a group of bearded men in turbans stare intently at them. Armed guards stand in each corner of the tent. The touched-up photograph of the dead man sits on the green tablecloth. Maybe some of those attending are his relatives.


  The Danes bow their heads in devotion, although most of them would like to spit on the framed picture of the deceased. They exit back into the light again, one by one, in single file. All eyes are on them as they move toward the stage. A loudspeaker screeches with feedback, and they can hear the nerve-wracking noise of a generator somewhere nearby. A crowd has already gathered onstage. A group of older men are standing around the microphone.


  Many of those sitting in the square are holding up their cell phones. A solemn silence descends on the crowd of about five hundred people. The eyes staring at them are serious; this isn’t some traveling circus or freak show.


  They step onto the stage. Before they move to the microphone, one of the elders says something. With a little good will, they can tell that it’s a mangled pronunciation of their names. This is not an anonymous mass conversion—Schrøder must have given the Afghans a list.


  One by one, the Danish soldiers recite the kalima. Mumbling breaks out throughout the crowd every time a declaration of faith, accompanied by the loudspeaker’s feedback, rings out across the square. Now the soldiers belong to the same fellowship as their audience. Fuck, man, it’s creepy—but fuck, man, it’s also easy! Just a bunch of words, and then it’s in the bag. Okay, it’s pretty hard getting all the words right, and there’s this nervous moment in front of the microphone. Will I remember this shit correctly? Not forever, they’re sure of that. But Schrøder was right: their audience can see the good will.


  The chaplain is the last to step up onto the stage. As his name is announced, he thinks he hears a word that sounds like “imam.” He’s really going to have to suffer through this. The Afghans in front of the stage now know that he’s the platoon’s chaplain.


  The soldiers stare at him. Everything could go wrong now. The chaplain is clearly struggling. He looks as if he’s having trouble breathing. All of them try to catch his eye. Pull it together, man! This has to do with us—not you and the Lord.


  But that’s exactly what it is about: Lukas Møller and his god. He mumbles a stifled prayer of forgiveness, but anger starts to build inside him with all the irresistible force of a riptide. Is he failing God—or is God failing him? His faith is being tested, and untested faith might just prove worthless.


  But isn’t the Savior’s message one of forgiveness? Isn’t that why he came—to take away our sins? Isn’t that what separates him from his merciless father? The Lord is a god of vengeance and retribution, an eye-for-an-eye god, basically a god of war. Doesn’t his son rebel against all that? Isn’t his rebellion one of kindness, forgiveness, and turn the other cheek? But Judas hangs himself. There’s no forgiveness there. And what about Gestas, the thief on the cross to the left of Jesus in the altarpiece in Bregninge Church, hanging with his head down and squirming? The evil thief, they call him, because he’s an ignorant, primitive person who doesn’t understand the drama he’s witnessing, and so in his stupidity he mocks the Savior. Is ignorance the same as evil?


  Møller can picture the altarpiece. In the right corner, Gestas is already on his way to hell, a pale body in the claws of the Devil, whose head is decorated with a whole battery of horns. Gestas is the most exposed, vulnerable person in the entire altarpiece. That’s where our compassion should be focused; instead, he’s being sentenced to hell.


  A stone lands not far from Møller, who perceives it only as a disturbance in his line of vision.


  Why does Jesus tell the thief to his right that on this day you are with me in paradise? Because this thief sucks up to him. And why does he send Gestas straight to hell? Because in his ignorance, he makes fun of him. Gestas hangs with his head down on the cross and is going to die. He’s desperate and despondent, yet he has enough energy left to poke a little fun at all of it! Is that enough to deserve being sent to hell?


  Doesn’t it mean that Jesus is, just like his father, a vengeful god, and that he let himself be born in vain, that he has suffered and died in vain, and, yes, that he was resurrected in vain? Why isn’t there a religion for those whom even Jesus turns his back on?


  A chaplain who renounces his faith? Isn’t he even worse than Gestas, who in his ignorance mocks the savior?


  This time the stone falls a little closer. It bounces into the air and lands right at his feet. He ignores it. He doesn’t even search the crowd to see who threw it.


  The dilemma he’s facing now has never occurred to him.


  Death?


  Yes, he could step on a land mine out here, drive over a roadside bomb, be cut down by a bullet. But death because he values his faith more than his own life? Should he sacrifice these young men, his flock, his congregation? He’d happily die for them if that were possible. But sacrifice them to confirm his faith? Should they die for his sake? Such an unsolvable dilemma seems crafted in the Devil’s workshop rather than God’s heaven. Renounce his faith or let others die for it. An evil ultimatum.


  Standing there on the stage, he hesitates. He can feel his young countrymen’s eyes on him. He sees the Afghans’ dark, heavy faces watching him carefully. Beneath those turbans, they look both ravaged and hardened at the same time. The desert, the mountains, and the war have all left their mark on them.


  He thinks again about the altarpiece in Bregninge. Now he’s the one in the middle of the worldwide turmoil beneath the cross, and the Savior’s face lies in shadow.


  The first stone hits him. It’s not a large rock. It hits him in the chest, although it’s not enough to make him stagger. Several people in the gathering have stood up and are yelling at him. He doesn’t understand a word. Are they cursing him as the infidel he is in their eyes? Are they calling him a dog? What does he read in the wild eyes of these angry men? Is it faith or mercy? Is this how their faith looks? Does his own look this way?


  The next stone passes right by his head. He has to control himself so he doesn’t hold his hands up to protect his face. He has to hold on to some dignity. He mustn’t be afraid.


  A stone hits his thigh.


  New voices rise amid those of the bellowing crowd now standing in front of the stage. It’s his own congregation yelling at him: “Come on, Møller!”


  A question suddenly surfaces. Would these young Danish soldiers, whom he claims to know so well, be capable of wiping out all these Afghans gathered here? If they could call for air support at this very moment, would they turn the square into a slaughterhouse, with torn-off limbs scattered all over the place?


  He knows the answer. He’s always known it, from the moment he chose to become a chaplain and take a deployment in Afghanistan. He read it in Luther’s writing about soldiers and God’s mercy; the founder of the very church he belongs to blesses the soldier as God’s instrument, even when he hangs, maims, decapitates, and murders freely.


  So, yes, they would.


  Would they do it in the name of the greater good, thinking about the cause they’re fighting for? Or now that they’ve renounced their faith, would they do it solely in the name of physical survival?


  He realizes how meaningless the answer is. The result would be the same. No one in this square, neither the hostage takers nor their hostages, would hesitate to take the other’s life. He must sacrifice himself. He must sacrifice his faith. He must sacrifice his relationship with God to save a handful of lives.


  Has he hesitated too long? Is it too late? The stones pound against the boards of the stage. He spreads out his arms in a wide embracing gesture, as if to bless the gathering.


  More and more hands rise into the air, all of them clenching stones.
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  “Ash-hadu ala ilâha illal-Lahu wahdahu, la Sharîka lahu, wa-ash-hadu anna Muhammadan abduhu wa rasûluhu.”



  In a voice filled with desperation, the chaplain screams out the declaration of faith. He hasn’t sacrificed his life for his faith, as he should have. He’s no martyr. Instead, he has sacrificed his faith so that others can live.


  Is there a word for that?


  A spontaneous smile, one reflecting both relief and gratitude, spreads across the soldiers’ faces. Møller knows he will always hate that smile. At this moment they believe he has once again fulfilled his duty, although he doesn’t think so. He is no longer their shepherd. He hasn’t prepared them for death. He’s only helped them cling to life a little bit longer—and he’s no better, either. He’s no longer a chaplain. He’s one of them now, a refugee on Earth for as long as he lives.


  The crowd has broken into cheers. Everyone is standing, though none are still holding stones. A few raise up their Kalashnikovs and fire away, their bearded faces beaming up at him.


  His face is distorted. Møller has no idea what he should do, other than follow the natural course of events toward what he knows will be the inevitable end, their death. He doubts it will take very long.


  They’re still alive, however, and they say where there’s life, there’s hope—but not for him. All that remains is the stubbornness of living, the cells’ hunger for more and more time, for an eternity that exists only in fermenting bacteria.


  A word comes to him suddenly. He searches for it in Danish. He already knows it in Greek and Latin. Epieikeia, aequitas. He must be able to remember it in Danish, too. Then it pops into his head: “equity.” It also comes from Luther. It means the possibility of being fair and just. Luther writes that forgiveness is possible, even for those who’ve joined the rebels, if the lapsed peasants have done so because of coercion or good intentions. A door then opens and one can act with equity.


  It’s a loophole. Does the same door exist for someone who’s renounced his faith? The renounced faith on one side of the scales and the desire to save lives on the other? Which weighs more?


  Lukas Møller only knows that every time the peasants surrendered or suffered another defeat, no one showed any equity to the survivors. They were never asked about their motives, nor were they allowed to explain themselves. Thomas Müntzer’s followers, the Anabaptists, were brutally massacred by the thousands, chopped into small pieces and tortured to death with hot irons.


  Equity? In war there is no equity.
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  Hannah is sitting in the courtyard of the qalat right next to the square where the conversions are happening. Although she doesn’t recognize the names when they’re announced, she knows the voices. Noise from the excited crowd grows louder, but onstage there’s a sudden silence. Is it over? she wonders. No, she still hasn’t heard the chaplain’s voice. Is he putting their lives at risk? She doesn’t want anything bad to happen to the others. Herself? She can’t say.


  Once the ceremony is over, she hears elated voices outside the gate.


  “I could use a cold beer right now!”


  “A tight pussy for me—that’s all I need!”


  The gate opens, and the men enter, surrounded by their guards.


  “Sorry,” says Viktor, nodding at Hannah. “We’re just celebrating our conversion!”


  “Damn—I believe in miracles!” Sørensen pats his stomach, which like his sunken face has shrunk significantly since they fell into Schrøder’s hands. “I’ve had the runs for four days, but now I’m hungry!”


  Viktor raises an invisible beer bottle and makes gulping sounds, causing his Adam’s apple to bob up and down. “I miss Årslev.” The others nod in agreement.


  “The way he could talk about beer,” says Simon. “Aromas and the taste index!”


  “Could he really taste all that in a beer?” Viktor contemplates his invisible beer bottle.


  “A cold beer on a summer day,” says Simon, “right after it rains and you can smell the wet asphalt.”


  Viktor turns to the chaplain. “You certainly know how to keep us in suspense, Chaplain, but next time get it done a little faster, okay!”


  “Leave him alone. He did his best.” Simon acts as if he’s toasting with Møller. “Thanks for the effort, Chaplain!”


  The others also toast him. Møller turns away, walks over to one of the qalat’s walls, and sits down in the shade. Staring at the ground, he runs his hands through his hair as if lice have invaded his scalp.


  They toast again with their imaginary beers. “It’s a great day for all of us,” says Dennis. “Hurray for Islam! Hurray for the fucking Prophet and his dirty beard! If we can’t get beers, what about a little hashish? They were all high on something out there. Anyone could see it!”


  “Give Møller a little time to recover,” says Steffensen. “We owe him a proper thank-you. This was much harder on him than we can imagine. Faith is a serious matter for the chaplain. Nobody here doubts that, right?”


  For a moment they all stare, embarrassed, at the ground. Suddenly Dennis laughs loudly. “Hashish!” he repeats. “Let’s get some hashish!”


  Steffensen walks over to the chaplain and places a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t pay any attention to them,” he says. “Deep inside, they all realize the sacrifice you’ve made. They’re grateful. Right now they just need to let off a little steam.”


  Møller doesn’t look up. “Leave me alone! Get lost!”


  Surprised, Steffensen stares at him. He’s never heard the chaplain speak that way; he stands up and walks back to the others.


  With his drooping shoulders and bent head, the chaplain looks like a man deep in prayer—but he’s not. His hands aren’t folded, nor will they ever be again. They’re just two hands, running through his hair and then grasping his knees as if he has nothing else to hold on to. He has abandoned his faith and denied the Lord. The disgusting conversion ceremony meant nothing to the others, just random words in a random order, but for him, the words belonged to either the Lord or the Devil. And he swore his allegiance to the Devil. For the good of his congregation. He had no other choice. It’s not bitterness or regret he feels, only an incurable hopelessness. The cock has crowed twice, but he’s no Peter. The apostle got a second chance. And then another. Peter may have denied the Lord, but he didn’t swear allegiance to another.


  Leave me alone! Get lost! From now on, this is Møller’s gospel, the sum of all his sermons.


  Should he replace the cross with the rifle? Yet, without God, he has no ammunition. You can’t slay dragons without faith. So you slay people instead.


  Steffensen asks the others for their attention. “There’s something we need to consider,” he says. “I take it all of you saw those cell phones pointed at us while we were onstage?”


  “In about five minutes, we’ll be famous.” Andreas smiles as if the thought pleases him. “We’ll be all over the internet. Then they’ll know we’re alive back in Denmark. We’ve probably been reported missing. Our families must be beside themselves.”


  “Yeah, that’s the question—just how happy will our families be to see us standing on that stage? And it’s definitely not certain we’ve been reported MIA. Maybe Army Operational Command has said we’re on some secret mission that requires radio silence,” says Steffensen. “And if we were reported MIA, these tapes will only prove that we’re hostages—and conversion videos are usually just a prelude to executions.”


  “Do you really need to remind us of that right now?” Andreas glares at him.


  “Yes, sorry, but actually that’s the least of our worries. You can bet your ass that the Americans are already on their way. Drones, bombers, Special Forces—whatever. They’ll come for us with everything they’ve got. And we need to be ready.”


  “Schrøder must have anticipated that. What the hell was he thinking when he put us on display like that?” Viktor looks inquisitively at the others.


  Ensconced in their discussion, they don’t notice the gate to the qalat open as Schrøder, along with a group of his men, steps into the courtyard. Holding a cell phone in one of his hands, he heads directly toward them.


  “Anyone want to call home and tell Mom you’re doing okay?” He smiles cheerfully at them.


  They stare at him. No one moves. Right now none of them can handle hearing a girlfriend, mother, or father on the other end of the receiver. What would they say? I’m doing fine? But I’m not doing fine at all. I’ll probably be dead in five minutes. I’m calling just to say goodbye.


  Shaking his head with feigned disappointment, Schrøder looks from one to the other. “No one? You’re a strange group.”


  “Give me that.”


  “So the commander wants to call home. Here you go!”


  Steffensen takes the phone and quickly enters a number in Defense Command. He knows the call will enable them to trace their exact location. He doesn’t care about the consequences. What other chance do they have?


  The phone hums encouragingly as his fingers touch the screen. Then he holds it up to his ear. He’s never tried to make a call from a cell phone in Afghanistan, so he has no idea how long it takes to get connected. Nothing happens. The others stare intently at him. He lifts his hand in the air to indicate that they need to be patient. Eventually he gives up and lowers the phone. He looks down at the screen. There are no bars in the top left corner, indicating that the phone is not connected to the internet. Though he can’t read the Arabic letters, he already knows what it says: “No Service.”


  Schrøder laughs as he takes back the phone. “You know how it is,” he says. “You know it from camp. Every evening at six o’clock, the Taliban shuts down the internet and doesn’t open it again until the next morning. That’s how it is here, too. But on the occasion of your visit, we’ve decided to extend closing time. Surely you all saw the crowd filming you as you delivered your declaration of faith—but that was just for the family album. No one will be sending anything in the next few days.”


  Schrøder spreads out his hands and shrugs. “Sorry. You won’t become world-famous today.” He winks at Steffensen. “Oh, and today’s not the day the Americans will be flying in, either.”
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  The silence is oppressive as they sit down to eat the meal laid out for them in the middle of the courtyard. A water jug is passed around so they can wash their hands before eating. There are no spoons or forks. They have to serve themselves with their hands, so they use the flat naan to grab pieces of lamb and rice mixed with raisins and grated carrots. There are pancakes stuffed with spinach, also. The food is the best they’ve had since they fell into Schrøder’s hands. Camper looks satisfied, and Sørensen, who just announced the return of his appetite, eats heartily.


  Schrøder sits down next to them. He’s surrounded by two bodyguards, as if he’s not certain the soldiers won’t suddenly attack him. Neither he nor the guards eat anything while the rest concentrate on the food. Grabbing a piece of bread, Hannah moves away from the group. She can’t handle Schrøder’s closeness. She has her uniform back now, even though she didn’t participate in the conversion ceremony. She holds the naan but doesn’t sit down. No one has seen her eat anything in the two days since Adam’s death. Hesitantly, she takes one bite and then another. Although she’s hungry, she views her hunger as an enemy forcing her to cling to the life she now finds meaningless. Self-preservation wins. The others watch her. It’s a good sign.


  Just as they’re about to finish their meal, Schrøder looks up as if he’s expecting something.


  A colossal force suddenly throws them to the ground and all over the square. A fountain of dirt rises from the neighboring compound, followed by a glowing burst of flames. Gravel and rubble rain down upon them as a thick cloud of dust rolls across the courtyard.


  Steffensen grabs his ears as if to make sure they’re still there. His hearing is gone. Curled up, they lie all over the courtyard trying to protect themselves from the next explosion, which—if it strikes any closer—will tear them apart. In the middle of the cloud of dust, he can barely make out a figure standing a little ways off. Suddenly it sprints out of view. He’s not sure, but he thinks it’s Hannah.


  Trying to stand up, Steffensen presses his hands against the ground, but his elbows collapse beneath him and he sinks back down. The force of another shock wave suddenly hits, and his mouth fills with gravel. The dust all around him becomes even thicker. He sees shiny spots everywhere, and he can feel his heart pounding. He stares at his hands. They’re lit up by a pulsing glow, as if his heart were a strobe light flashing on and off. His hands turn neon white, then icy blue, and then red. “Are they mine?” he asks himself. It’s as if he’s never seen his hands before, and he realizes with sudden insight that this is the key. “This is the key,” he says and then starts giggling uncontrollably.


  Hannah storms forward. She can see Afghans lying on the ground, but she assumes they’ve only been knocked out by the force of the explosion and aren’t seriously wounded. In a moment they’ll be back on their feet again. She doesn’t have much time.


  She has already noticed that the gate isn’t as high as the surrounding walls; she’s hoping that its top edge isn’t protected by nails or sharp pieces of metal or glass. Earlier she thought the most important thing was staying with the others, but now her only thought is to escape. She’s seized by a desperate, uncontrollable restlessness.


  A figure on the ground in front of her reaches for his weapon. Hannah runs full force into him and smashes her knee against his face. Then she moves on. With one foot forward, so she can get a foothold, she jumps onto the gate. She did it! There are no sharp edges cutting into her palms, no nails piercing her hands. She swings one leg over and for a moment straddles the top edge of the gate. She lands heavily, but—about to lose her balance—she leans up against the gate, which protects her from the next shock wave. Stones and gravel fall all over the street in front of her. Sticky drops splatter in her face as something heavy slams to the ground a few meters away. She can see that it’s a torn-off leg. There are dark spots all over the gravel. She runs. She doesn’t know if the qalat where she just left her comrades has taken a direct hit. She’s not thinking. Her legs are thinking for her.


  She’s standing in the square where the conversions occurred. The stage is deserted and the area around it is empty, too. Hannah, who suddenly finds the whole thing comic, can hear herself laughing out loud in the middle of the empty square.


  Her thoughts race in complicated patterns, as if she has acquired a surprising grasp of what she’s thinking, although she can’t account for it. Nothing and everything merge into one, making her feel omniscient. Right now she’s seeing the universe in its all-encompassing, wonderfully mysterious, and eternally expanding oneness. The exposed world whispers its secrets to her and her alone.


  She no longer feels rushed. Surrounded by walls on all sides, she walks around the deserted streets. A sound rises up from the steep street—a piercing yell.


  “Marg pa Āmrikā!”


  A large crowd is moving toward her.


  “Marg pa Āmrikā!” yells Hannah in hypnotic imitation.


  She stands there in her man’s uniform, covered in a thick layer of gray dust, her discolored face making her unrecognizable, even as a woman. She looks like a petrified monument to some person or piece of land long gone. The throng swarms around her, sweeping her into their forward-streaming bodies; she feels both swallowed up by the crowd and as if she were their leader.


  “Marg pa Āmrikā! Marg pa Āmrikā!”


  She doesn’t associate anything with the words, but she likes the sound of them and raises her voice louder than the others. They move faster and faster, new people joining them from every street and square they cross. Eventually they stop in front of a mountain of rubble. Thick smoke rises from it, resting symbolically over the area.


  Indefinite forms covered by loose-fitting white shrouds are being carried out of the piles of ruins. Dark stains—probably blood—reveal that something drastic has happened. The word “death” hovers at the edge of Hannah’s consciousness, but she’s in no condition to make any sense out of that word. Her current exhilarated state is unaffected by the sight of the shrouded bodies or the red color spreading across the white cloth. There’s richness in the sights before her; she could stand here forever.


  The remains of what were once bodies are laid on roughly constructed stretchers with beds of braided rope. Those waiting lift the stretchers up onto their shoulders. They move through the streets in close procession. Once again Hannah lets the rhythmic yelling carry her away as she mimics the myriad voices surrounding her. She is beyond all rational thought, ready to be swallowed into any community that might form around her.


  She walks around, at first yelling enthusiastically in chorus, then alone, until she’s suddenly seized by exhaustion. Sitting down in one of the open squares, she hides her face in her hands.


  The ecstasy slowly dissipates, and she starts to feel as if thick clouds are forming overhead. She’s about to land, not as a pilot after a successful flight but as a diver who, weighed down by the lead weights in his belt, is sinking deeper and deeper into an opaque sea, until she’s at the bottom of a watery grave known as reality.


  She has been beyond all words. Now they’ve returned as if she’s wearing an invisible telecommunication helmet and an interpreter is robbing the world of all its joyful meaninglessness. In endless succession, objects reacquire the names torn from them in ecstasy’s unguarded moment. She feels as if she has been exiled from the deep sky above her and bound in chains on the ground. The world returns to its old, familiar meanings, and she’s locked back into Hannah. Hannah, who has undergone a heart transplant but never got a new heart to replace the old one.


  She hasn’t smoked, so the hash must have been in the meal they ate right before the missiles barreled into the qalat next to them. She recalls Schrøder’s words: “It’s hash brownie time.” At the time she didn’t understand what he meant. And she still doesn’t. What was the point? And what about the others? Are they all dead now? She dashed off on a crazy escape that might have saved her life—but now what?


  A high-flying drone must have made the attack. Was Steffensen right, after all, and Schrøder wrong? The hunt for Schrøder succeeded, but with one crucial oversight. Hasn’t anybody thought about freeing them? Will their death be just an unintended consequence, a fucking minor event in the pursuit of a larger goal?


  Could Schrøder have been killed in the attack—and her comrades along with him? Is she the last survivor?


  At that moment she feels a hand on her shoulder.


  She turns around and stares into a smiling blond-bearded face. “Nice to see you,” says Schrøder.
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  Wherever I go, I’m a stranger, so the first few days always make me nervous. Will someone view my presence as suspicious? Still, this country is full of people rebelling or traveling for unknown purposes. We’re all nomads in a land at war.


  Two days ago, I left Camp Price. I’ve ridden buses and gotten lifts from truck drivers. Both the police and the Taliban have stopped me at checkpoints, and I’ve shown them my papers and my cell phone. The Taliban has let me go. I’ve been spared the sight of any more random passengers executed on the roadside. Young policemen, high on hash, have shoved me around and accepted the handful of bills I’ve offered them.


  Seen from the outside, you’d think that Afghanistan is a country held together by unbreakable traditions. From the inside, however, you can tell that there’s barely anything left holding the country together. The Afghans are restless; it’s the restlessness of the survivor searching for a way out after far too many bonds have been broken. So many people wander along the roads, so many ride the buses—and observing them, I get the impression that they’re people going around and around in circles, searching for something lost.


  Along the way, I learn things about the squad of Danes I’m tracking. I first overhear bits of the story on a bus, and then a truck driver repeats it. Some foreign soldiers have attacked a qalat, though that’s not why they’re telling the story—attacks on qalats occur frequently. The aftermath makes the story worth repeating. As they retreated, the soldiers used three women as shields. They took the women with them, and the women have never been seen again.


  If it’s the Danes, I can probably assume they’re searching for Schrøder. I don’t know where they got the tip that led them to the qalat. Were they right on his heels? That seems unlikely. But then who told them he was going to be at that location?


  I have trouble believing the story. On one hand, anything’s possible. I’m told that the women were abducted in Sangin, so I take the bus to Sangin. I can’t ask anything too specific or it will arouse suspicion, but I don’t even need to ask. The local bazaar is rife with rumors, and the stories I hear all sound the same, except for a few variations on the women’s destiny after the abduction.


  According to one version, the women are raped. The soldiers drag them off and abuse them. In another version, the soldiers murder the women as soon as they’re no longer needed as shields.


  While I don’t believe everything I hear, the stories possess some kernel of truth. Some soldiers have attacked a qalat, but something in their behavior—and in the fact that they received no air support—told the Afghans that they weren’t like other soldiers. I can’t rule out that my countrymen might have taken three women as hostages. Maybe their backs were against the wall, so they grabbed any means possible, even one we normally condemn as proof of our enemy’s ruthlessness: the use of human shields.


  The women didn’t dare to return home because of the fate awaiting them. Even the most infamous patriarch is always ready to protect his women, if for no other reason because they’re his property and you guard your property. But these women? They’re damaged goods in the eyes of everyone. They have no value to anyone, and I fear they’re on their way to that last stop for all human garbage, the waste dump known as death.


  For fuck’s sake, boys, what are you doing? Come home and abandon all this revenge bullshit.


  That’s what I feel like yelling at them.


  But first I have to find them.


  That is, if they haven’t also ended up in the back of death’s garbage truck.


  The Brits lost more than a hundred men in Sangin. The American Marines also suffered great losses here. The Brits left the city center bombed out, while the Americans bulldozed key parts of it to establish secure sight lines. Half of Sangin is a labyrinth, with the usual high walls on all sides, and the other half is a ruin with surprisingly large open areas without a trace of any homes. The war has created its own architecture. The Americans planted trees and set up benches to fill the void—but Afghans don’t sit on the benches. They prefer to squat on the ground.


  I spend the night at an inn, lying on a thin mattress on the floor of a cell-like room with dirty white walls, and then hang out in the bazaar. It’s my turn to tell the story, so I drop a hint here and there. There’s always somebody who wants to listen. I join a group of men in a teahouse, where I’m surrounded by bowls filled with raisins, pistachio nuts, and sunflower seeds. I tell my story as I drink green tea.


  I also know about these men who struck like lightning in a qalat in Sangin, I say. The lightning also struck in Maiwand, where I come from, and it was my house they hit. “Maybe you’ve heard about it,” I say. They stare at me in anticipation. “They didn’t take any women as hostages—instead they killed them.” Now I have their attention. “My two wives . . . my three daughters . . .”


  Pausing, I sigh deeply and cover my eyes as if I’ve seen something I never want to see again.


  “. . . and my sons.” I look right at my audience and strengthen my voice so they can sense the rage within me. “I’ve come to seek revenge. Vengeance is all I have left.”


  “We will grieve with you,” says one of them, an older man with a henna-colored beard and a silvery turban wrapped around his graying hair. The others nod, mumbling their sympathy.


  “But how do you know it was the same soldiers?” The older one looks at me. “The ferengi commit their crimes everywhere.”


  “Their uniforms were different than the Americans—that’s how I know they have to be the same.”


  The old man nods. “We believe they are Americans, but not dressed in the same way. They had a symbol on their shoulder. Red and white. But a different pattern than the Americans. We don’t know what it means.”


  I nod back. Now I’m sure. “Exactly,” I say eagerly. “Were you there, too?”


  He shakes his head. “I live in the same part of the city. I know the people in that qalat. I can show you where they live, but you cannot visit them. They are grieving.”


  I’m happy I won’t have to set foot inside the ambushed qalat. There’ll be all these hardened faces, turned away. We might believe that the Afghans get over the death of others easily because there’s so much of it. They don’t. You can see it in their faces. Sorrow is part of the Afghans’ physiognomy.


  “Could you possibly arrange a meeting with one of them?”


  He nods again. “You are my guest.” He tells me his name: Hamidullah.


  I thank him. I didn’t leave anything at the hostel; my bag’s at my feet and all my things are in it. That way no one can rummage through it. You never know what might make others suspicious.


  As we stroll through the city, Hamidullah looks at me. “Do you have a weapon?” he asks.


  There are loads of weapons in his home. Hamidullah offers me a Kalashnikov, as if his magnanimity includes the house’s arsenal. I weigh the rifle in my hand. I’ve held an AK-47 before but never tried to shoot one. I shake my head and say no, thank you. He gives me a long look. I can’t figure out what he’s thinking.


  Later I meet two men from the qalat my countrymen attacked. They console me for my loss, and I console them. We’ve established a bond between us. They had seven killed and a similar number wounded. A male family member, Massoud, has vanished without a trace. And then there are the three women. The infidels came without warning. The men have no idea what they wanted. The attack has never been reported anywhere. A surviving family head went directly to the local American headquarters, where they denied any knowledge of the matter. That confirms my impression that many civilian losses never appear in any official statistics.


  “Do you think they were searching for someone?” I ask.


  “No,” replies one of them, a lanky man with sunken cheeks half hidden beneath a thin beard, and striking green eyes. “They kill for no reason. They come and go. We mean nothing to them.”


  I can’t tell if he’s lying. Had Schrøder ever been in that qalat? And if he had, what was he after? Right now he’s not the one I’m tracking. His vanished pursuers have left behind a much clearer trail, and my only hope is that sooner or later they’ll lead me to him. Or, at the very least, that I’ll reach the place where they suddenly disappear into thin air. And that’s where Schrøder is.


  “Do you have any idea where they headed?”


  The man with the green eyes shakes his head. “If we did, we’d be there now.”


  We walk by the qalat where the attack occurred. The settlement on the outskirts of Sangin is so sparse that you can’t really talk about streets. We look out across the landscape, which consists of small, thicket-covered hillsides, no more than five meters high yet high enough to hide an advance. The highway must be out there somewhere. They must have stopped there and parked their APCs before moving on foot toward the qalat. But who knew the way? Who led them to this specific qalat?


  They can’t possibly have attacked it by accident. They must have had intelligence they considered reliable—or at least somewhat reliable.


  I look at my host. “They came from that direction,” he says, pointing.


  I do something impulsive. “I think I’ll look around a little.”


  “Would you like some company?”


  I shake my head. Hamidullah raises his hand goodbye. “Be back before dark,” he says.


  Still holding my bag, I’m seized by a sudden premonition: I’ll never spend the night in his house.
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  Turning my back on Sangin’s walls, I walk out into the desert, where I enter a rocky area. The highway is elevated above the rest of the terrain. I look for a straight line cutting through the landscape and watch a car pass in the distance. As I expected, there isn’t much traffic.


  It occurs to me that I have no idea what I’m looking for. Tire tracks in the sand? How will that help me? They’ll disappear as soon as they reach the highway. I’m not some scout tracking his enemy through the woods with the help of a broken twig and a stepped-on blade of grass. I have nothing to pursue here. I need to go back to where there are people.


  That’s when I spot her, squatting in the grass. She has thrown back her burka, revealing a dark, gaunt face with deep-set eyes. A lock of hair, stiff with dust and dirt, hangs down on her forehead and over one cheek. She pushes it back when she sees me. Although her forehead and cheeks are covered in a layer of gray dust, her dark eyes are glowing.


  “I’ve been waiting for you,” says the woman.


  “What’s your name?” I have to say something.


  “Sara.” Her voice is flat, as if it’s a worthless piece of information. “They’re lying here.” She points at three crooked rocks sticking up out of the sand. “I’ve buried them.” I look at her hands. They’re full of scrapes, with dirt beneath her broken nails. Has she really clawed into the ground until there were three graves?


  “Were they the women the soldiers used as a shield?”


  She nods.


  “Did the soldiers kill them?”


  She shakes her head and then makes a fist, hammering it into her chest. “They killed themselves.”


  I can picture it—a knife to the heart. Three knives in three hearts. And I ask my countrymen: What have you done?


  “I am the one who led the soldiers here,” she says. “They were searching for a man.”


  “Who?”


  “The same one you are searching for.”


  I try to hide my surprise. “Describe him.”


  “He was a soldier once. But no more. He has killed many of his own people.”


  “Where is he?”


  “I will lead you to him.”


  She stands up as if we need to get going. She winces and holds her right side as if she’s in pain.


  “Are you hurt?” I ask.


  “I’ve been shot,” she says matter-of-factly.


  “The soldiers?”


  “No. My son.”


  She says it as if it’s something you’d say every day. Looking at her gaunt, dirty face and deep-set eyes, I wonder if maybe she isn’t crazy. Can she really lead me to Schrøder?


  From now on, maybe I need to follow my instincts. It’s the rational Dane in me I need to silence. I know very little about this country, but I know enough to realize that the trains of thought I usually follow are useless here. I have to surrender and let myself be carried off by the stream. Maybe that’s why I chose to walk into the desert where this woman was waiting for me. I surrendered.


  “But if you knew that Schrøder was here, why didn’t his pursuers find him? I’ve spoken to the people from the qalat they attacked. They say they’ve never heard of him.”


  “Maybe they’re lying. Maybe I was wrong,” she says and looks me in the eye. “But I found him eventually. The soldiers met him.”


  “Did they get him?”


  She shakes her head.


  “Did he kill them?”


  “No, he’s keeping them alive. I don’t know why.”


  “Do you want him dead?”


  “Yes. I wish they were all dead.”


  “All? All who?”


  She stares at me with her strange, transparent eyes. There’s a power about her that repels me, but one I might need. I’m wondering if I should be afraid of her.


  “You don’t want to kill anyone,” she says. “Most end up doing it anyway, but not you. You will create many difficult situations for yourself. Men kill. It doesn’t matter who they are or where they come from. They kill.”


  I want to ask Sara if I’ll survive, but it will sound as if I believe in her ability to see the future. I’m not superstitious, so why should I care about her answer? Is my own fear starting to surface? I’m always afraid when I’m on assignment in Afghanistan—I’d be stupid if I weren’t—yet I also know it’s important never to question whether I’ll ever come home alive again.


  Whenever I’m on assignment, I develop tunnel vision. I tell myself that it’s not about life. I pack up my fear so it’s as small as possible, and then I hide it under a rock like some disgusting insect I’d rather not touch. I can acknowledge my fear when I get home. “Of course I was afraid,” I say afterward, if anyone asks. It doesn’t cost anything, not even my image, and people feel safer if I make this little admission. Yet I would never acknowledge it to myself while the fear, the bogeyman, runs around screaming deep inside me.


  “Where is he?”


  “You have to decide if you want to follow me. That is your decision. But without me you will never find him.”


  “And if I choose to stay here?”


  The woman ignores my question.


  “I’m coming with you,” I say.


  The decision is made. Is it the right one? I can’t answer that. That’s the nature of my job. If I always knew the consequences of my decisions, I’d never make any. I have to take chances as they come—and right now this woman is my only chance. She has seen Schrøder, along with the vanished Danes. She knows something.


  When I tell her my name, she doesn’t react. It’s as if I’m barely real to her. I’m just a tool for this strange fortune-teller, and it’s not clear what she wants to use me for. I’ll have to learn to read her.


  My survival might depend on it.
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  Sara walks next to me and not behind me, as I would have expected from an Afghan woman. On the other hand, I can no longer see her face, now hidden beneath her burka. The light fabric flutters around her legs. She’s not wearing any shoes, and her feet, like her hands, are cracked and dusty. They look like old, worn-out work tools. She limps slightly, and I can see movement beneath her burka, indicating that every so often she’s grabbing her right side. The burka, which once was dove blue, is threadbare and dirty now, and the dust looks like it’s woven into the fabric. There’s a dark stain on the right side.


  I turn toward her and suggest that we try to find a clinic.


  “I’m not going to any clinic,” she says categorically.


  “I can take a look at your wound,” I say. “I have a medic bag with me.”


  She shakes her head again.


  “How old is your son?”


  “Eight.” She stares straight ahead as she answers.


  “Eight?” I have to struggle to hide my disbelief. “Eight years old—and he shot you? But why?”


  “Because he is a son of this country and he behaves like all men in this country.”


  “He’s not a man—he’s a child.”


  “You know nothing.” Her voice is full of contempt, although I can’t see her face. It’s like the burka is speaking to me, and it symbolizes an abyss I can never cross.


  As we approach some houses, she moves behind me again.


  Watchful, inquisitive eyes are everywhere, although there’s nothing suspicious about the sight of a man and a woman together. I could be her husband or her relative, so I’m no more on my guard than I would normally be.


  I find a new inn where we can spend the night and pay for the beds. Sara disappears into the women’s area and doesn’t emerge until the next morning.


  I buy two bus tickets going north. We’ll have to get off along the way, in the middle of the desert. Sara knows the spot. We’ll spend the next night under the open sky. At the bazaar, I buy two woolen patus as protection against the cold. I also purchase some supplies, water in plastic bottles, naan, onions, oranges, and quruts—small dried balls of salted yogurt.


  When we get off the bus, there are no houses anywhere. Maybe that’s best. That way no one is watching us. But does it look suspicious to get off in the middle of a desolate landscape? I’ve seen Afghans do it all the time. You can see them waiting for a bus in some deserted spot where there’s been no sign of any dwellings for a long time.


  At first we follow tire tracks heading for the horizon, and then they disappear in the sand. I walk ahead, yet she’s directing us from her position behind me. At times, I turn around to look at her, and she’s always there, at the same distance. I lose the feeling of having any company. I pace through a deserted landscape.


  When darkness falls, we share our supplies. We drink out of our plastic bottles. I don’t start a fire, although this stretch of desert is full of dried bushes that could easily feed a good fire. I ask about her son. She shakes her head, as if I still won’t be able to understand the answer.


  “Why me?” I ask. “Why were you waiting for me? Why couldn’t you find any Afghans who would help you?”


  “You are stronger.” She has thrown back her burka and is staring me in the face.


  “Stronger?” Surprised, I stare back. “I’m alone. I’m unarmed. How can I possibly be stronger?”


  Wrapping her patu around her, she stretches out on the desert sand, a signal that the conversation is over. There are a couple of meters between us, about the same distance as when we’re awake. I doubt I’ll be getting much sleep. The temperature is falling rapidly, and the patu isn’t warm enough to prevent me from shivering in the cold. I can barely make out her shape in the cold light of the stars already filling the evening sky—so many that it seems as if each constellation has a doppelgänger. She draws the patu closer; she seems to be having trouble staying warm, too. I close my eyes and lie there for a while, but sleep won’t come.


  Hearing movement, I open my eyes. Sara gets onto her knees and, with the patu wrapped around her gaunt body, crosses the short distance to me. She lies down next to me, her back to me, and presses against me. It’s not me she’s seeking—it’s the heat of my body. I pull her close, also seeking hers. Her hair smells like dust. Her body smells, too, but not the sour smell of sweat; it’s a dry smell of dust and smoke that could just as easily be coming from the landscape. I stop shaking from the cold. She could be a log, no more organic to me than a piece of wood. I’m just warming myself by the embers.


  Just as I’m about to fall asleep, she starts to mumble. She speaks in a monotone, as if she’s talking in her sleep. It’s a horrifying tale with many pauses, and each time I think it’s done, she starts up again.


  One night she is awakened by a terrible scream coming from a child in the qalat where she lives. In the glow of the fireplace, she sees a woman holding a child, maybe one or two years old, over a large pot of boiling water. The woman dips the child in until the boiling water reaches its thighs. The child screams in pain, and the woman quickly pulls the child up out of the pot. Wrapping a shawl around it, she lays the child on the floor and talks soothingly. But the child keeps screaming.


  “The woman—was it you?” I say.


  “It was not me,” she whispers.


  “Where is she?”


  “She’s inside me now. Every night she tries to come out.”


  “So what do you do?”


  “I never sleep.”


  “And the child is your son, the boy who shot you?”


  “I have no son. He was stuffed into me. He is his father’s boy—not mine. Do you know what a son is? Your future tyrant if you are a woman. Nothing more. First you love him. Then you learn to fear him. He is not yours. You belong to him. You belong to them.”


  “Who?”


  “The men!”


  I find Sara’s behavior unforgivable, regardless of her mental state at the time. Even insanity is no excuse. I’m filled with anger and disgust, yet I also feel a kind of sympathy that surprises me. Sympathy for her, for the boy I’ve never met, and for everyone locked in this maelstrom of violence, pulling the country in deeper and deeper. Will we all end up like this boy? Like this mother? Maybe like both of them, victim and executioner, at the same time?


  I feel the urge to take her hand, though I know I mustn’t. Yet I suddenly feel that Sara, this crazy woman, is my mission in Afghanistan. The darkness, her voice, and the uncertainty about everything ahead of us make me feel this way. I know that when morning comes, I’ll look at things differently.


  “And the man you are married to?” I ask. “Why are you alone?”


  “‘Go out and fight the Americans,’ I told him. ‘I will be the first to receive news of your death.’ He struck me so hard that I fell at his feet. ‘Coward,’ I said to him. ‘Go on, little man—and show your courage.’ And then he came home. He had been shot in the stomach. He was very frightened. The children were rushed out of the room. They left him to me. He begged me for water. I rubbed the skin on his stomach like it was a dirty floor. He screamed in pain and begged me to stop. That’s how he died.”


  Here’s a man conquered by the very person he abused, I think. But it’s no victory when the abused takes her abuser with her. It’s no victory when the destroyed simply passes on the destruction.


  As she begins her tale, Sara’s voice is a monotone, but it becomes increasingly intense and urgent.


  “In my youth I studied medicine at the university in Kabul,” she says. “I did the opposite of everything I had learned in my studies when I was supposed to take care of my husband.”


  Sara looks like she’s in her late thirties, old enough to have grown up during the Soviet invasion. Maybe she belonged to the well-educated middle class who benefitted from the Russians’ presence in a few of the larger cities. Perhaps she had a well-educated father who wanted the best for her. Then the Red Army pulled out, and Afghanistan was dragged into a merciless civil war that was especially tough on Kabul. The mujahedeen—whose attitude toward women was no better than the Taliban’s, if not worse—reduced the city to rubble. Once a confident girl with dreams, she surely lost her family. Now she’s ended up here, in the deepest despair, brutalized and half out of her mind, degraded, an animal for breeding after a life so full of humiliation and suffering that my mind can’t imagine it.


  I have to know more about her. “Sara,” I say.


  “Sleep,” she whispers back.


  At some point I must have fallen asleep, because when I open my eyes, dawn is arriving.


  She’s not there. Sitting up, I can see her in the distance. She’s squatting and pissing. As she stands up, she grabs her side again.


  I grab my medic bag. I know it’s a security risk if I’m stopped and searched, though I can always claim that I’m a nurse. On my own initiative, I took the same courses as the army’s medics. I wasn’t going to fucking die from some simple infection out here.


  “Show me your wound,” I say. “You won’t go to a clinic, but I can see you’re in pain.”


  She doesn’t protest. Instead, she lies down on the ground and pulls up her burka. She’s wearing several layers of clothing beneath it. One of them is a long dress with an embroidered front that might have been quite colorful once but is now faded and dirty gray. As she lifts up the dress, I can see her emaciated legs and then her crotch. I look away. The ease with which she exposes herself makes me feel that she isn’t revealing her genitals: it’s merely some random crevice in her body, whose only function she showed me when she peed in front of me. There’s no intimacy in the moment.


  I examine her wound. There’s a bullet hole in her right side, just above the hip bone. Placing my hand on her hip, I turn her over; she follows my movements without resisting. There’s an exit hole on her back. The bullet obviously went right through her without causing any damage to the internal organs—at least I assume it didn’t. She’s been shot with a small-caliber pistol, probably a 9 millimeter, which means the bullet didn’t wreak enormous damage inside her body or exit in a crater of blasted flesh.


  The wound looks surprisingly clean. Does this woman with her dirty body understand the first rule of the healing process—that wounds mustn’t become infected? Her medical studies could be one explanation. “Have you cleaned the wound?” I ask. She nods. I cleanse the perimeter of the wound with alcohol and then smear it with some ointment before dressing it.


  After I finish, she gets up and rearranges her many layers of clothes until, once again hidden behind her burka, she’s standing in front of me. She doesn’t thank me, though I’m not sure I was expecting it. The closeness we experienced during the night is gone. We continue our journey.


  The landscape shifts, and we enter a valley surrounded by brown hillsides. I can see qalats and walls, windbreaks and fields, but no people anywhere. Many of the trees have split, blackened trunks. There are bomb craters all over, and the fields haven’t been tilled in ages. I have no idea what grew here, but the land is cracked and lined with empty irrigation ditches; the desert seems to be slowly taking back the landscape, which the farmers only had on loan. On one of the smaller hills lie the remains of something that might have been an American outpost at one time. I spot a row of crumbling buildings on a plateau on the hillside framing the valley’s farthest end.


  Then I see it, on the other side of the valley, a scorched area stretching up the side of the cliff, as if there’s been a raging fire. This must be the place Halim was talking about—where a drone slammed into a mountain and self-destructed.


  A half hour passes before we’re standing at the bottom of the hillside to our right. To the left, a gravel path turns toward the settlement at the valley’s other side. I turn around and signal to Sara that she has to wait for me while I investigate the scene of the accident. Without speaking, she sits down.


  I crawl up into the charred shrubbery until the mountainside becomes so steep that I can’t go any farther. No remains of the wreckage appear anywhere. The Americans have really cleaned up after themselves. There are footprints and marks left by wheels and tracked vehicles. The exploded drone’s fuel started a fire that spread quickly in the dried-out thicket. A chunk of the mountainside is also charred, and I can see that heat from the fire caused a minor rockslide. The piece of the steering mechanism Halim had and let me photograph must have been picked up before the Americans arrived. They’ve done careful work—it must have been quite important to them. I can see what an embarrassment it would be if it got out that the very core of their antiterrorism campaign—the supposedly invulnerable drones—had been compromised.


  I kick around with my shoes in the ashes and sand. I have no idea what I’m searching for, maybe a sign that the unreal is real, that the invulnerable is vulnerable. I realize that I’m thinking of the drone the way ancient people thought of their erratic gods, like some unknown force interfering in our lives, an encounter between otherwise conflicting realities. And that’s what the drone is when it appears above Afghanistan’s landscapes, Zeus casting his thunderbolt from cyberspace.


  I don’t find anything, but now I’ve been here.


  I walk back along the tire tracks, where Sara is still waiting. We continue up the valley’s opposite side. She took the soldiers up there and they were ambushed—so what’s waiting for me?


  I stop and turn to face her.


  “What really happened here?”


  Pausing, she pulls back her burka so that I’m staring into her unveiled face.


  “They didn’t find him,” she says. “He found them. I told you that.”


  “Yes, but what happened after that?”


  “They became his prisoners. Then he also was attacked. There were battles. The man you are seeking won. But I hid.”


  “You were wounded.”


  “Yes,” she says. “But I wasn’t dead.”


  I could have been here long before now if Halim, the warlord in Kandahar, had given me names and locations. Now I know just as much as he does, but maybe events have overtaken me yet again. Are the Danes still here?


  “What’s up there?” I ask.


  “Are you afraid?” She stares into my eyes.


  “I am not afraid, but I need to know what to expect.”


  “Go up there, and you’ll find out.”
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  Now I’m walking behind Sara. She’s still dragging one leg as if it hurts when she leans on that foot. I’ve offered her some pills for the pain, but she refused. We walk for an hour, and she doesn’t stop to rest. Then we’re there.


  It looks like an abandoned bazaar. Although the narrow streets are deserted, people must have been here recently. In one square, there are small piles of ash and scattered clumps of camel shit. Nothing indicates that the bazaar has recently been open. The stalls are all closed up behind wooden shutters, but there are no padlocks. So it looks as if the previous owners made no effort to protect their property, nor have they given any thought to returning.


  There are signs of a battle: bullet holes in the shutters and walls, and one of the houses has large cracks and a piece of the wall has collapsed. In other places, there are cartridges, all from Kalashnikovs. I pick one up. Is this how the Danes met their end? Were they simply defeated? I show Sara one of the pointy copper casings.


  “They fought in the streets,” I say.


  “Yes,” she says, “but it was not your men who were fighting. There were others. This happened after they were taken prisoner.”


  “What happened there?”


  “With your men? They fell into a trap.”


  Sara walks over to one of the stalls and opens the shutters. She points at the floor.


  “That was where he kept us.”


  “A prison?”


  She nods.


  “Electricity?”


  “A generator.”


  A generator, I think. Power to charge a laptop. I ask her about the drone. She shakes her head. She didn’t see anything. I’ve grown used to her having an answer for everything, but now her face is blank.


  The sun is high—it feels almost hot, although it’s only mid-February. Sara has thrown back her burka, so her face is exposed. She’s still hiding her dull, dirty hair, though. Walking back down the hillside, away from the bazaar, I feel as if we’re returning to a world outside of time. Yet there’s a generator in the passageways beneath the bazaar, and a drone smashed into the mountainside across from us.


  We spend another night in the desert, but we still don’t light a fire. We stay close, however, as we did last night. I can’t sleep. I lie awake going over the mission, again and again.


  By the time dawn announces its arrival with a blazing red stripe across the horizon, I haven’t had much sleep. We spent the whole night lying right next to each other, but this time we didn’t talk. What is she to me? A human GPS? The system of coordinates she follows has nothing to do with geography. I have no idea what it involves. I only know that I need her. Still, there’s something in her I don’t want to get too close to, and I’m grateful for the distance that resurfaces between us. Am I afraid of her? Maybe.


  We get up, as if the morning light were an alarm clock, and immediately turn our backs on each other while straightening out our clothes. She walks into the distance and squats. I do the same and urinate “Afghan style.” I haven’t shit in a few days—the Imodium has seen to that. I’m still paying for that lunch with Halim. Now I’m bloated, although I haven’t eaten anything but unleavened bread for the past two days.


  “Aren’t you going to pray?” I ask Sara.


  We’ve spent two days together, and I have yet to see her kneel down and rest her forehead against the ground. She doesn’t answer.


  “Don’t you ever pray?”


  She looks at me. “I am not a believer.”


  Her answer puzzles me. It wouldn’t if it came from a young man or woman of Muslim background in Denmark. But out here I can’t understand the answer.


  “Are you a believer?”


  “I am, yes.”


  I’ve always pushed any questions about my faith into the background. If pressed, I’d acknowledge that I was certainly not a believer. I like to drink and I’d like to avoid marrying a virgin. Nor do I consider women who’ve slept with several men to be whores. In my eyes, faith—whatever faith—is nothing more than a self-righteous attempt to limit others’ freedom. At one point I got involved in caliphal circles, but that was more of rebellion against Denmark than my parents. I was eighteen and needed to belong, and I felt no kinship with the Danes. So I went looking for extremes wherever I could find them. I was attracted to gang life, too, and that’s where I wound up when I stopped associating with fundamentalists. As long as I wasn’t alone.


  Now, I no longer need to rebel or take a stand to show people who I am. I try to blend in with others and live invisibly. It’s part of my job description. Before, I was desperately trying to be someone; now I act as if I’m no one.


  Sara interrupts my train of thought. “You can’t half believe,” she says. “Do you know what I’ve been given instead of a soul? I have my hardness and nothing else. There is no heaven for me.”


  “If you had your own place, a place where only you made all the decisions, what would that be like?”


  “There would be no road leading to it. And there would be no road leading from it.”


  “And your son? Where would he be?”


  “He doesn’t exist in that world. There are no men.”


  I hesitate before asking the next question. “Was that why you tried to kill him?”


  She doesn’t answer; she just stares straight ahead.
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  Shrouded in layers of dust, they sit in a circle behind the qalat’s walls. Their faces are powdery masks with sunken eyes and moist red lips that resemble painted-on clown mouths. If they saw themselves in a mirror, they’d think they were still high.


  They’re brooding and withdrawn. They were near the explosion, and then came the hash high, making everything seem at first meaningless and then outlandishly cheerful. Deep down, they feel confused, aching, as if they battled an invisible opponent who struck everywhere, even though they couldn’t fight back. Haunted by the confusion of surviving, they feel both relief and paralysis.


  Hannah has returned; they barely noticed her absence. Although Viktor saw her fighting her way across the gate, he was soon lost in a haze of ecstasy.


  Steffensen is convinced that the missile that barreled into the neighboring compound was meant for them and their guards. Schrøder was the actual target. It’s a new, humiliating position—someone else’s death is more important than their survival. They’ve risked everything to capture Schrøder, but they’re not the only ones hunting him. The Americans, also on his trail, are far more effective; the Danes feel they’ve been reduced to the status of women, children, and dogs, all the dead bodies you find in the ruins every time an important target has been eliminated.


  Except for one thing: Schrøder hasn’t been eliminated. Next time they’ll be wiped out along with him. They don’t mean shit to anyone.


  “That was close,” says Schrøder, smiling contemptuously.


  “They’ll get you soon enough.” Viktor stares back spitefully.


  “I don’t think so,” says Schrøder. “I’m the one who ordered the attack.”


  “He’s suffering from delusions of grandeur.” Ignoring Schrøder, Viktor talks to the others. “He thinks he’s in control of the American air forces now.”


  “But I am. I’m steering the drones. Me and my Afghan friends.”


  Steffensen’s curiosity is aroused. He blinks behind his dirty glasses in the dusty mask that is his face. “What do you mean?”


  “I just love it that you’re the one asking that question, Steffensen. Why did you order that attack on Atmar’s compound? Was he a member of the Taliban? Was he an enemy of the Afghan government? No, he just got the better of you and showed you how little you understand about everything going on out here—so he had to pay for it.”


  “This isn’t about me.”


  “Yes, it is. Most targets are hit for exactly the same reason you had when you ordered the attack on Atmar’s compound. The Afghans inform against their local rivals to the Americans—all they have to do is say ‘Taliban’ and the hammer falls.” He points up and laughs. “Punishment from above. You have such bad intelligence that you’ll believe anything your so-called allies tell you. They don’t care about the Taliban. There’s always some personal enemy they want to get rid of, so they label them toxic and you deliver the goods. A large part of the war is actually being run by the Afghans themselves, feeding you false information. And you’re stupid enough to let yourselves be used.


  “Our neighbors”—he nods at the destroyed qalat—“had personal enemies here in the city. So the Americans were told they were Taliban. You just witnessed the results. I admit it got a little close for comfort. That was a chance we took. But I believe in the Americans—I believe in their professionalism. I believe in the precision of their missiles and their heroic drone pilots sitting on their fat asses in Nevada. We weren’t the target. No one even knows we’re here. Welcome to Afghanistan!”


  One of their guards brings a large bowl of water. “Wash your faces,” says Schrøder. “You look ridiculous.”
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  “There’s someone I want you to meet.”


  Schrøder’s voice is businesslike. He’s had Steffensen brought in, and the Danish commander, now separated from his men, finds himself in one of the many rooms surrounding the qalat’s inner courtyards. A tall figure steps through the doorway. He’s wearing a turban, and the bottom half of his face is covered with a shawl. Sunglasses hide the rest of his face, so that all Steffensen can see are a pair of high cheekbones. The man is clearly an Afghan.


  “Nice to meet you.” The Afghan offers his hand; Steffensen takes it. He might as well—no need to protest.


  They sit down across from each other. Between them is a tray with a teapot and cups, along with the usual small bowls filled with sunflower seeds, pistachios, and raisins. The Afghan removes his shawl and then, in one swift movement, unties his turban before placing it on the cushion next to him.


  “Good to get out of that nonsense,” he says. Surprised, Steffensen stares at him. The man is sunburned, but his eyebrows are blond—as is the full beard covering the man’s face without hiding his lips, which are unusually red.


  “You’re not an Afghan,” says Steffensen, who can hear the hope in his own voice. It’s a knee-jerk response to seeing someone from his own part of the world. He can’t control it, even though the man’s appearance next to Schrøder can only mean one thing. He must be his partner, and just as reckless and corrupt.


  Steffensen compares their faces. Same hair color, same full beard. The English speaker’s face is more lined; he’s clearly older than Schrøder, maybe around forty. Otherwise, they have the same athletic build.


  “You don’t need an interpreter.” Schrøder smiles. “You understand each other. You speak the same language—in more ways than one.”


  Schrøder spoke in Danish. The foreigner looks at him for a moment. “Let’s speak English,” he says. He’s obviously an American. He nods obligingly at Steffensen. “Timothy. You can call me Tim.”


  “Ove Steffensen.” There’s a slight coldness in Steffensen’s voice, which Tim either chooses to ignore or just didn’t hear.


  Tim nods at Schrøder. “Schrøder and I do business together, and I thought it would be advantageous to bring you and your men into the partnership. I have a suggestion.” He smiles and glances at Schrøder, who smiles back. Steffensen recognizes this setup—he’s been part of it often enough. Three politicians entering into a negotiation. Or three businessmen. That’s obviously what this Tim prefers to call it. Steffensen knows exactly what’s being said—he just doesn’t understand anything about the current situation he’s found himself in.


  “Mr. Timothy.” He tries to fill his voice with authority. This is about getting his message across. They mustn’t notice his desperation and confusion.


  “Tim.”


  “Tim,” says Steffensen. “Mr. Timothy.” It might sound strange to address the man as Mr. Timothy when he’s insisting on the more casual Tim, but Steffensen wants to reinforce the distance between them. “Mr. Timothy,” he repeats. “I don’t think you understand who Schrøder is. He’s not just some first lieutenant in the Danish army. He is personally responsible for half of his own men being murdered in an ambush—and he’s holding the rest of the platoon here as prisoners. Only a few days ago, he gunned down another man from the platoon. I don’t know how you understand partnership, but for this so-called partnership to have any meaning, you must help us escape this man’s grip and let us take him back to Denmark where he’ll be brought to trial.”


  Mr. Timothy is still smiling. Schrøder is smiling, too.


  “None of that is news,” says Mr. Timothy. “I know all about Schrøder. He’s a very open person, and in our line of work, we have to be able to trust each other. There are always costs when you do business, and sometimes they can be difficult to accept. But I don’t need to lecture you about that. Surely you know that already.”


  “Yes, but he’s a murderer! He killed his own men!” Steffensen can hear the desperation in his voice. He’s not getting through. He decides to try again. “Don’t you understand? Schrøder is a psychopath!” Steffensen can’t control himself.


  “There’s a little bit of a psychopath in all of us,” says Timothy with a disarming smile. “Otherwise life would be boring. I admit that he can get a little unorthodox in his methods. But you’re mistaken. You can definitely negotiate with him.”


  “I’m speechless,” says Steffensen.


  “Let’s not lose perspective here,” continues Timothy. “I work for a large international firm. Surely you’ve heard of it—DarkSky. We work closely with the American army, who’ve outsourced certain jobs to us. The closest American outpost, which is considerably far from here, is manned by us.”


  “You’re working with the American army?” Steffensen is shocked.


  Mr. Timothy raises a hand as if he’s asking his agitated guest to hear him out.


  “Yes, they’re one of our best customers—but that’s not what I wanted to talk to you about. I just thought it’s important for you to know who you’re entering into an agreement with. Once we fulfill our duties, which are relatively simple, we are free to pursue other interests. Afghanistan is certainly an interesting country right now. Full of possibilities. This is where you and your men come in. I have an offer for you.”


  “You’re nothing more than a mercenary!” Steffensen can’t contain his outburst, his voice full of contempt.


  “That’s a rather crude way of putting it. The correct word is ‘entrepreneur.’ We’re business partners with the American army. We solve many of the problems the army previously handled. We’re responsible for transport. We operate cafeterias. We make ourselves useful in various ways, and our employees are always chosen carefully. So, no, ‘mercenary’ is not the word I would use. Out here, we also play an important role as entrepreneurs, and if there’s one thing Afghanistan needs right now, it’s to get the economy moving.”


  Steffensen hears the echo of many political speeches in Mr. Timothy’s words; he can even hear the echo of his own words. There was a point in the past—a past that now seems quite distant—when he would have said something similar. It makes him even more agitated. “I don’t care about all that shit,” he says. “My only concern is me and my men getting out of here!”


  “Exactly,” says Mr. Timothy. “That’s been my point all along. You have a legitimate interest in coming home again. This is where I, and the firm I represent, come in. We can help you. I’m a businessman. We enter into a contract, and when you’ve fulfilled your part of the agreement, we will fulfill ours. Then I’ll see to it that you’re allowed to go. To return home.” He speaks the final words as if they’re a magical incantation. He looks over at Schrøder, who has been following the entire conversation attentively. “That part of the agreement is already in place with Mr. Schrøder.”


  Schrøder nods.


  Against his will, Steffensen feels ensnared by Mr. Timothy’s words. He knows this situation only too well: something for something. That’s how the world works. A deal is a deal—he’s an expert on the subject—but this time he’s entering into one with two men, one of whom is an insane murderer. And the other, Mr. Timothy? Can he trust him? Hardly. Yet, what are his alternatives? Maybe his men can keep hanging on to their fantasies of killing Schrøder, but what are their chances? None. Steffensen is their leader. It’s his duty not to leave any stone unturned.


  “What’s our part of the contract?” he asks. “What do we have to do to fulfill our obligations?”


  “You go with us to our base and help with our daily duties. And once you’ve done so, you’ll be allowed to leave.”


  “Will we get weapons?”


  “You’ll get weapons.”


  Schrøder speaks for the first time. “If I were you, I’d accept this offer. To be honest, I don’t think you’ll get anything better.”


  “I’m sure Mr. Steffensen appreciates your advice,” says Mr. Timothy, “but I don’t really think he needs it. He’s a businessman like me. He knows how the world works.”


  Steffensen turns to Schrøder. “What’s in this for you?”


  “Good question. But you’re not getting an answer.”


  “You don’t really need an answer.” Mr. Timothy reaches out his hand. “You’re not entering into this agreement with Mr. Schrøder but with me, a representative of a reputable international company.”


  Steffensen knows he has no choice. He reaches out his hand. The agreement is sealed.


  He suddenly feels a little freer of Schrøder, as if they’ve already escaped his grasp. Their destiny is no longer dependent on his murderous whims. “We also have a boy in our care,” he continues. “His mother is dead, but he belongs in Girishk, which is under Danish authority, so he stays with us.” He can feel the leader in him reawaken. He’s back at the negotiating table, familiar terrain for him.


  Mr. Timothy nods. “As you wish.”
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  “I have good news,” says Steffensen, having returned to his squad. “We’re going home.”


  Their first reaction is shock. Clearly the words haven’t registered. The exhausted, dour expression they’ve worn since the missile attack remains unchanged. Viktor’s face suddenly lights up. “No way!”


  “It’s true.” Steffensen nods affirmatively. He feels a newfound optimism he hasn’t felt in a long time.


  The others stand up. Arms fly into the air. “Yes!” screams Simon. Camper gives a thumbs-up. Hannah remains seated and doesn’t react. The chaplain’s face reveals nothing.


  “You can finally say goodbye to Schrøder! And to your prison guards. We’ll be picked up soon.”


  Steffensen notices the hesitation in their faces. Goodbye to Schrøder? No revenge, no punishment for the man who betrayed them? Maybe the thought of Schrøder’s death is what’s kept them going until now. They had nothing else left. But they’ve been battered for too long, and once they hear of their freedom, they have no doubts. They can settle scores later. Something inside them is damaged, maybe forever. He knows that—but that’s for another time, and there’s no reason to think about it now. Others will have to deal with Schrøder. For now, they’re going home!


  Still, there’s a but. They have to take a little detour before they reach their destination.


  “Let me explain,” says Steffensen.


  He tells them about working with the American security firm, DarkSky, which they know about from Iraq Robert. He chooses to ignore any doubts that might be plaguing him. They can’t afford skepticism. He speaks with conviction, and they listen. As soldiers, they’ve learned to live with uncertainty. They’re ready for the final act.


  Hannah stands up. “I’m not on board with this,” she says.


  Dennis also stands up, his face bright red. “Schrøder has to be killed! We need to finish the job!”


  “Listen.” Steffensen raises his hands dismissively.


  Hannah interrupts him. “What’s Schrøder getting out of this? Have you even thought about that? Why would he suddenly just let us go? It makes no sense!”


  “Hannah’s right!” Dennis appeals to the others.


  The group seems to be split in two, just like before, but they’ve lost their taste for referendums. Steffensen can tell. The word “home” is all they’re hearing.


  “We don’t have a choice,” says Viktor. His boys, Gustav, Mathias, and Sebastian, back him up immediately.


  Sørensen is tired and despondent. The missile attack brought an end to his short-lived optimism. “I can’t take any more,” he says.


  Sylvester feels the same way. “I have to think about my child.” Coming from him, that’s a new acknowledgment. Camper and Karlsen have also had enough—they don’t even need to say it. Whatever brought them on this mission, they’ve lost their enthusiasm.


  “We should be happy our losses haven’t been even greater,” says Simon. That’s also a kind of decision.


  Andreas is fidgety; he glances at Hannah and Dennis and then looks at the others. He’s trapped in his own indecisiveness. Still, the balance of power has shifted. There’s no longer a majority behind Hannah’s uncompromising decisions. Now, they support Steffensen—and they don’t need to demonstrate it by raising their hands.


  A truck with an open bed is waiting for them. Two turbaned, bearded men holding Kalashnikovs squat with their backs against the dusty cab. They don’t stand up to aim their weapons at the Danes. For the first time in many days, they don’t have the barrel of a rifle pointing at them. Their freedom seems to have already arrived.


  As they climb up into the truck, the two Afghans stand up with outstretched hands. One after the other, they shake the Danes’ hands. With each handshake, the two men place a hand on their hearts and bow their heads, as if in reverence.


  They ignore Hannah.


  A man who up until now was one of their guards approaches and tosses bottles of water into the truck bed.


  Hannah looks around. “Where’s Schrøder? He’s not coming with us? Or is he waiting on the other side?”


  “We’re out of his hands.” Steffensen can hear the triumph in his own voice.


  The back of the truck reeks of sheep’s wool. They’re standing on a thin layer of half-pulverized, straw-filled sheep shit. Sheep transport, thinks Steffensen. The word sets off a chain reaction of associations, leading to cattle cars, which to European ears has a somber ring. Cattle cars, rumbling freight trains filled with Jews on their way to civilization’s final stop, the Nazi extermination camps, people reduced to animals, to something less than animals. But this is different, he thinks. No one is guarding us. There’s a contract that unites us. No weapons are forcing us. We’re in the open air, with plenty of room around us. They’ve even given us water to drink. If this is a cattle car, we’re in first class. From now on, I’ll always associate the smell of sheep with freedom.


  As they leave the city, many faces turn in their direction. Cars beep, and every so often a passing hand waves at them.


  They look at each other.


  “What just happened there?” asks Viktor. “Why are they waving? Who do they think we are?”
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  “So you have no idea where they are?”


  I realize I’ve gotten all I’m going to get out of Sara. She’s led me part of the way; now I have to figure out the rest. I pick up the pace.


  Sara adjusts her gait to match mine. Apparently the gunshot wound isn’t bothering her anymore. “The country is large. It’s easy to disappear here,” she says. “The men you are seeking could be anywhere. They could be nowhere. And if you ask, no one will tell you anything, because then you are a stranger who is too curious.”


  “How do I convince them that I’m one of them?”


  “A man who travels alone is always a threat, but not a man traveling with a woman. He has someone to protect.”


  The wind is starting to pick up. Sara’s burka flutters, and my patu flaps like a banner from my shoulder. I pull it closer around me. I just hope the wind doesn’t turn into one of these monster sandstorms.


  Radio, TV, and the press have their stories to tell, as does the internet. The secret service can listen in—satellites pick up everything—but the Afghan people have stories no one will hear. They might be wild distortions of what really happened, but they always contain some kernel of truth. I experienced it in the bazaar in Sangin, where I first picked up the trail of the vanished soldiers. I have to pursue stories that are passed around orally. Sara is part of this shadowy world of stories that the secret service will never hear. She led me here, and now she’s passing me on, like a relay, going from hand to hand.


  We reach the highway. Sand flies across the pothole-riddled asphalt, which turns every drive into a challenging slalom. The sky above is clear. The wind seems to be staying close to the ground, forcing the sand out onto the flat landscape. After half an hour, a van appears, an old Mercedes that, instead of winding up in some junkyard in Europe, has been driven through mountains and deserts to its afterlife out here. It’s painted red, green, and yellow, and its cab and bed are festooned with floral ornaments, as if the vehicle’s sole purpose is to announce the arrival of a traveling circus. Small painted vignettes of camels, lions, mosques, and mountains—along with hand-lettered words of wisdom—lead to the same conclusion.


  The bearded, turbaned driver stops and leans over to open the door for us. It’s like stepping into the van of a circus ringmaster. Behind the wheel sits a fat, round man with a hooknose and a black beard spreading down across his embroidered kirtle. A white scar cuts across one of the eyebrows in his dark face. His wide grin bids us welcome.


  I get in first, so I can sit between Sara and the driver; anything else would send the wrong signal. She’ll neither speak nor show any other sign of life. She’ll just sit there with her shameful sex hidden beneath her burka. The fabric might seem light, but in reality it’s an impenetrable wall.


  I offer brief answers to his questions about who I am and where I’m headed. He’s going to Zabul Province, north of Helmand, where the American presence is sparse. Of course, there are always those ever-present drones, the eye in the sky that we believe is all-seeing but whose nearsightedness I’ve learned more about in recent days.


  The driver doesn’t say a word about his cargo—and I don’t ask. It’s not opium, or he’d be driving with an escort or a couple of armed men sitting next to him. Yet, even if it were, that wouldn’t make him a criminal, or even a member of some crime organization. He’s just a man doing his job. The wall we think we’ve built between the law and lawlessness means nothing here.


  “Have you heard?” he asks, shooting me an excited look. Addressing only me, he ignores Sara’s presence, a sign of respect for my right of ownership.


  “Heard what?” I ask.


  “A group of Americans has converted to Islam, and they’re fighting on our side now. They’ve already killed many of their own.”


  I try to decode his story. Americans? This could be the missing Danes. To the Afghans, all uniformed foreigners are Americans.


  I glance at his cell phone, which is lying on the dashboard. “Do you have pictures of this conversion?”


  “You mean on my cell phone? No, I don’t.” He points to one of his ears, beneath his turban. “But I hear about it everywhere I go.”


  I ask him where the conversion occurred. He mentions the city of Kalat. “That’s where I’m headed,” he says.


  “Us, too,” I say.


  “It is a miracle city!” His eyes brighten. “A holy place. A martyr is buried there. If you are sick, you will be cured. I’ve seen it myself!”


  “That’s fantastic,” I say, trying to make my voice sound as excited as his. “What made the Americans convert?”


  “Well, that’s obvious.” He laughs indulgently. “They realized that Allah is great. In the middle of the town square, the infidels converted and spoke the kalima. Now they are our brothers. They’re fighting on our side.”


  I want to ask him who he means. I need to know whom I’m speaking to. Is he a Taliban sympathizer? If that’s the case, I need to pay him lip service. Before I manage to ask my question, he goes on with his story.


  “They saved three women the Americans tried to kidnap. They shot the infidels and hanged them naked from a tower, so their disgrace could be seen by all. That’s how they are. They are fighting for Afghanistan’s honor. They fight for our women’s honor. They’re fighting for us all.”


  I want to glance at Sara, who knows the truth about the three women—we met at their grave—but her burka is an insurmountable barrier between us right now. I know instinctively that I have to concentrate on the driver. He’s not some isolated fabulist. The imagination of an entire people is at work here. I’m sure that thousands of Afghans are hearing and repeating the same story at this very moment. A myth is taking shape right before my eyes, and the story of the attack on the qalat has already become part of it. Like all myths, it doesn’t just have the power to motivate those who hear it and pass it on: it becomes its own reality, stronger than anything their eyes or ears could tell them. Black becomes white, the guilty are cleansed, and villains end up as heroes.


  But is there a kernel of truth?


  The missing soldiers are the main characters—no doubt about that. He’s talking about the naked bodies of their murdered comrades and the women who were used as shields. Although there were few eyewitnesses, many want to pass the story on, so it has barreled across the landscape. But why does black become white? Why this lionizing of the enemy? Why not just brag about humiliating the soldiers?


  The conversion is the key. It must have actually happened, though probably not voluntarily. In its light, however, the soldiers’ ambush has been reinterpreted and turned into the opposite. The story is told backward, starting with the conversion, so from now on, the new converts can do no wrong. Even their past has been rewritten.


  “They’re shooting drones down, too!” The fat ringmaster laughs triumphantly and points up at the truck’s dented roof.


  I can’t help but laugh along. “Really?” I ask. He nods energetically.


  The pieces are starting to fall into place. Myths behave like conspiracy theories; what’s cloudy becomes clear. They assign motives and patterns where there might be only coincidences. They connect the dots. The vanished soldiers have become the object of a people’s fantasies. They could be characters in a video game. East and West—they both share the illusion of invincible heroes.


  I don’t know if the vanished soldiers are in the city where we’re headed, but it’s worth a try. I do know one thing: I’ll hear even more stories about them, and there’ll be some iota of truth in each of them. It’s my job to put it all together. The Afghans create their picture. I create mine. The soldiers have disappeared into the myth. It’s a battle about truths, and in the middle of it all is a group of frightened, humiliated, powerless Danish soldiers who want only one thing—and it’s not to play hero. They just want to go home.


  I could show those tired, worn-out faces to every single Afghan. I could show them these men whose only desire is to go home, and every single Afghan would deny what he saw. That’s not some special Afghan phenomenon. As an intelligence agent, I encounter it all the time. Facts are always depressing. They refute the large, glorious truths we’ve just invented. Facts make us smaller when we need to feel larger. That’s why my job is so thankless. The truth is never welcome.


  The ringmaster slows down. Up ahead, I can see the wreckage of a dark-green truck pushed to the side of the road. Its charred body is still smoking, and the 12.7 millimeter machine gun attached to its bed has been torn loose. It’s a police vehicle. Two outstretched figures lie on the asphalt with pieces of bloodstained clothing all around them. A policeman with an AK-47 signals to us; he crawls up on the footboard and asks the driver where he’s going. He glances at me and then at burka-covered Sara. I tell him my name. Sara says nothing; her presence is irrelevant to the officer. Then he steps back onto the road and waves us on.


  Once we’ve driven a bit, the grinning driver turns to me. “It’s them,” he says. “The American jihadists. Afghanistan’s new friends.”


  I should have seen that coming. Still, I stare incredulously at him. “Do you really think so?”


  He laughs affirmatively. “Of course,” he says. “They strike everywhere.”


  I want to ask him to turn around, so I can interrogate the policemen we just passed. But that’s impossible. Asking that kind of question would immediately make me look suspicious. No one would believe I was asking just to satisfy my own curiosity. Out here, you always ask on someone else’s behalf—there’s always an ulterior motive.


  Also, what would happen if Afghan security forces started to believe that a squad of crazy converts was out to get them? Their own allies would hunt down the Danes, and MIA would turn into KIA. Except that my countrymen would be killed by their own instead of the enemy. The thought is crazy—but is it impossible?


  I stare out at the road pointing straight at the mountains on the horizon. We’ll be there in a few hours. Where? Am I headed for some murderous dreamscape? Just what do Afghans dream about? And where is my place?
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  We approach the city, which spreads up the side of the mountain in a row of plateaus, as if it’s built on terraces. The road wandering through the scattered qalats is dramatically uneven, as if half of it washes away every time it rains. The truck sways and rumbles in second gear and then first. Its powerful motor roars in protest while the driver struggles with the gearshift.


  I notice the photograph of a young man with a mustache hanging on many of the walls. I ask who he is. “A martyr,” he answers. “He killed two American soldiers. They found him two days later and set their dogs on him.”


  I expect to hear that my Danish jihadist friends have already avenged his murder, but I don’t. Instead, he says that many sick people are healed at the holy shrine in the center of town, where the Americans also got religion.


  “Do you really not know anything about all this?” The driver glances at me. Is that suspicion in his eyes?


  “We’re from Iran,” I say. “Rafsanjan in Kerman.” I’m referring to a refugee camp in eastern Iran. Several million Afghans who fled wars in the eighties and nineties live in Iran.


  “Long journey,” he says. “Welcome back.”


  On one of the plateaus, there’s a long row of stalls. The truck stops. As I say goodbye, I shake the driver’s hand. Sara steps down onto the gravel, and I follow her.


  “Have you been here before?” I ask. She shakes her head beneath the burka.


  We step into a dining area that is nothing more than a tarp held up by a couple of branches. Diners are sitting around a greasy, shiny plastic tablecloth laid out on the ground. I hand Sara a handful of bills, and she disappears behind a canvas separating the women’s section from the men’s. Our conversation is temporarily interrupted. I’m hungry after my fast in the desert.


  I order naan and lamb. When Sara reappears, I ask the host for directions to the shrine of the murdered martyr. He dries his dirty fingers on his kirtle and tells me the way.


  Sara walks behind me. There isn’t much we can discuss like this.


  “They are gone,” she says. “You won’t find them here.”


  “Not even Schrøder?”


  “Yes. Maybe. I don’t know.”


  Her tone surprises me. Is she giving up? Does she want out? Has she followed me here, but no farther?


  “Do you want us to go our separate ways?”


  “No,” she says. “I want to see how this ends.” There’s power in her voice again. Her anger has returned—the anger I sense is always churning within her.


  “I thought you knew how this ends.” I can’t hide the trace of irony in my voice, although she seems to ignore it.


  “I do know,” she says. “I know how it ends. But I also want to see it. It is not the same thing.”


  Although the road up is steep, it’s still crowded in both directions. Rattling vehicles with colorful trunks, camels, and pedestrians move forward at the same pace, but the road belongs to the camels towering over both the crowds and the vehicles. I feel like a pilgrim approaching his goal.


  When we reach the next plateau, I turn right. Sara follows closely behind me. Two rows of qalats sit across from each other facing an open square. In the middle of the square sits a black nomad’s tent with green banners that have verses from the Koran written on them.


  There’s no one around the tent and possibly no one in it, either. Maybe the martyr’s altar beneath the black canvas stopped fulfilling promises that the lame would walk and the blind would see a little too quickly. It’s hard to guess what’s behind such a miracle factory. Maybe it’s the dead man’s family, trying to compensate for the loss of a family member and profiting off his reputation. Maybe there are more cynical financial backers, for whom this is strictly business. If the pilgrims had come from faraway places, then no one could verify whether they were actually sick before they showed up.


  The miracle factory isn’t what’s grabbing my attention—it’s the bombed-out remains of a qalat on the other side of the square. Small columns of smoke still rise, and the dusty reflection of destroyed buildings seems to hover in the air. The buildings must have been bombed in the last few days. Who was the target? A local warlord informed on by a rival? The Taliban? Schrøder? The Danes? I can’t rule anything out. Not even that last possibility. Anyone could have the Danes in their crosshairs now.


  The gate opens at the neighboring qalat, which suffered only minor damage in the attack. I can see cracks in the wall surrounding it. A group of armed men steps out onto the square. One of them towers noticeably above the others, not only because of his considerable height but also his fair skin and thick blond beard.


  We’ve never met, but I have no doubts. It’s Schrøder.


  Sara is hidden beneath her burka. I’m an anonymous Afghan man standing with an anonymous Afghan woman. I slowly cross the square, so that our paths will cross purely by chance. I try to make my expression as blank as possible. Sara follows.


  When we’re almost right in front of him, I hear Sara’s burka rustle as if she’s making a sudden movement. I turn around to find her walking quickly toward Schrøder. The guards around him react swiftly, pointing their Kalashnikovs at her. And at me. I only hope she doesn’t attack him. If she does, we’re both dead. I really can’t see how this frail woman could harm Schrøder’s massive person. But Sara has unexpected resources—most importantly her sheer contempt for death.


  Schrøder has also noticed her. He looks in my direction and then back at her, as if trying to decipher the intention behind this unexpected encounter with two foreigners.


  The guards jump when Sara does the unheard of and suddenly throws back her burka, revealing her face. Schrøder raises a hand as if to preempt his men from doing anything rash. After all, he’s been under the impression that the woman standing before him is dead.


  “Sara,” he says. “Back from the dead?” He smiles as he says that last part. He’s already in control of the situation. I notice how fluent his Pashto is.


  “I have come for you,” she says.


  “I can see that. Last time you came with many men—and you can see how that worked out for them. So, who’s with you this time? Him?” He nods in my direction.


  “Yes. Him,” she says. “He is from your country. He has come to bring you back.”
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  Schrøder looks at me. His smile is still the same, neither gloating nor malicious. I can’t read it.


  “Well, at least you’re not here to kill me. Right?”


  He addresses me in Danish. Hearing the language I’ve grown up with, I suddenly realize how foreign I am. I don’t belong here. I’m a guest in this country, while Schrøder seems to have adapted much better than I ever could.


  He walks over and offers his hand. His handshake is firm but not intimidating. There’s no power play in it. If I didn’t know better, I’d guess we were two equals introducing ourselves.


  “Schrøder,” he says as he looks me in the eye.


  “Khaiber.” I don’t avert my gaze.


  He stares for a moment as if searching his memory. “Khaiber,” he repeats. “Didn’t you work as an interpreter at Camp Price?”


  “Yes,” I reply, “but you weren’t there then.”


  “No, but I have my sources. And they all said the same thing—that you were too intelligent just to be an interpreter. It wasn’t hard to figure out what you really were. You came from the secret service to recruit informers. I’ve met one of your recruits.”


  “Yes,” I say, “you killed him.”


  “How did you know that?”


  “The burned bills. No Afghan with a family to support burns a whole year’s salary, not even if he’s planning to commit suicide.”


  “None of your colleagues figured that out.”


  “No, that’s why they have me.”


  “A bit late, perhaps.”


  “Better late than never.”


  “We could go on like this forever.” Schrøder turns toward Sara. “What about her? Where did you dig her up?”


  Sara, noticing we’re talking about her, walks over. “I’m going now,” she says.


  “Why?” I ask.


  “Why am I going? Because I have to.”


  For some reason I can’t quite explain, I’m not angry with her. I don’t really feel betrayed by her, though that’s exactly what’s happened. But I need an answer. She owes me that. “Why did you give me away?”


  “You asked me to help you find him. That’s what I’ve done. Now I have to go. You don’t need me any longer.”


  I see Schrøder glance at his guards in a way I can’t interpret.


  “Leave her alone,” I say.


  “I had no other intentions.” Schrøder smiles at Sara and then glances again at his guards, who lower their Kalashnikovs.


  Sara takes a step back and looks right at me. Her voice is earnest. “I know you are afraid,” she says. “You mustn’t be. You will succeed in your goal. And you will return home again.” She turns around and walks toward the miracle tent.


  “Well, those were encouraging words,” says Schrøder. “At least for you.”


  “And for you?”


  “That depends on whether you believe in that kind of thing.”


  “That kind of thing?”


  “Destiny. That everything is predetermined. But you and I certainly don’t. We believe in free will, don’t we? That’s why you’re here. That’s why I’m here. And that’s why the Americans are here. To force the Afghans to recognize the existence of free will.”


  “The Danes,” I say. “Where are they?”


  “One of them is right in front of you.”


  “And the rest?”


  “They’re not here. You’re too late.” He lets that last sentence hang in the air so I’ll have time to digest it.


  “So they’re dead.”


  “I didn’t say that—and no, they aren’t. They just left, two days ago. You missed them.”


  “Who are they with since they’re no longer in your care?”


  “A group of Americans.”


  “You mean the American army?”


  “Not exactly. But just as good.”


  “A security firm—DarkSky?”


  I’ve never thought much of these private security firms making all this money off the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, so it’s an obvious guess. They’re capable of anything—even working with people like Schrøder.


  Schrøder nods. “Good guess.”


  He puts his arm around my shoulder. Normally I’d never allow that kind of patronizing, pseudocamaraderie from anyone I didn’t know—not even from those I do know—but you tolerate quite a bit when four men with Kalashnikovs are standing there.


  “Come,” says Schrøder. “There’s something you need to know.”


  “Wait. There’s something I want to ask you first. Your video game—how did you see it ending?”


  “It never went into production, as you probably know. I never finished writing it. What happens now is up to you and me.”


  “You must have had some ideas.”


  “Maybe I did . . . but this isn’t a game. This is reality, and there’s no playbook. You’re a man with your own free will.”


  “Free will—that again? Let me remind you that free will doesn’t exist in a vacuum. We can’t just do anything we want. Our free will doesn’t always get the green light.”


  “So let me put it another way. It’s you against me now. I’m doing what I can to prevent you from reaching your goal. You’re doing what you can to prevent me from reaching mine.”


  “That’s not fair. You know what I want—to bring you home to stand trial. But I don’t know what you want. What do you want, Schrøder?”


  “That’s exactly what I want to show you. That’s why you’re still alive.”
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  I give Schrøder an arrogant look, as if I’m the one who has him backed into a corner. What else can I do?


  “I don’t think you planned much of this in advance. I think you grab whatever chance comes along. I don’t even think you side with the insurgents.”


  “I’m just like the people in this country. I switch to whatever side pays best.”


  “Not everyone here is like that.”


  “No,” he says. “That’s true. Some are too slow on the uptake to switch sides. They always end up in trouble. Perhaps ‘dead’ is a better word for it.” He stares at me inquisitively. “Why are you really here? I mean, what do you get out of it? Personally.”


  “Why are you here?”


  He laughs loudly. “Well, that’s obvious—I’m here to have fun. To see how far I can take it.” His eyes brighten cheerfully. “Are you aware that a number of scientists are studying the concept of fun? Entire faculties are dedicated to the study of fun. I’m just a field-worker, out in the field studying fun.”


  “Fun?” I ask. “Is that what you think this is—fun?” I try to sound sarcastic, but I can hear the contempt in my voice.


  Schrøder is unfazed. “Fun is being able to activate your most basic instincts without any risk of dying. Here’s a good question. Is the entertainment industry a by-product of the war industry—or vice versa? You know yourself how many video games developed by the military for training purposes are later sold as entertainment. How many young people volunteer to go to war expecting it to be like a video game? Is this the ultimate breakdown in our ability to distinguish between symbols and reality? Is our instinct for survival falling apart?”


  Pausing, Schrøder grins at me. “Shit,” he says. “I talk too much. But that’s me. Rasmus Schrøder. Game designer. Field-worker in the study of fun. It’s less obvious why you’re here. Don’t give me all this nonsense about justice.”


  “I don’t have anything else to give you. That’s why I’m here.”


  “Then you’re not as intelligent as I thought you were.”


  “Intelligence has nothing to do with it. It’s about getting you home so you can be punished.”


  “And that would necessitate a whole lot of intelligence.” He takes a step back and looks at me appraisingly. “Not to mention something you don’t have at the moment—control over the situation.”


  “We’re back where we started—splitting hairs. Instead, tell me what you’ve done with the Danes.”


  “Let’s make a deal. You get to bring them home, but not me. What do you say?”


  “I don’t think my superiors back home in Denmark would be satisfied with that. I’m afraid I don’t have the authority to enter into such a bargain.”


  “Fourteen lives for one—and you’re not sure? Wow! Such big demands from such a little country.”


  “Fourteen?” I say. “I thought there were fifteen?”


  “And there were. Were. Ten little soldier boys. And then there were nine. Adam died. You really should get moving if you want any of them to still be alive by the time you get your ass in gear. I thought agents like you were trained to make their own decisions. After all, it’s not like you can just call home.”


  We move away from the open square with the miracle tent and down the steep, half-eroded road I just came up on. I look out over the expansive desert landscape at the foot of the mountain; it spreads out and doesn’t stop until it meets a ridge of mountains in the far distance. It’s a dizzying view, as if I’m looking at half of Afghanistan. Still, I know it’s only one little distant corner. A little distant corner in chaos, with Schrøder sitting in the eye of the storm. Not that I believe he’s in control of anything, at least no more than a surfer controls the wave he’s riding. But that’s what Schrøder is, a surfer. And I’m the swimmer the wave is about to engulf.


  I look at the four armed men who’ve been following us all this time. They’ve never taken their eyes off me. They’re well trained. Many of those passing by stare at Schrøder, but I can’t read their expressions. Is he part of the myth of the American jihadists spreading like wildfire from bazaar to bazaar?


  “This story going around about the Danish soldiers who’ve converted to Islam and are fighting for the Afghan people—I take it you’re the one who started it?”


  “I just made sure the guys converted,” says Schrøder. “That’s where my part ends. I was hoping it would set things in motion in the Afghans’ heads.” He smiles at me, as if I could use some encouragement. “And I was right. It went just as I had hoped.”


  “What is it you’re trying to achieve?”


  “I want to give your friends a chance.”


  “A chance for what?”


  He’s playing with me again.


  “Maybe not just one. Different chances. A chance to survive. A chance to become wiser. About Afghanistan. About themselves. The two things are undeniably connected.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “No, I didn’t think you would. I’ll explain it. I made a deal with that pushover Steffensen. He’s a thinker—he just doesn’t know anything about life. At least not about life out here. So I don’t know if he can see through the deal I proposed.”


  “And what was this deal?”


  “Once the guys have performed their tasks for DarkSky, they’ll be allowed to go home to mommy and daddy. They’ll think of me as a good guy.”


  “I doubt that.” I shake my head. “We’re standing here talking to each other as if everything is normal. But you’ve killed half of your comrades—and God knows what else you’ve been up to.”


  We’ve reached the tier with the city’s sprawling bazaar. “May I offer you a cup of tea?” Schrøder’s tone is totally unaffected.


  We sit down beneath a tattered canvas. Although painted green at one time, the wall that is the house’s facade has turned completely black from grease and smoke. The pots over the glowing charcoals are also sooty. Schrøder orders green tea. Before the cups are placed on the table, the host washes them in a bowl of dirty water. Schrøder’s escorts sit down next to us.


  “Of course there’s a trap built into the deal you’ve made on the Danes’ behalf,” I say.


  “I wouldn’t call it a trap. It’s more of a test of their intelligence. They’ve received uniforms and weapons. If they ask themselves why, they’ll probably realize that it’s to make them easy to identify. They’re predetermined to be scapegoats. DarkSky is involved in a lot of stuff that’s not exactly regulation—on the other side of the law, including the laws that apply in war. It’s always good to have someone you can pawn that type of thing off on. That’s your friends’ role in all this. They’re the dirty laundry that will soon be hung out for everyone to see.”
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  “If our friends realize fast enough that they’ve been duped, they have a chance to pull out.” Schrøder laughs disarmingly, as if to convince me that he’s not as bad as I think.


  “Pull out? You’re seeing to it that they’ll be set up publicly as war criminals, and yet you want to give them a chance to escape?”


  “Yes, to solve the problem. Just like in a video game. By taking them out.”


  “You mean killing their coworkers—the mercenaries from DarkSky?”


  “That would be the smart thing to do.”


  “But they’re working for the American army.”


  “They’re working for the American army—and they’re working for themselves. But because they’re not part of the American army, they have broader parameters. Think about Fallujah in Iraq. The local population killed four employees from Blackwater. Then the American army moved in and leveled the city. So, if our Danish boys pass the intelligence test and shoot their coworkers, they’ll have both DarkSky and the American army on their tails. They’ll be hunted down.”


  “So that’s your experiment. There’s no way out. Whatever they do, it ends badly for them.”


  “You’re wrong. They have two chances.”


  “Two chances? That’s hard to see.”


  “Chance number one. They already have a reputation as being the American jihadists, so if they kill a bunch of psychopathic hired hands, their status as heroes is ensured. If they also get the American Special Forces hunting them, there’s no limit to what the Afghans will do for them. And you mustn’t underestimate that. When it comes to resisting foreign invaders, the population’s resources are quite significant.”


  “I see what you’re testing. Their only chance of saving their lives is to join the enemy.”


  “Exactly! Well done!” Schrøder’s face lights up. He looks at me appreciatively, as if he’s about to declare his undying friendship.


  “You mentioned two chances. What’s the other one?”


  His smile widens. “It’s you,” he says. “You’re their other great chance.”


  “Me?” I can hear how stupid I sound. I feel stupid.


  “Yes, you! Now you know my plans—so you can warn them.”


  “You’re going to let me go?”


  “Of course I’m going to let you go. I could just let the men here kill you, or even do it myself, but what fun would there be in that? Every time something new and unexpected pops up, the story takes a new direction. The outcome becomes less predictable, just like in a video game. If the game hasn’t been programmed imaginatively, the story has too few variables, and you get tired of it fast. It’s like seeing a movie twice. You already know the plot in advance. That’s why I never watch the same movie twice.”


  “Honestly, what is this really about? What is it that you want?”


  “They need to see what it’s like to kill someone they’ve worked with and know really well.”


  “You mean they have to become like you? Traitors?”


  “Survival has nothing to do with psychology. It’s an instinct. You’ll do anything. Afterward, other more complicated feelings might arise. Think about those who survived the concentration camps. Guilt.”


  “Your own actions have nothing to do with survival.”


  “No, but you mustn’t ask about motives. With me, you’ll need a different key.”


  And I believe I know what that key is. It involves Schrøder’s view of life as a game, but I’m not about to say that out loud. Right now this is about my own survival.


  I’ve drunk my tea. “You can leave now,” says Schrøder. His tone is dismissive, as if his thoughts are already somewhere else.


  “And what if I say no?”


  “Then I can just kill you.”


  “But that would be boring. You just said the more variables there are, the better the story is. Why not introduce a new variable? You’re always putting everyone else’s life at risk—what about your own?”


  Schrøder stares thoughtfully at me. “What do you have in mind? Shall we have a duel?”


  “You said that I could take the Danes home with me, but not you. What if I don’t want you to come home with us? What if we find a court here in Afghanistan you can be brought before? What do you say to that?”


  “So, first you save your dim-witted countrymen. And if you manage that, I allow you to bring me before a court here in Afghanistan. What if I’m acquitted?”


  “Then I’ll accept it.”


  “I’m curious to see how you’re ever going to get me brought before a court out here. The courts in Afghanistan are the most corrupt in the world. I can pay or threaten my way to an acquittal. But if you mean it, I’m in. You’re right. There has to be some risk for me, too.”


  Schrøder extends his hand. I take it. “We have a deal.”


  Now I have him.


  He’s unarmed, but he turns to one of his escorts and asks him for his Kalashnikov. He hands me the rifle across the table. “You’re going to need this.”


  I shake my head. “No, thanks.”


  He looks at me in disbelief. “Is there some regulation that forbids you from carrying a weapon?”


  “No, it’s my own decision.” I could add that it’s a promise I made to myself, but that’s none of his business.


  “You’re not making it easy on yourself. On the other hand, you’re making it easier for me. Does not carrying a weapon make you feel holy? You’re part of a large international war machine—so what’s the difference? A secret service agent who’s a pacifist!” He laughs. “Fuck, that’s so typically Danish.”


  “Before we go our separate ways,” I add, “one last thing—the drones?”


  “Took you long enough. I’m a weapons dealer in cyberspace. I sell mathematical equations, characters, symbols. A messy new war you people in the secret service can’t comprehend—not even when you talk about cyber war. I’m like those pizza-eating nerds, sitting in their parents’ basement, hacking their way into the Pentagon just because they can. I’m a vagabond in an undecided war, one of the many world conquerors looking for nothing more than their own personal, chemical happiness. Know what I think is most ridiculous? People obsessed with their own identity. I’m a Dane! I’m a Muslim! Are you one of them?”


  He scrutinizes me for a moment but doesn’t give me time to respond. I’d rather not anyway. What business is it of his?


  “Don’t you understand that the future’s wars will be identity wars? Look-at-me wars! Wars for idiots. I have no identity. I’m conducting another kind of war. I’m a slacker, an unholy warrior. Imagine an overweight man with osteoporosis. Watch him as he falls apart. No, you don’t have the imagination for that in the secret service.”


  “You’re definitely right. We don’t have the imagination for that. Can I go now?”


  “Say hello to Hannah.”


  “Why Hannah?” I know who Hannah is from my intelligence about Third Platoon.


  “A girlfriend. You’ll know her from her broken nose. I told her everything. All my ideas. I spared her, because I always figured she’d realize what I was up to.”


  “Then why didn’t she?”


  “Because she fell in love with me. And that’s the dumbest thing to do if you want to understand anything.”
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  DarkSky’s base doesn’t resemble any they’ve ever seen. Instead of HESCO bales, there are massive walls of flat slatelike stones piled on top of each other and covered in crumbling mortar and clay. Guard towers in the bastion’s four corners are constructed the same way, with newer wooden structures on top and roofs that won’t provide any protection against incoming grenades but at least block the sun.


  The base, a former fort, sits on top of a promontory. On one side, there’s a view of the desert they’ve just ridden through; on the other, they look down onto a valley where a narrow river snakes between darker fields. There’s a village in the valley floor. A few walled-in brown-gray clay houses with flat roofs scatter up the hillside, but most of the qalats rest in the lush valley; they’re dispersed around a flowing, silvery river whose source is somewhere above.


  Since only one road zigzags up the mountainside, the base is easy to defend. The truck they’ve been stuffed into gave up the ghost at the foot of the ridge, so they had to walk the rest of the way. Vehicles with more powerful engines must be able to get through or else they’d never get any supplies up here, although some probably have to be flown in by helicopter. A sailcloth in the colors of the American flag flutters faintly in the weak wind.


  Black machine-gun barrels protrude from the guard towers. Through binoculars, men in helmets and uniforms follow the soldiers’ approach on foot.


  As they enter the massive armored gate, they receive handshakes and shoulder pats like they’re long-lost friends. The mercenaries from DarkSky are broad-shouldered men with stubble and shaved heads, whose open-collared shirts reveal tattooed chests. They stare at Hannah with a ferocity they barely hide.


  All of them have short American names with only one syllable: Joe, Bob, Bill, Boyd, Rob, Jack, John, Ralph, Tim, Gray, Sly, Stand, Will, and Dan. “We’re all Americans,” says Stan—although his accent isn’t. With his pale, wide face and broad nose, he looks more Russian or Ukrainian. Others have shiny deep-black skin or Asian features. But Americans can look quite different, can’t they?


  “Welcome, gentlemen. You’re just in time!”


  A tall, bearded man steps forward, and Steffensen immediately recognizes Mr. Timothy. “I want you to feel at home here. Your weapons will be back in your hands! I bet you missed them. So, what do you say, guys?”


  Their own weapons. Man, that will feel good. Home just got a little closer.


  Mr. Timothy introduces himself as a major and then continues his welcome. “There are field rations—not the world’s best food, I know—but always better than that Afghan dog food. And there’s much less chance of having to spend the rest of your time here with your ass over a hole in the ground. There are showers. Weights for working out. You’ll be going on patrol with us. We’re not the American army, but we’re just as good. We work closely with them—they’re a little stressed out at the moment, especially in this area, which has never been a high priority. That’s where we come in. There are certain advantages here you’ll also benefit from. We’re not the army—we just have a contract with them—so their rules don’t apply. None of these ‘rules of engagement’ that so many of you have suffered under. Here, we don’t wait for an invitation from the Taliban. We shoot first. At the slightest provocation. Our job is to chase the rats back into the sewer. If we went by the book, we’d all be lying out there rotting in the sun. There’s one little ‘but’ I’m sure all of you can live with. While you’re here, there’s no internet access, no cell phones. We control the flow of information. We’re in enemy territory, so we can never underestimate the Taliban. The enemy is listening. It’s for your own good. Now you know the terms.”


  “And when do we get to go? I don’t give a shit about all this!”


  Hannah is as skeptical as ever. Dennis, on the other hand, gets lost in Mr. Timothy’s speech. He glances at Steffensen, who knows just what the soldier is thinking. It’s the kind of speech many of them would love to hear from him. There’s no better cure for stressful thoughts than a gun in your hand. Pedal to the metal. Do what you’ve been trained to do, instead of standing there with your trigger finger amputated.


  He can see that Sørensen and Sylvester don’t think so. The trigger has long since lost any attraction for them. Thoughts of their families plague them incessantly.


  This could end well or it could end really badly, in ways they can’t even imagine. What does Mr. Timothy want? What does Schrøder want? Steffensen knows that the next few days will bring the answer. He can’t be too trusting. It reminds him of the closed-door negotiations he knows so well from back home. You have no friends, only temporary allies.


  He learned that lesson from Naib Atmar—except this time, many people’s lives are at stake. Compared to Schrøder, he’s moved one rung up the ladder of normalcy with Mr. Timothy. At least you can talk to him. And the soldiers have gotten their weapons back, so they’re no longer defenseless.


  There are only three showers, so they wait in line for their turn. Shampoo, soap, and soft towels. They have their own tents and cots with pillows that don’t smell as if others have been sleeping on them. The early-spring sun has broken through the clouds, and the temperature must be around fifteen degrees Celsius. Viktor and his boys find a corner of the camp and enjoy a moment in the sun. It feels good just to sit there. Then it’s off to the fitness tent for a sweaty workout, their muscles sore after weeks of forced idleness. Dennis, Camper, and Karlsen join them. In the last few weeks, all they’ve known is humiliation. Now, they’re people again—soldiers. They still need to get their weapons, which will feel like getting their hands back.


  “Anyone have an electric razor?” yells Viktor. Because they want to get rid of their beards, they borrow scissors, mirrors, and razors from their hosts. Their hair is the next thing that goes as they shave their heads. It’s the start of a new life.


  “What about you, Hannah?” asks Simon. “You want a haircut, too?”


  Hannah nods. Sitting down, she loosens her shoulder-length hair, which she had tied up with a rubber band. Simon walks over with the scissors. “You sure?” he asks.


  “Do it!” she says without smiling. Her face is hard and determined as she watches locks of her hair spill onto the ground. Simon uses the electric razor to remove the last bit of stubble. Having brought fresh dressings for her broken nose, he removes the old ones and stares critically at the injury. The blue blood vessels around her eyes have been replaced by yellowed swelling.


  “I think it will heal okay,” he says. “You won’t end up with a boxer’s nose.”


  Hannah couldn’t care less. “Fantastic,” she says flatly. She doesn’t look as if she’s preparing for any homecoming. In fact, her clenched jaw indicates that she’s preparing for something else.


  Møller won’t let anyone with either scissors or a razor get near him.


  Although Steffensen keeps his hair and mustache, he’s shaved his cheeks and neck. The long stubble was making him look older anyway. His temples and mustache have a touch of gray, while the stubble on his face had the yellowy tint of spoiled milk. Instead of more masculine, it made him look like an unkempt old man. Standing there clean-shaven in his uniform, he almost looks like himself.


  He’d like to share in his platoon’s joy, but he simply can’t. He mustn’t surrender. With no idea what tomorrow might bring, they’re merely seizing the moment. There’s a nonchalance about it that’s typically youthful. But if they’re going to survive, someone has to think ahead—and that’s his job.


  “Is the village friendly or hostile?” asks Steffensen. He and Mr. Timothy are sitting across from each other, steam rising from their field rations. Mr. Timothy has apologized for the food. “I eat just like my men,” he says. He compliments Steffensen on the change he’s undergone since showering and shaving. “You look like an officer again now.” He takes another spoonful of his curry chicken. “As for the village, sometimes it’s friendly and sometimes it’s hostile. It depends on a number of factors. You have to keep one thing in mind. Nothing lasts here. You can negotiate till you’re blue in the face with the Afghans, but you always have to back it up with weapons. We have a good relationship with the locals, but now and then we have to play hardball with them. It creates respect. Our version of Winning Hearts and Minds is called WHAM!”


  “Doesn’t it have the opposite effect? Doesn’t it send them right into the arms of the Taliban?”


  “We talk to the Taliban at times, too. We do them favors—they do us favors. Sometimes we even shoot a few of them. As I said before, that kind of thing can create respect. And so far we haven’t lost a single man.”


  “You do the Taliban favors?” Steffensen is baffled.


  “Yes. Don’t be naïve. The Taliban is part of the game.”


  Steffensen points up at the flag hanging limply from the flagpole.


  “You’re fighting under the American flag.”


  “Of course we are—and we’re proud of it. But do you really believe anyone is thinking about rules when they see the American flag? No, the Stars and Stripes makes them think about freedom. And that’s what we represent out here. The freedom to do whatever the fuck we want to. At the end of the day, it’s results that matter. It’s about who’s still standing when the smoke clears!”


  Mr. Timothy leans forward. He smiles and raises an index finger as if he wants to teach Steffensen an important lesson. “It’s not about these schools for girls. It’s all very touching that little Khadija gets to learn her ABC’s, but what’s she going to do with it in a country that would even make Darwin—with all his theories of survival of the fittest—shit his pants from fear? Who has the biggest dick—that’s what it’s all about. And we do.”


  “It sounds as if you’re running your own foreign policy out here.”


  “No. I’m running the foreign policy Washington would run—if it only had the balls.”
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  Clean-shaven and in uniform, they step out of their tents. A meal awaits them, complete with plates, knives, and forks. Even though it’s field rations, which they’re used to shoveling in with a spoon, this is civilization. Welcome home!


  The DarkSky men make room for them. Names are repeated, and there’s cold Budweiser on the tables. Beer!


  Only one of the men stands out. He has disheveled bangs and is wearing a short-sleeve shirt in a blue-and-white-checked pattern that resembles a tablecloth. The shirt seems intended to hide a body far less athletic than the others. Even behind the loose-fitting fabric, though, they can see a layer of fat hanging over his belt. He sits across from Andreas and smiles. “I’m Gray,” he says.


  Andreas introduces himself.


  “I was a drone pilot,” Gray says, unsolicited.


  “A drone pilot! Wow—that’s my dream job. Why did you stop? And why are you here?”


  “Long story.” Gray looks down.


  “But isn’t it the coolest job in the world? You get to sit around playing games all day—and when you fire, it’s an actual Hellfire missile!”


  Andreas gets carried away.


  “It’s actually not as intense as playing on the internet. Not that much happens. Most of the time you just sit there staring at a screen. I don’t think anyone has ever seen as many Afghans take a shit as I have. They do it outside, you know.”


  “But what about when you actually fire?”


  “Yeah, that’s intense. Really intense. You see a dead man, you see a burned-out car, you see a blasted building—and you’re the one who’s done it. You get results, but I wouldn’t call it exciting. I sit all day staring at Afghans from the sky, and I can see how poor they are. I get . . . how should I say this . . . thoughts?”


  He makes a helpless gesture with his hands, as if appealing to Andreas, who doesn’t react.


  “I think it has something to do with my life. I live alone.”


  Gray looks inquisitively at Andreas.


  He’s gay, thinks Andreas. That’s why he sat down right across from me—he thinks I’m gay, too.


  Andreas wants to get up and leave, but he doesn’t know the rules here. He’d better adjust. He can always draw a line in the sand if this guy gets too close. He nods, trying not to seem encouraging.


  “Every night the other drone pilots went home to their wives and kids. They had somebody to talk to. A job as a drone pilot is best suited to family types. Maybe you kill people at work, but someone should be waiting for you when you get home.” Gray smiles apologetically. “So one day I just got up and left. Right in the middle of the workday. I can’t explain it. And then I wound up here. I wanted to help rebuild the country I had helped blow to pieces. But that’s not actually what I’m doing. Out of the frying pan and into the fire is more like it.”


  He shovels more food onto his plate. Andreas can see why his stomach is bulging beneath his shirt.


  “You should have seen the ones who were here before us. They had totally given up. The showers were covered in mold, and there were plastic bottles full of brown piss all over the place. Argh! And that was the army—the US Army!”


  “What went wrong?”


  “They were shot at every day. Roadside bombs. They lost three officers, one right after the other. They gave up. They lost all self-discipline. So they brought us in. Of course we have one big advantage—our losses don’t show up in any statistics.”


  “That’s your only advantage?”


  “No, we have another. The number of people we take out isn’t included in statistics, either. We can shoot whomever we want.”


  “What do you do?”


  Gray’s answer drowns in the noise from a nearby table.


  Unable to resist the access to Budweiser, Dennis and Sylvester have started to sing, and that draws in Mathias, Sebastian, and Gustav. Their arms are around each other and they’re swaying in time. Sly, Stan, and Will from DarkSky join in. “We’re all brothers!” yells Will, a redhead with freckles.


  “My father, that bastard, taught me this one!” wails Dennis.


  “If I was in Sweden and had me a Swede,


  I’d have him shot, just to see if he’d bleed.


  If I was in Finland and had me a Finn,


  She’d show me her ass, and then I’d stick it in.


  If I was in Afghanistan and had me an Afghan,


  I’d shoot him in the head if he was Taliban . . .”


  He has to grab the table to stand up.


  “Teach us! Teach us!” yell Sly and Stan in unison.


  “Wasn’t my father a bastard!” yells Dennis, but before he can get another word out, he doubles over and throws up all over the table.


  31


  Lukas Møller has relinquished ownership of his brain and allowed some unknown renters to come and go as they please. From Jim—or was it Tim?—in any case a soldier with an Asian face, he’s procured a clump of hash. Tim—or was it Jim?—thinks he’s going to smoke it, but Møller eats it instead. “It’s the hash eaters’ time,” he mumbles to himself as he ingests the foul-tasting substance. He’s sitting in one of the guard towers, where it’s shady. He ignores the two guards—and after trying unsuccessfully to start a conversation, they’re ignoring him, too.


  Viktor crawls up into the tower and sits down next to him. They sit for a while in silence. Møller is staring blankly at the tree-covered mountain rising on the valley’s other side.


  “Chaplain, I’m worried about you.” Viktor lays a hand on the chaplain’s shoulder. Møller doesn’t react. “We need you.”


  “Stop calling me ‘Chaplain.’ You’re a bunch of fucking Muslims.” Møller still isn’t looking at Viktor. His speech is slurred, as if it’s all completely irrelevant. “Beat it!”


  “You know that’s total bullshit.” At this moment, Viktor isn’t a sergeant; he’s a social worker addressing a difficult child who needs tolerance and patience.


  Møller smacks the side of his own head as if to swat an annoying fly.


  Viktor grabs his wrist. “Chaplain,” he says, “you need to pull it together.” Møller tries to wrench his arm loose, but there’s no strength in the attempt, and Viktor maintains his grip.


  “I know what’s bothering you. God and all that stuff. You did it for us. Those words don’t mean anything to the rest of us, but they do for you. You care about your job, so you’re upset. That’s why you’re eating hash—and that can be cool sometimes. But I don’t think it suits you. The others feel the same way.”


  Viktor notices that Møller’s gaze has moved from the distant mountainside down to the gravel path meandering up to the base. He follows the chaplain’s eyes. A burka-clad figure is approaching. The guards have already aimed their 12.7s and shouted a warning. Anyone could be hiding beneath it. A thin hand pushes back the front of the robe, revealing a woman’s face.


  “Fuck!” shouts Viktor. “It’s Sara!”


  One of the guards spins around. “You know her?”


  Viktor nods emphatically, forgetting all about the chaplain and his mission. This is unbelievable! He saw Sara taken down by a bullet—and now she’s here again! Resurrected from the dead, or whatever she is, in this country where even the laws of nature seem suspended.


  A moment later a welcome committee is standing in front of the armored gate. Jim and Tom from DarkSky have released the safety catch on their rifles. They insist that Sara remove her burka and raise her hands in the air, so she can be searched. Sara obeys and places the burka in a pile on the dusty ground. She stands there, emaciated and defenseless, her bony arms exposed; as she lifts her arms in the air, the white sleeves roll down.


  Hannah frisks her. “Have you come for revenge on your son?” she asks. “Because if that’s the case, you’re not coming in.”


  “No,” answers Sara laconically, and for some reason Hannah believes her.


  Hannah has mixed feelings about Sara. She regrets striking her in the bazaar. She hit the wrong person—and she knows it. Sara kept her part of the bargain and led them to Schrøder. It was their own fault the mission ended in catastrophe. Still, the sense that Sara’s role is unclear haunts them all, although they can’t quite put their finger on anything specific.


  There’s one thing Hannah is unequivocal about: Sara is not allowed anywhere near Zuy. She’s done enough harm to him already. In despair, the child has repaid evil with evil, and Hannah has no doubt which of the two is guilty.


  “Stay away from Zuy,” she says.


  Sara nods. She exudes humility. Hannah can’t figure out how she managed to rise from the dead or why she came searching for them again.


  “She can clean the johns,” says Tom. “She’s no good for anything else.” Hannah doesn’t like the contempt in his eyes. They aren’t johns in the camp—they’re chemicals toilets. And this isn’t about the toilets anyway; it’s about Sara’s gaunt body, which they’ve been boldly staring at. Hannah’s had to deal with that, too. She turns to the two men. “She understands English,” she says, “and you can clean your own damn toilets!”


  Simon asks permission to examine Sara. It’s not concern but a medic’s professionalism. He stares appreciatively at the bandages. “You’ve been in skillful hands,” he says.


  Sara nods. “He’s coming soon.”


  “Who?” Simon asks. “What are you taking about?”


  Sara doesn’t respond.


  In the guard tower, Møller is still staring at the mountainside, as if he’s waiting for someone else.
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  The door is always closed to a mud structure in one corner of the base. Now and then, Jim and Tom enter through the door, Jim carrying a tray full of bowls. Tom, who seems to be there for protection, has a pistol in one hand and a watchful expression on his face. He closes the door carefully behind them. A little later, they both come out again, and the tray is empty. At other times, usually late afternoon or early evening, three men walk in together, all of them armed. When they come back out, they’re laughing and slapping each other on the shoulder.


  “Are you keeping prisoners?” asks Steffensen.


  Mr. Timothy shakes his head. “You know as well as I do that we aren’t authorized to take prisoners. That’s the job of the Afghan authorities. No, we have . . . guests.”


  “Then why don’t they come out? Why are they sitting there locked up as if they’re prisoners? Who are they?”


  “You’re our guests—and you can’t come or go as you please. You know you can’t do that in a war zone.”


  Hannah can’t sleep at night, because Sara keeps her awake with her monotonous mumbling. A hole has opened inside her since her son shot her, and the once-nailed-shut coffin of her darkened mind has opened. The toneless sound of her constant recitation gives Hannah the uncomfortable feeling of watching an endless procession of dead and mutilated people staggering among the soldiers’ cots. Sara’s memories are like an underground mausoleum filled with rotting human remains. Yet, there was a beginning, and in one way, the most terrible kind: a safe childhood in a well-educated middle-class family with an encouraging, caring father, followed by medical studies at Kabul’s university and an engagement to a young doctor. Then the Russians left the country, and civil war broke out in Kabul. Within a few years, the city was leveled by rocket attacks from the surrounding hills and house-to-house fighting. Sara’s father was found beheaded, with his legs sawed off, and her fiancé gunned down at a random checkpoint. With no men to protect her, she wound up with a granduncle who married her off as payment on a bottomless debt. From there, she fell into the darkest of all wells—life as the third or fourth wife in some distant province’s rural district, where she was reduced to working like a slave and serving as a baby factory. In a protest that seemed to come directly from her womb, she bore one stillborn or short-lived baby after another, until Zuy poked his head out into the light, only to be exposed to his now-warped mother’s attempt to maim him fatally.


  Each new catastrophe Sara recounts tugs at Hannah’s heart. Sara has always reminded her of her mother, but now she realizes that she never tried to understand the reasons for her mother’s drinking. What was her mother trying to escape? The prerequisite for Hannah’s survival was always that she neither identified with nor felt any sympathy for her mother. She sensed that instinctively. Lying next to Sara, she suddenly feels defenseless.


  Sara finally quiets down. Hannah really wants to fall asleep, but she can’t. She just keeps picturing her mother.


  Suddenly she hears a sound coming from inside the building housing DarkSky’s so-called guests. It sounds like someone crying. Not a grown man’s crying but a child’s. Or maybe a young woman’s. A young woman just like me, she thinks. The crying stops. She gets up and walks out into the courtyard. The silence is as deep as the starry sky above her, which seems to be its source. She can hear a generator running somewhere in the camp, but its motor isn’t noisy; instead, it sounds as if it’s apologizing for its presence in the pervasive silence.


  A woman is singing. It’s the first time Hannah has heard singing in Afghanistan. The voice is thin and tentative, as if at any moment it will lose faith in its own power and disappear. But it continues.


  Hannah walks back to the tent and her cot. The voice is still singing. Sara isn’t on her cot. She’s dressed in the coarse, dirty robe she always has on. They both walk back to the courtyard.


  “Who could that be?”


  Sara places a finger on her lips and creeps closer to the house with the singing. She turns around toward Hannah. “It is Malalai’s poem,” she says.


  “Who’s Malalai?”


  “Over a hundred years ago, the Afghans were about to lose a battle against the British. Then Malalai came forth and cheered them on. ‘Young love, if you do not fall in the battle of Maiwand, by God, someone is saving you as a symbol of shame!’ Those were Malalai’s words. She tore off her veil and used it as a banner.”


  Sara places her ear against the door.


  “With a drop of my sweetheart’s blood,


  Shed in defense of Motherland,


  Will I put a beauty spot on my forehead,


  Such as would put to shame the rose in the garden.”


  She looks at Sara. “What’s going on in there?”


  Several voices have joined in; it’s not a powerful choir but whispering in the night, like children keeping the darkness at bay with the sound of their own voices.


  “Who are you?” Sara asks in Pashto through the door.


  Silence on the other side. Hannah knocks softly and then grabs the handle. The door is locked. Someone moans and then there’s silence again.


  “This isn’t good.” Hannah looks at Sara. “Tell them we’re here to help them.”


  A voice speaks behind the door. “Is that a sister speaking?”


  “Yes, we are women,” says Sara.


  “And you want to help us?”


  “Yes, we will get you out of there.” Sara turns to Hannah. “You realize what is going on here, don’t you?”


  Nodding, Hannah bites her lower lip. Her face is filled with fury.


  There’s silence behind the door again, and then they hear the same voices.


  Sara translates: “If you want to help us, kill us.”


  “Hey! Get back to your tent!”


  They turn around. One of DarkSky’s men—Stan with the flat nose and the Russian accent—is standing behind them. He must have heard them or come down from the guard tower to check on things.


  “What’s going on? Why are these women locked up in here?” Hannah glowers at him.


  Stan stares intensely at Hannah—and he’s not looking at her face. She sleeps in a sleeveless T-shirt that hangs loosely off her shoulders, and she isn’t wearing a bra.


  “Nothing that involves you women. Unless you’d like to join in.”


  He winks at Hannah, and in his eyes she sees the same blend of contempt and lechery she can hear in his voice.


  Stan doesn’t have time to react before Hannah takes a step forward and knees him in the groin. He doubles over with a groan, only to encounter her knee again as she grabs his bald head and forces his face forward. It makes an ugly sound as his nose slams into her kneecap. Rolling onto the ground, he groans as if it’s coming from the depths of his battered balls.


  Someone calls from one of the guard towers. “Stan, what’s going on down there?”


  Hannah pulls Sara away. “Come here!” She races for the tent, where she grabs her weapon and with a shout awakens the others. They jump out of bed at the sound of the safety being released on a rifle.


  Steffensen and Mr. Timothy have also been roused, and the two leaders are standing face-to-face in the courtyard, which is now full of armed men. Although none of them point their loaded weapons at each other, the mood is clearly tense. Stan is on his knees, clutching his crotch, while blood from his broken nose drips onto the ground. Hannah is the only one pointing her rifle.


  “Some women are locked inside that house there. The assholes are raping them.”


  “Let’s all just calm down now,” says Mr. Timothy.


  “Calm down,” repeats Steffensen, speaking English to show he agrees.


  “What exactly happened here?” Mr. Timothy walks over to the still-doubled-over Stan. “You let a girl beat you up?” His voice is full of contempt. “Then you got what you deserved.” He turns around to Hannah and gives her a thumbs-up. “Nice work! We could use more like you.”


  Several of the men laugh, but Hannah isn’t smiling. “The key,” she says.


  Mr. Timothy barks an order. Jim, who brings the prisoners food every day, fishes a key out of his pocket. He’s about to walk over to the house when Hannah stops him. “Give me the key,” she says, waving Sara over. A moment later they vanish inside the door, which Hannah leaves open behind her. After a little while, she appears again in the doorway. “I’m on watch here now,” she says in English. “And if anyone wants to come for a visit, they’ll be asking for a new set of balls this Christmas!” She directs her gaze at the men from Third Platoon, who are still standing together. “Do you understand what’s going on?” she asks in Danish. “There are three young women, about sixteen years old! These bastards—” Her voice breaks. “I won’t stay here another day!” Her eyes are all red in the middle of the still-greenish swelling.


  Viktor stands next to her. “I’ll keep watch with you.”


  Steffensen has walked over to Mr. Timothy. He lowers his voice. “We need to talk.”


  “Of course! Of course! Let’s go into my office.”


  Mr. Timothy opens the door to a container and turns on the neon lights. The office resembles Steffensen’s at Camp Price. There’s something calming about it, although he doesn’t see any family pictures on the desk.


  They sit facing each other. “I understand from one of my soldiers that you’re keeping a group of women locked up. You call them guests. I would describe that as misinformation. I would like an explanation. What is their status? Are they prisoners? Hostages? It’s definitely against all rules. We can’t detain Afghan civilians, unless they’re suspected of helping insurgents. And even then, we have to hand them over to the Afghan army.”


  “We improvise a little here.”


  “It’s my impression that the women are being exploited sexually.”


  “That depends on how you look at it.” Mr. Timothy is clearly losing interest in the conversation.


  “Let me just say it—I find this totally unacceptable. Neither I nor my people can tolerate it.”


  “You’re here under our conditions, so you’ll have to live with it. And let’s speak man-to-man. You’ve had to accept much worse things than this. We all have. All the time. We can’t just come here and change an entire country and its culture.”


  “Worse? What do you mean?” Steffensen asks.


  “You’ve worked with the Afghan police, haven’t you? What about those tea boys, as they call them, those underage servers they use for sex? We all know it—but do we do anything about it? No, we turn our heads the other way. It’s their culture, we say, with a respect we don’t show much of on a daily basis. But the women? They’ve been shuffling around in those damn burkas ever since the Prophet was in diapers, but suddenly it’s not okay anymore. Now they have to take off those rags, no matter what. Show us your tits, girls! We’re ready to blow the country sky high if we spot so much as the hem of a burka. For some strange reason, that’s not part of the Afghans’ culture. It’s the repression of women, a bad habit they need to break, and it can’t happen soon enough. But pedophilia? That’s totally fine. We share barracks with these pedophiles. We share baths and toilets with them—we go on patrol with them. We praise them just for not plundering their own people. And then, when the locals—surprise! surprise!—aren’t thrilled with these so-called law-enforcement officers whose preferred leisure activity is plowing their underage sons, we don’t get it. And now my men are having a little fun with some local gals, but that’s wrong? Why not look on the bright side? We’re giving them a basic course in Western civilization. In our hands, they’re taking the first step toward sexual liberation. And trust me—we return them in the same condition we found them in.”


  “The same condition?”


  “Yes, damn it. They’re still virgins. We only fuck them in the ass.”


  Mr. Timothy laughs loud and hard, but then he returns to his more officious tone. “Tomorrow we’ll go on patrol. There’s some business we need to take care of down in the valley. You’re all coming along. We can leave your chaplain here to watch the girls. I guarantee my men won’t touch them again. Your female soldier can sleep with them tonight.”


  “They can’t stay here,” says Steffensen.


  “Give us a couple days and we’ll straighten it out.” Mr. Timothy gives Steffensen an appraising look and then smiles. “We have our differences,” he says. “You’re probably more politically correct than we are. And there’s room for that, too. The most important thing is that we’re all able to work together.”


  Standing up, he reaches out his hand.
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  I decide to buy a Honda CD175, dented and scratched, with rust spots all over its red and black paint. I have no idea how long it will last before it falls apart beneath me. As I bend over to run an evaluative finger along the worn-out drivechain, the salesman assures me that it will last for the rest of my life.


  “Then I have a short life ahead of me,” I respond.


  We smile at each other. I manage to haggle the price down from twenty thousand afghanis to seven thousand.


  “Here’s to a short life,” he says when we finally agree. I take it from this not particularly optimistic prophecy that the motorcycle he just sold me is a piece of crap.


  The bike doesn’t have to last long, just until I find the soldiers from Third Platoon. Schrøder offered no hints about where they went. That’s part of his game. I don’t think I need to look all over Afghanistan—they’re probably only a few hours away. Still, I sense that I don’t have much time. The probability of my coming too late is rather great.


  I don’t have a map. What would I do with it? I’m not tracking a group of vanished NATO soldiers—I’m tracking a group of fair-skinned jihadists. The myth surrounding them will pinpoint their location better than any satellite photo.


  If they’re so easy to find, though, then why isn’t the whole world looking for them? Because the Afghans keep their myths to themselves. They live in two worlds: one is open and the other closed. Almost all of them have cell phones, but almost all of them also have secrets they hold on to with a surprising stubbornness. It could be ten thousand, maybe a hundred thousand, sharing a secret, yet they reveal it only to those who understand their codes. You could monitor all cell phone usage, and you still wouldn’t understand what they’re talking about.


  I stop at some teahouses, I walk around bazaars, I listen, and I ask questions. No, not here? The Honda’s drivechain protests loudly against not having already been retired. I choose one road and then another, I’m stopped at checkpoints, and I’m waved on.


  I’m sitting in a little teahouse near the highway. Schrøder confiscated my cell phone and my SIM card. He offered me a rifle and took my cell phone; he knows which weapon is more dangerous. I bought a new one with a prepaid card. Do I risk calling home to file a report? The danger that someone might be listening in is overwhelming. But who?


  I could report Schrøder’s current position—the emphasis on “current.” He would have never let me go if there were any risk that I’d expose him. He has countless connections. He’s involved with the insurgents. He’s also involved with a firm that has a bad reputation yet continues to get contracts from the American army. Is Schrøder playing both sides of a game that will destroy him if it’s exposed yet at the same time makes him almost untouchable as long as no one’s paying attention?


  He sent me off knowing that I could ruin his whole game, or maybe he’s already warned them that I’m on my way. Either is possible. If he’s really the player I think he is, he hasn’t warned anyone. He’s too curious and wants to see what happens. He likes to see the game change unexpectedly, so he’ll have to improvise his next move. As many variables as possible, like he said.


  And I’m one of those variables.


  Still, I have a move that could get us out of this game he thinks is his and into one that’s beyond his control. He wasn’t really listening when I suggested that he also had to take some risk. Words mean something—even the words that go unsaid. He missed it. If I’m going to nab him, I’ll have to play the game alone for a little while longer. I can’t involve anyone else, and I definitely can’t tell anyone back in Copenhagen what I’m doing.


  I glance down again at my cell phone. The display is just waiting for a number beginning with “00 45.” And then I’m out—or I might be so far in that there is no way out. The phone is my constant temptation, a lifeline or just the opposite, a trip wire that sets off an explosion.


  Maybe that’s exactly what Schrøder is banking on: that I’ll just give up the entire mission and run off with my tail between my legs.


  I put the phone back in the pocket of my kirtle.


  A few hours later I’m on the right track. Three days ago someone saw the American jihadists in the back of a truck, wearing the ferengi’s uniform, but they had no doubts about who they were. Foreigners normally move in armored columns that creep along the roads while their engineers are out sweeping the gravel and ditches for roadside bombs.


  I don’t even need to ask. The owner of a shop serving me the day’s tenth cup of green tea offers the information. “Have you heard?” he says. “The American jihadists drove by here.”


  Several of the guests in the dirty little stall with its greasy cushions on the floor nod affirmatively.


  “What do you think they’re doing here?” I ask.


  Information barrels out of him. The huge difference between the amount of information the Afghans know and the pittance they choose to share with our informants never ceases to amaze me. There’s an American camp a few hours down the road, at the foot of the Sulaiman Mountains, an old fort, not some large camp. He even knows the name of the outpost, Patrol Base. The soldiers are terrorizing locals. They’ve taken a handful of hostages from the nearby village of Khan Kala and locked them in the fort. As he says the word “hostages,” he looks away. I can tell that he’s not telling me something. The other guests send each other a dark look, as if they all share a secret that I, a stranger, can’t know.


  The Americans also have connections to the local arbakai, he adds. I know that term—it means militia who plunder the population without taking any clear side in the civil war. They’re most often favored by the Americans, who supply them with weapons and money if they’ll just promise to shoot the Taliban.


  “The Americans will get their punishment.” The host’s eyes flash with rage. “Allah’s punishment,” he adds.


  How do I warn the Danes about DarkSky’s plans to use them as scapegoats? And even more importantly, how do I release them from the grip of their traitorous hosts? Can it even be done without wholesale shooting breaking out? I have my reasons for staying away from weapons. Besides, there isn’t much one man can do.


  I’ll have to start by finding Khan Kala, where the hostages come from.


  But first I have to take care of something else. “Is there a place we can talk undisturbed?” I ask the host. He takes me out back behind the shop. “Whom do you trust unconditionally?” I ask.


  “My son,” he replies. I ask him to summon his son, Nasir, who runs the shop with him. I noticed his trustworthy face while he was serving customers and I was speaking to his father. “I need him to deliver a letter for me,” I say, “to an address in Quetta.”


  When Nasir arrives, I show him the money I’ll give him for his courier service, ten thousand afghanis, enough to buy a better motorcycle than the one I just purchased. I promise him that amount again when an answer to my letter confirms it’s gotten there.


  I ask Nasir for paper and a pen, and he waits while I compose a letter to my father. I write in Danish, just in case it falls into any third-party hands. I try to be brutally honest. I’m exposing myself—and I know that might be dangerous. Although my father’s sympathies are predictable, his actions are another matter. I appeal to the love between father and son, the only link between us, though I know he hasn’t always viewed me as a loving son. He has difficulty distinguishing between love and obedience. I’ve rarely played the obedient son—nor am I being one right now—but I’m hoping love wins.


  I ask him to forgive my mistakes; on the other hand, I’m also asking for a favor.


  If he says no, my life is on the line. And not just mine.


  Two hours later I’m staring at the fort where the soldiers from Third Platoon are staying. It sits high on a naked promontory guarding the entrance to a green valley between steep hills. The fort’s walls don’t consist of the usual sun-bleached clay; they’re constructed with the mountain’s own materials, layer upon layer of flat, rough-hewn stones. Originally, it must have protected the valley from invasions. Now the base serves the opposite function: attacks on the villages originate here. A banner waves from one of the guard towers. It doesn’t look like the American flag, but I can’t see what it is. Is DarkSky actually flaunting its presence by replacing the Stars and Stripes with its own logo?


  As I reach the outskirts of the village at the foot of the mountain, the road diverges. I choose to go left toward the valley; to the right the road climbs up toward the fort and DarkSky’s base. What am I going to do if I run into a checkpoint? They’ll ask me what I’m doing in the valley. Who do I know? No one. What do I want? To fuck the whole thing up! Then they’ll probably let me pass—saluting me, and the whole nine yards. I have to take the chance. I hit the gas and roar down the gravel road. I might as well be as visible as possible.


  I don’t hit any checkpoints. I speed straight ahead and don’t slow down until I’m in Khan Kala with its massive clay walls surrounded by almond trees, melon fields, and windbreaks. As the road narrows, I stand up to get oriented.


  Then I hear gunfire that sounds as if it’s coming from all directions.


  Why haven’t I run into any women or children? They usually flee during a battle. Have they taken cover farther into the valley, where it might be safer? Or is this a surprise ambush with Khan Kala surrounded on all sides, thwarting any possible escape? But who’s attacking—and are the soldiers from Third Platoon involved?


  I stop the motorcycle and hop off. There’s no longer any reason to draw attention to myself. I’m in the middle of it all now, and the important thing is to remain invisible.


  I hide my motorcycle under some willows and hope it’s still there when I come back. If I come back. This situation has a number of variables, as Schrøder would say. Too bad he’s not here right now, I think. With his penchant for risk-taking and the opportunities provided by the game of chance, he’d be right in his element. I get the sense that he believes in his own immortality, like gamblers who believe in their own luck. I wish I were more like him. It’s not the first time I’ve thought that. To beat Schrøder, I have to become Schrøder.


  I walk along one of the village’s massive clay walls and think about every step I take. I’m not afraid of roadside bombs; it’s unlikely they’d be planted so close to the walls. I need to stay away from corners, where bombs sometimes wait for those curious souls who have crawled along the walls before crossing an open area. I’m afraid of my own steps. How do I look? Watchful, threatening, normal? Although I’d like to appear totally neutral, I’m on my way into a village reverberating with gunfire. So how do I behave as if everything is normal? Gunshots in Afghanistan always indicate that it’s time to choose sides—preferably the strongest.


  Farther ahead lie some fields with green hedges. I’m hoping there’s an irrigation canal nearby—that would be a good place for me to hide. I’ve come to get people out of here, but how can I choose sides when I have no information about the confrontation I’m heading into? Maybe my best chance for survival right now is that I’m unarmed. No one will see me as an enemy. I’m just a defenseless farmer.


  Two boys suddenly appear before me. Barefoot and holding hands, they walk toward me. They aren’t big, maybe six or seven years old, and I can tell from their faces that they’re afraid. Still, they keep walking. Some adult has probably sent them on an errand.


  I stop to see if I’m the one they’re looking for. I am. When they reach me, they stop. “Salam Alaikum,” I say.


  They look around evasively, as if searching for an escape route. “Walaikum Salam,” says one of them eventually. Because he’s a bit taller than the other one, I assume he’s the spokesman for this delegation.


  “Zma noom Khaiber day. Stasso noom sa dai?”


  Embarrassed, they stare down at the ground, as if they know that revealing their names might make them more vulnerable. “Ahmed,” replies the spokesman hesitantly. The little one swallows. “Fazil.”


  “My brother’s name is also Ahmed,” I say. I don’t have any brothers, but I’m hoping I can loosen them up.


  “Do you have a brother named Fazil, too?” The little one looks up inquisitively.


  “No, but I have a cousin named Fazil.” That’s not true, either, but we’re all almost family now.


  The gunfire is getting closer. Suddenly there’s an explosion, and the two boys jump. It makes me jump also. Yes, we all belong to the same family—we’re united by that closest of all familial bonds, fear.


  The smaller one tugs at the sleeve of Ahmed’s kirtle. The conversation needs to move on. “Why are you here? Who are you looking for?” Although Ahmed pronounces the words with great solemnity, he doesn’t look at me as he asks. He seems afraid that the answer might confuse him.


  I hesitate for a moment, and then I take a deep breath and a gamble. They’re only children, but children are never just children in Afghanistan. “I am a friend of the American jihadists. Do you know where they are?”


  Walking over to me, they each take one of my hands. “Come,” says Ahmed. “Come,” echoes Fazil.


  We walk.


  After we’ve walked a little farther down the road, I see something I don’t initially understand. Then I understand it. Then I understand everything.


  A soldier wearing his equipment, flak jacket, and helmet, and holding a rifle in his right hand, is coming toward me. Two boys are leading him, one on each side. We could be reflections of each other, if it weren’t that he’s in uniform and I’m still wearing my dirty kirtle.


  I recognize the uniform.


  “Hello,” I say in Danish. “How’s it going?”
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  The soldier in the sand-colored uniform stares at me as if he doesn’t understand what I’m saying. And he doesn’t. My words are recognizable, but the situation is beyond anything he can fathom. I might as well be speaking Chinese.


  “My name is Khaiber. I’m from the Danish secret service and I’m here to help you get home.”


  This time he understands the words, although he still hasn’t quite grasped the meaning. I can’t say I blame him. “Simon,” he says at first, politely introducing himself, and then he adds “what,” as if he’s lost the meaning of my words.


  “You’re the medic,” I say. “Do you understand what I’m saying? I’m going to help you get home.”


  “Why are you alone?” Simon stares at me skeptically.


  “Sometimes it’s better to be alone.” I’m not quite sure even I believe that.


  We walk next to each other, two men surrounded by four small boys. The noise from the gunfire is getting closer.


  “What’s happening here?” I ask. Right at that moment the boys pull us sharply to the left. The reason soon becomes clear: we’re walking around a buried roadside bomb. That’s why they were sent to fetch us—to lead us unscathed through the village.


  “I’m totally confused,” says Simon. “I lost the others. We were with the local militia.” He stops abruptly. “A group of girls . . . they were massacred.” He stops again. “The guys from DarkSky . . . they were shooting at us . . . fuck man, we were just drinking beer with them yesterday.”


  The boys tug at me again. Ahmed points at a green metal gate that suddenly opens. As we step inside, a group of Afghan men gather around Simon. They’re all holding Kalashnikovs, and a few of them have rocket launchers on their shoulders. One after another, they step in front of Simon and place their hands on their hearts, after which, in an intimate gesture, they place their hands on his chest as well. They all bow their heads. Shocked, Simon stares at me. “You’re their ally now,” I say.


  One of the villagers asks who I am. “A friend of the American jihadists,” I reply. I’m accepted.


  “There’s something I need to explain to you,” I say to Simon, “and you’ll probably be somewhat surprised.” He obviously doesn’t understand what’s happening. “At some point all of you converted to Islam, in the middle of a courtyard, in front of a lot of eyewitnesses. Is that right?” Simon nods. “These men—and not just them, but all the people in this province, and maybe the neighboring provinces, too—believe that you voluntarily converted and that now you’re fighting with the insurgents. That’s why the village is backing you up.”


  Simon stares at me. “That’s not true.” He points at the men who look as if they’re waiting for orders from him. “Them—are you telling me they’re Taliban?”


  “I wouldn’t speculate too much about that. They’re on your side now, and if you want to get out of here alive, you’ll fight alongside them. Every so often say ‘Allahu Akbar.’ It’ll make them happy.”


  “Can I trust you?” He’s abandoned trying to understand any of it and is focusing instead on my person, as if my sudden appearance and ability to speak Danish guarantee my credibility.


  “Yes,” I reply. “You can trust me.”


  “We have to get out of here,” says one of the men.


  “We’ll go with you,” I say. “He doesn’t understand Pashto.”


  The man hands me a Kalashnikov, which I accept. I don’t have the energy to say no or explain my relationship to weapons. Also, I’ll be far too conspicuous without a weapon in the middle of all these armed men.


  I turn to Simon. “Ready?”


  He nods stiffly.


  I avoid releasing the safety on my rifle. One of the Afghans notices, walks over, and does it for me. Baffled, he looks at me. I smile apologetically, as if I just forgot. “Thank you,” I say.


  I haven’t even thought about shooting, but what am I going to do if I find myself in one of these him-or-me situations popular with the I-want-to-see-what-it-feels-like-to-kill-someone crowd? Throw the rifle at his head and hope I knock him out? Where does my morality end—at the trigger? I have enough experience to know I have a moral limit. I’ve reached it before. Now I’ll be tested again.


  We exit the gate in one long row. I’m glad they don’t ask Simon to go first. We don’t need to worry about roadside bombs, because we’re traveling with the men who plant them.


  We reach an open stretch of land. The road crosses clay fields and then through a grove of almond trees before disappearing between the qalats’ discouraging walls. I can tell from the flashes of gunfire that the shooting is coming from three different places—from a windbreak of weeping willows and from two qalats on either side of a rugged field. As we run out into the open, I have no idea who’s friend or foe. We’re heading for the willows, so I figure that two of the fatal triangle’s angles are allied against the third: the windbreak of willows and the qalat on the field’s right side against the qalat to the left.


  I notice that we’re keeping to one side of the gravel road. A little farther on, I realize why. A crater suddenly appears, with two bloody bodies in the American army’s uniforms lying a few meters from the crater’s edge.


  I can see bullets’ impact in the gravel. One of the men in front of me falls to his knees, lifts his Kalashnikov to his chest, and fires. For a moment I think he’s just trying to cover us, until I see the red spot spreading out on his shalwar kameez, right beneath his shoulder blade. As I run past him, he starts to stagger, supporting himself with one hand, his eyes starting to fade. Then his arm gives way and he lands on his side.


  We reach the dense thicket beneath the willows. They don’t offer much protection, but at least we’re not visible. A group of Afghans are already there, and the noise from their Kalashnikovs is deafening. To my great relief, I also see several soldiers in Danish uniforms. I recognize the faces from my files: Dennis, Sylvester, the sergeant Viktor, Gustav, Sebastian, and Mathias. There’s no time for introductions—and in their eyes I probably look like yet another Afghan hillbilly. Taking cover on the ground, we try to catch our breath.


  I look out across the field at the qalat they’re shooting at: I assume it’s the mercenaries from DarkSky, but I can’t be sure. The din from all these weapons is overwhelming. “Is that DarkSky over there?” I yell in Danish at the sergeant. Surprised, he stares at me and then nods.


  About a dozen bodies lie motionless in the middle of the field, all of them wearing dove-blue clothes. Burkas. At first I think that a group of desperate women caught in the crossfire sought cover by throwing themselves flat on the ground. But something about the position they’re lying in makes me feel that they’re probably dead. Women who’ve been brutally gunned down—it must be the massacre Simon mentioned. What has happened here?


  Seven boys, all about ten years old, suddenly sprint across the field. The intense gunfire doesn’t cease, although no one seems to be shooting at them. I doubt it’s because of any special concern for them—they’re just not worth wasting ammunition on. Maybe the boys are in a state of panic, but why haven’t the adults kept them behind the qalat’s protective walls? In a moment they’re going to run straight into the line of fire. Right before they reach the dead zone, they turn sharply and head for the qalat that’s the source of the shooting. They hug the wall, so I assume they’re seeking cover from the raging gunfire. Instead, they each toss something that looks like a rock, about the size of a hand, over the clay wall. One resounding detonation after the other reveals that they weren’t rocks. Gray smoke and flames rise above the wall.


  As the gunfire coming from the qalat dies out, the villagers around me break into cheers. The soldiers are quieter. Everyone then rises and storms out of the thicket, with me on their heels. A throng of men, many in sand-colored uniforms, barrels out of the qalat closest to us. The assault on the qalat the boys peppered with grenades has begun.


  Although shooting starts up again, the gunfire coming from inside the qalat lacks the same intensity as before and seems unfocused. In the middle of the field, three of the villagers kneel down, take aim, and fire their rocket launchers. With a roar, fire streams out the back end. The rockets leave a long trail of smoke behind them. I can tell that they hit right where we’d been shot from; rubble from the clay wall shoots up into the air in a cloud of fire and smoke, and the gunfire dies out.


  Once we reach the gate, the soldiers plant explosives. We stay close to the wall as explosions ring out, turning the green metal locks into twisted scrap iron. The Danes are on the offensive now; the Afghans try to push forward, but they’re waved aside. I can see the ferocity in the Danes’ eyes, and I know where it’s coming from. In their minds, they’re firing at Schrøder—they’re storming in to kill Schrøder, even if he isn’t actually there. Holding the Kalashnikov in front of me, I race in with the Afghans.


  Along one wall we can see the remains of a wooden platform, where the men from DarkSky were standing while shooting at us. Twisted corpses and body parts lie all over the ground, and there’s blood everywhere. At the other end of the courtyard, a handful of soldiers in American uniforms are still defending themselves. One of the Danes falls, along with several Afghans. The white smoky tail of a rocket streams across the courtyard and finishes off the resistance. But the Danes don’t stop. One by one, they vanish into the doorways to find any remaining survivors and clean out the rats’ nest.


  I’ve never taken part in an ambush before. My hands are shaking uncontrollably as I lay down my rifle. What would I have done if the battle had dragged on? I walk around the courtyard and stare at the dead. The sight of all that mutilation doesn’t exactly have a calming effect. Faces smeared in blood, eyes staring, torn-off limbs, abdomens oozing thick, glistening entrails. I try to remain disinterested. I have to play the observer who will have to file a report one day.


  There’s a Dane among the fallen. I recognize him by his uniform. His eyebrows and eyelashes are totally white. He isn’t part of this platoon—his name is Karlsen.


  The dead Afghans lie close to the gate. They all came with us, so the mercenaries from DarkSky had no local support. Whoever had been helping them among the arbakai betrayed them. The militia might be used to terrorizing the local population, but they aren’t used to the locals responding in kind—so they bolted.


  We hear shots coming from inside the houses. An explosion. Smoke rolls out of a doorway. Then silence. Soldiers in Danish uniforms come out, their faces covered in soot. Two of them are dragging a man between them, the toes of his boots scraping the gravel. The shirt of his American uniform is dark with blood. As they toss him on the ground, he groans in pain. He rolls around, trying to lie on his back. His full beard is gray and brown with dust and dirt, and there’s a dark trail of blood coming from one corner of his mouth. He parts his lips, revealing two rows of unusually white teeth, in stark contrast to his soiled beard. I can’t tell if he’s clenching his teeth in pain or trying to smile.


  “Can’t a guy get a cigarette around here?” he asks.
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  “We’re a nonsmoking army.”


  A small middle-aged man with a well-trimmed mustache walks over to the injured man lying on the ground. He’s Colonel Ove Steffensen, the Danes’ commanding officer. I introduce myself. He doesn’t seem surprised. He looks like a man who takes things as they come—the only attitude you can have if you’ve been through everything he has.


  “The secret service, huh,” he says. “And what is it you think you can do for us?”


  “Get you home. That’s why I’m here.”


  “One man? They haven’t allocated many resources for us. I take it you’re familiar with the case?”


  “Not every detail. For example, I don’t know what your relationship is with DarkSky or what’s gone wrong between you.” I point at the courtyard, now filled with the dead.


  “Wrong?” he says, and for the first time I note something other than sarcasm in his voice. “We just made mincemeat of the bastards.”


  Shocked, I stare at him. His face reveals no sign of fury; only his words are angry.


  “Perhaps this man can help with some information. He’s DarkSky’s man on the spot. A major, or so he says. Otherwise the only name he’s offering is Timothy. We’re very informal here, aren’t we, Tim?” Steffensen looks down at the man lying at his feet. “Personally, I call him Mr. Timothy. I think you have to follow proper etiquette.” His voice is dripping with contempt.


  “One cigarette, Mr. Steffensen. Can’t you spare a smoke?”


  “You heard me. We’re a nonsmoking army.”


  “Come on.”


  Mr. Timothy smiles wide, which seems to cause great discomfort, yet there’s some relief in his voice. Clearly he thinks he and Steffensen have some kind of understanding.


  Steffensen motions for Simon to come over. “Take a look at his wounds,” he says. “Tell me what his chances are.”


  Kneeling down, Simon removes Mr. Timothy’s flak jacket. There’s a lot of blood—the vest is useless against bullets fired at close range. He quickly locates the entrance wound and then turns Mr. Timothy over to see if he can find an exit wound. The injured man moans, but with great effort pulls himself together.


  “Here!” Simon looks up at Steffensen. “His flak jacket stopped the bullet on its way out. There’s probably a lot of internal damage. He needs to get to a field hospital—fast.” With trained movements, he applies a compress before dressing the man’s wounds.


  “Should I administer morphine?”


  Steffensen shakes his head. “No need. A waste of morphine. Let him fry.”


  Although the conversation is in Danish, Mr. Timothy tries to follow along but has to give up. “Am I going to make it?” His tone is ironic, as if he’s beyond trivialities like life and death.


  “That’s the least of your problems.”


  Mr. Timothy smiles again, the same stiff smile as before. He clearly thinks that he and Steffensen are engaged in some sort of verbal tennis match. “Can I have permission to sit up?” Steffensen nods at Simon, who brings over a bloodstained backpack; he places it behind the injured man and helps him sit up. As he leans against it, Mr. Timothy winces with pain, and for a moment he looks like he regrets his decision.


  “My allies among the locals must have had urgent errands to attend to when they ran off. You, on the other hand, seem to have acquired some new friends. People in Khan Kala are usually more accommodating.”


  Steffensen stares at him but doesn’t react, which surprises Mr. Timothy. He seems to think they’re two chess players who’ve just finished a game and are evaluating their individual moves before they start the next one.


  “Those children with the hand grenades—you caught me by surprise. Well done. I didn’t see that one coming. I mean . . . you’re Danes . . . world renowned for your high morals. And then child soldiers! No hard feelings. On the contrary. My compliments. I learn something new every day. Next time I see one of those little shits, I’ll shoot first and ask questions later.” His tone remains affable.


  I suggest to Steffensen that we tear ourselves away from the fascinating Mr. Timothy and lead the commander over to one corner of the courtyard. “We’ve left a trail,” I say.


  “A trail?” Steffensen looks perplexed.


  I point at all the dead bodies in the courtyard. “The bullets from your rifles inside those bodies—they’re M96s, aren’t they? Evidence.”


  “Evidence?”


  “Yes,” I reply. “You’ve just killed a lot of people. Some of them American citizens, and probably a Russian or two. Bullets are easy to trace—and before you can count to three, you’ll have the American Special Forces on your tail. Mr. Timothy is definitely working for the American army.”


  “Yes, but they couldn’t possibly have known what he was doing.”


  “They may very well have known and decided to look the other way. They probably keep their distance from characters like Mr. Timothy and then deny any connection if things go wrong. But he’s still one of their own—and you can’t get away with killing an American citizen. Also, DarkSky has tons of armed men out here. Those boys aren’t the only mercenaries in Afghanistan. You’re all outlaws now.”


  He’s starting to see the light. “What the hell were we supposed to do? It was us or them.”


  He’s in pain. I feel sorry for him.


  “Call your men together,” I say.


  He orders his men to gather around us. Although they’re still on an adrenaline rush, I see something else in their faces. Steffensen introduces me. I look at each of them and speak their names. Two are missing. Karlsen, whose body I’ve just seen, and Lukas Møller, the chaplain, who I assume is back in DarkSky’s camp. Otherwise they’re all here. Steffensen, Viktor, Simon, Hannah, Andreas, Sørensen, Sylvester, Sebastian, Mathias, Gustav, and Camper. They’re impressed that I know their names, but they’re also conscious of Karlsen’s absence. They look around. I’m the one who announces their comrade’s death. Camper, who must be his buddy, looks away.


  “Do you know who all of you are?” I ask.


  Several of them shake their head in confusion. “What do you mean?”


  “Why do you think the people in Khan Kala became your allies? True, your sand-colored uniforms look different than DarkSky’s blue ones, but you showed up with their tormentors. So far they’ve let themselves be terrorized without resisting. Why go on the attack today—and why just to help you?”


  Third Platoon’s soldiers were flexible enough to adapt when the villagers suddenly joined their side. They’re well trained. They can think for themselves—in the short run—but they don’t have the big picture.


  “I don’t know exactly what happened in this village,” I say, “but I know why it happened. You’re not, as you believe, NATO soldiers. You’re jihadists.”


  They’re dumbfounded.


  “You converted to Islam in a public ceremony. You were forced into it—but the locals don’t know that. They think you chose to do it because you realized the righteousness of their struggle, and now you’re fighting for them. So they ascribe all kinds of heroic deeds to you. They believe you’re here to help them. You’ve crossed the line in the sand, and now you’re on the other side.”


  “This is crazy!” Dennis can’t believe his ears.


  “That’s why you’re still living. They think you’re their saviors.”


  I ask them to tell me what happened before my arrival. I’m not the only one who needs the overview—they need it, too.


  Hannah steps forward, tall and slender, her head shaved like the rest of them. There’s an adhesive bandage running across her nose. Her fine eyebrows, her eyelashes, and her narrow face and mouth reveal who she is. Although decidedly beautiful, her face possesses a kind of neutrality, as if her beauty is waiting in the wings.


  “We came down here with the guys from DarkSky. One of the local militia members introduced us to a group of young women they abducted from villages higher up in the valley. The women had ropes tied around their ankles so they couldn’t run away. They were crying with fear. We already knew what they were using them for—we’d seen it up in DarkSky’s camp. But there were so many of them here that we saw it as human trafficking.”


  She pauses to rub her forehead, as if she has an itch.


  “We said we’re not going along with this—that they had to let the women go. Mr. Timothy said that the women were useless then, so they’d have to get rid of them and it would be our fault.”


  She pauses again and takes a deep breath before continuing.


  “One of the militiamen grabbed one of the women and killed her right in front of us. I shot the bastard, DarkSky jumped in, and then the villagers attacked. The militia fired on the women before they ran off. They were just lying there in their burkas . . . on the ground with rope around their ankles.”


  She starts to shake.


  “You don’t have to tell me more,” I say.


  “Sorry,” she says. “It’s so fucking unpleasant to talk about. But I’d like to tell you the rest.”


  I nod.


  “At first, we didn’t know the villagers were on our side. Then we realized that they were going after DarkSky and the militia members. They helped us get into the qalat. The bastards from DarkSky settled in across from us.”


  Her arms reach out helplessly, but she stands erect. Only her shoulders disclose her emotion.


  “I have to ask you to do something very unpleasant before we leave here,” I say. “Under no circumstances can we leave behind any clues.” I take a deep breath. Unpleasant is an understatement. “We have to remove all the bullets from the dead bodies—and the only way to do that is to cut them out.”


  “There are bullets everywhere,” says Steffensen. “It isn’t a direct hit every time we fire.”


  “A bullet in a wall is not evidence, but a bullet in a body is.”


  I avoid using the word “desecration.” No need to rely on the ultimate argument—that it’s been done before by their allies. American Special Forces cut bullets out of the bodies of women and children they’d killed in an attack on a qalat in Gardez, in Paktia Province. Later, they claimed the Taliban was behind it and that the insurgents had a tradition of mutilating their victims. If anyone has any doubts, we’re merely following in the footsteps of our role models.


  I was expecting some protest from Steffensen, but his face is blank. So far he’s managed to keep it together, but he’s starting to respond to the bloody events of the last few hours as the desk jockey he really is. I think my arrival has sped up the process. I’m commanding Third Platoon now.


  In one corner of the qalat, soldiers are going at it with their field knives. At times they call for the medic, Simon, who’s serving as a consultant. Each time he asks them to turn the body over to see if bullets have left any crater-size exit wounds. Mercifully, the force with which the bullet from a 5.56 millimeter rifle works its way into a body and out again has done much of their work for them. They’re all smeared in blood, and it looks like a slaughterhouse, except you can’t tell who’s the slaughtered animal and who’s the butcher. Now and then you hear the sound of a soldier gagging, but no one throws up. Their faces remain blank. Are they still thinking about Schrøder? Is it his body they’re mutilating?


  Often Simon’s the one using the field knife; he cuts with the learned skill of a butcher. At one point he uses both hands to lift intestines out of a body he just opened. He places the entrails on the ground and, telling Sylvester to search them, moves on to the next body. I look away, but then I look again. I can’t help it.


  I notice that Mr. Timothy is gone. I ask Simon if he knows where he went. “Two of the Afghans took him,” he replies. I don’t need to ask where: I know what’s in store for the major from DarkSky.


  The soldiers finish sooner than I expected. “I assume we’re taking the bullets with us.” There’s a quiver in Steffensen’s voice, and his hands are shaking uncontrollably.


  I nod. “We can always bury them somewhere later.”


  We cross the field with the villagers. Viktor, Gustav, Sebastian, and Mathias carry the fallen Dane in a stretcher. We still haven’t decided where to bury him. Since the chaplain is back at DarkSky’s camp, the matter will have to be postponed.


  They’ve arranged the murdered girls in one long row. For a moment the soldiers, holding their helmets, stand with their heads bowed. Several cry openly. They’re crying about many things, I think. They’ve lost one of their own. Young women, covered in blood-soaked burkas, are lying on the ground. The unavoidable brutality of war has grabbed hold of them in a way it never would have had they stayed back at Camp Price. And then there’s the uncertainty about their destiny, which is my uncertainty, too. How much will we have to sacrifice to get back home?


  Maybe they’re also crying for the murdered mercenaries from DarkSky, the men they shared a base with for a few days. If Schrøder were here, he’d insist that the first part of his experiment has succeeded. He wanted them to kill someone they knew—and that’s exactly what they’ve done. Not some faceless, demonized, inhuman enemy but guys they’ve shared a few beers with. Also, the image of mutilating all those dead bodies with their knives will remain etched in their minds forever. They knew so little about life’s darker corners when they enlisted to see what war was all about—and now they know. War is a slaughterhouse where no one, not even the butcher’s apprentice, is spared.


  It had to be done, and now we’ve done it. It’s over.
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  If Mr. Timothy and his people had radio contact with the men at the base before they were wiped out, a hostage situation might be waiting for us. Or we’ll find new bodies: the locked-up women and the chaplain back at camp.


  I ask Steffensen about the banner I saw waving from one of the guard towers, but he looks confused.


  Walking toward the Humvees, we pass more bodies. It must be members of the militia. Some have been gunned down in an ambush; others must have stepped on mines. The force has torn one of them in half, his body and legs lying a dozen meters from each other. A wounded man on the ground lets out a protracted wail. One of the locals walks over and fires his Kalashnikov.


  As we leave the locals, they bow their heads like the faithful at a shrine. I can see the confusion on the soldiers’ faces; they need to adapt to their new status. Maybe they never will, but their survival depends on it.


  We head toward DarkSky’s base.


  Beyond good and evil, I think, as the Humvees creep up the unexpectedly steep road. That’s where we are now.


  When the fort finally rises before us, after yet another hairpin curve, I see the banner waving from one of the guard towers. It’s not a company flag. It’s a large dove-blue piece of clothing flapping slowly in the wind. I stare at it again. Is it possible . . . Yes, it’s definitely a burka.


  The gate is wide open. I know what’s waiting inside. The remaining mercenaries from DarkSky have either hit the road and killed the others before they left or taken them with them. At least now we don’t have to shoot and blast our way into the base.


  Then I see them. Four iron pipes sticking up out of the ground, two on each side of the gate. A bald head with upturned eyes and an open mouth with white, blood-smeared teeth sits on top of each pipe. They remind me of predators flashing their teeth in warning while they’re eating. The edges of their necks are frayed; the heads weren’t separated from their bodies with one clean chop.


  Something is moving in the middle of the gate. A burka-clad figure steps forward as if to welcome us. The four dismembered heads resemble decorations in a macabre set built to make the woman’s appearance seem more dramatic.


  I’m sitting in the passenger seat next to the driver in the leading Humvee. Although no one says anything, Viktor stops the vehicle as if he’s so overwhelmed by the sight that he needs time to digest it.


  The woman grabs the hem of her burka and slowly pulls it back to reveal her face. It’s Sara.


  Will I ever be free of this witch?


  I hop out of the Humvee and walk over to her. Viktor remains seated, as do the others. I have some idea what they’re thinking right now. They knew the soldiers whose chopped-off heads are sitting on the end of iron pipes. They can probably add a name to each of them. And now here’s their old friend Sara, back from the dead.


  “Sara,” I say, standing across from her. “Are you behind all this?”


  She looks at me with that expression I’ve never learned to read. “Khaiber,” she says. “I knew we would meet again. No, I am not behind any of this. Not on my own, in any case.”


  “What happened?” As I say it, I realize it’s a foolish question. As always, Sara will give me some hazy, half-prophetic answer that doesn’t tell me a thing.


  Turning around, I wave the four Humvees in and then walk through the gate. The four headless bodies are lying on the ground, none of them still wearing a flak jacket or uniform. On one of them, the pants have been pulled down to the ankles, revealing a muscular ass. A chubby guy with disheveled red-blond hair in a pink T-shirt is sitting on a chair and staring with a lost expression.


  The Humvees drive into the courtyard. The men hop out, slamming the doors behind them. The chubby guy in the pink T-shirt starts as if suddenly realizing he’s no longer alone with four headless bodies. I can’t see any relief in his face—in fact, he pulls his arms into his body protectively as if expecting a blow or maybe a fatal shot. I look back at the soldiers, none of whom has noticed him. They’re gathered around the four decapitated bodies.


  “Boy, am I glad to see you’re alive.”


  The voice is Danish, so I assume it must belong to the chaplain, Lukas Møller, whom I still haven’t met. He steps out of a doorway, and the men immediately gather around him. They hug him and slap him on the back. “We thought we’d never see you again,” says one of them.


  Three young women also appear in the doorway. They’re wearing floor-length, coarsely woven dresses in bright-red and -blue colors. Their faces are uncovered, and their dark hair is hanging in sweaty locks down onto their foreheads and shoulders. The women have scrapes and bruises on their faces, as if they’ve been beaten. Two of them are holding long-handled axes with bloody edges. Their hands grip the handles tightly, and their expressions are vigilant.


  Sara walks over and speaks softly to them. The vigilant expression dissipates, and for a moment they seem defenseless and vulnerable. I don’t even want to think about what they’ve been through.


  “These are Malalai’s sisters,” Sara tells me.


  I walk over to the chaplain and introduce myself. Though he nods and shakes my hand, his attention is elsewhere. The soldiers bombard him with questions—and he certainly has several he’d like to ask about our sudden appearance without the men from DarkSky. He has trouble focusing, however, and his inquisitive voice is slurred.


  “I just couldn’t watch,” he says. He tries to appear composed, but his voice is shaking. “They dragged the girls out into the courtyard and . . .” He stops, as if struggling to find the right word. When he continues, he doesn’t look as if he’s found it. “. . . started passing them around. I think the men had been drinking. Then one of them pulled down his pants . . . I mean, right in front of the others. I could see they were used to it. So I fired.” He looks down at his hands as if they have a life of their own. “It was the way they were getting ready to rape the girls . . . as if it were their right. As if they thought because they’d done it before they could do it again, so it can’t be that bad. It’s just another day for these girls. It doesn’t really mean anything.”


  “What did you shoot with—your Neuhausen?” Viktor asks the chaplain.


  “I couldn’t have done it without him over there.” The chaplain nods at the crestfallen guy in the pink T-shirt who seems to have lost interest in everything again. “I think he has dysentery—he was sitting on the toilet the whole time. As I started shooting, he came out with a rifle and started shooting, too. I haven’t been able to get a word out of him since then. The girls say he never took part in anything that happened to them.”


  We turn to look at the chubby man who doesn’t seem to realize we’re talking about him. Andreas walks over and hugs him. The man looks up and, hugging him back, buries his face in Andreas’s narrow chest and starts to shake.


  “Sara found the axes,” says Møller. “We just did the shooting.”


  He seems to be trying to downplay the murder of four men. I suspect he’s on something.


  “When did she show up?” I ask. She’s like a ghost to me—she must be for them, too—and ghosts usually arrive to exorcise something.


  “A few days ago she was suddenly there at the gate, asking to be let in,” replies Viktor. “We vouched for her, and she’s been here ever since.”


  Everyone looks at Sara. No good has come from following her advice, so I have no idea how they feel about her. The same as I do, maybe. Mixed, to say the least. Still, a resurrection always makes a strong impression.


  “She said something to the girls as the soldiers were dragging them out of the room. At first they became calmer, and then they resisted. The men started hitting them, and that’s when I opened fire. I couldn’t just stand there.” Møller shrugs as if he almost regrets what happened.


  I look over at Sara. “What did you tell them?”


  She stares back with that look in her eyes that always makes me feel insecure. “I told them they were Malalai’s sisters.”


  “You must have said more than that.”


  “I did. I told them their tormentors would be dead before the day was over.”


  “What about the axes?”


  “The axes were my idea. It was the sisters’ idea to cut off their heads.”


  I translate our conversation and look at the soldiers. Nodding in affirmation, Hannah walks over to the young women and hugs them. The others don’t seem to be judging what happened, either.


  Maybe there’s something shocking about the sight of the mutilated bodies and heads on stakes, but them-or-us is still the deciding factor here. The soldiers themselves just killed people, and this is only a small step beyond what they were forced to do to their enemies’ bodies down in the village. It’s like an exorcism. I wouldn’t rule out the possibility that mutilating one’s dead enemies might even have a healthy mental effect. Right now there’s only one thing we can do if we want to survive—be as fucking tough as we can be.


  “We have to leave now,” I say.


  They look at Steffensen. “Karlsen is dead,” he says to the chaplain. “We need to bury him.”


  “We can’t bury him here.” I look around at them. “I know we’ve taken him up here with us, but it would be better to bring him back down and bury him in the village. This is not an appropriate location.”


  Several of the soldiers start to cry. I sense how close they are to everything, from uncontrollable euphoria to uncontrollable violence.


  “We have to leave now,” I repeat.


  “What about the women?” asks Hannah. “What are we going to do with them?”


  “They have to go back to their families, back to the village,” says Møller.


  I look at Sara. “I don’t think they can. Remember in Sangin when you took three women and used them as human shields?”


  They answer my question with silence. They don’t like the words “human shield.”


  “Sara found them right where you left them. She buried them. They committed suicide. Once a woman is touched by a foreigner, she has lost all her honor forever.”


  “It’s not fair.” Møller gives me a disapproving glance, as if it were my own personal mistake.


  “No,” I say. “It’s not fair. It’s also not fair to intervene in other people’s lives when you don’t know a single thing about them. You have a lot to make amends for. We take the women with us. There’s no other choice.”


  “What about the Humvees? Can’t we use them?” asks Viktor.


  “We have to go farther up the valley, where there are no passable roads for vehicles. Only paths. The mountains are our only chance. We can’t go back the way we came. We’d have to cross the desert again—and we’d be way too visible.”


  “True, but it means we’d also have a better view. We’d get there faster, too. Also, we risk running into roadside bombs everywhere,” objects Viktor. Several of the soldiers nod.


  “Don’t forget that we’ve crossed a line in the sand. It’s not insurgents I’m worried about—it’s attacks from our own. You can be sure that DarkSky’s colleagues would like to talk to you. So would the American Special Forces. Right now there are too many people who’d really like to see your charred bodies in a burned-out Humvee in the middle of the highway.”


  I turn to Steffensen, who nods. He’s still with me. “We need time,” I say. “Then we can turn the situation around again. We can’t just march right into the line of fire.


  “Call it a detour—but a necessary one. We’ll take the Humvees down to the village and then leave them there.”


  There’s something I’m not telling them. They know Helmand, but their knowledge of the rest of Afghanistan’s geography is vague. They have no idea that the valley will lead us deeper into the border area between Afghanistan and Pakistan. The farther we move into the southern part of the Hindu Kush ridge of mountains, called the Sulaiman Mountains here, the closer we come to Waziristan.


  The heart of Taliban territory. That’s where I’m taking them.
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  Møller acknowledges that two of the headless bodies were struck by bullets from his Neuhausen, the other two by bullets from the American’s rifle. His name is Gray—we consider him one of us now—so I ask Simon to remove the bullets from all four bodies. I’ve seen the medic’s skill. He nods and walks toward them with the field knife in his hand. No one comes any closer to watch him work.


  The American soldier has vanished into one of the chemical toilets in a corner of the courtyard. I’m not sure how he’ll keep up with the march. We might have to carry him on a stretcher.


  I look around. “Are we all here?”


  “Zuy!” exclaims Hannah. “We forgot about him.” She looks around. “Zuy!” she calls. “Zuy!” the others join in.


  The door to the middle house facing the courtyard opens, and a boy wearing a dirty blue kirtle steps out. He’s squinting; he must have been sitting in the dark with the chaplain. Møller probably wanted to protect him, and he did the right thing. There’s a lot to protect a child from here. Even an Afghan child.


  I walk over and say my name. “And what’s your name?” I ask, bending down to speak to him. He shakes his head.


  “His name is Zuy.” Hannah is standing behind me.


  I don’t turn around. “Zuy is not a name. It’s Pashto for ‘boy.’ Someone’s name can’t be ‘Boy.’”


  I repeat my question. “What is your name?”


  “Bahramand,” he mumbles while staring at Sara, who’s standing nearby. Now I understand his reaction. He looks away and ignores her. Sara doesn’t look as if she can handle the situation, either; the shot he fired severed all ties between them. They are no longer mother and son.


  Crossing the courtyard, Bahramand stops at the headless bodies. Two of them have deep cuts where Simon made incisions searching for the bullets that killed them. He might as well get used to it, I think.


  I know it’s a dumb, cynical thought. No one should ever have to get used to such a sight. You have to rebel against it with all your might if you want to preserve your sanity—although we all seem to have crossed that line some time ago. And what can really shock this boy after his own mother’s attack? He was baptized in boiling water. Is there any way back? For him? For us?


  Should I run over and cover his eyes? Put a bag over his head? He’d have to keep it on for the rest of his life if he wants to avoid similar sights.


  In a moment we’ll leave the base and pass through a gate flanked by four chopped-off heads. He’ll stare at them, but what will I see in his eyes? Indifferent curiosity? A slowly creeping schadenfreude? Or will he react like most children sitting in front of a screen—roaring excitedly when the head they’re looking at blows up, because it’s all just a joke and unreal?


  I’m still thinking about all this when Hannah strides across the courtyard and pulls Bahramand away from the four mutilated bodies.


  When we leave the base in the Humvees, Hannah is sitting next to him. She covers his eyes with her hands as we pass the lopped-off heads. Although he squirms to get loose, she holds on tightly. She’s even more of a pedagogue than I am.


  The young women from the village are huddled together on the seat behind me. They didn’t bring their burkas with them; one of them is still flying from the corner guard tower, where it will stay until someone takes it down. I’ve been told that they begged to be killed, but they’re still alive. They’ve crossed a line as critical as that between life and death. They’ve become untouchable, so whether or not they wear a burka is irrelevant. They can show their faces, but they’ll never be married off or have children. They’re myths in real life: Sara was right when she called them “Malalai’s sisters.” They’re devoted to the insurgency now, and every armed man who lifts his Kalashnikov to fire at a foreign soldier is their bridegroom. Like the soldiers of Third Platoon, they’ll become fixtures in the popular imagination.


  I start to think about Bahramand again. Will he also end up as part of the myth? Afghanistan is full of children like him, boys with no father, boys who share a terrifying familiarity with violence, small relay runners ready to pass on their misfortune in a generations-long marathon with no finish line. Anywhere else in the world, they’d be considered maladjusted, but here they fit in all too well. The god of my Christian countrymen says, Let the little children come to me. Be aware, however, that out here, they’re coming with stones, knives, a Kalashnikov, or a roadside bomb.


  We stop in Khan Kala and park the Humvees before continuing on foot. The locals are waiting for us. They’ve wrapped the murdered women in white shrouds and placed them on improvised biers of woven branches, so they can bring them back to the villages farther up the valley, where they were abducted.


  Children flock around the village women, who are wearing flowered veils but not burkas. Armed men are everywhere. Around one hundred people follow us farther up into the valley. They evacuate the village—they know it’s the next target for some local band of militia or the American Special Forces.


  People frequently move back and forth across the border. Fighting in Afghanistan forces locals to flee to Pakistan, and fighting in Pakistan forces them back. In both countries, they stay with their fellow Pashtuns. They’ve been driven from their country—not from their language or culture—and then they return again. The earth draws them back, and once that’s lost, tragedy begins and despair takes root. They are war’s migratory birds; they leave, but not for good. I can see it in their faces.


  Although we’ll be a large procession moving up the valley, the dense forests of pine trees on the mountainsides will hide us part of the way. We’ll be hard to spot from the air, and our numbers will protect us when we’re out in the open. Yes, the villagers will serve as our human shields, but we’re theirs, too. We can protect them from the militia. When the militia attacks, they’re ruthless about civilian loss. They’re not trying to win people over to their side—they’re out to terrorize them so they’ll be easier to plunder. They rarely face any resistance, but they will this time.


  Before marching farther into the woods and up the valley, I speak to the villagers. It’s unusual to see men and women gathered together in one place, even if they are separated into two groups. All eyes are on me. Women in a rural area like this only wear burkas when they venture into the marketplace. At home, they wear coarse, floor-length dresses with a flowered silk veil over their hair. Because foreign men are present, the women have also covered the bottom half of their faces with their veils. Will they ever see their home again? There’s a stoic calm in their expressions, the acceptance of a destiny filled only with dramatic changes. More than thirty years of war has already hardened them, although not like Sara, who’s been pushed over the edge. The women here are as tough as any who’ve learned that perseverance is the most important attribute in life. Throughout constant wars, assaults, abductions, and countless atrocities, they’ve remained the backbone of life—and they know it. Without them, life is nothing but a battlefield where the last armed man, elder, or boy is soon slaughtered.


  I see the three young women we’ve brought back from captivity. Although they also wear a veil on their hair, their faces are exposed. They’ve accepted their status as Malalai’s sisters. They’re part of the myth now—and myths have no family, no claim to love; they’re alone in their elevated position. We say it’s lonely at the top, but they’re on a different kind of top than the one we know. Not one they’ve crawled their way up to, but one they’ve been placed on by a power as irresistible as a tidal wave.


  “Look at these men,” I say in Pashto, pointing at the Danes. “They’ve left everything to help you. They’ve replaced their own faith with yours. They have no family now, no country. Only each other. And you. They’re here to help you, and you’ve already seen what they’ve accomplished. With them, you will defeat your enemies.”


  The Afghans raise their Kalashnikovs and fire into the sky while yelling praises to the American jihadists. Several of the soldiers are startled; not all of them are equally at ease. Sørensen, who has two boys, looks as if he’d rather be anywhere else. The same goes for Steffensen. I can’t read the chaplain’s expression. Hannah looks tense. The other younger ones—Sylvester, Sebastian, Mathias, and Gustav—seem vigilant, as if preparing for an attack.


  Speaking to them in Danish, I explain that we are dependent on the villagers now, just as they are on us. I don’t call it cooperation—I say it’s symbiotic.


  “You’re about to experience something you’ve never experienced before. A population willing to protect you, who will even throw themselves between you and incoming bullets. That’s reciprocal. You must also protect them. We survive together or we die together. In their eyes you’re heroes. But don’t forget that, from NATO’s perspective, or an American base’s, or, yes, even the Danish army’s, you’ve gone over to the other side. Your enemies will sacrifice their lives for you—and your friends will try to kill you. Look at all these people surrounding you and try not to think of them as LNs, local nationals, Tali-bobs, ragheads, shitheads, or whatever the fuck you’re used to calling them—even Afghans, insurgents, or anything else. Think of them as people whose destiny is now connected to your own. Think of the men as your comrades. Think of the women and children as your family. Comrades are ready to die for each other; men are ready to die for their families. That’s the way it’s always been. That’s the way it still is. We’re going home now—but without them, we won’t get there.”


  The last thing we do before starting our journey is to bury the fallen Karlsen, Camper’s observer. The tall Icelander carries him over his shoulder for the final distance. It must feel like losing your own arm, but the sharpshooter’s face remains expressionless. We can’t place any kind of cross on the grave. We have to keep acting as if the Danes have all converted. The women bring a white cotton cloth to wrap around Karlsen’s body. He has to be washed first, so they also bring pots filled with water. Men must perform the washing. Karlsen died from a loss of blood caused by internal bleeding. His right leg is riddled with shrapnel, so even a thorough washing won’t make it resemble a normal limb. Camper washes him and then wraps him in the white shroud. Holding the dead man in his arms, he jumps into the hole and then gently lays him to rest.


  Camper hides his face behind one hand, but he doesn’t make a sound. Lukas Møller stands helplessly at one end of the quickly dug hole. In the world’s eyes, he’s not a chaplain any longer—he’s an imam. What does an imam do at a burial when so many eyes are watching him?


  I explain to him that this is an emergency. Karlsen has fallen on the battlefield, and we’re in the middle of a war, so you can skip a lot of rituals, such as the Janazah prayer and the four Takbīr. We only have to see to it that the departed is lying on his side with his head pointing toward Mecca, which, here in Central Asia, is southwest. The head, chin, and shoulders must rest on lumps of clay, positioned specifically for that purpose.


  I’ve been to the burials of a number of colleagues in the secret service and know the Christian ritual of casting dirt on the coffin. It’s basically identical to the Muslim tradition.


  “Say what you usually say,” I tell Møller. “The words are the same. ‘For dust you are, and to dust you will return.’ You don’t have to say ‘Allah.’ Just say ‘God.’ That’s what the word ‘Allah’ means. But I’d avoid making the sign of the cross.”


  I look at Hannah. Now comes the painful part. “You can’t be here. Women do not attend funerals.”


  Her face beneath the bandage stiffens. “Fuck Allah!” she says as she turns around and leaves.
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  No one thinks about burying the dead from DarkSky. We’ve left them lying around the village and in the qalat where most of them were killed. I have no intention of reminding anyone about it right now. The soldiers have been through enough; every single one of them is on edge. They need to keep looking ahead. The daylong marches we have ahead of us will prove beneficial. The long journey begins with the first step, and then goes on and on. Until we get there. They have to feel that wholeheartedly.


  I hadn’t taken the villagers into account.


  They didn’t just bury their own while we were away. They’ve been busy with something else—and none of us will ever forget the sight we encounter as we leave Khan Kala and head up the paths into the forested mountainsides. Maybe “forget” isn’t the right word. The sight is like having sulfuric acid thrown into your eyes.


  Nothing will ever be the same now. We feel as if we’re being tested. As if someone is warning us that there’s still time to turn back.


  Yet we know that from this moment forward, there is no turning back.


  The villagers have gone into the qalat where the men from DarkSky were ensconced and gathered up the bodies. They dragged them across the fields and placed them on both sides of the path we’re on now. They stuck branches into the ground and tied the dead to them, so that the shattered bodies are sitting upright with their legs stretched out in front of them. Their only clothes are a flurry of shiny flies whirling around the horrific stench. Still, this macabre presentation of their dead enemies isn’t all. They flayed the skin off the torsos. They loosened it with a precise cut along the waistline and pulled it up over the shoulders; then they laid it across each bald head like a sweater being pulled over the head, but stopped midway through taking it off. We’re staring at anatomical illustrations: exposed muscles and braided tendons, blue-violet and dark-red entrails, surrounded by yellowy fat.


  Bound to a branch with a rope around the neck so they don’t fall over, the dead men’s heads face straight ahead. The villagers have flayed the skin loose from the middle of the forehead and rolled it down to the chin; it resembles a rubber mask pulled halfway down by an exhausted carnival worker. They’ve left the eyeballs, however. There are no black holes like those on grinning skull heads, no death as emptiness; instead, they look like dead animals staring blankly. No closed eyelids offer the illusion of merciful sleep or eternal rest, because there aren’t any eyelids, only lifeless exposed eyeballs. The basic mechanics of anatomy—is that all there is?


  Once the skin has been flayed off, what does a human head say? Not the same thing as a naked skull. It doesn’t say anything about death, so what does it speak of? Animals being slaughtered. A truth other than death’s, and is that an even more difficult truth?


  Then I see it. Eyeballs moving in the remains of a face. A chin rising and falling beneath the bloody rims of sliced-off lips, as if trying to scream. But the pain-seeking expression comes from a well so deep that no sound escapes the tortured body. I recognize nothing in the flayed face—but I know who it is. And I know that I have to put an end to his suffering, only I can’t do it myself. Coward, screams everything within me, but my hands are frozen.


  Locating Simon, I place my hand on his shoulder. “I need your help,” I say, pulling him over to the living dead. (I can’t think of any other expression to describe what’s left of Mr. Timothy.) “He’s still alive,” I say. Simon understands exactly what I mean.


  Several of the soldiers gather around us. I expect them to start expressing their disgust. “Keep quiet, all of you!” I yell. “I don’t want to hear a sound from any of you.”


  Now they know the cost of their survival: accepting everything that happens from here on in.


  I’ve never seen it, but my father told me about captured Russian soldiers flayed alive and then suffocated in bags made of their own skin pulled down over their heads. Their intestines were pulled out and their flayed bodies stuffed with straw. They were nothing more than slaughtered animals.


  He supported the Russians—and stories like that motivated him to become a helicopter pilot. He was at war with barbarism; he didn’t want to live in that kind of country. Then the Russians decided that the only way to fight barbarism was to outmatch it.


  From the pilot seat of Mi-6 transport helicopters, he saw Russian soldiers toss prisoners out from incredible heights. Sometimes an ally also went flying out the door, because the soldiers were too drunk to distinguish between friend and foe. They robbed bazaars and attacked merchants on the way to the market just to get their hands on some alcohol. That war was like drunk driving, he used to say. He learned that expression when he got his license to drive a taxi. Later he just called it the booze war.


  “The words lose their meaning for me,” he once said to me. “Barbarism, civilization. Good, evil. Right, wrong. Ultimately, I didn’t know who to support.”


  The soldiers from Third Platoon are in the same boat as my father—and the sooner they realize that concepts like good and evil and right and wrong no longer have any meaning, the easier it will be for them. They can always have pangs of conscience later. Right now we can’t afford them. Right now we’re holding our breath morally.


  To get home, we’ll have to obey the number one rule of the game. At no point can we deviate from the role the Afghans have given us.


  From now on, we’re jihadists.
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  We move up a wide trail that cuts through luxuriant woods of willows and wild olive, cherry, and apple trees. Their crowns aren’t dense enough to provide cover, though, so we’re still visible from the air. Every so often, we pass an open stretch with fresh grass growing in mounds. Grazing must occur here, although I don’t see any animals. Elsewhere we find clearings in the forest and lumber lying in stacks waiting to be transported, probably to a sawmill nearby. Otherwise there’s no sign of life.


  The men from Khan Kala follow us, basking in the glow emanating from the American jihadists. The Afghans want to be part of the very invincibility that they’ve fabricated. But who are they at war with? Foreign forces? The explanation is obvious, although I’m not sure that anyone really understands what it involves. I think they’re at war with randomness, with the uncertainty and unpredictability created by any war without a front.


  Maybe they’d say they’re fighting in Allah’s name against the infidel ferengi. They might also claim that they are Pashtuns, so they don’t need to be part of the Taliban. They value their land, their animals, and their walled-in qalats. They’re fighting for their everyday life. That’s what they want back—the security of what they know, a life dictated by the rhythm of the seasons, crops, the slaughtering of animals, visits to the markets, births, sons and daughters, the everyday life a war steals from them. No jet fighters, no boots on the ground, no foreign forces, no slogans about democracy, no governments in distant capitals can give them back their everyday life once they’ve lost it.


  They take their everyday life with them on this trek up the sloping landscape. Women, children, livestock. They’re not an army—they’re an armed migration. The only thing they aren’t taking with them is their land. That’s why they’ll only be gone for a limited period of time. They want to come back, back to their everyday life.


  And who are their enemies?


  The answer is simple. Their enemies are anyone who would interrupt their everyday life. If we have to fight in the coming days, I know they’ll put everything they have into it: women, children, animals. They’ll either win or be massacred right down to the last living being. Inshallah, they’ll say with their last breath, but they aren’t dying for Allah. They’re dying for each other. Community is their eternity, an extremely tangible eternity.


  When we arrive at the next village, Spinlay, a few hours farther up the path, qalat walls are not the first thing we see. Men, women, and children are standing outside, waiting, like a reflection of our own procession. I know immediately that they want to join us. Our group will grow and grow. We’re a hundred people strong now; tomorrow we’ll be two hundred. And the next day?


  I’m not worried about the local militia, although they’re surely planning an attack. It’s DarkSky and the American troops. I’m certain that at this very moment we’re under satellite surveillance. Drones are on their way, as are Chinook helicopters loaded with Special Forces and Apache helicopters with their highly effective 30 millimeter machine guns. They’ll hover over us and hesitate while waiting for permission to attack, all the while cursing those fucking inconvenient rules of engagement preventing them from letting all hell break loose because there are women and children. Human shields, they’ll say.


  Spinlay’s inhabitants examine the beds of woven branches with the murdered women on them. They uncover the women’s faces and start to wail. In a little while, the same rite of burial that Karlsen went through will begin again.


  I walk over to one of the older villagers, a man in a gray turban with a long white beard down to his chest, and shove a handful of afghanis into his hand. “I’d like to buy one of your sheep,” I tell him.


  “Don’t insult me,” he says. “What is mine is yours.”


  He hands the money back formally, as if we’re in the middle of an official ceremony—and in a way it is. He’s demonstrating Pashtun hospitality.


  Sheep swarm around us. He reaches out for one of them and, grabbing hold of its loose neck skin, gives me the animal. Then he loosens a sharp knife from a leather belt hanging across his chest and hands it to me.


  I tug on the sheep, which instinctively resists by digging in its hooves. Laughing, a couple of boys shove it from behind. Once I reach the soldiers at the front of our procession, I call for Simon and hand him the knife. “Go over there,” I say, pointing at an open area between us and the crowd of Spinlay’s inhabitants.


  We’re standing in a small plaza surrounded by plane trees whose pale new leaves are casting gently swaying shadows across our faces. Two groups of people face each other. There are men with heavy faces and strong beards, and boys with bright, curious eyes. Because they’re meeting foreigners, the women on both sides are in burkas. The small girls clinging to them are as wide-eyed as the boys. Most of the Danes are tall and broad shouldered, their shaven faces flickering in the spotty shadows cast by the trees. Next to them stand Malalai’s sisters, with their exposed faces, gazing blankly at the horizon. I can’t tell whether they’re terrified or have already succumbed to their new role as untouchable martyrs for the war that has destroyed their lives.


  Despite the presence of many weapons, most of them displayed openly, I view the scene as idyllic. Nothing more. It’s the sunlight, early spring in another country with a different climate, yet unmistakably springtime.


  Steffensen walks over. “What’s going on with that sheep?”


  Simon is staring at me, too. “I figured you wanted me to slaughter it, but why?”


  “It’s an offering of atonement,” I say. “Nanawate.”


  “Atonement? For what?” asks Steffensen.


  “Before you converted and became jihadists, you belonged to the foreign forces. You’ve brought many misfortunes to these people. Now you will show that your past is behind you. You are asking for forgiveness. That’s what the sheep means, a prayer of forgiveness.”


  “When does it end?” Steffensen’s face is filled with desperation. “Fuck, man! We’ve converted. We’ve massacred a whole platoon of mercenaries!” He takes a deep breath. “I don’t know if I can do this, too.”


  “You can if you want to get home.” I give him a stern look. “You have no choice.”


  I turn toward Simon, waiting with the field knife in one hand and the nape of the animal’s neck in the other. The sheep has stopped bleating. He knows animals. “Do it!” I say.


  I turn back to Steffensen. “I’ll say what needs to be said.”


  “Spare me the translation.”


  Ignoring him, I walk with Simon out to the middle of the square. I say a few words that are basically identical to those I just said to Steffensen. “Remember—it must be halal,” I tell Simon. “Hold the animal by the nape of the neck and make one clean cut across the carotid artery, windpipe, and esophagus.”


  He performs the slaughter just as I told him: the incision is quick and precise. “In Allah’s name, the most beneficent, the most merciful,” I say. The animal’s legs kick wildly as Simon holds on tight until, fatigued by the loss of blood, the sheep hangs loosely from his hand. He lays it gently on the ground.


  The men on the square aim their rifles toward the treetops. Our prayer of forgiveness is accepted, the atonement sealed. I ask the Danes to step out into the middle of the square. The village men surround them immediately and embrace them, one by one. Now we are all brothers.


  In one corner stand Malalai’s sisters, their expression as blank as before, with Sara beside them. Her expression is also inscrutable.


  Atonement, I think. Yes, but not for them.


  This is only the beginning. I’ll find out soon if my father has answered my letter. I have my own prayer of forgiveness. The most difficult prayer of my life.


  And the most insincere.


  Our lives depend on it being answered.
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  We spend the night in the village. We stay in various houses and courtyards, surrounded on all sides by the protective walls the Afghans have had to live with for millennia. The village’s residents place sentries on duty, as do we. I spend a lot of time translating to help coordinate preparations for the night.


  The village men install another ring of safety around the village. Squatting, they dig into the ground with their hands to plant roadside bombs everywhere an enemy might try to sneak in. They know the earth so well that they can get it to sprout and give life; the same skillful hands can also sow death when necessary. Watching the villagers work, the soldiers exchange glances. From now on, they’re living in the opposite world, surrounded by locals they would have viewed as the enemy just days ago. Now they’re armed brothers.


  Third Platoon overnights in the same qalat, but the men from the first village come over to sit with them when food is laid out in the courtyard. They’ve fought together, and now they’ll eat together; their new comrades in arms choose the juiciest morsels of lamb, which they place on large pieces of naan.


  The soldiers’ faces are closed and exhausted. Møller looks as if he’s decided never to open his mouth again. Hannah is distant, although the tension remains. She looks as if she didn’t sleep at all last night.


  I sit next to Steffensen, who also looks exhausted. I ask about the drone that flew into the mountain not far from the bazaar. He nods. He saw it happen. There’s just so much he can’t understand. Right now he looks as if he’s about to give up.


  He must think I know what I’m doing, because I exude self-confidence. I have to. I have plans—he doesn’t—but my plans are an endless chain of unlikely “ifs.” I only act as if I believe in them. Still, I can’t ignore Steffensen’s authority, his role as commander. He has to exhibit faith in himself and what we’re doing. I can’t take over full command, even if I’m the one who has it. We’re playing a game in which I act like his adviser and he acts as if the decisions are his.


  We discuss the drone threat. Will we see another drone fall out of the sky right before our eyes? Steffensen thinks we’re out of Schrøder’s range, but I’m afraid his optimism is unfounded. “At this very moment, Schrøder is probably sitting in front of a satellite image looking down at us. He might have been following us all day. Anything is possible with that man.”


  I don’t tell him we’ll have to meet Schrøder one last time before this is all over.


  Although Steffensen doesn’t seem to be guessing my thoughts, he must have some intuition. “I’m glad you’re here,” he says. “I have no qualifications for all this.”


  There’s no electricity in the village. Bonfires have been lit, and flames flicker around the courtyard. Steffensen leans in to compensate for the darkness surrounding us. “I don’t know how to fight a man like Schrøder.”


  “None of us do.” I fight the urge to place my hand on his shoulder—no need to seem patronizing.


  “It’s not just that. If I understand correctly, we’ll be fighting against drones and helicopters. No one here has been trained for that. Superiority in technology and firepower is our starting point. Every time we haven’t had any air or artillery support, we’ve gotten screwed.”


  “Well, this is a problem we can’t bomb our way out of,” I say.


  He hesitates. “We’ve never been able to do that. In fact, that’s why we were screwed. Faith in our superiority turned out to be a fantasy.”


  “We’re the guerrilla soldiers now.”


  “That doesn’t make me feel any better. Guerrillas have time on their side. We just want to get home—but the guerrillas are home.”


  “At least we have weapons now.”


  “Yes, at least we have weapons.” His voice still sounds despondent.
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  It’s late, but Hannah is still sitting there staring into the fire, her face half covered by the bandage. Her eyes are in shadow.


  After I’m certain no one else from Third Platoon is nearby, I sit down next to her. “We need to talk,” I say.


  “About what?” She continues to stare into the flames.


  “About Schrøder.”


  She startles. “What about him?”


  “You two had a relationship. He told me himself.”


  She flinches as if I’ve struck her. “What did he say about me?”


  “He said he revealed everything to you but that you didn’t grasp any of it.”


  The words wound her, but I see something else. Hannah might be a tough girl, maybe she’s been with several men, but she’s inexperienced at love. You can learn to operate an automatic rifle and believe the world has nothing else to teach you yet still feel the insecurity of a child. That’s the way it is for many people. She pulls herself together. Her face tightens and the sleepiness dissipates. Yes, she’s as vulnerable as a child, but she’s also strong—and it’s not the military training that has hardened her. She’s attended a much tougher school.


  “Nothing we speak about will go any further,” I say.


  “He said a lot of things. Some of it seemed incredibly wise. Some of it I didn’t understand.” Her voice is flat, as if she’s filing a report. I can hear how professional she is. She quickly realizes that the current situation makes it useless to keep anything hidden. “Whenever I didn’t understand, I thought there was something wrong with me. Other things made me angry. I thought he was being patronizing. Sometimes he said things that upset me.”


  “How?”


  “I was worried about him. I thought he was smoking dope or something like that.”


  “Try to remember what he said.”


  She has a surprising memory, and I have the same reactions to his words: I find some of it wise and some of it incomprehensible, and I recognize some of it from my conversations with him. I can just picture him acting smug in front of a young, infatuated woman. It’s easy to impress others, and he couldn’t resist the temptation. Of course he’d push the envelope and almost reveal himself. Still, I don’t think I would have guessed his plans before he set them in motion, and I tell her that. “Even I couldn’t have figured it out. Don’t feel guilty because alarms didn’t go off. You got burned—we all do sometimes. Someone leads us on because we’re trusting, and I’m not saying that because we’re too trusting. Trust is important if you’re going to have normal relationships with other people. You’ll get that chance with someone else. I’m sure of it.”


  “Really? You make a living out of basically mistrusting everyone. It’s your profession.”


  “You have to be able to distinguish your professional life from your personal one. They’re two different things. I know it can be difficult. Some of our experiences make us think that life sucks. But trust me—it doesn’t.”


  Her expression softens. Maybe I struck a chord. I can tell this has been plaguing her. She’s felt not only lonely but guilty, too. Maybe she’s taking the first steps out of Schrøder’s shadow.


  I return to her conversations with him. “There was something he said to both of us—something about an overweight man with osteoporosis. What do you think he meant?”


  She shakes her head. “I didn’t understand any of that. Or when he asked if I would die with him in an unholy war.”


  “Isn’t there a song by Amy Winehouse where she sings about backing up her man even if he fights what she calls an unholy war? He told me he didn’t have any motives. Do you know what a griefer is?”


  She nods. “It’s someone who ruins video games for others, just because he can.”


  “Yes, and that’s just what Schrøder is. A griefer. An unholy warrior. And he’s not the only one. I think we’ll see more like him. Schrøder has no goals. There’s nothing a griefer wants to win or defend—that’s what makes them so unpredictable and strong. The secret service searches for people like themselves who fit into certain boxes. State actors or terrorists with clear goals. But Schrøder? He’s one of the cyber war’s lone bogeymen. He’s not some internet guerrilla warrior—he has no plans, no revolutionary programs he wants to carry out. He’s not trying to achieve anything. Why go through all the effort of acquiring a weapon? Why waste the energy? Online, you’re just a click away from thought to action—and then you’re breaking into the Pentagon, taking control of a drone, or flying one plane into another. Why change the world when you turn it into one big video game and blow it all to hell?”


  I stop. I let myself get carried away. I’m worried that the way I’m talking might remind her of Schrøder.


  Hannah has been listening attentively. “He had strange dreams,” she says. “He screamed in his sleep. Every night he would dream that his face was falling apart.”


  That’s a new piece of information, but it doesn’t surprise me. “Maybe it’s not so strange to have those kind of dreams if you’re trying to keep track of all the different masks you wear so no one will recognize you.” I tell her about all the identities Schrøder has created online.


  I can see how embarrassing it is for her to talk about Schrøder. I ask if she thinks he has any weaknesses. She mentions his dreams again, but she can’t think of anything else.


  “Andreas’s camera,” she says, abruptly changing the subject. I let her. “He got this idea that we should create an online memorial, not just for the fallen with their birth and death dates, like on the Citadel, but also a documentary about our lives out here. Battles, talking, anything. A memorial for the living, too. Schrøder was always encouraging him to film everything, even as his prisoner. DarkSky confiscated his camera, but now he has it back again. You probably don’t realize it, but he’s filming us as we walk through the valley. You said a lot of encouraging things about surviving and coming back home, but we all know there’s a pretty good chance we’ll die. That’s why Andreas said we should talk to the camera, say something important.”


  “A final farewell to your friends and families?”


  “No, not like that. That’s always so fake. Something important, something from deep inside. About ourselves, no matter how hard or painful it might be.”


  “Think he’d let me see it?”


  “I don’t think the others would like it. They wouldn’t be as open next time. They’d feel spied on. You’re just not one of us.” She looks at me imploringly. “You have to understand that the camera isn’t just Andreas’s life. It’s also ours.”
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  We get ready to leave in the morning. The soldiers have slept indoors. I’ve slept outside, wrapped in a woolen blanket, close to a fire. I’m starting to get used to sleeping on the ground.


  When Third Platoon enters the courtyard, they’re dressed in freshly washed and starched white kirtles and baggy sirwals supplied by the villagers. No helmets or flak jackets. They’re guerrilla warriors now and are finding it easier to fit in with the Afghans. Hannah’s in a shalwar kameez, too, but none of them is wearing a turban. Their bald heads are taking on a darker hue as the stubble slowly grows in.


  We’re about two hundred people. A group of villagers leads the way, followed by the soldiers, blending in with the crowd, and then women, children, and animals, then more villagers and an armed, vigilant rear guard. Scouts have been sent out in advance.


  We’ve walked for about half an hour when we hear muffled explosions rolling up the hillside. Someone has entered the deserted village and triggered the buried roadside bombs we left. A murmur rises from the marching procession. The children’s shouting dies down. Pulling them closer, the women look back anxiously. The men pause, their faces watchful.


  Steffensen orders six of his soldiers to join the rear guard. Good, I think, you’re reacting. You have the big picture. You’re the commander. We exchange a quick glance, and I nod.


  We could pick up the pace, but I don’t think that’s wise. If a lot of people rush forward, it looks like they’re fleeing—and that quickly turns into mass psychosis and panic. Understanding this instinctively, our vanguard of armed Afghan men maintains the same calm tempo, one suitable for the gently sloping terrain. I think it would be a good idea right now if everyone started breathing exercises to keep their heart rate down. I’m not afraid of our pursuers—I’m afraid of the chaos of animals and people if panic breaks out and we lose control.


  I walk back along the procession to see how the rear guard is reacting. Six villagers, their shoulder bags surely filled with explosives, are ready with Kalashnikovs. They want to disburse new roadside bombs. A boy of about twelve is directing them. He’s a child, but not necessarily to the villagers. He might be an oldest son who lost his father and became the head of the household. He’s not a child but a man among men. A severe tic makes the right side of his face contract at regular intervals.


  “Do you understand now?” he says. They nod somberly. “Do you have everything with you?” They nod again. He speaks with authority, in strong contrast to his unsightly tic.


  The boy can tell I’m an outsider. “Don’t worry,” he says in English. “We’ll make it.” He reaches out his hand. “My name is Sharif.”


  “I speak Pashto. What’s happening there?”


  “Wait and see.” Sharif smiles secretively. He continues to speak English—he’s trying to impress the others.


  They wave the Danes over to them. They will serve as backup while the roadside bombs are disbursed. I ask if they need me to translate. “No, thanks. We speak the same language,” says Viktor, who doesn’t know yet that the boy has mastered English. The others smile. They seem elated; it’s good for them to fight. Along with the villagers, Viktor, his three boys, Dennis, and Camper run down the mountainside. Sharif is among them.


  A half hour later, we hear more explosions, followed by gunfire. Our pursuers are closing in.


  This time we stop. The men form a protective wall around the women and children. Although the animals are running back and forth, they stay close. Another team of men—this time only Afghans—is sent back, and I decide to follow along. We don’t hear any more shots as we quicken our pace, though we stop short of running. Our visibility is good, so we don’t have to worry about being taken by surprise. After we’ve gone about a kilometer and a half, we spot them.


  The Danes and Afghans are walking back together; as far as I can see, they haven’t suffered any losses. “We won’t have to worry about them any longer,” says Viktor to me. “These guys are pretty tough.” He nods appreciatively at the villagers, who smile back. “I’m fucking glad we aren’t fighting you!” He slaps one of them on the shoulder, and the Afghan gives him a shove.


  “We really thought they wanted to plant roadside bombs, but no—this was much more inventive. Booby traps hung in trees, right at chest level. Gigantic explosive effect. A radius of about . . .” He looks around.


  “Six or seven meters,” says Dennis. “It took out three or four men at a time once they touched the trip wire. The idiots were too busy looking down for roadside bombs, loose earth, that kind of thing. They never saw it coming. Then we took care of the rest. Man, what were they thinking? There were about ten of them. Did they think they were hunting civilians?”


  Dennis points at the boy standing a ways off. “Sharif knew how to set the booby traps. I don’t know where they learn that kind of thing, but he’s fucking clever.” He walks over to the boy and hugs him. “I’m just singing your praises,” he says. “You know your shit, man!”


  Sharif looks at Dennis. His eyes sparkle as he laughs and his right cheek twitches again. “Yeah,” he says. “I know my shit, man.”


  Someone says it sounds like a gigantic electric lawn mower. Others compare it to the sound of a combine at harvest time. Except this combine isn’t preparing for any harvest in the sky.


  Somewhere high above us, a drone hovers, filling the air with its incessant whir.
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  “That’s Murray up there. His shift has just begun. He’s got his fat ass in his seat now and is enjoying a cup of freshly brewed coffee. Then the daily ritual begins, a detailed account of what Dorothy did to his dick last night.”


  I look at Gray, the former drone pilot who helped the chaplain take out DarkSky’s mercenaries at the base. He’s pretty cold-blooded, but he’s also been on the dispatch side when it comes to the Hellfire missiles drones fire.


  “What did Murray do?”


  “What do you think? He never got tired of extolling the joys of oral sex. Meanwhile, he would look at me like we were frat boys, or something. With a big, stupid grin on his face.”


  Gray walks beside me. He’s also wearing a shalwar kameez, and it suits him. Instead of being a chubby little man in a pink T-shirt, he looks more compact, stocky. I stare at the overcast sky, knowing the drone is up there somewhere. We can’t see it because of the cloud cover, but we can hear it. And that’s enough.


  “Can’t you call this Murray up and ask him to go home to his wife for a blow job?” I say.


  “If only. First, you have to make sure that the men, women, and children are all mixed together. Human shields. If the men stand out, they become easy targets.”


  “That’s already happened,” I say. “Haven’t you noticed? People out here are used to living with drones. They know our rules of attack just as well as we do.”


  Gray might have been good at watching the screen, but here, far from the computer, his observation skills are sorely lacking. Migration up and down the column began the moment we heard the drone’s deep murmur; within a few minutes, the whole group had integrated. It’s the only protection we have: each other.


  No one shouts any orders. It’s all second nature to the villagers—it reminds me of the soldiers’ training. Soldiers don’t even need to think when a situation calls for a quick reaction. It’s the same here. We’re a mixed group, but we’re also an army.


  Ten thousand kilometers away, a contract drone pilot with a penchant for oral sex is deciding our fate.


  “So how did you deal with all these rules?” I ask Gray.


  “It’s so damned frustrating. It takes forever to get clearance. You have no idea how many of the worst ones get away from us in that office. Terrorists aren’t dumb. They know they’re being watched—that’s why they’re always trying to blend in with others. We learn everything we can about their wives and children, their cousins, uncles, and grandfathers. It’s a fucking family album we’re sitting there leafing through.”


  “And then it’s not so hard to push the red button when they’re finally alone, right?”


  Gray looks at me. “Nothing is hard on a screen.”


  Andreas told me how Gray just got up one day and walked out in the middle of a mission. “Forgive me if I’m being intrusive,” I say, “but I know how your career as a drone pilot ended.”


  “If you had asked me back then, I would have said it’s a good job and that I was happy. But something deep inside was saying something else. I can’t explain it.”


  “Like what something inside you said up in DarkSky’s camp?”


  “Yes.” He throws out his arms in despair. “And now I’m here. Fuck!”


  I’ve been so preoccupied with our conversation that I didn’t realize we’ve slowed down. The marching column has turned into a funeral procession. An unnatural silence spreads, broken only by a sob, a gasp, or an animal’s whimper, which always stops abruptly. The women pull their veils down over their foreheads, until their faces are almost hidden, and then place their hands over their children’s ears; the small ones tremble at their touch. A boy throws up. Looking around uneasily, the men also slow their tempo. The sheep stop and draw together. I feel as if an earthquake is approaching and that these people who live so close to the earth sense it as an animal would.


  Their reaction to the drone warning is disciplined. They seek each other in the hope that their numbers will protect them, but their physical closeness actually makes them more vulnerable. It’s only a matter of time before someone starts to scream—and then they’ll all be screaming and running in all directions hoping that the dense woods will offer protection.


  What I feared happens. Because cloud cover has hampered the drone pilot’s vision, he chooses to descend. The long, narrow hull with those thin, elegant wings, whose span must be just as wide, suddenly emerges from the clouds’ underbelly. It’s as gray as the cloud cover, camouflaged so that death can hide easily in the heavy, overcast sky.


  A drone does not have great speed, and from this distance it looks as if the robot plane is standing still, a flying cross marking a coming strike.


  And we’re the target.


  “Stay calm,” says Gray. “We rarely shoot from that height. Contrary to what you’d think, the closer we are, the more difficult it is to hit our target. The satellite connection causes a delay of two seconds, so the ideal height for an attack is three kilometers. At that distance, we’re invisible from the ground and no one knows what hit them.”


  I can hear the nostalgia in his voice when he says “we.” Something inside Gray made him get up and walk out, but some part of him is still sitting in his chair at Nellis Air Force Base.


  “So we aren’t in danger?”


  Gray shakes his head. “I don’t think so. At least not for now. Even though this is certainly what we’d call a loaded target.”


  Maybe Gray is right, but I’m the only one who hears him.


  No one is looking down now—everyone’s eyes are searching the clouds. Wide-eyed, the women stare up while their hands move from the children’s ears to their eyes, as if darkness will hold the hovering drone at bay. Their hands have the opposite effect, however, and the children try to wriggle out of their mothers’ clammy, angst-ridden hands. Then the screaming starts, first one, then two, and then countless voices join in.


  The sheep and the goats are the first to run, and the rest follow; the animals seem to take control of the confused crowd. At first, a few men stand their ground as they watch their wives and children flee into the woods, but then their protective instinct kicks in and they follow.


  I remain standing with Gray at my side. The soldiers draw together as if expecting an assault from an enemy hidden somewhere in the landscape. Yet all of their faces are turned up toward the slowly approaching drone, and it reminds me of a predator sniffing its way toward its prey before pouncing. Rifles are still hanging from their shoulders, but they don’t aim them anywhere. Their range would be too short anyway.


  Only one thing points directly at the drone, and that’s the lens on Andreas’s camera.


  The soldiers aren’t standing there because they’re brave. They just can’t fathom that they’re the ones being hunted. They’re so accustomed to fighting a low-tech enemy that they assume any piece of high-tech hardware must be on their side. They see a drone hovering in the sky and think: It’s one of ours.


  But this drone is not ours.


  I glance at Gray, who’s still standing next to me. He doesn’t look quite as certain as he did a moment ago. “Are you still sure it won’t attack?”


  “I don’t know.” His voice is husky. He’s on the wrong side of the screen now, and it’s clearly terrifying.


  “Run! Run!” I yell. “Go! Go!” But the Danes don’t move. Nor do I. I can’t be the first who runs. “Run!” I yell, but my voice has none of the authority one normally associates with an order. It’s merely a cry for help.


  I hear myself mumble a totally insane prayer, not to any higher power but to the lowest I can think of.


  “Schrøder, you bastard, if you’re there—this is it!”


  My eyes fixate on the drone, and for a moment I feel that the cross hovering in the sky will be the last thing I ever see. But the drone suddenly turns around, as if Murray in Nevada is playing with his joystick. Not really, though, because the drone aims its front end at the ground and starts to accelerate, as if gravity has a hold on it.


  Although the woods aren’t thick here, I can’t see the impact behind some pine trees a few hundred meters away. Still, I hear the massive explosion as the metal body crashes to the forest floor. The shock wave hits me like the hot breath of a lover. The closest trees must be on fire. Flames and smoke rise above the treetops.


  “Holy shit!” screams Dennis, raising both arms in the air as if the home team scored. “Yes!”


  Confused, Steffensen shakes his head. Hannah has one hand over her mouth, but I can’t tell whether she’s about to laugh or cry. Andreas keeps filming.


  Other than the fiery roar of the burning wreckage, there’s total silence. A small group of Afghans, among them Sharif, approaches slowly from behind the tree trunks. Surely they expected to see charred earth and human remains all over the spot where the jihadists, for some incomprehensible reason, stood frozen like statues. But we’re still standing here in our white robes, alive and unharmed, perhaps in their eyes resurrected, immortal, in a state that defies all human understanding. Not far away, they can see the fiery glow from the drone that, a moment ago, they thought was the most invincible weapon ever created, a weapon that can destroy their hearts, minds, and courage long before its lightning bolt strikes. And now there’s nothing left but its wreckage.


  More Afghans appear until the dense woods are filled with people and animals approaching together. It reminds me of a religious procession—I’m afraid they might fall on one knee before us. To my great relief, they lift their arms in the air and cheer: Allahu Akbar! Yes, he is.


  Sharif is the first to walk over, even before the jubilations die down. He looks like he wants to share a secret. His eyes are dancing as he lifts his mouth to my ear. “They see God’s hand,” he whispers in English, “but you and I both know, it’s all just electronics.” He laughs until his face twitches again.


  “Who are you?” I ask, baffled.


  He winks at me. “Just an Afghan boy.”
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  It’s the first night we’ll have to sleep outdoors together. Although spring’s almost here, the air is cold. The Danes have their sleeping bags, the Afghans blankets and each other. They light fires, cook rice, and slaughter a couple of sheep. Light from the flames flickers across the scattered trees. Most of the meal consists of dried naan. We’re economizing on food. The soldiers get lamb—warriors’ privilege—but they pass the meat on to the nearest children, who devour it, their faces smeared with grease.


  The sky still buzzes with the sound of a distant combine. One crashed to the ground, but now there’s another hovering above us. I’m sure that the sound will follow us, one way or another, until all this is over.


  In their daily life, the Afghans have grown used to the sound; they have no choice. It’s the sight of a drone they can’t handle. Still, that sound, death’s score, which they hear all day long, takes its toll. It’s there when they’re working in the fields, shopping at the market, preparing food, or walking the children to school (when there is a school). A carefully proportioned daily drop of horror, it eats away at them, bringing sleepless nights, vomiting, headaches, and a persistent edge that can make them fall into a protective stupor or suddenly turn aggressive.


  I have no doubt that we’re appearing on several screens tonight. Infrared night cameras are pointed right at us, and on distant screens, we move in a green twilight like small, phosphorous beings. On others, heat sensors read our presence, and we pulse red and yellow, in time with our heartbeats, while our surroundings turn increasingly darker as the temperature on the mountainside slowly falls.


  Which screen is Schrøder sitting in front of?


  A hand was held over us this afternoon, although we can disagree about whose hand it was. The villagers are of one mind, and Sharif and I of another. In the end, however, it’s Schrøder’s hand. And that’s an unreliable hand, one that isn’t on anyone’s side.


  Least of all ours.


  Everyone has gone to bed for the night around the smoldering bonfires. I’ve borrowed a pair of extra woolen shawls. Simon even offered me his sleeping bag, but I said no, thanks. I can’t sleep anyway. I find one of the Afghan guards and pace around the camp’s periphery with him. I stare up at the sky. The Milky Way is so clear you feel as if you could walk on it, a heavenly bridge that will lead you across . . . yes, across what? Something you don’t want any contact with, something that reaches from horizon to horizon, a black hand, space’s icy infinity, which no one can stand to think about.


  I make small talk with the sentry. With his gray hair and beard, Bazgar looks like a tough man in his sixties, but he’s probably in his mid-forties. He asks me about the farm he thinks my family owns in a distant country where life is the same as here. He asks me about crops and seasons, and about the animals we’re raising. I fabricate a story to make myself seem more relatable. I tell him I have two wives, children, and a life beneath a big sky. I don’t tell him about the times I’ve turned my back on one kind of life just to try another—or how I ended up here.


  Suddenly he breaks the illusion. “Don’t you have any respect for your elders?”


  I know immediately what he means. “Is it the war?” I ask.


  Bazgar nods. “Yes, the war has changed everything.”


  “Change”—that poisonous word in a society where age-old traditions dictate that life must remain the same from one generation to the next. Here, change means failure.


  I think about my father. I’m not sure I disrespected my father, although that’s how he would have described it. I didn’t see it that way. I just couldn’t relate to him. He would tell me about the world he came from but not about the one I was living in—and that’s the one I wanted to know about.


  I’ve heard it said that veterans never talk about what they’ve been through, but my father did all the time. He would talk hypnotically about the Russian soldiers who were flayed alive and the Afghan prisoners tossed out of helicopters. He told me other things, too, equally as horrifying and monstrous, things others had done, things he had done.


  He trusted me with his life’s most dearly bought experiences—I just didn’t know what to do with them. I found them uncomfortable, even useless. They said nothing about the world I was living in; in fact, they became an obstacle. They left me in an icy place where I didn’t want to be.


  He noticed that, and he perceived it as a lack of respect. He told me about his war against barbarism, but he never told me what he wanted to replace it with, so I began to experience it as nothing. Just a void where there should have been a father.


  It wasn’t until I was an adult and left home—after my mother’s death, he decided to go back to Afghanistan—that he gave himself a name, as if a name explained everything. I perceived it as a last-ditch effort, a desperate man’s excuse for an answer.


  He said he was Pashtun. That word, that name, became his way out of the emptiness. When you no longer see the difference between right and wrong, when you’ve abandoned every thought of good and evil, or to use his words from my childhood, civilization and barbarism, then you discover your “roots.” So you can have an identity, something to call yourself, and to hell with everything else.


  I never said that to him, but he was a wise man. He could read it on my face. What happened between us could never heal.


  I’d like to start by asking Bazgar if he’s ever seen the movie Blade Runner, at which point our conversation would end abruptly. I already know he hasn’t.


  There’s a scene in that film that always makes me think of my father. If I ever have to explain my father to anyone, I’ll tell them about Rutger Hauer in his role as the replicant Roy Batty. He’s sitting on a roof in the pouring rain after having saved his pursuer, the replicant-killer Harrison Ford, from plunging to his death. Batty is programmed to die now. He’s nothing more than a piece of machinery that looks like a person on the outside but is only a machine on the inside. But somewhere in the relays, a soul has developed. He’s a robot who knows he has to die, completely alone with his tragic awareness of all that will be lost when his shelf life expires. He has surpassed his creators and seen something they will never comprehend.


  I don’t see my father as a robot or a machine that suddenly, in defiance of everything, turns out to possess a soul. It’s the dying replicant’s final words that make me think of him. And whenever I try to understand my father, I hear him speaking like Rutger Hauer, describing the attack ships off the shoulder of Orion and the C-beams glittering in the darkness near Tannhäuser Gate. Moments lost in time . . . time to die.


  My father didn’t die, but he might as well be dead. No one wanted to believe what he saw in Afghanistan; no one wanted to hear about it. He sat like the replicant on the roof in Blade Runner and talked in the pouring rain, but no one was listening. He tried to pass it on to me, his son, but I wasn’t listening, either. He wound up feeling that everything within him would disappear with him. Time . . . to die. He died right there, before my eyes, because he failed to pass any of it on to his son.


  Sometimes I picture him sitting behind the wheel of his taxi with his passengers. The man who saw warships on fire off Orion’s shoulder. The man who sat in Mi-24 helicopters and watched entire villages go up in flames beneath him, women and children gunned down. The man who spoke five languages fluently: Pashto, Dari, Russian, English, and then fucking Danish. And there he was: stopping on red on Vigerslev Allé, printing out receipts, opening the door to the back seat for a passenger, and lifting suitcases out of the trunk.


  Where was he during all those years of driving a taxi in Copenhagen? Next to Orion’s right shoulder. How did he experience Denmark? Not as a mirror where he might recognize himself, but as a wall. Right from the start, it must have been a dead country for him.


  How many more like him are there? Ray Battys, speaking into the emptiness, their tears washed away by the pouring rain.


  It’s my father I need to get hold of on the other side of the border, where we’re headed. For all this to succeed, so we can get home, I need to speak to the man who’s locked himself up in the word “Pashtun.”


  A spicy, balsamic smell surrounds us in the darkness. A small group of men, their patus pulled over their heads, are sitting around a smoldering fire, breathing in the smoke from the embers.


  “What are they doing?” I ask.


  “They’re meeting Qais Abdur Rashid.”


  Bazgar points at the trees, and I suddenly notice we’re no longer surrounded by pines. These trees are evergreens, but their needles grow in small wreaths. He plucks a handful of dark-blue berries from one tree and places them in my hand. “Juniper,” he says. “In other places, they grow on bushes. With us, they become trees. The trees are many thousands of years old.” He points at a tree with an especially gnarly trunk. “That tree was here when Qais Abdur Rashid came by.”


  I search my memory. Bazgar obviously assumes I know what he’s talking about.


  “Qais Abdur Rashid is our ancestor,” he says, as if sensing my confusion. “He is the ancestor of all Pashtuns. He’s buried near here. The smoke from the juniper berries gives us visions, and when we inhale it, we meet him.”


  My father, I think. He’s everywhere. Well, you meet your ancestor, and I’ll soon meet mine. Is my mission really so different from your hallucinations?
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  Searching for a place to lie down, I notice a small group of soldiers sitting around one of the bonfires and talking. I thought everyone had turned in, but they probably can’t sleep, either. As I walk over to join them, I discover that Andreas’s camera is circulating among them. They’re speaking into the camera—not to each other.


  “Okay to sit down?” I ask.


  Andreas lifts one hand. “You can sit down,” he says, “but just don’t talk. We’re filming.”


  “What are you filming?”


  “The other day we lost Karlsen,” says Dennis. “We think tomorrow’s going to be really bad. So we wanted to say something to the camera. About ourselves, no matter how hard or painful it all is.”


  Hannah told me about this. I want to contradict him. Tell him: You’re going home! That kind of thing. But it’s not the right time.


  Simon grabs the video camera and holds it up in front of his face. He looks around uncertainly, as if he has to pull it together before he starts.


  “Look into the camera! No, wait!” Andreas takes the camera. “I’ll do it.”


  I look over his shoulder. The firelight flickers across Simon’s face. The picture on the screen is blurry and grainy. Andreas hasn’t turned on the camera’s light.


  “I’ve worked on so many dead bodies,” says Simon, “and each time I feel the same guilt. I think I should have saved them. It’s all hopeless. I have two weeks’ training as a medic. Death has been practicing since the beginning of time.” He stops and looks down while rubbing his face with one hand.


  “I’m a trained butcher.” Simon looks up again. “When my friends heard I was leaving for Afghanistan, they all said the same thing: ‘Simon’s becoming a halal butcher—he’s going to slaughter Muslims.’ I have to be honest. I came here for the money. As a butcher’s apprentice, I made eight thousand crowns a month. As a journeyman, twenty-three thousand. Before taxes. Out here I earn the same amount after taxes. I don’t want to work in the meat industry—I don’t want to stand there firing a bolt into the forehead of some stressed-out animal a hundred times a day. I can become a sausage maker. Or intestine cleaner. Can’t you just hear me on a date? Hi, there—I’m an intestine cleaner. And when I eventually have kids? My daddy cleans intestines. Prepared meals are the wave of the future, they said at vocational school. I got bad grades in sauces and potatoes. No, I want my own little slaughterhouse. The good death—the good meat—as my old master butcher used to say.”


  He stops again.


  “Finished?” Andreas asks impatiently. He hasn’t really been listening—he just wants to get the recordings in the can.


  Simon shakes his head. “Just one more thing.” He lifts an index finger as if asking for everyone’s attention. “Sometimes I feel like a bank robber who wants to pull off one last heist before he retires. And then he makes some stupid mistake and winds up on the ground, holding his stomach. Do you think we’re ever going home? I know it’s bullshit to ask about it that way, but sometimes I feel as if my head’s going to explode. Because I don’t think we’re ever going home.”


  His expression turns dark and he looks away. Andreas turns off the camera. “Camper,” he says. “What about you?”


  Camper takes the camera and turns it back on. “I want to quote something from one of the Icelandic sagas. It’s a song of death.”


  Camper closes his eyes to concentrate and then opens them again. His gaze is piercing. I imagine what his expression must look like when, from some high point, he scans the landscape through his rifle’s scope.


  “First came the blows, then the wounds,


  And death’s boat sails on a river of blood.


  A screeching flock of vultures


  Flies to the blood-covered shores.


  And now they sit, full and drowsy, dozing


  By the river, bleached by the sun all day.


  I am left there, too, beside a grave,


  A reputation, all too poor in praise.”


  Camper turns off the camera. Dennis finally breaks the uncomfortable silence. “You knew that by heart!”


  “My father used to read the sagas to me.”


  “But doesn’t that song say we’ll get a bad reputation? ‘Poor in praise’?” Dennis frowns.


  “I think about the sagas a lot out here. I think the Afghans’ war stories will outlive our own. And I don’t think we’ll be remembered for doing any good.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I was on a mission with Karlsen. We were lying up on High Ground, where you guys had been ambushed. I nailed a Taliban fighter who had just dug up a roadside bomb. He was reaching for a little boy when I shot him. All the locals ran, but the boy just stood there, screaming and screaming. Karlsen was all wound up about it—he thought I had really fucked up. Back then I couldn’t see it, but I think about that boy a lot now. How will he remember us? ‘A reputation, all too poor in praise.’ You know what I mean?”


  “I’d like to say something.” Dennis reaches for the camera and turns it on. “It was something I argued with my father about—”


  “Christ, not him again!” interrupts Viktor. “We don’t want to hear about your fucking father right now.”


  “Shut up and listen, Viktor!” Dennis shuts off the camera and then turns it on again, staring seriously into the lens. “My father always thought the Danish soldiers had done such a great job during the civil war in Yugoslavia. So I asked him if he didn’t think most Danes were just happy they weren’t part of the Dutch UN peacekeepers. Weren’t the Dutch toasting with General Mladić in Srebrenica right before they stood by and watched him massacre seven thousand Muslims? Would the Danes have behaved any differently?”


  Pausing, Dennis looks up from the camera and stares at the circle of soldiers gathered around the fire. “Deep down inside, we all know that any soldier with a sense of honor would have used his last bullet to defend those civilians. And it has nothing to do with choosing sides—it’s about taking your job seriously.” He stares spitefully at Viktor. “And that’s what we’re doing in these fucking Afghan mountains. We’re defending these civilians!”


  He pauses the camera.


  “Holy shit,” says Viktor. “I never thought I’d hear the fucking queen of the equipment whores speak like that. Very nice. Hats off!” He gives Dennis a thumbs-up.


  Dennis places the camera on Viktor’s lap. “Now you say something.”


  Viktor stares helplessly into the camcorder before handing it to Andreas, who turns it back on and points it at the sergeant.


  “Okay,” says Viktor. “You all know I’m a social worker. Well, I keep thinking about this boy. Eight years old, the usual story, crappy parents, zero time with adults. One day I’m sitting with him on my lap and reading aloud to him. A nice, cozy moment. Or so I think. Suddenly he turns around and slaps me. Right in the face. Don’t ask me why. Disturbed kids are like that sometimes. It fucking hurt—the little asshole was strong. But that wasn’t the worst part. Then he starts to fucking laugh. Two things are important in situations like this—not to lose your composure and to try to understand why he’s laughing. He’s not laughing because he’s a bad boy. He knows he did something wrong. He’s laughing because he’s afraid. Maybe Afghanistan is like that boy. Most of us came out here because we wanted to help, and we’ve made every possible mistake. We lost our composure. Then we struck back instead of trying to understand. We were crappy social workers. Now it’s too late. We have to believe we’re going home again. But what are we taking back with us? A whole lot of shit!”


  Andreas hands the camera to Sylvester.


  “Remember that old Kim Larsen song?” Sylvester asks. “The one they always sang at graduation, about the beautiful young people who ran off like playful butterflies. That’s what we were when we came out here. Playful butterflies.” He thinks for a moment. “I can’t sing the song, but there’s a line that says it all. It’s something like ‘what they want from life only they understand.’ What is it we want? I don’t know anymore. I just want to go home, so I have something I need to say to Mette. You can’t name our baby girl Gabriella. Forget it! Her name has to be Marie. So this is to you, Mette, if I don’t come home. Marie!”


  Andreas looks at me. “Want to join in?” he asks.


  I wave a hand dismissively. “Not now. Later. Tomorrow. We’ll do it tomorrow.”


  I know he’s inviting me into the fold. I’m tired and depressed, but that’s not why I’m saying no. I just want them to believe that there’s tomorrow for them also.


  I’m about to stand up when I hear Andreas sob, followed by a long groan as if he’s suddenly suffering from severe pains. Doubling over, he hides his face in his hands.


  Viktor kneels down next to him. “Hey, man, what’s going on?”


  “I can’t say it! It’s so fucking awful! It’s all my fault!” Andreas’s voice breaks in desperation.


  Viktor helps him to sit up and removes his hands from his face. “Look me in the eyes,” he says. “What are you talking about?”


  “No, I can’t! I can’t!”


  Viktor hands Andreas a bottle of water. “Drink,” he says. I can see the social worker in him. Andreas obeys. “Now tell us, calmly, what’s wrong.”


  “You’ll all hate me when you hear it!”


  “No one will hate you.”


  “Promise?”


  Everyone around the fire mumbles affirmatively. Viktor is holding Andreas’s hand.


  “Okay. So Schrøder . . . Remember when we visited those kids at the field hospital? And Schrøder said something to them in Pashto? I filmed it. None of you wanted to see the recording, but I showed it to that interpreter, Roshaan. I asked him what Schrøder was saying. He totally freaked out. He said Schrøder wants to kill all of you. We all had to die. I didn’t believe him. I told Roshaan that if he spread that kind of rumor about our platoon leader he’d be fired. I thought he was nuts. And I told Schrøder about it, too.”


  “Didn’t you think something was wrong when Roshaan suddenly died?” I ask.


  “Like everyone else, I thought he committed suicide. He had problems—he was crazy. I was convinced . . .” Andreas breaks into a long wail. Viktor holds him like he’s an unhappy child. I place a hand on his shoulder. There might be a lesson in all this, but it’s come too late. We have too much faith in our own people and don’t listen enough to others. An Afghan interpreter instead of a Danish platoon leader? No contest.


  “It’s not your fault,” I tell Andreas.
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  I wake up a little before dawn. I wound up wrapping myself in two woolen shawls I borrowed and lying next to a random group of sleeping men who immediately made room for me. I haven’t slept much, though, and my body is stiff. The light around me is a grainy red. In a few minutes, the sun will come up, but it will stay hidden behind the mountains for a few more hours.


  Something wakes me up. I’m not the only one who’s sat up. I’ve been sleeping among vigilant men.


  Silence. The drone is gone. It’s gone back to its base, probably down south in Balochistan where the pilot, sitting in front of a screen in Nevada, landed it. Or it’s climbed higher and is out of hearing range. We mustn’t think for a moment that we’ve been forgotten—but a nail has stopped scratching on a blackboard. At least that’s how it feels. Right now there’s no eye watching us. No one’s messing with our heads.


  Sharif, who’s standing next to me, is breathing on his hands to keep them warm. “We need to talk,” he says, his tone still as direct, teasing, as it was yesterday.


  “Okay.” I stand up and we walk a little ways off.


  “They will attack us today,” he says. “You realize that, don’t you?”


  I don’t know whether to laugh or take him seriously.


  “It won’t be a drone this time. They’ve learned their lesson. They’re coming in helicopters. Tomorrow we’ll be in Pakistan. They can easily send a drone over the border, but not troops or manned flights. So today is their last chance to attack, unless they want serious problems with the Pakistani authorities.”


  “And you know all this because you’re just a typical Afghan boy, as you told me yesterday?”


  Smiling, he gives me a high five. “Exactly,” he says. “It’s what all us very typical Afghan boys know. What we have to know. Because the old men are idiots.”


  “How old do you have to be before you turn into an idiot?”


  “Around thirty. That’s when it starts. The old men and their advice. They’re at least a hundred years old. All that shit. No one can take it seriously. They know nothing, they’re just old. They say they’ve seen many things. Maybe they have. But not anything we can use.”


  “The Taliban certainly respect the old.”


  “Yes, in some places. But not in Waziristan. The Taliban push the old aside if they try to make decisions.”


  We’re headed for Waziristan. I don’t know whether to be amused or scared. I decide to change the subject. “What is it you suggest?”


  “These fools here—” He waves his hand at the villagers who are just getting up. Bonfires pop up here and there. “They feel safe now. Because Allah helped them yesterday. They think he’ll do it again today, but we have to be ready.”


  “Tell me something—how did you learn all this? English? How to make a booby trap? Your ideas—where do they come from?”


  “From the internet. Where else?”


  “The internet? You’ve grown up in a village with no electricity.”


  “I worked at a police station that had internet access. They were too dumb to use a computer, so I had it all to myself. English courses. Films. YouTube. Sometimes American soldiers would come by. They’re always bored. They like to talk to children.”


  “You were a tea boy at a police station?”


  “Yes. I was a tea boy. You know what a tea boy does, don’t you? So we don’t need to talk about that. Did I enjoy it when they stuck their unwashed dicks up my ass? No, I didn’t enjoy it. Why didn’t I run away? Three other tea boys tried that. They were all killed. Why did I stay so long? Because they had a computer, and I needed to finish my education. How did I escape? I cut the throats of two of the guards while they slept. Why didn’t they capture me? I knew the country better than them. Any more questions?”


  I clear my throat. “Okay, what do you think we should do? What are you suggesting?”


  “Your men know how to shoot. My men don’t.”


  My men, the little shit says. I don’t say anything. Surely he can see I’m controlling myself.


  A smile creeps across his face. “You have your own weapons. They’re more precise than our Kalashnikovs. Your automatic rifles have an effective range of three hundred meters. That’s about the same as our Kalashnikovs. But you also have sharpshooters. We’ll give you our rockets. Our job is just to deliver the noise.”


  “Okay,” I say, “a helicopter is on its way. Let’s say it’s a Chinook full of special troops. And it’s accompanied by an Apache helicopter, which can fire in close combat. What do we do?”


  “To land, they need to find a clearing in the woods. They’re far apart. We know where the clearings are, so we choose the battleground. We place women in the clearing to distract them. The men hide behind the trees. That makes them harder to hit. And we find specially chosen places for your men. When the Chinook prepares to land, you fire the rocket launchers. At least one of you will hit it, and they’ll go down in flames. Then they’re done. The Apaches won’t try to land. They’ll just fire some shots before taking off. That’s the first round. Then we’ll have to see what they do.”


  He stares at me inquisitively. “Do you have a better plan?”


  “I’m impressed.”


  “Then go tell your commander my ideas. You don’t have to say they’re mine.”


  “You don’t want the credit?”


  “I know from the internet you have this thing about children in your part of the world. You think we’re all so fucking innocent. It won’t be taken seriously if it’s coming from me. Your commander will send me to a psychologist or something.” He hesitates for a moment, teasing me with yet another smile. “Do you think I need to see a psychologist, too?”


  “No, I think you are your own psychologist.”


  “Yes, it always helps to slit their throats.”


  I don’t really know what to think. Sharif is either full of shit or he’s just another frightening example of what this country has done to its children. Either way, he’s obviously gifted—but he’s used his gifts in the service of destruction.


  I walk over to Steffensen. I don’t present any finished plan. Instead, I say I’ve been thinking about some things and I want to hear his opinion.


  “I’ll be honest,” he says when I’m done. “I don’t like it.”


  “You know we don’t stand a chance without the Afghans. Us, alone against the American Special Forces? It’ll never work.”


  “Women and children—that’s the part I don’t like.” He sighs.


  “That’s how guerrillas fight. Asymmetrical wars. All of it. We’re guerrillas now.”


  “Well, I certainly don’t have any alternatives.” I can sense his helplessness.


  Steffensen calls together the Danes and presents the idea to them. He doesn’t mention that it came from me. It has nothing to do with his vanity—he has very little of that left. We both know it’s simply the wisest approach.


  “What about the Afghans?” asks Viktor. “This sort of pushes them into the background. How will they feel about that? It’s their country . . . their war.”


  “Don’t even think about it,” I say. “You’re the American jihadists. You made the drone fall from the sky. You are in Allah’s hand. They’ll do as you say.”


  Viktor turns to Steffensen. “You’re asking us to fire on our own allies.” He ignores me.


  For a moment I’m unsure about Steffensen’s answer. It could go either way. Suddenly I feel as if I’m the villain, creating false opposites and trying to lead them on a wild-goose chase.


  “Are the Americans really our allies?” Steffensen stares intently at Viktor. “Just a few days ago, they tried to kill us. The only reason we survived is that the Afghans came to help us.”


  “Those were mercenaries gone bad,” insists Viktor. “Involved in illegal activities. Nothing more than a bunch of criminals. The American army couldn’t possibly have known what they were doing. If we tell them that, don’t you think they’ll listen to us?”


  Steffensen hesitates. That’s what he thinks, too, that he can always reach an agreement. There’s always common ground. I can see it. I’m the one who answers—I can’t stop myself. This is really important. They can’t hesitate now. They can’t waver. If they do, they’ll never get home.


  “They consider DarkSky one of their own—and we’ve just wiped out a whole team of their men. How do we even know it’s the army coming after us? It might be DarkSky themselves. Practically speaking, they’re an army within an army. They have ten thousand men out here. We’d be dead before we ever opened our mouths. Or else we’ll wind up in a black hole somewhere with electrodes attached to our balls and a hot poker up our ass.


  “And don’t forget Schrøder,” I add. “He saved us yesterday, but he can release the wolves whenever he wants to—and believe me, he will. In everyone’s eyes, we’re jihadists. That includes the Americans.”


  “I’m not so sure.” Viktor is persistent. “We wouldn’t be the first hostages who converted to Islam to save their lives. And no one takes that seriously.” He looks encouragingly at the other soldiers. “During survival training, we were told to convert if it would help the situation.” Viktor points an accusatory finger at me. “He just wants us to shoot at Americans!”


  I lose control. “I’m not one of you,” I yell. “My background is Afghan, a fucking immigrant. So I must have ulterior motives—I must be up to something. Yes, I’m a Muslim, the incarnation of your worst nightmares, the shoplifter in your angst-ridden souls, the parasite on your social budgets, the wife beater who fucks his daughter every Friday while all the upstanding people are home watching So You Think You Can Dance! And I’m putting my life on the line for you! So fuck you!”


  They stare at me. Any moment now, they’ll ask me to hit the road. And I fucking will. Thanks and goodbye!


  Andreas is still filming. He wants to get it all, the camera-happy little asshole. “You can take that camera with you to your grave,” I yell at him. “That’s where you’re all going to end up if you don’t pull it together and for a second—just one small, little second—forget all your holier-than-thou bullshit and remember that you’re trying to survive. I’ve met Schrøder. I’ve spoken to him. You’re behaving just as he hoped you would. You’re standing there like a flock of sheep who haven’t learned shit in the past few days. If we reach our hand out in reconciliation, it’ll be shot off before you can count to three!”


  I have them now. I can see the change in their faces. I should have mentioned meeting Schrøder a long time ago.


  Steffensen finally looks up from the ground he’s been studying intently, as if taking measurements for his own grave. “He’s not asking you to shoot at the Americans,” he says. Shocked, I stare at him. The man can speak. It’s the commander who’s speaking now. “We aren’t at war with the US. He’s asking you to shoot at those who are shooting at you. And you will! That’s an order! I’m not going to say it again! Understood!”


  Suddenly he’s standing there, Sharif, with the American accent he’s swiped off YouTube, and I could just hug him, the world’s youngest cop killer. “I don’t know what you’re up to,” he says in his surprisingly good English. “I don’t understand your tribe’s language. But I know one thing. You better get ready now unless you want to end your days here, lying beneath the fucking rocky Afghan ground.”


  And then he walks around, and, God help me, the little shit gives every single one of us a high five.
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  We were wrong about one thing. It isn’t one Chinook—it’s two. There must be at least forty men. We’re clearly outnumbered, at least if we only count the Danes. But we don’t. We have the Afghans, too. The amount of armed men doesn’t really mean anything. It’s a classic mistake in guerrilla warfare to believe there’s an advantage in numbers. More people only means greater vulnerability, especially if they’re acting as one collective group. A guerrilla soldier’s strength isn’t necessarily the accuracy of his aim. It’s his talent for running. It’s firepower that counts—and the guerrilla soldier is always the underdog on that front. But we have other talents.


  Some “we.” A group of farmers and half a platoon of traumatized soldiers trained to be in the majority and to expect that daddy will show up in the form of air or artillery support if the boys from the other neighborhood get too violent. Except that now we’re at war with daddy.


  We can expect that only half of our original plan will succeed. We have to concentrate on one Chinook, and if we’re lucky, we’ll be able to take it out. That still leaves twenty men—and they can do enormous damage before they’re stopped. If they can be stopped.


  In their long white robes, with their faces exposed and their hair down, Malalai’s three sisters are standing in a clearing among the ancient juniper trees. You might even say they look like brides. Or a prayer for peace. On the other hand, it sends mixed signals. What’s the message? And they’re women.


  The idea was Sharif’s, naturally. The little shit is standing next to me, and he’s completely calm.


  “Why are they standing there?” I ask. “What does it mean?”


  “I don’t know,” he replies. “Nothing. Something to distract them for a few seconds. A few costly seconds.”


  We walked from dawn until we reached this clearing, and the villagers decided that we should meet the enemy here. The land still slopes upward, but it’s starting to flatten out. Steeper wooded hillsides rise on both sides. We’re walking through more of a narrow valley than an actual pass. Higher up, the vegetation becomes sparser; we’d be completely exposed if we went that way. An ideal spot for an attack—they’d just have to wait until we showed up—but it’s inside Pakistan. That’s how close we are to the border, a border drones don’t respect. American soldiers have to respect it, however, unless they want to cause a diplomatic crisis or something even worse: a counterattack from the Pakistani army.


  I’m gambling on what I believe is this war’s Achilles’ heel: rebels always have a border they can retreat behind to regroup. Today we have the advantage. We’ll be in Pakistan before nightfall. If my plan works, transport will have been arranged to the Danish embassy in Islamabad. The ambassador will be working overtime when we show up, as will the Ministry of Defense and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.


  But first we have to take care of business here.


  If we survive.


  The loud thump of rotor blades announces the helicopters’ arrival.


  Third Platoon has scattered around the clearing; none of them is wearing a flak jacket or a helmet. The terrain here is uneven, so they’re trying to stay higher than the flat clearing in the middle of the juniper woods and yet remain invisible from the sky. Once they’ve fired, their orders are to run. Their mobility is their only chance of survival.


  The Chinooks hover overhead, with two Apaches right behind them. The crowns of the juniper trees bend beneath the pressure from the twin rotors. The sight of the three young women has clearly confused the pilots. The helicopters are about ten meters up, and we can see a soldier in full combat regalia standing in an open door. His automatic rifle scans the clearing—and then his face explodes and he tumbles out the door. Camper has fired with his SAKO.


  Seven white trails of smoke rise from the dense woods. The rockets are on their way. Two miss their mark, and two hit the back of one Chinook’s thirty-meter-long hull. One tears into a chopper amidships. The last two are direct hits, vanishing through the door before exploding in a fiery flash. Black smoke barrels out and the rear rotor stops. The transport helicopter starts to spin around in slow motion before crashing to the ground. A soldier jumps out the door. His back is on fire as he falls onto the grass.


  Making a quick decision, the pilot in the other helicopter lands next to the burning wreck. The Malalai sisters have disappeared. One Apache fires its 30 millimeter machine gun into the edge of the woods, where twigs and needles fly off the trees. As the chopper pauses, soldiers storm out across the clearing. Before they reach the woods, two of them are down. Camper strikes again.


  I hear a series of explosions as the remaining troops race into the woods and trigger Sharif’s booby traps. Small boys who know the location of the trip wires have deftly avoided them. New explosions ring out in the woods as the boys toss their hand grenades.


  This is when it counts to be in the majority, even for guerrilla warriors. The forest comes alive with Danes and Afghans emptying their automatic rifles into the panic-stricken attackers, who, despite their training, have lost all orientation.


  As the Apache helicopters resume their shelling, a protective layer of branches, junipers, and bark rains down upon us. The pilots can’t see anything—but they can still kill. We run in all directions. After half an hour, they give up, and we hear the Chinook take off. The smoldering wreckage of the downed helicopter is left behind. The Apaches gave their soldiers cover so they could collect their dead and wounded.


  The first to appear in the clearing is Andreas with his camera. Then the Afghans show up. They search the woods for fallen Americans and find three who ran into booby traps; they were too far into the forest for their comrades to locate them before retreating. One by one, the heavy bodies are dragged out into the clearing and relieved of their equipment. Their clothes are pulled off them until the mangled, bloody white bodies lie glistening in the grass. A couple of sheep come out to graze next to the corpses.


  The Afghans draw their knives. I know exactly what the Americans will find when they come back to fetch their fallen. A field where a group of flayed scarecrows who used to be humans have arranged to meet. If the helicopters don’t manage to fetch them, the ravens and vultures will hack them to pieces and take them, bit by bit, up to a heavenly burial in the Hindu Kush’s peaks.


  Ten villagers fell, among them a ten-year-old boy. Third Platoon has lost two men: Gustav, one of Viktor’s boys, and Sørensen, father to Anton and Frederik. Sylvester cries as he searches Sørensen’s pockets for the boys’ photograph. I’ve heard the two men were close and that Sørensen was a father figure to Sylvester.


  We bury them in unmarked graves beneath the trees. Same ritual as last time. The women wear their white flowered veils. Have they packed an entire wardrobe? Were they expecting so many fallen? Is this preparedness for death a form of Afghan realism?


  We separate into groups of ten. From here to the border, we have to cover as much ground as possible. Once we hit open terrain, even our smaller units must disperse; each person will have to zigzag forward so we can be the most scattered targets possible. Slow-moving elderly and women with infants will have to wait until darkness falls, when they’ll be fetched. That’s how Third Platoon sees the plan, but the villagers don’t. They don’t want to leave the old behind; they want to run with them hanging on their backs, these wrinkled sacks of old-man skin with their brittle bones, rheumy eyes, and wiry hair. Nor do they want to leave the children behind. They want to hold their hands, which means their short legs will determine the tempo—even though it’s death they’re trying to outpace.


  There’s a cynical name for it: human shields.


  There’s another, truer name for it: family.


  They’re still families, even in war. They’re not warriors hiding behind innocent civilians. They’re warriors defending their families. They’re warriors running for their lives with Kalashnikovs on their backs and infants in their arms.


  I call Sharif over. “Come on,” I say to him. “Talk them out of it. We’ll never get out of this alive that way. The Americans are coming after us, and they won’t distinguish between armed men and civilians. They’re coming back to finish the job.”


  “I don’t have that kind of influence. They’ll listen to me about effective ways to kill. That’s what I’m good at. But all that”—he shrugs—“all that shit about the old, children, and all that kind of stuff. It’s not me. It will go as it goes. I really don’t care.”


  He scrunches up his face in a way that makes me think maybe he does care. He’s impatient with a world he finds old and sluggish, and there’s that sense of powerlessness, which only feeds his fury.


  “Then we’re not doing it,” says Viktor. “We’re not going to try to run with them—we’ll never fucking make it to the other side.”


  Irate, Dennis stares at him. “Then run ahead, if that’s what you want to do. You’ll make a real easy target. Go for it.”


  We still haven’t reached the open field at the border when we hear them. Three F-18 fighter jets come roaring in low, no more than ten or fifteen meters aboveground. It feels like they’ve blown off our skulls and taken our eardrums and any loose organs with them. Many of the villagers fall on their knees and cover their ears. The jets pass again and again, but they still haven’t fired their missiles or machine guns.


  They’re waiting for the open stretch.


  48


  An almost level plain of small gray-and-white stones spreads out before us. It might have been a riverbed once, but that was a very long time ago. No large boulders, once tossed around by untamed waters, remain. The terrain appears passable—we should be able to run across it. The sun’s rays reflect coldly off the snow-covered mountains surrounding the valley, just as they do off the jets’ shiny metal hulls. We’re standing in a forest of massive junipers, whose dense branches are covered in small deep-blue berries. The trees might be five thousand years old. Under normal circumstances, this would be a tourist attraction; now it’s a battlefield.


  We’re about two hundred people. If we were to form one long row stretching across the plain, there’d be a three- or four-meter gap between each of us. If we can hold that formation while we run, we’ll be harder to hit.


  I look at Gray, the former drone pilot, and I know what he’s thinking. This isn’t a rocky plain or two hundred people standing in front of it. It’s an image on a screen: we’re just blips that have to be stopped from crossing the screen. Would it be better to try to cross the plain at night? We’d still be visible as pulsing dots in the darkness.


  I’m sure we’re on many screens right now. And many drawing boards and topo maps. And many agendas, both visible and hidden. The Americans’, the Pakistanis’, DarkSky’s, the villagers’, the Taliban’s, and Schrøder’s. Definitely Schrøder’s. Many forces are at play, local, global—all of them political—and right now they’re holding each other at bay. That’s to our advantage.


  Third Platoon is here because they really want to leave.


  I’m here because I have a task to perform. That’s all.


  It’s seven to eight hundred meters to the Pakistan border, indicated by nothing but two stone circles, which in this landscape could mean anything. For us, though, they represent salvation. Sharif is right, wherever he gets his knowledge from: unmanned drones can operate on both sides of the border, but American fighter pilots won’t violate national sovereignty. So we can seek protection behind the two stone circles. They form an invisible wall no missile can penetrate.


  Seven to eight hundred meters. How long will it take to run across it? How many will die—and for what? What right do I have to put all these people’s lives on the line?


  I’m standing next to Steffensen. “If we run alone, we’ll die. If we run with the Afghans, many of them will die. A dilemma. What should we do?”


  Sharif walks over to us. “I have a suggestion,” he says. “We don’t all need to run at the same time. We can go in small groups, two or three at a time, with five minutes between each group. It will take ten to fifteen hours, but we have the time.”


  “Won’t they see through that?”


  “Maybe—but what can they do? They can’t fire a hundred missiles just to nail a couple hundred Afghans. It’s not worth it.”


  “They have machine guns, too,” I object.


  “Do you think they’ll sit up there all day shooting a few people every five minutes?”


  I point at the stone circles indicating the border. “And you’re sure that’s the border—that we’re safe just as soon as we’ve passed it?”


  “I’m fourteen,” he says, “and I’ve already been over there twice. All of us in Khan Kala have. Fleeing, back and forth. That’s how we live here on the border. So, yes, I’m sure.”


  Steffensen nods at Sharif. “I think you’re on to something. We’ll follow your plan. Tell the others.”


  Steffensen gathers Third Platoon together and explains what’s going to happen. They accept the proposal. “Now, we’re the Taliban,” says Camper. “Warriors dressed as civilians. Fuck, man—all those times I’ve had my finger on the trigger but wasn’t allowed to shoot! Now it’s their turn!” He points up at the sky. “They must be more than a little frustrated up there.” He looks at the others, who are all laughing. But I can hear in their laughter that they’re only trying to buck up their courage.


  The first group leaves the woods shortly thereafter. It’s an old man with a crooked cane, a woman in a burka, and two children. We give them time to cross the rocky plain before we send out the next group, also a man, a woman, and two children. The man is younger and keeps his weapon hidden beneath his kirtle. The sky is clear. We can’t see any drones, nor do we hear them, but we know they’re somewhere high above us. An F-18 suddenly thunders across the plain. The small group halfway across freezes. I’ve given the order not to run unless you’re fired on. When panic strikes, however, reason goes out the door. Will they expose themselves as soon as they start running? Is that how the pilot will see it? I have no idea. A fighter jet firing air-to-ground missiles at a man, a woman, and two children? It seems absurd—but war is full of absurdities. I suddenly tense. Am I about to witness their death? The fighter jet roars by. The little group passed the test. They didn’t run. Now they’re moving at the same tempo as before toward the two stone circles indicating the border.


  We send out the next small group. This time one of the soldiers is with them. Simon, in a shalwar kameez, followed by two larger boys holding his hands. An idyllic scene in the midst of all this horror.


  It goes on like this for about an hour—in fact, we’ve gotten more over to the other side than we expected, about twenty-five. Just seven or eight more hours and we’ll all be over there.


  Although the fighter jet has appeared several times, nothing has happened. I can’t say we’ve gotten used to it—I’m startled every time—but the panic stays at bay.


  “They’re slow on the uptake,” says Sharif, who’s standing next to me. “Surely they know what’s going on.”


  “What can they do?” I smile back at him. I’m beginning to think the plan will work.


  Suddenly we hear the howl of fighter jets. This time three F-18s are headed right for us. Trails of smoke shoot out from beneath the planes—and the next moment the entire forest is under attack. No fountains of gravel or fire shoot up from the ground beneath us. Instead, it’s like gigantic lilies unfolding their petals in all directions. Flames rise with a hungry roar as if they want to devour all the oxygen in the area. Firebombs.


  The trees around us ignite, the junipers vanishing in a sudden wave of heat. Trunks and branches turn black, as in an x-ray. Men, women, and children fall to the ground, their robes on fire. If these are white phosphorous bombs, as I fear, there’s nothing we can do. The flames will eat flesh right down to the bone. I see Malalai’s sisters holding hands, still dressed in white, erect, immovable. They’ve finally found their element in the fire. Suddenly they burst into flames and fall down, as if felled by an axe, but still holding hands.


  Everyone runs from the sea of flames rising behind us. Seeing Bahramand in front of me, alone, screaming in horror, I grab his hand and drag him with me. He stumbles and falls. I pull him along for a bit and then sling him over my shoulder. He feels surprisingly light.


  At the end of the plain, several hundred meters up, there’s a gigantic ground-attack AC-130, with a wingspan of over forty meters, crammed full with howitzers, 20 millimeter cannons, and machine guns, an oversized psychotic threat, able to wipe out a whole company of well-armed soldiers, with a crew of more men than the platoon I’m trying to save. A doomsday machine.


  Can feet think? How far is it to the brain’s survival instinct? I run like I’ve never run before. Bahramand whimpers on my shoulder. Can he see the burning forests and the figures falling, their clothes in flames? Can he see the glowing corpses lying among the stones? As an old man stumbles to the ground at my right, a younger villager grabs his arms and pulls him along. A little farther ahead, Sharif is sprinting wildly, alone, and I know what’s driving that wild sprint—and what will be driving him for the rest of his life. Revenge. Nothing else.


  A shepherd stands there surrounded by a surging flock of sheep. A salvo cuts him down, and red splatters from many of the sheep. The animals dash off in all directions before they stop, confused, staring, until the mass exodus registers again and they run in the same direction as the rest of us. A donkey is suddenly lying in front of me. Swerving to avoid it, I collide with a man coming from behind. We both trip but regain our balance and keep running. Like sheep. Like donkeys. Like people.


  They’re falling all around me. Only chance decides.


  Yet, not everyone falls. Will the shooting stop once we reach the two stone circles at the border? I dare not think about it. It’s the only thing driving me forward: if I just run fast enough, I’ll find refuge.


  My eyes are blind with tears, though I have no idea where they’re coming from. An old woman is on her knees before me, where she must have fallen. I already have Bahramand on my shoulder, so I can’t carry her, too. I stop for one damn second and lift her back on her feet. “Come on!” I scream into her face. I can’t even hear my own voice with all this noise. We keep running. The boy on my shoulder isn’t moving; for a moment I wonder if I’m carrying a dead body. No time to check, although I know my chance of being hit is just as great whether I’m standing still or in the middle of a breathless sprint. The gunners don’t even have to aim: they just need to spray the plain, and some body, person or animal, will be in the way, one here, one there. Merciless chance will take care of the rest. When harvesting, a combine doesn’t go after specific pieces of straw.


  I trip, reaching out with my free hand and trying to hit the ground with my free shoulder, so I don’t land on the boy with my full weight. Everything goes black.


  The noise from the jets subsides, which I perceive as my senses shutting down. It’s all over now. I’m going into the darkness. I hear Bahramand scream, and I think that this is what eternity sounds like, the echo of a child screaming in pain. I hear a woman scream, too, and I think the same thing. Eternity is a woman screaming in pain. And then I scream, a long, despondent cry from the bottom of an empty well I once confused with my soul. In death, I’ll be just as homeless as I am in life. Muslims have one view of life after death, and Christians have another. But I don’t have any.


  I feel the boy kick, struggling to get out from under me. I try to push myself up on my hands, but my left hand got torn up when I tried to break my fall. I can’t lean on it, so I decide to just sit up. Bahramand has already wriggled loose and is gone. I don’t hear any noise. No machine guns thundering across the plain between the mountains. A stone circle rises to my right. We’re inside Pakistan. One, two, maybe three meters in, that’s all, but we made it.


  And I know that “we” is much too optimistic. “We” didn’t make it. Some of us made it. Time to find out how many.


  Leaning on one knee, I stand up. The plain is riddled with bodies, people and animals. The woods we ran out of only minutes ago is now a wall of flames, as if nature is telling us there’s no way back.
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  They’re lying out there. The wounded, the dead, the silent. Should we just leave them there?


  We’ve put our lives on the line to cross the plain. It would be dangerous to go back. Or have the pilots, the operators, the planners—whoever—achieved their goals? Have we been sufficiently maimed and frightened? Have we learned our lesson? Is that what they think?


  The cries of pain continue.


  The villagers start to walk back out onto the plain. At first only a few of them, then more. Maybe they recognize some of the voices calling for them. Their movements are almost trancelike.


  Projectiles from a 20 millimeter cannon do horrible damage to a body. People are gathered around each of the figures lying on the plain. Wailing, some throw themselves on top of the bodies. Once they’re helped back up on their feet and led away, they’re smeared in the deceased’s blood. The same clothes that were protecting them from the cold become improvised body bags, although they mostly resemble bloody packages of slaughterhouse waste. A woolen shawl, a kirtle with half a body in it. The useless burkas finally serve some purpose; inside, there’s a jumble of shattered body parts that can’t be reconstructed. The men handle the men’s bodies, while the women see to the women’s and children’s. The wounded moan, sobbing, imploring, restless mumbles that no one would hear if the doomsday machine still hovered above us. Right now it wouldn’t make any difference. We’re catatonic, in a state of shock, and would just stand there if a new attack occurred.


  The wounded animals neither bray nor bleat. The pain forces whole new sounds out of them. While it turns people into animals, pain turns animals into people. Their cries are inconsolable, and as we move out onto the plain to put them out of their misery, we find a child lying on the ground as often as we find a screaming donkey or sheep. The trembling animals with anxious gazes that search for some meaning they’ve never known get a bullet to the head.


  The explosive fire in the woods has died down. A smoldering layer of ash blankets what was once the forest floor. Only charred stumps remain of the juniper trees.


  There are ninety-one dead and wounded. Most of the injured will not survive. So about half of us must be alive, reduced to medics and pallbearers carrying the heaviest of all burdens. I don’t know what tally I’m keeping . . . some inner tally, I guess.


  I walk from one body to the next, as if they all belong to the group I feel personally responsible for. Kneeling in front of each prostrate figure, Simon, who has run out of bandages, looks up at me and shakes his head. Seven Danes have been killed. Viktor, the sergeant. Camper, the silent sharpshooter with the Icelandic background. Andreas, the squirt with the camera. Sylvester is lying there, too. Dennis. They look even paler in death. Their lifeless faces resemble pieces of the moon that have fallen to earth after a cosmic collision. Some of the Danes didn’t manage to get out of the burning woods in time. Only ashes remain of Sebastian and Mathias. Five of us are still living. Five! Steffensen, Hannah, Simon, the chaplain—and me. All this murder, all this suffering, and I’ll return with only four of the fifteen I was supposed to save.


  Do the others realize the grotesque cost of their survival? Do I? Yes, I do. My mission has failed. All that remains is the lone thought of saving us. We must do what soldiers always do: let the big questions retreat for practical considerations.


  We’re on the border between two countries, a border between life and death. One small hillside after another emerges on the land next to the two stone circles. The villagers then place sticks in the burial mounds and tie torn pieces of clothes to them. The fluttering flags are spotted with blood. The women’s cries rise above the plain. They’ve drawn Hannah into their circle, just as the nomad women did; for a moment she disappears among them, and I think that’s a good place for her to be. Lonely grief is unbearable, while shared sorrow has the power to heal.


  Future travelers passing by the grave site in this barren countryside will know that no one died peacefully here. Will a myth form around this place? Will it become a mecca for wayward shepherds and people in flight who’ve stopped for a moment? And what will they think? What stories will they tell?


  I know why the dead lie here; they were caught in the crossfire between too many agendas. One of them mine.


  Danes will be lying here, too. The chaplain’s hands shake. His arms hang by his sides, as if he’s fighting the urge to fold his hands in prayer. Simon has one hand on his shoulder. Steffensen, his face stony, stands on the other side doing the same. Møller’s lips move; he mumbles nonstop in Danish, as if he has a fever. “For you were made from dust, and to dust you will return, for you . . .” Suddenly he stops, as if he’s lost faith in the resurrection.


  “For you were made from dust, and to dust you will return . . .” He’s not preaching now, but isn’t that the lesson today, the paralyzing lesson preventing him from finishing the ritual?


  As we’re about to start digging holes where our comrades will lie, the ancient man with the crooked cane walks over. “They can’t lie in the ground,” he says with trembling lips, his voice shaking. “These dead are martyrs. They must be buried as martyrs.”


  Having buried their own, the villagers come over, each one dragging large- and medium-size stones. They want to build a holy shrine, what they call a ziarat, in honor of the murdered jihadists. I explain it to the soldiers, and we help to drag stones together. The children carry stones, too. The peasant women, who are as strong as their husbands, lend a hand while continuing to wail out their grief in rising and falling rhythm with the hard toil of dragging the stones. Before long, a two-meter-high monument rises over the mutilated bodies, which none of us could bear looking at when we laid them in a row. A blood-spattered pennant now also waves above the holy shrine.


  The chaplain raises a hand as if he wants our attention. “Our imam will now say a few words in our own language,” I say. They nod in understanding.


  “The day of wrath,” says Møller. He looks around at each of us, and I get the feeling he’s telling us to keep what we’re about to hear to ourselves. “Today you have witnessed the Lord’s wrath. He has shown us what Judgment Day means to him. Not the day when the sheep are separated from the goats, or the just from the unjust, but the day when he slaughters as he pleases. Did any of you think Judgment Day was a courtroom with prosecutors and defense lawyers and a thoughtful jury, psychological empathy and judicial quibbling? Think again. An all-powerful executioner awaits all of you, turning the world into one big execution. Today, the Lord has let his mask fall, revealing his hatred for the very world he breathed life into. He only created it for the pleasure of destroying it. Jesus was nothing more than a cheap trick, the Lord dressed up as an executioner who, with sword in hand, fills his face with kindness before letting the axe fall with all his destructive power. Can anyone believe in such a god? Only if you surrender unconditionally to the injustice of his actions.”


  “What did he say?” asks the old man with the cane.


  “He praised Allah, the kind and merciful,” I say.


  A woman steps in between the graves. She resembles a ghost, as if the dead, already restless, have returned to earth. Her face and long hair are covered with ash, as are her floor-length dress and the two hands wrapped around a gray bundle.


  Sara has the same effect on me as always, compelling and repellant, appealing and abominable, as if she possesses something otherworldly. That’s how she looks right now, not like a survivor but like a herald of death, just as she has always been.


  She lifts the gray bundle over her head. “Malalai’s sisters!” she yells. “I hold their ashes in my hands. Never forget why the martyrs died.”


  They start to build a new ziarat for the gray bundle with the women’s ashes. The ashes are wrapped in a burka: the three women will be buried with the very symbol of their bondage. The burka surrounds them in death, as it would have for most of their lives.


  Another moan comes from the plain. I thought we had brought the last one in, but there’s that sound again. Is it an animal or a person? In the state we’re in, we can’t tell. A small group of us walks out. Simon, his face a mask of exhaustion, is the only Dane who goes with us. Three Afghan women, one of them Sara, accompany two of their men. To my surprise, Bahramand follows a short distance behind us.


  Are we going out to help or to eliminate the last source of horror these endless cries awaken in us? Do we really think that silence, now indistinguishable from death, will have any healing effects?


  As we approach, the moan grows into a scream, a persistent scream, as if all that’s left of life is concentrated in that scream.


  Bahramand locates the scream. It’s coming from a burned little body, covered in charred skin, exposed dark-red flesh and yellow bones, incomprehensibly alive, even more incomprehensibly with open, staring eyes filled with horror and pain. One arm lies to the side like someone crucified, a symbol that has no meaning here. Powerless, we stand there. What can we do? Gather up the body? It would fall apart in our hands. I see an Afghan, his hands shaking, reach for his Kalashnikov. Simon is doing the same with his rifle. A mercy shot. Even the women are speechless. No plaintive cries. Out of respect for the little body in pain, they stay silent.


  Sara walks over to the child, who appears to be a boy, and kneels down beside him. I don’t dare look at her face; I don’t want to know what’s motivating this merciless woman. She takes the charred hand in her own, a half-incinerated human claw, which should have no feeling left, yet the empty stare turns toward her and fills with recognition, not that the child knows who she is, only that she’s there in the middle of this nightmare: a person. Sara moves her hand up to the child’s cheek. She touches the eyelids, still intact in the burned-off face, and closes them one by one. The scream is gone. The little chest rises and falls. The child is dead.


  Sara’s son is standing right behind her, and I see something I never thought possible. He embraces her from behind, laying his head on her back, and she doesn’t push him away.


  I don’t hear it approaching, but a low-flying fighter jet suddenly roars overhead, followed by a rolling wave of earth-shattering noise as it breaks the sound barrier. I don’t know why I’m looking up instead of throwing myself on the ground. At the same moment, the pilot tilts his wings as if greeting us. One wing tip comes dangerously close to the ground, and then he rights the plane before climbing over the mountains and vanishing in a glint of silver. No missiles. No machine guns. What did he want? One last show of power? To see how we’re doing?


  Now horror has a face. Not a flying doomsday machine but a person in a cockpit. Not death as an impersonal force but recognizable, with a name and an address. I’m not sure if it makes it more or less frightening.


  When we return with the little body wrapped in a shawl, the men are still dragging stones for the Malalai sisters’ ziarat. Yet another myth is taking shape before my eyes. Pilgrims will come here, but thinking of the dead won’t make them feel that time heals all wounds. Revenge is a better remedy. Nothing heals like a gunshot. That’s what the mausoleums to the jihadists and Malalai’s sisters are: weapons made of an indestructible material.


  Once the memorials are finished, Møller steps in front of them. He’s staring straight ahead, and I realize what he wants as he waves me over. “Translate for me,” he says. He’s decided to make a speech.


  “Forget it,” I tell him.


  He looks right at me, and his tone becomes biting in a way I haven’t heard before. “Don’t forget who I am. I’ve converted. I’m a jihadist. I’m their mullah now.” There’s no contempt in his voice, surprisingly; he sounds calm and clear as if he’s made a definite decision. “You’ll translate exactly what I say to them.”


  I nod. I can always translate what he says as something else. But what? I feel a great emptiness. Will he comfort them? Will he incite them? Or will he just fuck it all up with his disillusioned talk about a merciless god whose only purpose is destruction? Hannah is still standing with the women, and Steffensen and Simon stare down at the ground. I can see how exhausted and confused they are. Simon’s medic bag, lying at his feet, has become the most useless object in the world. He hasn’t saved any lives today. And Steffensen? He’s finally realized that all plans fall short on the battlefield. In war, there’s no place for good will. His mission is as much of a failure as mine. But Møller, who has just renounced God, seems somehow electrified.


  The chaplain focuses on a patch of blue sky between two mountainsides framing the valley, the kind of blue you only see in the mountains. He speaks as I’ve never heard him speak before, as if his voice is coming from someone else, with a resonance as deep as the Hindu Kush, born of the deserts we have crossed, of the mountains we’ve wandered through, of imprisonment and humiliation, of doubt and lost faith, of murder and massacre and retaliation. He seems like someone possessed. I know he eats hash, so maybe he’s high and it’s the drug talking. I heard he wasn’t a particularly inspired preacher. I’ve also heard that he was entirely different one-on-one, attentive and understanding. Everything made sense in his presence; soldiers left a conversation with an inexplicable feeling of strength. I can see all that in the way he’s speaking now, as if the intimacy he was able to establish with one person now exists with around a hundred.


  “The world might end at any hour of the day!” he yells.


  I don’t know where he’s finding the words. If not the Koran, could it be some Christian scripture? It doesn’t matter. The talk of destruction reflects the Afghans’ own lives, and, as if Møller has sensed their very thoughts, he goes on.


  “It rains fire from the sky,” he calls out. “The ground opens beneath your feet. Your homes collapse. Your fields are destroyed. You’re running for your life. You see your children die, your daughters raped. Wherever you go, you’re slaughtered. You know what it means to suffer. Your lives are hard. But your enemies don’t know what it means to suffer and lose. They think life is sweet.”


  He delivers the sentences staccato, pausing between each of them and then delivering the next in rising excitement. It’s all in his voice and facial expressions. My translation, which I deliver as soberly as possible, is merely a footnote.


  “These mountains—which no one can conquer—speak to you every single day. They speak when your enemies die. They speak when you help each other. Listen, listen to the mountains.”


  It doesn’t matter where he’s finding the words. They’re really coming from the Afghans themselves. I can see it. Møller is speaking for the mountains, for the earth, for the plow, for the draft animals, for experiences dating back to when the first people settled here. Who is he denouncing with such great passion? Everyone who doesn’t know the mountains’ unyielding laws, those haughty invaders who confuse a mountaintop with steps leading to new conquests.


  The men take their Kalashnikovs from their shoulders and aim them at the sky. They fire, and the thunder rolls through the mountains.


  Once the sound dies down, the moans of the wounded are all that’s left.


  Suddenly I spot them, wrapped in shawls, wearing black turbans and backpacks. At least a dozen of them. They disperse among the wounded and kneel down beside them. Opening their backpacks, they take out bandages and instruments as their trained hands examine the recumbent bodies.


  Everyone stares at them. They stand up and greet us by slightly bowing their heads while placing their hands on their hearts.


  It’s only the first wave.


  A few moments later, a larger group appears, not as many as we are, about fifty men, but they move with the long, determined steps of warriors. They’re festooned with bandoliers, and on their shoulders they have not only automatic rifles but rocket launchers as well. They aren’t refugees like us.


  The man in front walks over and introduces himself. His name is Pason. “You must be Khaiber,” he says. Perhaps he recognizes me from a photograph. Beneath the black turban, he has a sharp-featured face framed by a gray-speckled beard. Like the others before him, he lays his hand on his heart.


  “Your father says hello,” he says.


  My plan worked.


  The Taliban have arrived.
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  In the few hours remaining before the abrupt nightfall, we prepare to leave. The Taliban’s vanguard consists of doctors and trained medics, much like a regular army, and they—along with the villagers, Steffensen, Simon, Møller, and Hannah (who’s rejoined the group)—carry off the wounded on emergency stretchers identical to those the Danes use. Steffensen stares inquisitively. I haven’t told him who the newcomers are yet, but I’m going to have to eventually. As we make our way up a mountain path, I assume we’re heading toward a new valley parallel to the one we just passed through.


  Who’s waiting for me, and will my father already be there?


  I was rootless in my twenties and deeply confused about everything, just like my father when he arrived in Denmark in the mid-eighties—full of loathing for the Afghan mujahedeen he’d fought against and contempt for the Afghan Communists he’d been fighting for. I think that explains what eventually happened between us. I reminded him too much of himself.


  “Rootlessness, my son,” he used to say, placing a hand on my shoulder and staring into my eyes, knowing full well that I’d rather look anywhere else. “Rootlessness is the greatest of all evils.”


  And I was pretty fucking rootless. He always said, “My son.” There was a bond between us, and he wanted to remind me. The most rootless and confused person I knew felt it was his calling to be my mentor.


  He cured his own rootlessness with the most effective of all remedies. He labeled himself Pashtun and rediscovered the Muslim faith he had turned his back on when he became a Communist. He created a new persona out of the two worst sources of antagonism he could find: ethnicity and religion. The Pashtun culture stretches back two thousand years—some say five thousand. Measured against that, Islam is no more than a recent guest in the Afghan mountains and deserts. He placed an enormous burden on his shoulders, but he needed a burden. And he wanted me to share the load.


  I didn’t see his offer as a gift, however; I saw it as a curse. Tradition means expectations. And forced reciprocity. You have to do what eighty generations have done before you. I said thanks but no, thanks. I might have been unsure of myself, but not that unsure.


  I’d been the lost son—then I became the bad son. That’s how he made me feel. Guilt makes people easier to manipulate. So he became indulgent, biding his time until the guilty feelings he’d sown would reap their rewards.


  He invited me to Quetta, where he had settled. I visited him often, but everywhere I went, I was followed, even when I asked if I could walk around alone. I was lectured constantly, sometimes by men I found detestable, sometimes by men I couldn’t help but admire. Still, the message was always the same: I should return to my roots, like my father. To return to your roots is basically a conversion erasing all former mistakes.


  Although I quickly realized my father was a member of the Taliban’s inner circle, I never revealed that knowledge to anyone. They don’t know anything about it at work, although they must speculate. Just what they’re speculating about I have no idea—maybe something that isn’t so far from the truth. They know I’ve visited him in Quetta. They don’t suspect me of being a double agent, and I’m certainly not. I don’t want to betray Denmark, but I don’t want to betray my father, either. In other words, I’m facing a dilemma. I want my father to help get the surviving Danes out of here alive. In return, I’ll make some concessions, including asking forgiveness for my mistakes.


  I know I’m a traitor in my father’s eyes. Not to any specific country—none of us has any country we can call our own. Denmark is more of a homeland to me than his fantasy country, Pashtunistan. No, I’ve betrayed the values he lives by, even though he didn’t raise me in them. He came to them later in life. To me, his newfound fanaticism was nothing more than an emergency exit, a fire escape he crawled down desperately, not because the house was on fire but because he couldn’t find his way around all its rooms.


  He offered me everything I didn’t have in Denmark. He’d find me a girl I could marry. A nice little qalat where I could settle down with relatives and other true believers. There were men ready to die for me.


  And I said no to all of it.


  He’s never really given up on me, nor has he condemned or rejected me. Maybe it really is a love that even my disappointments can’t kill. Maybe he has some psychological insight into guilt’s corrosive power, which even the most fundamental convictions can’t withstand. Or maybe the fanatic in him simply refuses to give up. He’s convinced that the most persistent always win, so he’s waging psychological guerrilla warfare against me.


  The last time we parted, he gave me an address where he could be reached. He said a cell phone was too risky, and I understood that his current life led him to many locations. I could tell that he was hoping I would need him one day. And now I do.


  Then I started working for the secret service. I found my way, no thanks to him; to be honest, I should say I found a way out, and like all ways out, it’s temporary. That’s my path in life now: temporary. Most importantly, he wasn’t guiding me. If he knew what I was doing, he’d denounce me for having gone over to the enemy.


  How should we meet? Like two politicians trying to reach a compromise? Should we hope for a temporary cease-fire? Or should I bet it all on our blood ties? That’s the question.


  I’m assuming a father won’t take his own son’s life. And that’s quite a gamble.
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  I was wrong when I thought the path the Taliban have us on would lead to a parallel valley. As we climb farther up into the mountain, the path neither rises nor falls. We’re moving horizontally across an enormous stony hillside. Rocky protrusions cast shadows here and there, where the snow still lies in drifts. It’s several hundred meters down to the valley floor, though it’s not a vertical fall. If you were to trip here, you’d be in for an unpleasant roll before the hillside’s numerous large rocks would probably stop you. Just looking down is dizzying.


  The path is wide enough for two, so Simon is walking beside me. I’ve noticed he looks even paler and is sweating profusely, despite the fall in temperature this late afternoon. I’m sure it’s the extreme emotions he has been through. He’s a professional medic, but he’s been repeatedly exposed to mutilated, dying, and dead bodies. I’m suddenly worried he might go into shock.


  “Are you all right?” I ask.


  He stares at me intensely. “Do you know anything about cow stomachs?”


  I shake my head. Where’s he going with that question? Maybe he really is falling apart. “Not really. I know they have several stomachs . . .”


  “Four. They have four stomachs.” He keeps staring at me as if what he’s telling me is of the utmost importance. “I’m thinking about the reticulum.”


  “What about it?”


  “It’s where the indigestible food is sorted from the digestible. Everything the cow can’t digest stays in the reticulum. Nuts and bolts, plastic bags, that kind of stuff. Know what happens when the reticulum becomes full?” Simon keeps staring at me as if his life depends on my answer.


  I have no idea what to say. I don’t know anything about cow stomachs.


  “It explodes! The reticulum explodes! And that’s how my brain feels right now! Like a reticulum!”


  He suddenly disappears. He was so caught up in what he was saying that he got too close to the edge. He must have missed a step, because now he’s tumbling down the steep hillside. He’s falling fast but doesn’t get far—maybe eight or nine meters—before his head hits a sharp stone.


  I scramble down to him, but I can already see that it’s bad. He’s not moving. I lean over him. He’s not breathing and he has no pulse. My hand gets soaked in blood as I lift the back of his head. Two Afghans crawl down to us. We carry him back up and lay him carefully on the path. The back of his head is bleeding profusely. I look up and shake my head. Hannah hides her face in her hands. Her shoulders shake helplessly, and she makes no attempt to control herself. Neither Steffensen nor Møller say anything. Simon’s death seems to underscore the meaninglessness of our entire endeavor. We’ve survived the most unthinkable horrors—and then one of us trips and busts his head in a completely random accident.


  They bring over a stretcher, and, along with three others, I carry him. Simon wasn’t particularly large, and now he feels unnaturally light, as if death has already caused significant weight loss.


  A cave appears behind one of the rocky protrusions, and the Taliban lead us into it. This is where we’ll have to wait.


  The cave’s walls are black with soot. In the fading light from the entrance, I see other openings farther in. A raw chill permeates the air. Spring and the outside light can’t penetrate here. Piles of firewood are lined up along one wall, alongside sacks. Supplies, I assume. We aren’t the grotto’s first guests.


  The Taliban direct the stretchers with the wounded on them to an opening farther in. We carefully set the stretcher with Simon down on the uneven floor. I can tell that the others aren’t ready to say goodbye to him yet. They turn on their headlamps. For a while they sit staring at the dead soldier, Hannah still crying, though her cries are muffled now. The lights from their headlamps turn toward me.


  “Give me a headlamp,” I say. “I want to see you if we’re going to talk.” Steffensen hands me one and I snap it on. They were eleven when we began. Camper and Sylvester, Sebastian and Mathias, Viktor and Andreas, and Dennis were still alive. Now Simon is gone, too. The difference is enormous. Back then, Third Platoon still felt like a close-knit group, and I could tell that that’s how they perceived themselves. Now only three remain.


  There’s nothing I can say to comfort them. The only thing I can do is tell them what’s about to happen.


  “We’re staying with the Taliban,” I say.


  I don’t say anything about the role my father will play—no reason to reveal the weaknesses in my plan.


  “And you’ll be seeing Schrøder again.”
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  I sit looking out at the mountainside. The fifteen graves outside the cave’s entrance are all the wounded we couldn’t save, now lying under small mounds of stone. We couldn’t bury them in the ground because no shovel, let alone a pair of naked hands, could dig into this rugged terrain. So we’ve simply placed stones on top of the bodies to protect them from wolves and bears. The stones look like landmarks on a landscape whose steepness and inaccessibility seem to symbolize eternity. Farther away, in the valley where their villages lie, there’s another kind of eternity, the earth they’ve been cultivating for thousands of years. Their lives exist somewhere in the tension between these two eternities: earth and death. Simon is lying here, too, the same bloody pennants waving above his grave.


  I’m holding Andreas’s camera. He was filming to the very end—even while running for his life. I found the camera next to him on the rocky plain.


  I think about his great project: to create an internet memorial to both the living and the dead, soldiers filmed up close, at war and every day in between, screens wallpapered with war’s endless parade of moments, a vault filled with lived and abruptly ended lives, more detailed than anyone’s memory. There isn’t much power left in the video camera. I watched as much as I could. If Andreas wanted to create a great narrative about the war, he failed. There’s nothing more than bits and pieces, half bodies, shattered limbs, destroyed faces, the detritus of dreams and half-accomplished deeds. Not a monument, only a hall of cracked mirrors. Isn’t this the truth about every war memorial? Isn’t it already a ruin, right from the start?


  I find a recording of the flayed bodies lining the road as we left Khan Kala. I had no idea Andreas had filmed it or I would have stopped him. I can see that his hands were steady. Is this what the camera was for him? Protective sunglasses when he had to stare into the white-hot sun of nothingness?


  At one point, Andreas talks directly into the camera. It must be a recording from Camp Price. He’s reading from a piece of paper. I don’t know if he wrote it, but it sounds like a manifesto. “Like the universe, the internet is constantly expanding,” he reads uncertainly. “Imagine a star. Now imagine how its light travels through the universe to reach a planet infinitely far away. That’s how the internet is—light traveling through a universe and constantly expanding. And even though the star has long since extinguished, the picture of its light is eternal. That’s us and our actions when we appear on the net. We’re the light that can’t be extinguished, starlight that never fades.”


  He looks up. His face is as unsure as his voice. He looks like someone waiting for applause, though he’s clearly alone with his camera.


  I find a clip of Hannah that must have been recorded before the massacre and Schrøder’s betrayal. She’s not wearing any bandages, and her face is full of life. She’s talking about a bell hanging from the ceiling above a giant ramp in Copenhagen Skatepark near Enghave Station. Although it looks like a sprinkler, it has a beautiful delicate sound, which very few have ever heard, because it’s so damn hard to reach the four meters from the top of the ramp to the ceiling. You have to have a lot of speed and complete control over what you’re doing. “That’s what I want to do with my life,” Hannah says into Andreas’s camera. “Make that bell ring. I think of it as one of the world’s rarest musical instruments. It’s waiting for me, and someday I’ll reach it.”


  She smiles. She has a beautiful smile, which I’ve never seen before.


  I show the clip to Sharif, who’s joined me. I explain what a skate park, rollerblades, and skateboards are. He claims that he’s familiar with the world, but his online expeditions have only involved what he finds useful. He wasn’t guided by curiosity.


  I let him hold the camera and show him the different functions. I can see he’s fascinated. He’s knowledgeable about booby traps, and if there were a charger nearby, I’m sure he’d quickly master the video camera, too. Rollerblades, skateboards, video cameras—does he see any alternatives to turning his entire life into an act of vengeance? A dream of freedom? But who will nourish it?


  Sharif points up at the mountain rising above us. “The top is called Sulaiman’s Throne,” he says. “The mountains here are named for him. Sulaiman. All that old shit.” He laughs. “You know that Sulaiman means ‘peace,’ right? But here there’s nothing but war.”


  I don’t want to leave him, but I need to talk to Hannah. “See you later,” I say, giving him a high five.


  Hannah is staying in the women’s cave. Pausing outside the entrance, I signal to her. Fires burn as a defense against the cold, rocky walls, but there must be some form of ventilation since the entire cave isn’t black with soot. The moaning coming from the wounded on the floor is drowned out by the women’s ceaseless lament, which swells with ferocity and then ebbs gently. I hated hearing the women’s cries when I was on that bus after the boys’ father was brutally shot before my eyes. Now I understand how the lament creates room for sorrow in a place where there is only sadness.


  The flickering light of the flames brings out the fatigue in Hannah’s face. We walk back to the cave’s entrance.


  I’m struck by an unprofessional urge to confide in her. My loneliness is too great. I need to hear someone else’s thoughts on what I’m planning to do once my father and then Schrøder show up. Steffensen and Møller will reject my plan. Once it’s too late, and they can’t back out, I’ll reveal what the situation demands.


  There’s something in my plan that most people would find unacceptable. Not my bosses at the secret service, though. To us, the end always justifies the means. A pure end and filthy means. We’re realists when it comes to human nature.


  Once I’ve explained what’s going to happen, I ask Hannah if she thinks I’m going too far.


  “Everything in me screams no one moment and yes the next. But won’t we be no better than the Taliban?”


  “Aren’t we already just like them? Even worse? After what happened yesterday? Wasn’t it our side that killed all these people? The question is—do we nail Schrøder or do we let him go?”


  Hannah sits quietly for a moment and then looks me in the eyes. “I think you should do it.”
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  A dozen men step into the cave. With one lone exception, they’re all young, although they carry themselves with great dignity, nodding as they enter. Several of the Taliban greet us by placing a hand on their chest. The man in front looks around, searching, and then heads straight for me.


  Even in the flickering light inside the grotto, I immediately recognize my father.


  Standing before me, he bows his head slightly in formal greeting. No warmth at all. I don’t know what I was expecting. I have to be realistic and not lose my powers of judgment. His beard is only peppered with gray, and his lined face hasn’t dissolved completely into wrinkles, as it would have on a man his age who lived his entire life in Afghanistan. The twenty years he spent in the West have left him youthful in comparison. Three years have passed since I last saw him, but I can see that he’s a man who exudes power.


  His eyes rest on me in a way I can’t interpret.


  “You came,” I say, hoping it implies that there’s still a bond between us.


  “I want to know what it is you’re doing.”


  Is there sadness in his voice? I’m hoping that the sorrow in his eyes doesn’t have anything to do with me, although I fear it does.


  We sit by a fire in one of the inner caves, surrounded by emptiness. This conversation only concerns us.


  “You’re working for the Danish secret service.”


  To my surprise, he’s speaking Danish, and I know why. So I won’t be put at risk by what he’s about to say. Yet there’s something threatening about his words.


  It means nothing that I’m a son deferring to his father. We sit there like two opponents making a brief tactical alliance because of a common enemy. Except that he’s taken the wind out of my sails with his chilly greeting.


  “You’re working for the enemy. And don’t tell me you’re working for your country. Denmark is not your country. This is your country.”


  “I’m working for myself,” I say. “Until I figure out who I am and where I belong.”


  “You’re not a boy—you’re a grown man. A grown man knows who he is. And no one works only for himself. Everyone is working for someone, and you’re working for Afghanistan’s enemies.”


  “I’m working for the Danes you see here in this cave. Your own people call them the American jihadists. I’m working to get them home alive.”


  “They’re no more jihadists than you are. The Afghan people have a vivid imagination. It might be the only thing keeping us alive in this miserable country.”


  “We’ve killed a whole group of mercenaries from DarkSky. And our pursuers. So, how can you say I’m working for the enemy?”


  “They’re just maneuvers—they have nothing to do with helping the people of Afghanistan. I want to be honest with you. I’m not here because blood is thicker than water. I’m not here to give you a hug or forgive you.”


  I swallow, and for a moment I can’t say anything. I try to catch my father’s gaze. Although he doesn’t turn away, I’m not connecting. He’s looking at me, but he’s not seeing me.


  I pull myself together. “Then why are you here?” I ask.


  “You’ve made it possible for me to meet an enemy.”


  Now he’s looking right at me, but not with the eyes of a father. They’re the eyes of a merciless judge who acquits with the same sternness with which he condemns. There’s no reconciliation in his eyes. No outstretched hand accompanies his words.


  “Schrøder?”


  “I’ve sent for him. He’s on his way.”


  “You called him an enemy, but isn’t he the Taliban’s man?”


  I have to be sure. This has been my hypothesis all along, my potentially fatal hypothesis. That in the final analysis, Schrøder isn’t anyone’s ally for very long before turning on everyone. I don’t have any evidence that I was right—he just doesn’t seem like anyone’s man. At least that’s what I sensed.


  As if reading my thoughts, my father answers my question. “He’s an individualist from the West, which is why he doesn’t belong here. We’ve just been using him, as he’s been using us. But he’s not as important to us as he thinks. That’s why it has to end now.”


  “I’m not so sure he’s the individualist you think he is. No values govern his actions. He seizes whatever opportunities come his way. Life’s just a game to him.”


  “What’s the difference? My words must have struck a nerve. You’re another individualist.”


  “We should talk about something else,” I say, trying yet again to catch his gaze. “What are we going to do when he shows up?”


  “You want him to face an Afghan court of law, so that’s what we’ll do. We’ll pass sentence on his Western individualism.”


  “What do you know about him?”


  “We know everything about him. We know what he did in your camp. He took an interpreter’s life. He let half of his own men be murdered. He deceived you, but he only succeeded because you were all so stupid and knew nothing about Afghanistan. He wasn’t. He was able to take control of the drones and sabotage them.”


  “Isn’t that enough for you? Why isn’t he on your side?”


  “He collaborated with DarkSky. He doesn’t only have many of your lives on his conscience—he has ours, too. That attack with the firebombs? He was controlling all of it with his network and his information. You were on his screen the whole time. We’re all on his screen.”


  “If you’re on his screen, then doesn’t he know what’s going to happen? Or do you have a screen that’s bigger than his?”


  “No, we have something better. We have a thousand eyes and a thousand ears and a thousand whispering tongues. You Danes know nothing. Schrøder knows something. But we know everything.”
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  The next day, Schrøder arrives with a dozen men. As he approaches, I recognize the four bodyguards accompanying him from our first meeting in the city. Although it seems like an eternity has passed, it’s only been a week. I know I’m not the same person I was then—nor will I ever be. That’s how it is for all of us—Danes, Afghans, soldiers, villagers, women, children, men, both young and old. We’ve been through the mill, and we’re all the worse for wear.


  They’re just a small group of white-robed men in black turbans on this enormous, sloping mountainside with its dark, threatening protrusions, dirty snowdrifts, and long slopes of gray stone. The sky is clear, no echo of rotors overhead. If there’s a drone, it’s so high up that we can’t see it.


  I turn to my father. The turban makes him look taller; otherwise we’d be the same height. “Does he know anything about us?” I ask.


  “That we’re father and son?” He shakes his head. “As I said yesterday, he knows something but not everything. He doesn’t know that.” He looks at me. “It’s irrelevant anyway. I’m not here as your father.”


  “Have you met him before?”


  “No. I’ve never met him.”


  Soon they’re in hearing range, so our conversation stops.


  Schrøder stands before us, his thick blond beard and pale skin glowing beneath his black turban. Standing next to all these Afghans, his height is even more striking. He bows his head reverently and places his hand on his heart to indicate the sincerity of his feelings. The men around him do the same. My father bows his head graciously but doesn’t place his hand on his heart. It’s a sign, but is Schrøder able to read it?


  Then he spots me. If he’s surprised, he hides it. He greets me in Pashto, as if he’s never met me before. He must be perplexed right now. If he feels safe among people he considers allies, why isn’t he telling them I work for the Danish secret service? Why is he protecting me? Is he afraid I’ll reveal his collaborations with DarkSky? Does he think the Taliban don’t already know about that? Still, wouldn’t he refute my accusations by claiming that double-dealing was necessary and, besides, Afghanistan’s enemies were eradicated? Wouldn’t he maybe even take credit for it?


  I think Schrøder, suddenly unsure about what’s happening, is biding his time. He doesn’t know which Danish soldiers have survived and might even assume none have. I have no idea what he was told when summoned to this meeting. He must not have thought it was a trap and probably doesn’t think so now. Yet the sight of me must make him uncomfortable. A new factor is at work in the game he’s always playing. He told me unexpected factors make things more fun—but it also makes them more dangerous. Maybe he’s realizing that now.


  Schrøder and his men are about to step into the cave when they’re stopped. “Place your weapons here,” commands my father. Surprised, they stare at him. Schrøder turns vigilant. They have no choice, however. Armed men holding Kalashnikovs surround them. They’re asked to line up their weapons against one rocky wall so they can easily grab them when they leave.


  “We promise to take good care of you,” says my father.


  Schrøder smiles back, but the vigilance remains on his face. He glances at me and then turns away. “I don’t doubt it,” he says.


  We step into the dimly lit cave. My father places a hand on Schrøder’s back. “This way,” he says. “The three of us need to talk.”


  I walk behind them. Schrøder glances over his shoulder. I can see the wheels turning. He’s slowly realizing that I’m playing some unexpected role here. We move into one of the inner caves. My father sees to it that we don’t come anywhere near the Danes. A group of men stand and make room for us so we can sit there undisturbed. Another group, some armed Taliban, stand in a half circle a little ways off. I can see on his face that Schrøder’s starting to register what’s happening, although he appears indifferent.


  We squat across from each other. “You invited me,” Schrøder says. He has decided to act as if the situation is normal.


  “Yes,” says my father. “Thank you for taking the time to come.”


  “I always come when the Taliban calls.”


  My father suddenly shifts from Pashto to Danish. “I understand that you two have made a deal.”


  I can’t help but admire Schrøder’s self-control. If he’s shocked, he’s hiding it. He looks at my father the way you’d look at a man who’s misunderstood something. He places his hand solicitously on my father’s, as if he’s trying to rescue him from some confused notion. “Do you know who this man is? He’s an agent for the Danish secret service. I don’t know what he’s told you about himself—but whatever it is, he lied.”


  Schrøder’s voice is calm; there’s no sign of panic. He answers in Danish as if it’s only natural that a Taliban leader deep in a cave in the Hindu Kush is speaking his own language.


  My father removes his hand. “So you admit you know him?”


  “I was in the Danish army, so I know many people. Otherwise I wouldn’t have been able to manipulate them as well as I did. Yes, I also know Khaiber.” He nods at me, as if referring to me in third person places me firmly outside the conversation. The stage is his. I’ve been discredited. “Whoever he’s passing himself off as, it won’t work. He has his own objectives for being here—and they aren’t yours. Or ours.”


  My father speaks slowly, as if he wants each word to penetrate. “My son never lies to me.”


  Schrøder looks down at the floor. He realizes he’s committed a serious offense by calling his host’s son a liar, although he could rectify that with an appropriately humble apology. But that’s not the worst offense. He didn’t realize what he was agreeing to when he accepted the invitation to meet my father. He knew nothing about our connection. He glances around the room. He’s considering his possibilities. If he’s thinking of escaping, he can’t. I want to tell him that, but I force myself to stay quiet. Too early to gloat.


  “Perhaps my son sometimes hides certain things from me,” continues my father unmoved, “and he’s done things I don’t approve of. But he doesn’t lie.”


  “I ask your forgiveness if I’ve insulted your son with an unjust claim.” Schrøder lowers his head to indicate shame and then looks up again. “But it doesn’t change the fact that he’s working for the Danish secret service. I know it must be hard for a father to hear he’s been betrayed by his own son. I ask for forgiveness for the sorrow that must cause you. But my respect for you compels me to speak the truth.” Schrøder continues to focus on my father. I still don’t exist to him.


  Ignoring him, my father turns to me. “You told me that a week ago you and Schrøder entered into an agreement. Can you describe that agreement?” He turns toward Schrøder. “I take it that you won’t dare to accuse my son of lying.”


  As I start speaking, I don’t look at Schrøder. “Schrøder told me that he had left the Danes with DarkSky. They thought it was a simple collaboration and that in payment they’d get to go free. Instead, the plan was to use them as scapegoats. DarkSky was involved in human trafficking with a local militia. Schrøder indicated to me that the Danes’ only chance of survival was to turn against DarkSky. But that would immediately create new enemies, both with DarkSky’s own forces and with the American Special Forces who’d been working closely with the firm. In other words, the Danes’ situation was hopeless, whatever they chose. Schrøder thought that revealing his plans to me gave them a chance. I said that he should have to risk something, too, and he agreed. If, against all odds, the Danes got out of Afghanistan alive, he’d allow himself to be brought before an Afghan court and be sentenced for his crimes.”


  “Is that a fair account of what happened?”


  “Yes, it’s mostly correct. But your son here”—he nods at me—“seems to have little knowledge about Afghanistan. I pointed out to him that Afghan courts are corrupt and that I’d have no problem buying my freedom, but he persisted with the deal.” He laughs and looks at my father as if expecting him to laugh along at his foolish son.


  “I don’t think my son meant the sad parody of justice in this puppet government’s courts. I believe he was thinking about Afghanistan’s true, legitimate courts. Is that correct?”


  “Yes, that is correct.”


  I search Schrøder’s face. He’s still not looking at me. There’s nothing else to say. He must realize that he’s fallen into a trap. I don’t know if that’s why he loses concentration, but he’s no longer his usual sharp self. “And what court would that be, may I ask?” He feigns sarcasm, but even he must be able to hear how stupid his question sounds.


  “Tell him.” My father gives me the floor. It’s a moment of triumph and, generously, he lets me have it.


  “The Taliban’s court,” I say. “That’s why you’re here. To honor your part of the bargain. You’ll be sentenced by the Taliban.”
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  I apprise the Danes of the situation and tell them how Schrøder deceived the Taliban. Double-dealing might be the norm for most powerful Afghan men, but there’s a line—and Schrøder has crossed it. So our hosts will be sentencing him.


  “You left him with the Taliban?” Shocked, Steffensen stares at me. “They’ll let him go!”


  I glance at Hannah.


  “They won’t let him go. You’ll even attend the trial. Once he’s sentenced, we’ll receive safe conduct. And then we can go home.”


  “We’re not going home without him,” says Steffensen. “That’s been our mission all along. If he doesn’t come with us, then everything we’ve gone through means nothing.”


  “You’re going home alive—and that’s what counts. We have no choice. I have no influence at all on what’s happening. It’s him or us. If you insist on bringing Schrøder, none of us will ever get home. They’ll let you go only because they believe the story about the American jihadists, or at least act as if they believe it. This is your only chance, and it’s your last chance.”


  Steffensen’s face is blank. I can’t tell whether he’s convinced or merely resigned. Finally he nods. Møller doesn’t respond; he looks like he’s on another planet. Hannah says a loud and clear yes.


  “If there’s no other way,” says Steffensen.


  The scene for the trial is about to be set. I don’t know what’s happened to the men accompanying Schrøder. My father says they were informed about the charges against Schrøder and given a choice: receive the same sentence or join the Taliban. They chose survival. Their weapons weren’t returned, and I have no idea where they are now. I don’t know if I can trust my father. I’ve never lied to him, but I’m not so sure he wouldn’t lie to me.


  The trial won’t take place in the mountain’s grottoes. The villagers return home, led by armed Taliban warriors who will help them put an end to the local militia who’ve been terrorizing them. Afterward, Khan Kala and Spinlay will fall under Taliban protection. They’ve been through that before, so it won’t change their life drastically. I have no idea if the Americans will leave them alone now, but this seems to be the Afghans’ destiny. No one will ever leave them alone.


  In one long row, the villagers begin their long trek along the mountain paths. They’re still transporting wounded in swaying stretchers; maybe they’ll actually survive. As they leave, the villagers file past Steffensen, Møller, and Hannah. Do they still believe they’re the savior jihadists? Will stories about the soldiers from Third Platoon survive and become legends? I don’t know, but in some way I can’t explain, I think so.


  We stay behind, twenty armed Taliban fighters and four Danes, including me. I search the Taliban faces, trying to see who might serve as judges. There isn’t a venerable old man with a white beard among them; they’re all young, about my age, in their late twenties or early thirties. At fifty-eight, my father is the oldest. I’d have more faith in older men; young men are too unpredictable. They have no distance from anything, not even their own pain. The law is a dangerous weapon in their hands.


  The verdict is due tomorrow.


  In the evening, my father seeks me out again.


  “I want to know why you turned against me,” he insists. “I know something happened in Copenhagen that you never told me about. That’s when it all began.”


  “That’s true. Something did happen. The same incident that made me decide never to use a weapon against another person.”


  He points at me with his right hand and acts like he’s pulling a trigger. “This? You’d never do this?”


  “No. I’ll never shoot another person just because his faith is different than mine, or he belongs to another ethnic group, or he’s a citizen of a foreign country.”


  “Tell me what happened.” There’s no concern in his voice. It’s an order.


  “I was in a gang. One of ours was shot and we wanted revenge. The other gang really knew how to take care of themselves. We decided we would shoot some random person who lived in their neighborhood—to make them feel they’d never be safe. There were twenty bits of paper in a big hat, and we each took one. We weren’t allowed to read what was on ours until we got home and were alone. That way we couldn’t turn each other in. I got the job. The slip of paper told me where to find the weapon and it told me who to shoot. Some unlucky guy. But he lived in our enemy’s neighborhood and he was Pakistani, just like them. And that was good enough. Want to know how I felt when I went to take him out? I felt so fucking important. I was a man to be reckoned with.”


  My father stares at me. I’m living up to his worst fears. Criminal. Gang member. But I can’t stop here. It’s important. He asked for the truth, and now he’s going to get it. I should have told him all this a long time ago, though I know exactly why I didn’t.


  “My victim was working in a car dealership. Kind of short and he had on a suit and a light-blue shirt. I liked his face. Under other circumstances, we probably could have been friends. I had dressed up, too, so I wouldn’t look conspicuous. As I walked into the showroom, he smiled and asked what kind of car I was looking for. I pulled out my nine millimeter and got right up in his face. It wasn’t just the horror in his face that made an impression. I expected that. I knew it wasn’t going to be easy. ‘Why me?’ he pleaded. ‘What have I done?’ That was the tipping point. I realized that whatever status the murder might have given me in the gang, it couldn’t compensate for the loss of something else. I don’t know what to call it . . . the better part of myself. If I pulled the trigger, I’d lose any hope of ever finding meaning in my life. A moment before, I felt important because I’d been given the job of killing someone. I suddenly realized that I can’t kill someone who’s asking me why he has to die by my hand when I don’t have an answer.”


  My father still doesn’t react. This all happened after he’d gone to Quetta. Does he think he let me down, or is he convinced that I turned my back on him? I think he knows the answer.


  Should I go on? Open up completely? There’s no way back now. I want my father to see me as I am. I’m not doing what I intended when I came here. I’m not a hypocrite, asking for forgiveness in exchange for a favor. Instead, I’m giving him something greater. I’m confiding in him. I’m placing my destiny in his hands without hiding anything. Is he man enough to appreciate it?


  “Schrøder has a recurring nightmare where his face is falling apart,” I tell him. “I have a fantasy that reminds me of that. I’m standing in front of a mirror, cutting into my face with a sharp knife. Eventually, nothing is left that resembles a face. I’m not mutilated—I’m just not a person anymore. That was the same turning point I reached with the car salesman. I told myself, if you shoot him, you’re not a person. Ever since then, I’ve stayed away from weapons. The other gang members accused me of treason. There are neighborhoods in Copenhagen where I still can’t show my face. That’s one of the advantages of working in the intelligence community. I’m abroad most of the time.”


  My father keeps staring at me. I want to scream in his face: Say something! But the moment has passed. The words I’d hoped for will never come. Maybe that’s what makes me dig in my heels. I’m not going to leave any misunderstandings between us. I’m committing a mortal sin—and I know it. I’m so fucking tactless in a situation where I should be so fucking tactical.


  “I left gang life—but I also turned away from you once you announced you had found your roots and declared yourself Pashtun. I couldn’t see the difference in the mind-set. When that poor guy asked what he had done, you would have told him—just like my fellow gang members—that it wasn’t anything he’d done. That he had to die because of what he was. He belonged to the wrong tribe, lived in the wrong place, believed in the wrong gods. And that’s enough. If I ran into your arms after I left the gang, I’d still be mired in the same shit. You filled my life with all these words: namus, honor, be abru, dishonor, be ghairat, coward, behrahm, merciless. I need a handbook in anthropology to understand my own father. I needed to get away from this sick way of thinking!”


  “You don’t understand the world,” my father says, his voice calm. “That’s how it is. That’s all it is.”


  “Oh, I understand it,” I say angrily. “I just don’t accept it.”
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  The next morning, Schrøder shows up walking between two men. I have no idea where he spent the night, but his hands are tied behind his back and he’s no longer wearing a turban. His light hair glows like a halo around his head, but his face is bruised; a strip of dried blood runs from one corner of his mouth onto his beard. There’s no angst in his expressionless face, but that attractive aura of self-confidence is gone, as if he’s turned himself off. Maybe he’s saving energy.


  Steffensen, Møller, and Hannah haven’t seen him since his arrival. For a moment I fear Hannah will attack him, but she barely looks at him. Her knowledge of my plans might be restraining her. I don’t regret telling her. Steffensen and Møller glance at Schrøder, but even the sight of their archenemy doesn’t erase the exhaustion from their faces.


  We’re about to leave when two men walk over and, without warning, twist my arms behind my back. I struggle for a moment before realizing I’d rather just surrender. They bind my wrists tightly. My father stands a little ways off—I’m sure this is his doing.


  Now I’m in the same situation as Schrøder. Can I expect the same fate? For some reason, I don’t protest. Maybe I know it’s not worth it. I’ll only lose my dignity. Everything depends on my father and the sharp-featured young men who’ll be judging us.


  We move down to the valley floor. I recognize one of the men—he’s wearing a backpack—as one of the doctors. We stop at a small grove of juniper trees. Judgment will fall among these thousand-year-old trunks, with a view of Sulaiman’s Throne. The springtime lighting is beautiful. Will my life end here?


  Armed Taliban fighters form a semicircle around the clearing. Steffensen, Møller, and Hannah are standing, just like Schrøder and me. Laying down their weapons, five of the young men close the circle by standing shoulder to shoulder in front of us. A woven blanket is placed on the ground by their feet. Solemnly, they sit down next to each other, folding their legs beneath them. These are the judges.


  Schrøder and I stand in the middle of the circle with our hands bound and two men guarding us. When I glance over at him, he stares back. His eyes flash scornfully, and he smiles ironically for an instant. We both look away. The sight of me with my hands tied must be his only comfort. I lured him into a trap, but I fell into one, too.


  Would I have acted differently if I knew I would end up here with my hands tied behind my back in front of a Taliban tribunal?


  It’s too late for regrets and too late to be asking ethical questions about duty and survival. I don’t have much time left. Should I let my life flash before my eyes, like a drowning person? Is this the time to be thinking about my relationship with my father, instead of who I am and who I choose to be?


  My father claims he knows me. The same man who crossed so many borders in his struggle to find himself claims that I’ve betrayed my roots and myself. I’m always searching for an answer—it’s just not his answer. Or have I let the situation choose for me? Which is my true element? Am I a fish on land or a four-legged animal trying to swim? And what does it really mean to have an element when you’re a person, not a bird or a fish? If I’m sentenced to death, can I stand in front of the executioner and name anything—some country or idea—I value more than my own life? Not that I know of. It’s too late for questions. I have to concentrate on the moment. That shouldn’t be too difficult; it’s exactly how I’ve lived my entire life. Moment to moment.


  The judges ask us to sit down. Steffensen, Møller, and Hannah do so also. A hand presses on my shoulder, and I sit down next to Schrøder.


  The judge in the middle addresses me. He’s taller than the others, and I wonder if that’s the most important qualification for his job. He doesn’t introduce himself. “I am a judge,” he says. “The judgment that falls will be fair and based on the truth. You cannot resist but must accept it with your head bowed. Do you accept that?”


  I nod. I don’t know if I’m betraying myself by nodding. I only know that any protest will be nothing more than an empty gesture that might put the three survivors’ lives at risk. So I nod. The judge acknowledges my nod as a valid response.


  “I call the first witness.”


  One of the armed men steps forward, states his name, and mentions he comes from Khan Kala. I mistook him for a member of the Taliban, but he’s one of the villagers; the connection between the local farmers and the insurgents must be stronger than I realized. His speech is one long defense of me. He describes my role in the battles and my closeness to the American jihadists, as they’re still calling the Danes. I can see that they’re beyond all suspicion. From now on, they’re the stuff of myths, and no one can reproach or accuse them. If I have an alibi, they’re it.


  The villager’s words give me momentary hope, although I know I haven’t been brought before this court to be acquitted.


  The next witness is my father. I believe it’s the only reason he isn’t sitting with the judges: he can’t testify and judge. Mentioning that he has also lived in the West, he describes my restless youth there. His information comes from contacts in my country. He doesn’t mention that he’s my father, but anyone listening carefully can tell that a disappointed father is speaking.


  Does a father pursue revenge? I want to scream that question at him but refrain. A strange shift has started to occur within me. I feel as if I’ve suddenly become a firm believer in destiny; my life is not my own but merely a plaything for more powerful forces. If you feel like a spectator of your own life, is it a sign of approaching death? Is that the real meaning of subjugation?


  My father says he doesn’t want to gainsay the previous witness. He has no doubts about the sincerity of his words. He adds that my actions speak in my favor. The judges listen intently. I can see something beyond respect in their hard faces; I see reverence. My father is only testifying for the sake of appearance; it’s the only reason he’s exchanged places with the judges. Standing there before them, he’s not a witness. He’s the actual judge, weighing for and against before letting them render the final verdict.


  What’s working against me, he continues, is the undeniable fact, which I have already admitted, that I work for the American intelligence service. I notice he makes no references to Denmark, not that it would mean anything to them anyway.


  “Then why did he help the American jihadists, our dear brothers, these glorious martyrs for our cause?” he asks rhetorically. He suddenly turns around so that he’s not only facing the judges but also the armed warriors guarding us. I’m the only one he doesn’t look at. And then he answers his own question. “Because he wanted to bring them back to their country to be punished for what their government considers treason.”


  He pauses dramatically to let the weight of his words sink in. “He fought side by side with our brothers, maybe even saving their lives, only to eventually bring them to a court, our enemies’ court, where they will be sentenced to death.”


  That’s a clever twist, and I have to admire him for it. My father is standing in front of me and lying to hurt me as much as possible. He’s lying about the legal system in Denmark, which he knows only too well. He’s lying about the soldiers, whose motives he ought to know better. And more than anything, he’s lying about me, and his deliberate lying will probably cost me my life. But he’s clever. He’s a power broker, and like any good power broker, he knows how to use all means available.


  I know what’s coming now. He’s going to ask me to confirm the accusation. A denial would only be construed as proof that I’m a pathetic coward who doesn’t have the balls to stand by his own actions. If I tell the truth, I’ll put Steffensen, Møller, and Hannah’s lives in serious danger. If I say I’m here to save their lives, so they won’t be punished when they get back home, I’ll be tearing off their cloak of invisibility. They’ll become what they’ve always been, despite how much wrong they’ve done: soldiers sent here to fight the Taliban, bitter enemies of everyone here.


  If I speak the truth, it won’t save me anyway and will plunge the three survivors into the abyss. At least they have a chance this way. If I try to defend myself, they’re done for.


  I’m told to stand up. “Is this witness’s accusation true?”


  “Before I respond, I request permission to explain the context of the case to the American jihadists. They don’t understand our language.”


  The judge glances at my father, who nods almost imperceptibly. In some grotesque way, we’re co-conspirators.


  I outline the accusations for Steffensen, Hannah, and Møller and make it clear that telling the truth would cost them their lives. “Under no circumstances should you get involved or support me in any way,” I insist. “My mission was to get you home alive, and I’ve all but failed. Only three of you are left. Twelve are dead. If their deaths are going to have any meaning at all, you have to survive. It doesn’t matter if you think you’re betraying me. Just don’t betray yourselves.”


  One after another, they nod. Hannah, whose eyes are swollen with tears, continues staring at me to avoid looking at Schrøder.


  “The accusation is true,” I say. “My intention was to get the American jihadists home so they could be punished. That’s been my mission all along.” I try to capture my father’s gaze, but he turns away, as if my confession is merely a passing formality.


  If I’m going to die now, they won’t hear any heroic words coming from me. I did my job. That’s all. There’s nothing more to say. No one’s going to write about it in an obituary or on some gravestone. I’ll be buried in this landscape where I don’t belong. I don’t belong anywhere. I know it sounds as if I’m complaining—I’m not. My homelessness could just as well have been a prelude to freedom, to an unfettered life, but those aren’t the times we’re living in.


  The judges look at each other. They’re about to pass judgment. They stand up, and the man in the middle opens his mouth. Obviously they don’t need to discuss it. Judgment has already been decided. My father has vanished from view; he’s probably standing somewhere behind me, but I can’t turn around. The guard behind me lays a heavy hand on my shoulder as if to steady me for what’s to come.


  “We have weighed for and against,” says the judge. Although he’s looking right at me, I can’t read his expression. Something greater is speaking through him now. Surely that’s the way he sees it—isn’t that the way young men with weapons always see it?


  “This man has done good things, but his intentions have been evil, although he was unable to carry them out. How much does one count and how much does the other? We realize it would insult the Afghan people’s feelings if he were sentenced to death, but it would also insult our sense of justice if he were to leave this court without punishment. He must leave here with a visible sign of the crime he harbors in his heart, a daily reminder that it is never too late to return to the proper path.”


  Pausing, he looks at me. I realize I’ve been holding my breath and exhale slowly. I was expecting a death sentence. I don’t have time to compose myself before he resumes his speech.


  “Therefore, we have decided to cut off your right hand.”
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  My first thought is foolish—or is it merely hopeful? Now I know why a doctor came with us: so I won’t bleed to death when they cut off my hand.


  I look at Hannah. For some reason, she’s the one I tell. “They’re going to cut off my hand,” I say.


  I refuse to use the word “amputate”; this isn’t some medical intervention. And life afterward? I can’t picture it, but I’m going to have to. These bastards will turn me into an invalid, and even worse is the mark they’ll leave on my heart. The only thing I can do to survive is never think about my father again. Pent-up fury only turns into powerlessness and bitterness.


  I know some soldiers lose more than a hand in this war. Some lose both arms and legs, in some cases even their dicks. But at least they’re not told beforehand that they’re going to lose a couple limbs, so they can sit there counting down the seconds. I have no idea how the assholes will do it. Did they bring an axe? A saw? A fucking medieval sword?


  “Then do it now!” I yell.


  The young judge stares at me. “I’m happy to hear you accept your punishment,” he says, “but there’s still another trial. Your sentence will be carried out afterward.”


  What is he thinking? That this is some kind of waiting room at the doctor’s? Wait your turn! I try to pull myself together, but I can’t deal with a long, drawn-out farewell to my hand.


  “Let’s get this done,” I say, trying to sound calm. “I’ve already said goodbye to it. If you let me keep it any longer, I may start doing stupid things with it.” It’s an empty threat. My hands are tied behind my back.


  I can see the uncertainty on the judges’ faces. Their youthfulness is suddenly painfully clear. The ruthlessness on their faces isn’t just a mask they’re hiding behind; they’re hardened. What else could they be? Right now, though, there’s a crack in their armor. Something other than ruthlessness resides in there—but I can’t appeal to it, whatever it is. It’s too late. Is it enough just to know it’s there?


  Everyone stands up, including the Danes. I can see from Hannah’s face that something violent is about to happen. She’ll never go along with this. “Stop,” I hiss in Danish. “Sit down. It’s your only chance to get home!”


  Can my father hear me? I still can’t see him. I’m so full of hatred toward him that I can’t bear the thought that he might be doing all this to help us—that my hand is the price we have to pay so that we can all go home alive. I have to be punished as a traitor so the others can leave here unscathed. I want to scream at him: You really are my father! But he’s something else, too. An Afghan tactician.


  I implore Hannah. “We have to stick together. If you’re really my friends, you’ll sit down now.” I hold my breath, but then they sit back down.


  Four men grab my arms and shoulders. The judges have decided to show mercy; I don’t have to wait. Did my father nod? I try to be relaxed and cooperative, but everything within me screams: Run! My muscles tighten. They force me to my knees and then loosen the rope around my wrists. The doctor takes a small wooden stool out of his backpack and places my right hand on top of it. Then he takes out some shiny steel instruments, which he lays on a plastic cover he has spread out on the ground next to the stool. I look down at them. One is a small saw with two handles, one on each end, connected by a steel strand with tiny razor-thin teeth. A blade, I suppose. There are several scalpels, too. I was expecting a cleaver or something reminiscent of a butcher shop. This looks more like a child’s toy—a sick, sadistic child’s toy. The instruments are wrapped in clear plastic bags. Maybe they’ve actually been sterilized. I’m in the conscientious hands of a doctor, a fucking sadist who’s about to cut off my hand.


  He ties a tourniquet as tightly as he can around my wrist.


  “Are there special medical studies just for the Taliban where you learn how to cut off hands?” I try to make my voice sound as sarcastic as possible, mostly just to stop it from shaking. This might not be the best moment to rile him up, but I don’t give a fuck. I’m going to lose my hand anyway.


  “I’ll try to make the cut as clean as possible,” he says in a businesslike tone. He sounds like a family doctor. “It depends on your willingness to cooperate.” He looks at me as if he’s waiting for my consent. The four men are basically right on top of me now, holding all of my limbs to ensure my consent.


  I don’t respond.


  “Otherwise it can get quite messy. I’ll be cutting into what’s called the joint line. That way we’re not sawing through any bones. The cut will go right between the carpal bones and the two bones of the forearm. It will be easy to work with, so you won’t have a stump that stops at some random spot below the elbow. This way you can get a prosthetic for the hand you’ll lose. I hope you appreciate my thoughtfulness.”


  “To make it easier for me to cooperate, can you give me something to help me relax?” I know it’s a sign of weakness to ask, but I have to brace myself.


  “Unfortunately I can’t,” he says, smiling apologetically. “I hope you understand. If I gave you a sedative, it would be an operation, not a punishment.”


  “Okay,” I say. The emptiest word of all. I really don’t know what else to say. If I ever get my hands on him . . . but I won’t. It ends here. I just have to get through it. I decide I won’t look away when he cuts off my hand. And what will happen then? I’m worried about my eyes. Will I ever be able to close them again, or will the sight of my bloody stump be burned into my retinas forever? What will become of me? Will I become crazy, tough, callous, hypersensitive, a fucking freak?


  I’ve read somewhere that there are twenty-seven bones in your hand. Twenty-seven bones enabling us to do incredibly varied things: punch, caress, text, give somebody the finger. Without thinking, I start to move my fingers.


  “What are you doing?” asks the doctor.


  “Noticing my hand.”


  “That’s completely normal.” He speaks in a soothing tone, as if I need assurance that nothing’s wrong with me in the middle of this insane situation.


  “What do you mean?”


  “They always do that. I mean, right before an amputation.”


  I’d rather not respond. I concentrate instead on my hand and its wonderful, gracious movements.


  The doctor disinfects his hands with some gel and then takes a pair of surgical gloves out of a sealed plastic bag and pulls them on. The hairs on the back of his hands are visible through them. He puts on a green lab coat, so he won’t get blood on his shalwar kameez and its embroidered facing. I notice that his beard is trimmed; his well-groomed appearance delineates him from the warriors around him.


  “First,” he says pedagogically, “we have to make sure that you don’t bleed to death. I’ll locate your arteries and slice them. Then I’ll cauterize and clamp them.” He shows me a small, beaklike object. “Afterward, I’ll stitch it up with a suture.”


  “A suture?” I ask. There’s something calming about the clinical way he’s describing the assault I’m about to experience.


  “Very simple,” he replies. “It just means that I’ll sew the veins together.”


  “What’s your name?” I ask. “So I know who to call in case I need to get my other hand amputated. You sound like you have significant experience in these matters.”


  He doesn’t smile. “I can’t tell you my name, unfortunately.”


  “But don’t you wear a name tag at Bolan Hospital in Quetta—where you work every day?” I know the name of the hospital from earlier visits with my father. It’s government run, corrupt, and lacks the most basic equipment.


  He flinches. Maybe I’ve hit a nerve: an underpaid doctor who supplements his income by cutting off a hand every month or so.


  “I’ll give you something for the pain afterward.” He smiles professionally, to indicate that he’s unfazed by my attempt at intimidation.


  He glances down and evaluates the plastic cover where he’s laid out his instruments.


  “This will hurt,” he says.


  Leaning on me with all their weight, the four men tighten their grip.


  I concentrate on keeping my eyes open.


  The doctor grabs the saw with both hands.
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  I don’t want to talk about the pain.


  I’m on my knees in front of the stool. The four men are having trouble holding me down.


  My eyes are still open. All my willpower is directed toward my eyelids. I’m staring . . . staring. What does it mean to lose a hand?


  The doctor is skillful. The saw cuts clean through. My sutured arteries protrude from the sliced flesh and the small steel clamps. I can see the white curves of the bones on my forearm. They’re unharmed, so the tourniquet has done its job. No blood spurting all over the place. The stool’s white surface is splattered, but that can be easily dried off.


  Can you think and scream at the same time? I hear someone screaming, so it must be me, although it sounds as if it’s coming from a loudspeaker nearby. I’m not screaming. A scream is being transmitted.


  It’s just lying there. A dead, hairy spider. A crab washed ashore. Some might have wondered if one of the forearm’s major nerves would react with one last jerk of the thumb or twitch of a fingertip. But I don’t. And it doesn’t. The hand just lies there. An immovable object that’s lost all purpose. It could just as well be stuffed, as long as you don’t notice the blood on the cutting board. At one time it possessed great motor skills. With this hand, I’ve . . . I stop myself. No need for any eulogy for a hand. It has nothing more to do with me.


  With one nonchalant motion, the doctor sweeps the amputated hand off the stool. He’s totally calm. Surgeons don’t get worked up in the operating room.


  I’m standing in a hall of mirrors, staring at endless reflections of myself. Maybe it’s a way to ease the pain. I distribute it equally among all these different versions of myself and hope it helps.


  It doesn’t.


  My eyes are still open, as are the others’, although I’m not sure about those standing behind me. Or about the four men so effectively preventing me from moving. The judges’ eyes are open. They’re watching me to ensure that the sentence has been properly executed. Steffensen, Møller, and Hannah. I’m so engulfed by myself and my screaming that I can’t read the expressions on their faces.


  How long will it take to digest the fact that my right hand is missing? My entire life? We don’t have that kind of time. We need to move on. The doctor’s experienced hands apply a bandage that looks nice and hygienic. No blood seeping through anywhere.


  Am I still screaming?


  He’s left the tourniquet on. I just hope he remembers to give me the injection he promised.


  I’m lying on my back and staring up at the sky. I don’t see anything special: only blue. People born in low-lying countries like Denmark always think the sky is more beautiful in the mountains. Deeper, maybe. I don’t care. I don’t think anything.


  I don’t want to talk about the pain.


  I hear voices. Someone is speaking. I turn my head. I’m already tired of the sky. I need to look at something else. I look at Schrøder. He stands up. Because I’m lying down, he seems ridiculously tall. I pull myself up on my elbows and then stand up. I raise my right arm in the air, and the stump, now wrapped in bandages the blood is about to seep through, hovers overhead like a lighthouse in flames.


  Two men grab me from behind and force me back down. The judge is still speaking, and Schrøder, flanked by two men, stands facing him. I’m having trouble concentrating. I know I’m missing some of the list of his transgressions, which is certainly longer than I can imagine. My head is light, and my body feels like it’s about to start levitating. The doctor must have given me that blessed injection. Before I was fighting the pain; now I’m fighting the euphoric weightlessness that has replaced it.


  I have to follow what’s happening. I have to be aware. With or without my hand, on morphine or not, I’m on the fucking job. I fall into myself, crawl up out of the hole, and then fall back down again.


  The judges’ faces have changed. The sternness that’s so striking on a young face because it seems unnatural is still there, but there’s something else. Curiosity, sympathy—I’d almost call it a yearning for debate. A judge can’t debate, however; he has to render a judgment that’s indisputable.


  Now they’re talking about treason. They think Schrøder is a particularly bad example of it. He laughs, oh, how he laughs. Doesn’t he get what’s happening? I know he’s used to getting by on his eloquence, but does he really think he can talk his way out of this one?


  “It’s nonsense to be talking about treason,” Schrøder says. “The proper word is ‘tactics.’ History has taught you to think tactically. You invite your enemies to a banquet and then slash their throats. That’s how you’ve managed to survive.”


  “You betray everyone,” says the judge in the middle.


  “You have to keep a lot of balls in the air.” Schrøder shrugs apologetically. “Otherwise it won’t work.”


  “The problem with you is that you want to replace God with people.” The judge speaks as if he’s doling out a friendly rebuke.


  “That’s not right.” Now Schrøder sounds patronizing. “God has his workshop and we have ours. And what is God’s workshop?” He would extend his arms demonstratively if they weren’t tied behind his back. Instead, he tries to make his words sound expansive. “The mountains here, the trees all around us, spring, autumn—this is God’s workshop. The miracle of life, the origin of the universe—this is God’s workshop. The rest is ours.”


  “Justice comes from God.”


  “Justice? Who cares about justice?”


  “We do. That’s why you’re standing in front of us with your hands tied behind your back. Justice comes from God.”


  “I don’t want to contradict you. But you need me. Let’s make a deal. You want the drones out of your lives, right? I can help you get rid of the drones.”


  “You can,” says the young judge in the middle. “You’ve shown us that. But you only do so when it suits you. You don’t do it to help us. And in the end, our enemies benefit more from you than we do. So our paths must part now.”


  “You’re mistaken. I’m not on their side. I admit I’m not on your side, either. See—I’m being honest with you. I’m not on anyone’s side. I’m only interested in what happens when you pull the plug.”


  “And what will happen when you pull the plug?”


  “You’re up against a powerful enemy. Chaos is your best ally. I don’t have to support you. Actually, I don’t give a fuck about you. Still, I’m the best friend you’ll ever have.”


  “You can make a drone crash, but only with the help of a computer screen. You think the whole world is just a screen.”


  “I know the whole world is just a screen. A lot of people know that, though only a few ever act on it—and most of them are like me. The power mongers believe that battles are won and lost on the ground, in the mountains, or at sea, won with artillery, missiles, troops, and air strikes. Don’t repeat their mistake. The coming wars will be won or lost where there’s no solid ground beneath your feet.”


  “We know what chaos is. We experienced it during the civil war in the nineties. And you brought chaos with you when you invaded.”


  “Remember in the Koran when Allah holds a dress rehearsal for Judgment Day and shuts off all the light in the universe just to show he can?”


  “Don’t bring Allah into this.”


  “I’m not. Allah has nothing to do with it. It’s something we humans do on our own. Turn the switch off and on. The switch is inside the computer, on the screen, on the internet. A major city is hit by a blackout. Flights crash into each other when a control tower malfunctions. State secrets are made public. Enormous stores of knowledge are lost in a microsecond. You can run around with your noisy Kalashnikovs, trying to stop the progress you hate so much, but progress falls apart all on its own. And that’s where your greatest possibilities lie.”


  “You’re a blasphemer.”


  “My blasphemy is directed only at people.”


  Schrøder glances at me. “You got that one,” he says. “That one” is me. I can hear the contempt in his voice.


  Now Schrøder turns toward his three countrymen. “But them,” he says, nodding in their direction, “you’re not charging them with anything. Even though they’ve made bigger fools of you than that one.” Again that contemptuous “that one.” Is this my status in life now? Is that what it will say on my insurance card? On my passport? “That one.”


  “You call them the American jihadists,” Schrøder continues, “but they haven’t actually converted—they’re the same infidels they’ve always been. They have no god. Their only god is themselves. Ask them why they came here. For excitement, they’ll say. To test themselves.” He sneers as he says the last few words, as if mocking each and every one of them.


  “They haven’t made fools of anyone.”


  The young judge’s voice has changed. The debate is over. He’s a judge again now, his face stiffening into the same mask of imperviousness it was when he sentenced me to lose my hand. Schrøder can see it, and his face stiffens, too. He’s preparing himself for what’s to come.


  “The jihadists saw through you long before we did,” the judge continues. “You sold them to DarkSky, but they killed the men from DarkSky and freed the villagers from the arbakai. They are the true friends of the Afghan people, while you are nothing but a pathetic traitor who must suffer the punishment every blasphemer deserves.”


  He hesitates for a moment, not because he has any doubts but merely to reinforce his words. “You should receive the law’s strongest punishment for your crimes against the Afghan people. You deserve to die.”


  He stares into Schrøder’s eyes, but Schrøder doesn’t look down. I can’t read anything from his expression.


  “You deserve to die a second time for betraying the American jihadists, but a person only dies once. We, the legal representatives of the Afghan people, could gather stones in the name of divine justice and stone you to death. Instead, we leave punishment to the brothers and sister sitting with us who, by their courage and martyrdom, deserve to be considered part of the Afghan people.”


  He turns to me and orders me to translate. “They’re sentencing him to death,” I say. “By stoning.”


  So far, everything has gone according to plan. What a thought! It’s laughable. Plan? Chaos has worked in my favor. Schrøder wound up right where I wanted him—in front of a Taliban court—and the Taliban have sentenced him to death, which I was banking on. I knew it would be death by stoning. I never had any hope of bringing Schrøder home. Once everything started going wrong for the Danes, the likelihood that they’d get the revenge they wanted was exactly nil. This is the only way Schrøder will ever receive any punishment. Once I explained my plan to her, Hannah accepted it. Steffensen and Møller will, too.


  Maybe the morphine is starting to wear off. My arm is throbbing, though it’s not quite strong enough to call pain. Still, this portent of the return of my pain wakes me up, which is what I need to be right now. Awake.


  The judge stares intently at the three Danes huddled together in consultation. “It’s your decision,” he says. “Should he die?”


  Steffensen and Møller are perplexed. Steffensen looks down. Hannah, on the other hand, seems determined. Schrøder turns toward me. “You bastard!” he says in Danish.


  The sound of his voice seems to free the Danes. “He should die,” says Steffensen, finally looking up.


  “Brother, I can’t hear you,” says the judge.


  Steffensen looks right at the judge and yells, “He should die!” I can tell he’s trying to sound convinced. Is he acting or merely steeling himself for what’s to come?


  The judge exchanges glances with my father, who’s behind my line of vision. I’m sure this is all my father’s idea. I’m no lawyer, but I don’t think this has anything to do with Sharia law. It seems more like politics. Is this my father’s revenge on Denmark, where he never felt at home? I recall his last words from our conversation last night. That’s how the world is. He wants to show the Danes how the world really is.


  And maybe how they really are?


  I stare up at the peaks above us. Sulaiman’s Throne. Just for one moment, can’t the world be free of all these meanings we ascribe to it? Can’t it just be blank and meaningless, a stone no more than a stone, a mountain merely a mountain? Can’t dead men rest in peace without being called ancestors or prophets whose misdeeds and boring doctrines dictate lives for countless generations to come?


  Three men walk over to Steffensen, Møller, and Hannah. They’re holding their kirtles, which they’ve filled with stones, up in front of them. They must have been collecting stones during the trial. They kneel down and distribute the artillery into three piles.


  The judges stare silently at the two men and one woman still sitting there but no longer talking.


  “We’re going to stone him?” asks Steffensen, shocked.


  “Show us that you are true believers.”


  Hannah, the first to stand up, looks at me. “Was this your idea?” she asks.


  I shake my head. I wanted Schrøder to be stoned to death because it was the only way out, but I never wanted her or the other two to have to do the stoning.


  The guards have kicked Schrøder’s legs out from under him, so he’s kneeling. They tie his calves to his thighs. He winces. They take a step back and point their Kalashnikovs at him.


  Hannah bends down and picks up a stone. Her face is on fire. She’s seized by the rage bottled up inside her for so long. Steffensen follows suit, and then the chaplain. They pick up the smallest stones first.


  Pain shoots up my arm, and my brain explodes as if a firebomb has gone off inside it. For a moment everything goes white and then my sight returns.


  I watch the first stone fly through the air. Hannah strikes Schrøder in the temple, making him sway. With his hands tied behind his back, he can’t defend himself. Steffensen isn’t concentrating when he throws and misses the mark, as does Møller. Hannah’s turn again. She throws with great force. The stones are getting bigger. Steffensen and Møller are hitting their mark now. Because they want to get it over with—or are they energized by seeing Schrøder powerless?


  Schrøder is still kneeling. Blood runs from his forehead, down the sides of his nose toward his mouth, where it turns his beard red. He’s leaning forward, trying to protect himself.


  Hannah and Steffensen step closer, and the chaplain follows. There’s something mechanical about the fury in their movements.


  And none of the stones are missing their mark.
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