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          32 Miles Off the Coast of the Puntland, Somalia, 2010

        

      

    

    
      Samatar ‘Sami’ Al Jelle couldn’t help but think this was the way his life was supposed to be. He sat on a bench at the stern of his fishing boat, holding a fishing rod in one hand and a half-smoked cigarette in the other. The turquoise water surrounding the boat looked like glass, broken only by the bobbing of his flaccid fishing line.  Yes, this was how he was meant to live: fishing, smoking, and sunbathing.

      Sami owned one of the largest fishing boats in the Puntland. Most fishermen managed with fifteen-foot, wooden, peeling-paint boats fitted with small outboard motors. Sami’s vessel, a twenty-five-footer with a rusting metal hull was gigantic by comparison. He had a seven-man crew with him, so while most other fishermen relied on their family members to help drag in the nets, Sami had over a half-dozen young, strong, skilled workers.

      The boat was passed on to him by his father, and it had been in the family long enough that Sami considered it an heirloom. He had worked on the boat since his father and grandfather had taken him out on the sea for the first time when he was nine years old. He remembered what seemed like an endless supply of tuna spilling out from their nets. They landed on the deck and he playfully clubbed them with a broom. It all happened on this deck, on this boat.

      But that was then, and it had been a long time since the nets were full.

      When Sami’s father, Abdi Al Jelle, was on his deathbed, being suffocated by tuberculosis, he made his final wishes clear in a rare lucid moment for a man who spent months in a feverish delirium. Minutes before his death, with his entire family surrounding the sweat- drenched mattress he laid upon, Abdi announced that the fishing boat would go to his youngest son, Sami. His father’s dark eyes filled with intensity and squared on Sami’s. He said, “the boat has kept this family from hunger for fifty years; you must ensure that it continues to do so.” And then his eyes became glassy again, his breathing shallow and groaning. Then it stopped. This image was so deeply engraved in Sami’s mind that he saw them each time he stepped onto the boat. The old man had made his point.

      For several years, Sami fished daily, the only exception being during Karan, the heavy rains in the springtime. Year by year, the amount of tuna he caught diminished. At first, he was unable to turn a profit at the local market in Bosaso. The problem then worsened; he could no longer make enough money to fill the massive engine with diesel. As a result, his boat was beached. He purchased several goats and sheep to feed his wife and four young daughters. His father’s final words, once comforting, began to haunt him. You must ensure it continues to do so. But he couldn’t and his family grew hungry.

      Explanations for the declining fish population off the coast of Somalia ranged from pollution to disease to algae blooms. But Sami always suspected, and he was not alone in his suspicions, that the area had been over-fished. Not by Somalis, of course, but by huge commercial boats coming from the Arabian Peninsula, Europe, and India. Somalia was too busy in civil war to have a coast guard to protect its waters. Fishing off its coast was a free-for-all.

      But that didn’t change his situation.

      The boat has kept this family from hunger for fifty years; you must ensure that it continues to do so.

      Sami took a hard drag on his cigarette and tossed it into the water. He turned and looked at his crew pulling in empty nets from the calm blue waters. The rusty pulleys creaked as they collected the nets into neat piles on the deck. He imagined for a moment that the nets were full of fish, flopping around on the deck, and a smile broke his stern expression.

      Yes, this is how it was supposed to be: simple and uncomplicated.

      The cell phone in his pocket vibrated, breaking him from his trance. He opened the phone and read the text message.

      SHIFT CHANGE - 10 MINUTES.

      Sami walked along the deck and entered the open wheelhouse, a claustrophobic six-by- six-foot room consisting of the boat’s steering wheel, a small folding table, a tiny, humming fan, and a GPS device. Sami spread a nautical map on the table, looked at the set of coordinates scribbled on a piece of paper from his pocket and he traced a line using a parallel ruler. He glanced at the screen on his GPS and compared his current coordinates—11.17, 52.51—to those on the map. Their position was perfect. The cargo ship was going to pass right by them, almost running them over.

      Sami stepped out of the wheelhouse, scanned the horizon and barely made out the shape. The hull was a sliver against the orange sky. She seemed small to him now, but Sami knew the true enormity of the Stebelsky. More importantly, he knew how quickly she would arrive. He bounced back into the wheelhouse, turned off the boat’s engine and prepared to drop anchor. They didn’t need to go any farther.

      Sami ran out to the deck as quickly as he could without tripping on a loose deck board. His men sat along the bow’s outer ledge, talking and laughing loudly.

      “Is this what I pay you to do?”

      “What do you want us to do… fish?” one of his men said, to laughter from the group.

      “At least pretend to.” Sami dragged a small a crate along the deck and sat in front of his men. They efficiently formed a semi-circle around him. He leaned in, “I want to tell you all a story—an English story—called Moby Dick .”

      His men sat with furrowed brows. Ali, the youngest man in the group, and Sami’s nephew, spoke up, “I’ve heard this story.”

      “What is it about then, professor?” one of the men who wore fluorescent board shorts asked, waving his hand dismissively.

      “A whale.”

      “Not quite.” Sami rose from his seat and walked with deliberate steps to the edge of the deck. “It is actually about the biggest catch in the sea.” Sami kept his expression serious as he raised his hand with a flourish and pointed out towards the horizon. “I call her Stebelsky.”

      The men followed Sami’s finger and saw the rapidly approaching cargo ship. The hull smashed through the calm waters, leaving a foamy wake on either side. Along the deck, stacked boxcars towered above the waterline. She moved quickly; moments earlier she had been a sliver against the sky, now she was dominating it. Soon she would be on their doorstep. They had to move quickly.

      The men jumped up and smoothly descended below deck through a small square opening on the deck’s surface. All the men had fought alongside Sami during the clan wars in the 1990s. Two of them had fought the Americans in Mogadishu in 1993 and worked that into any conversation they could. But for the last two years, the only military operations of any sort these seven men had participated in started on this boat.

      Three weeks ago, a man contacted Sami, claiming that he had information on a ship coming through the Gulf of Aden. He refused to meet in person, but delivered on his promise. The detailed manifest and shipping route coordinates of a Ukrainian cargo ship were placed inside the pages of a Somali-translated copy of Moby Dick in the library in Bosaso just as they had discussed. A man would be on the inside, working as a watchman, alerting Sami to the change in shift when they could approach the ship undetected.

      Sami stayed on deck and took in the enormity of the cargo ship. Ali approached Sami from behind and wrapped his powerful arm around Sami’s shoulder. “Uncle, we have made it.” His smile beamed.

      “This is the beginning of the mission, Ali.” Sami didn’t break his gaze with the Stebelsky. “We still have to complete it.”

      “I know.” Ali nodded. The ends of the bandana on his head began fluttering in the developing evening wind. “But I know we’ll succeed.”

      Ali was young—nineteen years old. Ali’s parents, Sami’s brother and sister-in-law, were killed in a roadside bomb when Ali was eight, and Sami had raised him. Although Sami did not have a son, he felt that if he ever had, he would have wanted him to be like Ali.

      Sami went below deck, where the crewmen were assembling weapons. Assault rifles leaned against one wall in neat rows. Against the other stacked boxes containing hand-held pistols, plasticuffs, and nylon rope. He opened a bag sitting in the middle of the floor, removed a set of black military fatigues and boots and slipped them on. He lifted a pistol out of one of the boxes, snapped on the magazine, loaded the barrel, and slotted the gun into his hip holster.

      The crewmen who had been in fluorescent shorts, but had since changed into dark fatigues, brought Sami his rifle, his M-16. It was the only one on board; the other men had to settle for AK-47s. He had been using the M-16 since his second hijacking and he knew it well. Sami knew that it shot three degrees to the left and he could feel the millisecond delay from the time he pulled the trigger to when the bullet left the barrel.

      “I was going to use it today.” the crewman smiled. He held on to it, clutching it to his chest.

      “Don’t take Sami’s gun, he’ll kill you,” another chimed in while slipping on boots.

      “Sami, why don’t you use an AK?” Fluorescent Shorts asked.

      “This has been my gun for two years.”

      “A good soldier can use any gun,” he laughed.

      “In two years, I’ve been on eight missions. Every one was a success. And you know how many men have been hurt?” Sami curled his index finger and thumb together. “Zero.”

      He grabbed the gun out of the crewman’s hand and pointed it at the group, slowly moving it along. “Do any of you want to be the first? Because I can take care of that right now.”

      The men looked at the ground.

      “Okay, you keep it.” The crewman raised his hands.

      Sami lowered the gun and boomed a laugh, slapping the man on the shoulder. Sami started up the ladder to the deck.

      “You superstitious bastard,” he called up after Sami, smiling.

      The Stebelsky was more visible now despite nighttime descending, and Sami could make out her name painted against the side of the hull. From what Sami could gather, her trajectory would miss them by about 500 meters in fifteen minutes. The wind had picked up and the water had become choppy. Waves slapped against the side of Sami’s boat.

      “Prepare the skiffs,” Sami ordered.
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      Sami and his men had divided themselves into the two high-speed fiberglass skiffs tied against the sides of his fishing boat. AK-47s (and Sami’s M-16), handheld pistols, rope, machetes, and more plastic handcuffs than they could possibly need buried in the wells of each skiff. They matched and surpassed the Stebelsky’s twenty knots and were on her heels within a few minutes. The pirates crouched, holding onto the sides, as the skiffs skipped through the ship’s massive wake. If all went as planned, they would be on the bridge of the ship before anyone knew they were there. Everything—from the moonless sky, the approach from the stern, the dark fatigues, even their dark skin—made them almost undetectable. The pirates kept silent, even though the cargo ship’s roaring propellers chopping through the dark water were deafening. From this point on, all communication was strictly for tactical purposes.

      While one of the skiffs went to the starboard side of the ship, Sami’s skiff kept close to the ship’s stern. Sami stood, but quickly lost his balance as the skiff rocked violently in the large wake. The momentum nearly threw him overboard, but as his feet hit the water, he grasped the skiff’s edge, held on, and managed to stop himself from being swallowed by the wake. Sami crawled back over into the skiff, dug into one of the backpacks, and removed a grappling hook. He stood on one knee and looked up at the back of the Stebelsky. The ship was huge this close up; the hull rose like an iceberg out of the sea. He launched the hook over the poop deck on the back of the ship. It sailed and gripped firmly to the safety rails. He tied the ladder to the rope attached and fed the line through so the ladder now hung off the back of the ship.

      “Go, go, go!” he could barely hear his own voice over the sound of the roaring propeller.

      His men skillfully climbed the swinging ladder towards the deck. Their dark fatigues made them look like moving shadows against the hull of the Stebelsky. Only the occasional glint of the AK-47s or the machetes gave them away.

      Sami saw movement on the deck of the ship. The crew had come out. He could barely make out the sound of the ship’s alarm siren over the crashing waves but someone had definitely sounded it. The crew was likely there just to see what was happening, to see a hijacking up close. They couldn’t risk a crewmember putting up resistance and trying to save the ship.

      Sami motioned for his men who were hanging on the rope ladder on the back of the ship, to hold their positions. He reached for his machine gun. He searched the bottom of the skiff but all he found was a lone AK-47. Someone had taken his M-16. Bastards. He grabbed the machine gun and peppered a series of bullets towards the crew, aiming high enough to miss them, but close enough to show them he was serious. The figures disappeared, ducking for cover.

      Sami checked his watch. By this point, the men from the other skiff had boarded the ship on the starboard side. The men from his skiff had reached the deck and waved all-clear, so Sami threw the AK-47 around his shoulder. Fluorescent Shorts steered the skiff in close to the Stebelsky so Sami could reach the rope ladder. As Sami reached the top, Ali offered him an arm over the rail and greeted him with a grin. Sami didn’t take Ali’s arm, nor did he reciprocate his smile. They still had work to do. Sami couldn’t relax until the bridge was secure and all of the Stebelsky’s crewmembers were in handcuffs. He learned his lesson two years earlier aboard a German yacht.

      The ship’s tower rose three stories above the ship’s deck. A series of emergency steel staircases connected to platforms on each story ran along the outside of the tower. This led up to the bridge, the ship’s navigation center. Lights were on inside the bridge, which looked like a beacon against the dark sky. Sami hoped his contact was inside, as agreed upon, waiting for him to take control of the ship.

      Sami’s men had already divided into three teams and were securing the crewmen. At this hour, most of the ship’s men were below deck, so he sent two teams downstairs. Sami and Ali were the third team and their objective was to secure the bridge.

      They moved along the deck between the rows of stacked metal boxcars. At each corner, Ali crouched, while Sami stepped in a wide arc watching for an ambush at a corner. It was precautionary; cargo crews were trained to surrender, but every once in awhile, someone would try to be a hero.

      They arrived at the foot of the tower, directly below the bridge of the Stebelsky. As they approached the tower, the blaring alarm became louder. Ali walked up the steps leading to the first platform. Sami took a position covering his blind side as Ali moved upwards, the sound of his footsteps drowned out by the ship’s siren. Ali scanned the area on the platform just below the bridge and raised his fist, signaling ‘clear’ for Sami. Sami moved up the steps, continuing the procedure, knowing that they had at least one man on the inside that wouldn’t be hostile.

      The final stairway that led up to the bridge was a vertical ladder, and it led through an opening the size of a manhole. Sami looked up through the opening, his gun pointed, his finger on the trigger. He waited a long moment, at least five seconds, to satisfy himself that it was clear of any hostiles. He edged up the stairs, one hand on the rails, the other on the machine gun.

      Rat-tat-tat-at!

      Bullets ricocheted through the metal framework of the platform. Sami fell backwards down the four steps and onto his back. He rolled as soon as he hit the deck and scurried for cover behind a support beam. Then the gunfire stopped.

      “Where is he?” Sami mouthed to Ali, who had also taken several steps back.

      Ali pointed up and to the right.

      Sami looked down at his body. How had he not been hit? He looked over at Ali, who was staring at Sami, his mouth half-open, as if asking the same question.

      Sami refocused. There was one gun, definitely not two. The man had been waiting for them to enter his trap the entire time. They had to secure the bridge soon, before a distress signal could be radioed in. But there was no way they could get up this way without both of them dying.

      Sami looked up through the perforations in the metal platform above him, trying to visualize his assailant. A shadow, a figure, anything. Surprisingly, the man hadn’t moved. Paralyzed by fear? Or lying in wait?

      Sami turned gradually, mindful of being silent despite the intermittent siren blaring. There was a second ladder ten yards from his position that connected the platform they were on to the bridge. Their assailant couldn’t cover both entries.

      Ali had noticed the second ladder at the same time and motioned that he was moving there. Sami walked back to the foot of the first ladder. Ali peered upwards through the floor and motioned to Sami, ‘All clear.’

      Sami took several deep breaths and waited until the siren blared and stepped right under the manhole cover and fired off several rounds up the hole in the platform. Ali seized the opportunity that the assailant was distracted and ran up the back stairs. A series of rounds went off above and Sami waited for the call from Ali.

      He waited.

      Nothing.

      He heard footsteps and grunting above him and felt the blood return to his brain. He looked up. A body fell through the hole. Sami initially convinced himself that it was a stranger. But no, the fatigues. The dark skin.

      Sami grabbed Ali and held his head on his lap. Sami felt his clothing soak wet. Blood oozed from somewhere in his nephew’s chest. Why did he bring Ali with him? He was too young, too inexperienced.

      Ali opened his eyes. His breaths were short and choking. “Uncle, we almost made it.”

      “No, it is okay; we will put pressure on it. Come with me.”

      Sami slung Ali’s arm over his back and they climbed down the stairs to the deck. He dragged Ali behind a stack of crates. He tore Ali’s shirt open and ran his fingers across his chest. There were two bullet holes on the right side of his chest and another hole in his back.

      Sami took his own shirt off and pressed it under Ali’s back. A small amount of air flowed in and out of the wound. Untreated, his lung would collapse, causing death in minutes.

      “Ali, you have two shots, one is still inside your chest.”

      “I’m sorry, Uncle.” Tears formed in his eyes.

      “No, we will get a doctor.”

      Sami removed the adhesive tape on the handle of his machete and tore a small square. He placed it around the exit hole and pressed it on three sides, creating a one-way valve.

      “You will breathe better. But I must get this ship under control.”

      Sami knew Ali was lucky the bullets hit the right side of his chest, but without medical attention soon, he would certainly die. He had to get ashore.

      Sami poked his head out from behind the crates to see if he could see the hostile crewman on the well-lit bridge. Just as he turned, a figure stepped in front of the light and bullets screamed past his ear.

      Sami crawled towards a pile of ropes beside the crates. He tied a length of rope to the handle on one of the crates and then moved back behind the ropes. He removed his handgun and loaded it. Sami pulled on the rope, pulling a crate over. As he expected, a barrage of bullets reduced the wooden crate to splinters. Sami popped out from behind the ropes and saw the assailant’s shadow on the bridge. He took aim and fired off two rounds. The dark figure collapsed to the ground.

      Sami emerged from his position and walked up the stairs. Meanwhile, his men were lining up the crewmen on deck, hands bound by plasticuffs.

      A young Slavic man crouched with his mouth gaping. Sami came up from behind, grabbed his collar, and lifted him.

      “You’re Andriy?”

      Andriy did not respond.

      “Are you Andriy?”

      “Yes.”

      “Put these on,” Sami handed him the plasticuffs.

      “No one was supposed to be harmed,” Andriy put them around his hands and fastened them with his teeth.

      “That’s correct. And maybe if you had stopped this fat man from shooting at us, that would be the case. You will be lucky if you survive yourself.” Sami raised his gun and put it to Andriy’s forehead. “You will go and sit with your crew, and maybe you will live.”

      Fluorescent Shorts led Andriy below deck.

      Sami and another one of his men entered the navigation room on the bridge.

      Sami ordered, “Take this ship to Bosaso.”
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          Bosaso, Autonomous Republic of the Puntland, Somalia

        

      

    

    
      The first shipment of foreign aid to reach the Puntland in nearly six weeks arrived the next morning. A lone military truck pulled up in a dusty clearing, off the main highway, on the outskirts of the city of Bosaso. Word that a convoy had passed into Somalia from Eritrea had spread quickly amongst the foreign aid workers in the region, and a large group congregated at the usual drop spot hours before the truck pulled in. In a half-dozen different languages, they engaged in the usual chatter about lack of supplies, experiences with the militias, and about what they hoped would come on the truck, be it medical supplies, food, books, computers, or plumbing equipment.

      Before the flatbed truck came to a complete stop, the crowd converged at the truck’s heels, rubbing elbows, hoping to be first in line. A tall Somali holding a machine gun stood guard at the edge of the truck to deter any overenthusiastic workers from jumping on.

      It wasn’t only that few supplies made it through to Somalia, past checkpoints where cargo would be combed through and anything of value taken as “toll” by the multitudes of militia controlling every region. It was that even the aid that did get through and into the hands of the aid workers was still in jeopardy. They were all aware of the potential for a Jeep packed with militia to have followed the convoy truck and declare the shipment property of (insert clan name here). Or, even if they were handed their boxes of supplies and loaded them into their own vehicles, they still had to drive through Bosaso, through any number of checks where the supplies could be taken as toll.

      While the crowd tightened up around the truck, one man stood several meters back. He put his fourth cigarette of the morning out underneath his foot. He stuck out from the rest of the crowd, partly because he barely spoke a word to anyone for the forty-three minutes he was standing there, and partly because of the scowl that seemed tattooed to his face.

      The guard walked to the edge of the flatbed and pointed at the man. “Doctor Alban,” he yelled and motioned for the man to come forward.

      Dr. Alban nodded, weaved through the crowd, and stopped in front of the guard. He ignored the looks of indignation on the faces of a few of the workers. They thought being first in line meant something.

      “What have you got for me this time?” He said.

      “Two boxes. What will you give me for them?”

      The doctor rolled his eyes. “I have a gun, you know.”

      “A gun is no good if you can’t pull the trigger,” the guard laughed.

      “I can’t help it if I’m a pacifist.”

      “You know what they call a pacifist in Somali? A chicken.”

      “Just give me the boxes before I really get pissed off.” The doctor smiled and took the two boxes the guard passed down to him and walked back through the crowd.

      Paul was one of a handful of physicians in the Puntland region of Somalia. Most came for a short stint and then went back home, thanking everyone for the wonderful experiences, and leaving with a backpack full of souvenirs and five gigabytes of photographs. They all said they would come back the second they got the chance, but that ‘chance’ never seemed to materialize.

      But it was because of that very reason that all of the other workers, while polite and orderly, had to look on as Paul was the first to hold his medical supplies. Seniority.

      Paul crossed the clearing and piled the cardboard boxes into the trunk of his dusty, forest-green Jeep. He leaned against the bumper and flicked the keys in his hand. He looked across the parking lot, trying to catch Ellen’s eye, but she was immersed in conversation with a Kenyan nurse who worked in a clinic on the opposite side of Bosaso. Her hands waved as she was in full storytelling mode. Paul guessed she was telling her about her recent adventure home to Montreal, where she was interrogated at a stopover by customs at JFK airport. Having an Arabic last name and living in Somalia tended to raise eyebrows with Homeland Security. Or maybe customs officers couldn’t fathom how a beautiful, exotic young woman could possibly be traveling alone without her partner. What kind of man would let her out of his sights? He considered closing the trunk, firing up the engine, and slowly pulling away until she chased after him, but he thought better of it. It wasn’t worth the argument.

      Instead, he turned and opened an X-ACTO knife from the breast pocket of his khaki vest and cut the tape on one of the boxes. He rummaged through its contents—saline bags, syringes, IVs, bags of penicillin, packs of gauze, suture trays—and then folded the box back up. Paul heard that less than ten percent of all aid actually reached its desired recipients, and he realized long ago that was a generous estimate. Everyone took their cut. The portion that made it onto a ship and arrived in a destabilized region would be rummaged through by the powers that be, leaving the scraps for the people for whom it was intended in the first place. That is, of the shipments that weren’t blocked by pirates, and in Somalia, the pirates were taking more and more.

      Paul glanced again at Ellen, who hadn’t noticed him waiting by the Jeep and kept on with her conversation.

      He picked up the other box and gave it a shake, until he heard the jangling of glass against glass. He cut open the box, dug through the bottles of chloroquine—the treatment for malaria, almost everyone who came into the clinic, whether it was for pneumonia, delivering a baby, or a headache was first treated for malaria—and then found what he was looking for. Forty-eight vials, each containing ten milligrams of morphine. Paul let out a deep breath and swirled a vial between his fingers.

      He looked behind him. Ellen hugged the other worker and walked toward the Jeep. She smiled apologetically.

      He didn’t smile back. Instead, he turned back to the morphine vials and stuffed a handful of the vials inside each pocket of his vest. He put the remaining vials back into the box and shut it, just before Ellen was at the Jeep.

      “Sorry about that. You know how blabby I get,” she said, touching his shoulder. “Did we get anything worthwhile today?”

      “Not great.” he waved his hand towards the boxes. “Bandages, sutures, casts, IVs, antibiotics—”

      “That is great.” she smiled and her dark brown eyes met his. She wasn’t kidding, he could tell that from the way she bit the corner of her lip whenever her mind worked. She was already thinking about all the patients at the clinic she could treat, the leg ulcers she could debride, the pneumonia she could eradicate, the broken bones she could repair.

      Ellen Al-Hamadi had arrived in Somalia two years ago as a locum physician. Paul had initially dismissed her as another wide-eyed humanitarian, out to save the world. But Ellen was different.

      He had ignored her for days after she had arrived at the clinic, until Ellen confronted him in front of a dying patient.

      Do you totally not care, or do you just act that way?

      Excuse me?

      I’ve been here eight days and you haven’t acknowledged me. I’m here to learn, but I can’t if you don’t teach me. And I can’t help anyone if you don’t let me.

      Who are you going to help? He pointed at the patient. This man? He’s dying.

      Her mouth opened, at a loss. She gathered herself. Help isn’t all about saving lives, you know.

      You can’t change the world.

      But maybe if I try, it will mean the world to him.

      It was the look in her eye. She wasn’t in Africa to collect pictures to show her friends.

      He had seen that look many times since. It was that same look in her eye at that moment, while she picked through the first medical supplies they had received in weeks.

      They hopped in the Jeep and started up the barren dirt road toward the city. The Jeep rattled as it rolled over the bumpy, potholed road. On either side of the road, empty desert punctuated by dry shrubs stretched far into the distance.

      Bosaso sprawled out ahead of them. They were headed for the clinic, on the far end of the city, and Paul considered cutting through the eastern district, but remembered that a roadblock had been put up there several days earlier, so he elected to drive straight through the city center. It was a slower route, and traffic would be heavier, but a roadblock could take hours.

      The air conditioner in the Jeep had conked out the week earlier, so they had the windows rolled down, but it did little to cool. Ellen turned on the radio and Bob Dylan’s Forever Young played.

      “I love this song.” She turned the volume up.

      “American rock classics in the Puntland, what’s next?”

      “This song reminds me of my childhood. My dad sang to it all the time.”

      “A Syrian immigrant singing Bob Dylan,” he laughed. “That makes for a great visual.”

      She smacked his shoulder.

      Ahead was a rusted pickup truck parked sideways across the road, blocking traffic going either way. There was just enough space for a vehicle to pass by without slipping into the ditch, but truck tires were stacked in that space, making it impossible to pass. Four men, none who could have been a day over sixteen, who wore shorts and military boots, patrolled the area, each holding a semi-automatic.

      “Ah, damn,” Paul said at the sight of the blockade.

      “These checkpoints are getting ridiculous.” Ellen leaned her head against the half-opened window.

      One of the soldiers approached the Jeep with a machine gun cradled in his hands. He was chewing on a leafy substance, khat. The active ingredient in the leaves was an amphetamine, and many soldiers used it. Not only did it keep them awake and suppress their appetites, but it reduced fear. Judging by the size of his pupils, he had been chewing a lot of it. The soldier took a quick look at Paul and Ellen, and then leaned in the window scanning the backseats. He held out his hand. “Identification.”

      Paul handed the man — although technically, he was still a boy, but perhaps manning a road blockade with a machine gun qualified as a rite of passage to manhood — his passport and ID. The boy examined it carefully, but Paul was pretty sure he couldn’t read a lick of Somali, let alone English or French.

      “It’s Frontier Doctors International,” Paul said, doing little to disguise the annoyance in his voice.

      “Doctor?”

      “Yeah, I’m a doctor. Can I get through?”

      The boy stared at Paul blankly for a moment before he looked at Ellen, scanning her up and down slowly, resting momentarily on her breasts.

      “Very nice, doctor,” the boy said.

      “Just keep your eyes on my ID.”

      The boy flicked the ID in his hand momentarily before he turned and walked to the truck. He spoke to someone through the window, pointing at the ID.

      Paul reached across Ellen’s lap into the glove compartment and grabbed his pack of cigarettes. Hold-ups like this could take a while. I probably shouldn’t have given the kid attitude, Paul thought.

      “Smoking will kill you, you know,” Ellen piped in.

      “So will living in Somalia.”

      The truck door opened and a tall heavyset man wearing military fatigues and a beret came towards Paul’s Jeep. A handgun was holstered on his hip. He was at least twice the age of the other soldiers, likely a sergeant of some sort. He handed back Paul’s identification and passport.

      “How are you, Doctor Paul? I am Colonel Sayyid.”

      “I’m doing well, Colonel. Just trying to get back to the clinic.” He put his cigarette out in the ashtray.

      “Of course. I’m running this security point today.” He leaned on the windowsill. “What were you doing in the eastern quarter?”

      Paul hesitated only a brief second, but the Colonel noticed. “Picking up supplies. A shipment.”

      The man smiled, showing his missing teeth. “Hello, Dr. Ellen.”

      Ellen lifted her hand, barely a wave.

      “Okay, doctor, you can pass.” He motioned to his men to move the tires blocking the path. Paul put the Jeep into gear. “But first, I need to check the shipment for contraband.”

      “It’s in the back,” Paul sighed and got out of the car. He motioned for Ellen to stay quiet. She had a habit of exploding in situations like these. The colonel, of course, was not checking for contraband at all, he wanted to see whether there was anything of value in the medical shipment. In particular, he was hoping for narcotics. More powerful than a pound of khat and worth more than a kilo. But Paul doubted these boys were interested in selling it—they likely wanted a downer to balance out the stimulant they had in their systems.

      They walked around the car and Paul opened the trunk. He opened the box, rummaged through the contents, and handed the man a vial of morphine.

      “There are four of us, doctor.”

      “You know, that’s getting greedy,” Paul whispered.

      “It’s a toll.”

      “It’s fucking blackmail.” He handed him three more vials. He looked up at Ellen, still staring ahead, listening to the radio.

      “And supplies, doctor.”

      He reached in the box and handed the colonel a syringe.

      “Four of us, doctor?”

      “I need these for my patients. You can share with your men.”

      He stared at Paul for a moment, his face serious. His fingers slowly moved to the gun in the holster.

      “If you shoot me, Colonel, you won’t get any more morphine.”

      The colonel considered for a moment. “Go ahead.”

      Paul hopped in the driver’s seat and rolled through the blockade. He waved to the militiamen as he passed and they nodded back. He hadn’t looked at Ellen. He knew she wouldn’t have given up the morphine to them, that she would have stood by her principles. Sure, they would have felt good about themselves, but they’d probably be dead, too.

      The cellular phone on the dashboard rang and Paul answered it. As he listened to Abedi, a normally unflappable nurse, relay the patient history to him in almost hysterical fashion, his expression changed and his stomach turned. His mind worked fast to try and keep up with her.

      “Okay, start an IV, wide open, and put pressure on it. We’ll be there in a couple of minutes.”

      “They won’t let me,” she said. “They said they only want you.”
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      The Jeep skidded to a stop in front of the clinic. Paul and Ellen ran across the dirt parking lot toward the entrance. They cut through the line of locals, looping around the one-story concrete building. A wood panel hung on the front doors, painted with the words: Bosaso Medical Center – Northern District .

      The inside was an auditorium—prior to having been transformed into a clinic, the building was an abandoned gymnasium. They passed rows of patients who lay in cast iron beds, IV poles standing next to them. The hum of ceiling fans dampened the patients’ groans and retches. Nurses buzzed around the room.

      Paul swept aside the canvas curtain that divided the room in two. On this side was the ten-bed intensive care unit and the two surgical suites.

      Within seconds of laying eyes on the scene in front of him, Paul realized it was probably too late. A young man in charcoal military fatigues stained darker by blood lay motionless on the gurney. He took rapid, wheezy breaths.

      Paul touched the man’s chest and felt his ribcage rise and fall. Under his palm, Paul felt crusty blood on the man’s shirt. This man had been bleeding for hours. Somehow he was still alive.

      There were two men standing against the wall, staring at Paul. The young one had on fatigue jacket too big for him, unbuttoned halfway down his chest.  Paul stopped at the sight of the older one, bearded, tall, and muscular. Paul didn’t see a sign of recognition in the man’s eyes so he turned to Ellen: "Could you get me a tray of—“

      “Not her.” The bearded man stepped forward. “Just you, doctor.”

      “This is my clinic,” Paul said. “She’s a doctor too.”

      “Just you.”

      “Listen here, I make the—” Paul noticed the two AK-47s propped up against the wall, then turned to Ellen. “It’s okay, I can take care of this alone.”

      Ellen shook her head slowly.

      “It's fine. It's fine.”

      Ellen glared at the man, let out a huff, then turned and left the room. The bearded man motioned for the young man in the jacket to leave as well.

      “There’s a surgical center on the other side of town.”

      “I want someone I can trust. We understand you offer some discretion in these matters.”

      “I can take care of this more quickly if I have someone assisting me,” Paul pointed out.

      “You have me.”

      Paul walked past the bearded man, scrubbed his hands in a metal bucket of soapy water, and snapped on a pair of gloves. Paul had seen more than his share of gunshot wounds come through the doors since word had spread that he was willing to do work without getting authorities involved.

      “Bring that over,” Paul pointed towards the oxygen tank and mask in the corner of the room. Paul checked his patient’s blood pressure. He slid the oxygen mask over the young man’s face and opened the valve.

      Paul cut the patient’s shirt open with a pair of scissors and lifted it off of him. He examined his chest. Two holes on the right side oozed blood. The wounds at least eight hours old, Paul figured, judging by the amount of dried blood on their edges. How had this man survived that long? He turned the patient over and saw one hole, likely an exit wound, covered with a bandage. It was taped on three sides, called a flutter valve, which prevented air from entering the chest cavity and collapsing the lung.

      “You put that on?” Paul said.

      The man nodded cautiously.

      “That probably kept him alive.”

      “So he will live?” The man’s eyes twitched.

      “I said it kept him alive. I didn’t say he’d stay that way.”

      Paul continued working on the patient, listening to his chest with his stethoscope and examining the rest of his body. He grabbed a saline bag and tried to start an IV several times. He was unable to thread the needle into the man’s vein on four separate tries (once in each hand, then the pit of the elbows). The patient was profoundly dehydrated and his veins had collapsed.

      Paul threw the needle to the ground in frustration. “When did he get shot?”

      “One hour ago.”

      “But he’s got dried blood all the way down his leg. I don’t understand how the bleeding has stopped in under one hour.”

      “There was a lot, but we were able to stop most of it.”

      “In an hour, that’s impressive.”

      Paul grabbed a chest tube and made a small incision through the skin, then through the space between his ribs and into the chest cavity. The patient didn’t react. Paul inserted the chest tube and attached it to the suction apparatus. A small amount of blood dripped off the tube.

      “He’s lost a lot of blood. I can’t get a vein to start an intravenous.” Paul glared at the bearded man, who didn’t react to Paul’s diagnosis. “How did this happen?”

      “We were practicing shooting and he got caught in the crossfire.”

      “Bullshit,” Paul said under his breath.

      Paul threw open a drawer and found an intraosseous needle. He rolled up the patient’s pant leg and twisted the needle into the man’s shinbone. The bearded man winced.

      “What are you doing?” He asked.

      “I can’t get an intravenous started, so I have to do this.”

      The man stared blankly as though he were waiting for an explanation.

      “Or he’ll die.” Paul glanced up. “He’s lost a lot of blood, more than anyone could in an hour without dying. He’s got two bullets in his chest from what looks like an Uzi, a machine gun that is rare in Somalia. I’ve lived here for over a decade, so I’m not fucking stupid, okay? Cut the bullshit already and give me some straight answers.”

      Paul took a few deep breaths. Only then did he regret what he said. Here he was with a young man with bullet holes in his chest who had come in with two men carrying machine guns and he was telling them how to run the show. But the bearded man didn’t become angry or defensive.

      He sighed: “Last night. It happened last night.”

      Paul nodded and continued working on the man. He attached the saline and let the fluid run. He opened a suture tray, removed the forceps, and began digging in the holes in the man’s chest. He removed a piece of shrapnel that clanged as it dropped on the metal tray.
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      Paul tied the final suture, closing the man’s chest wound. The third bag of saline dripped into the man’s veins. His blood pressure had improved and the vacant look in his eyes was now more of a glossy stare. The bearded man sat in the corner observing, puffing away on his tenth cigarette. He hadn’t moved from the stool during the past two hours.

      Paul washed the man’s chest with a wet cloth. Then his weakness returned. His vision became blurry and his legs became rubber. The entire room seemed to spiral around him and he fell onto his backside.

      “Are you okay?” the bearded man hopped up and grabbed him, helping him to a stool.

      “Yeah. I just need to eat,” Paul said.

      The man dipped a cloth in a bucket of water and handed it to Paul. Paul placed it on his forehead.

      “Thanks.”

      He offered Paul a cigarette. Paul thought about saying no, but instead pulled the cigarette from the package and lit it up.

      “Do you think he will be okay?”

      “I think so. He’s stable now. He’ll have to stay here for a while; there’s a risk of infection.”

      “You saved his life, Doctor.”

      “You can call me Paul.”

      “I know. I am Sami.”

      “I know,” Paul muttered under his breath.

      Sami looked at the young man on the gurney, whose breathing had settled into a gentle rhythm. He placed his palm on his boy's forehead. He leaned in and whispered something in the young man's ear that Paul couldn’t quite make out. Then he looked up at Paul. “Do you have a family?”

      Paul shook his head and started cleaning the suture tray that rested beside his patient’s body. Paul said something to Sami he had not said to anyone he had met in Somalia. “I used to. I had a son.”

      “I have four daughters. No sons. But Ali has become my son. And I almost lost him today.” Sami’s voice quivered. “I can see that you know how that feels, losing a son.”

      Paul shrugged, turned, and collected the bloody sheets surrounding the gurney.

      “When his parents—my brother—died, he was supposed to go to England to live with my sister,” Sami continued. He placed a hand on Ali’s forehead and shook his head slowly. “But I insisted he live with me. If I had let him go, his life would be different today. Better.”

      Paul wet another cloth, dropped it on the floor, and moved it around with his foot, cleaning the blood that had dried. “Maybe,” Paul considered, “but sometimes you can’t do anything but live with the choices you make.”

      Sami smiled a bit at that, then turned his head to the side and furrowed his brow. “They say you are French, but your accent isn’t French,” Sami said.

      “Who’s they?”

      “People. In town they know you.”

      “They might think so,” Paul said. “I grew up in America.”

      “I’ve lived here my whole life.”

      Paul nodded, then met Sami's gaze. “How long have you been hijacking ships?”

      “I told you, it was shooting practice.” Sami’s phone buzzed in his pocket and he glanced at the screen. He turned to Paul. “You’re a good man. I have to go right now. You kept my nephew alive.” He extended his hand. “Keep him that way.”
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      The port in Bosaso was quiet at this hour of night. Red, orange, blue, and maroon metal shipping containers sat on top of each other in rows. The constant buzzing of orange overhead lights almost completely drowned out the gentle slapping of waves against the docks. Towering overhead, rusted ship-to-shore cranes stood dormant in a line along the shore. Since there was very little shipping in Bosaso, there was very little need for shipping cranes. Years of sea spray and no maintenance decayed the gears and rendered the cranes useless and the port almost dead. The port averaged one ship every two and a half weeks. Fewer and fewer ships had come through the port over the years. First, it was because of the clan wars that lasted a decade (and which continued), then it was because of economic collapse, and most recently it was increased piracy that deterred trading to the ports in the Horn of Africa.

      A pickup truck with a patchwork of rusted holes sped along the tarmac between the rows of containers. Sami pressed the gas pedal to the floor. He kept one hand on the wheel and held a cigarette in the other. The smell of smoke mixed with the smell of oil from an oily rag that lay in the passenger foot well. A thin layer of dust, the kind in which you could write a message like ‘Wash Me’ with your finger, coated the dashboard and radio dials.

      He drove to a fenced-off area at the far end of the port bustling with activity. Razor wire coils ran along the top of a twenty-foot chain-link fence. Lookout posts broke the fence every one hundred meters. No intruder could get in unharmed, and if they did, they certainly wouldn’t leave.

      Through the fence, Sami saw the docked Stebelsky. The three cranes on its deck lifted containers off the ship and stacked them on the dock. He stopped the truck at the entrance being guarded by three men with machine guns. He stuck his head out the window.

      “I’m looking for Abu.”

      One of the guards leaned on the window.

      “He’s over by those containers,” he pointed with an outstretched gun. “He’s been asking when you would be here.” The young man looked at Sami with his eyebrows raised. “It sounds like there’s something special on that ship. I’ve never seen him so anxious.”

      Sami ignored the young man’s indirect request for information.

      “Can you let me through?”

      The young man made a motion with his arm and the other two pulled up the bar blocking the entrance. Sami drove through, thinking about what Abu needed to tell him in person that couldn’t wait until the morning.

      He drove to the area where the cranes placed the containers, that’s where he spotted the tall figure of Abu, hardhat on, directing the cranes. He parked the car.

      “Abu,” he yelled over the clang of metal on metal from the containers. “Abu!”

      Abu noticed Sami, yelled out some instructions to another man in a hardhat, and jogged lightly over to him, carrying a clipboard.

      “What took you so long?”

      “What is going on here?”

      Abu led Sami away from the cranes.

      “Sami, how did you find this ship?”

      Sami shrugged. “Like any other. Just waited.”

      Abu shook his head. “There’s a sailor inside who says he was promised ten thousand pounds to tell you when he was on duty.”

      “People will do anything for money.”

      “Sami, I need you to tell me if there was anything different about this hijacking.”

      “It was routine.”

      “It was not. This ship was delivering arms from Odessa to Nairobi, probably through a private arms dealer. And you were tipped off about it.”

      Sami shook his head. “I had a bit of information to make it easier. The only thing out of the ordinary was the guy with the Uzi. Your job is to unload this ship and keep the cargo safe until we can sell it.”

      Abu rubbed his forehead. This situation was not sitting well with him. “There’s more. I need to show you something.”

      Abu led Sami through the dark rows between the containers. They stopped in front of one of the containers, guarded by two men.

      “This must be an important one,” Sami laughed. “Two guards with guns.”

      Abu passed Sami the clipboard. “This manifest is very detailed.”

      “And so it should be.”

      “Every single item in every single container was accounted for…” he handed the open book to Sami and pointed at the container with his flashlight. “Except this one.”

      Sami examined the side of the container. R-EX 030862. He scanned through the list of cargo, holding a small flashlight in his teeth.

      R-EX 030860, R-EX 030861, R-EX 030863…

      He cleared his throat and flipped through the other pages, searching for the misplaced entry. Abu put his hand over the book.

      “I’ve looked through it three times. It’s not in there.”

      Sami took a breath in and offered an explanation, “It occasionally happens, that a container is accidentally forgotten in a manifest.”

      Abu shook his head. “I don’t think anyone would forget this one.”

      Abu pushed between the guards and swung the container door open. Sami and Abu shone their flashlights inside the darkened container and stepped inside. A palate of wooden boxes was centered inside the container, with a space just wide enough between the palate and the inner wall to squeeze by.

      “When I was told about the container, I came to examine it myself.” He pulled a pistol from inside a crate in front. “But nothing strange here. Guns.”

      They walked around the side of the crates to the back of the container. “But what is at the back is what I called you about.”

      On the other side of the palate, at the back of the container, Abu aimed his flashlight and tracked it across stacked aluminum trunks, each the size of a medium rolling suitcase. Sami flicked his flashlight on and pointed it at the metal boxes. He counted a dozen—four stacks, three boxes high.

      Then he stopped, nearly dropping the flashlight. He couldn’t believe his eyes. Plastered around the edges of the suitcases were the unmistakable yellow stickers with three black semicircles.

      Radiation.

      Nuclear.

      “Is? Is… this?” Sami could barely make words.

      Abu nodded and heaved one of the trunks off of the stack, placing it on the ground. He flicked the clasps and lifted the top open. He reached inside, lifted a metal canister that looked like an artillery shell, and held it in front of Sami. “Nuclear weapons.”
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      Nine hours and forty-five minutes later, Paul finished his day’s work. By the time he tossed the last pair of latex gloves into the trash, he had sutured nine lacerations, prescribed eighteen courses of chloroquine, four courses of amoxicillin, examined fourteen people with infectious diarrhea, and admitted one person with tuberculosis.

      His legs felt heavy as he walked up the darkened aisle towards the exit. It struck him that he had barely sat down the entire day.

      Most of the patients were asleep in their beds, but a few sat up and waved at him, to which he responded with a nod. One man, an elder in a nomadic tribe, who likely had cholera, dry heaved rhythmically in the far corner of the clinic, as he had been doing most of the day.

      At the entrance, a nurse wearing a crisp white scrub top sat at a desk, reading a newspaper under a small lamp. He said goodnight to her, and she didn’t look up immediately, but instead held her finger up as she finished her sentence. When she did, her face turned to concern.

      “You look sick.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You’re pale and you’re shaky and you’re sweating.”

      Paul hadn’t noticed that his arms were shaking. A cold wave ran along his skin. His heart was beating quickly. He thought of Ali. The young man was alive, conscious and stable. Most importantly, he would survive.

      “Dr. Alban?” the nurse stood in front of him, glancing at him sideways. “Are you feeling ill?”

      Paul jolted as her words dragged him back. “I’m fine. Just a bit tired… and hungry.” He forced a smile to try and reassure her that he was okay. “If you need anything, I have my cell with me.”

      Paul turned abruptly and walked across the parking lot to his Jeep. He turned the handle, hopped in, and closed his eyes. You know how that feels, losing a son, Sami had said. He wished he had responded differently. I know what it’s like, but you don’t. ‘Cause I just saved your son. Nephew actually. You don’t even have a fuckin’ son.

      Neither do you, another part of his mind responded immediately, and thanks to you he doesn’t have a father, either.

      Paul’s breathing quickened. Waves of nausea kept coming and he felt like he was floating. He needed sleep, that was all, a good night’s sleep.

      Paul reached in the pocket of his khaki vest, removed a vial of morphine, and held it between his fingers for a moment. Then, he opened the backpack resting on the seat next to him, found a syringe and a rubber tourniquet, and tied it around his calf.
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      Four hours later, Paul woke to the buzz of a mosquito in his ear. He swatted the side of his face, then opened his eyes slowly, squinting to try and keep out the blinding early morning sun. Everything hurt, even light hitting his retinas.

      He looked at the parking lot, which was empty. He looked at his watch. It was 6:00 AM, which meant that it wouldn’t stay empty for long. Nurses came in at seven and Ellen would be there by eight. She was probably still sleeping.

      He dug into his shorts pocket and found the keys, turned the car on, and cleared his throat. He adjusted the rearview mirror and caught a glimpse of himself. There were dark circles, not just under his eyes, but around them. A crease ran along his right cheek, and his graying hair looked as though it had not had a comb run through it in weeks.

      He decided he needed to go home to have a shower and some more rest. As he pulled out of the parking lot and onto the road, he searched between the car seats with his free hand and retrieved his cell phone. He saw that he had three missed calls, all from Ellen. He flipped the phone shut and tossed it onto the passenger seat without listening to the messages. He didn’t need to because he already knew what was on them. Where are you? Why aren’t you answering? And Paul’s personal favorite: I’m worried. Why was it that she always said that when she was angry? When what she really meant was What the hell have you gotten yourself into...again.
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      The rattling of Paul’s Jeep pulling up to the metal gates of his home broke the early morning silence. It was located just off a main road in the eastern quarter of Bosaso, several blocks from the clinic, on what most people in town considered a quiet street. Paul thought it was far too close to the main drag and the houses were too close together. Tall trees around the perimeter of the property provided the two-story home with some privacy and shade. Orange sunlight filtered through the leaves of the trees and reflected off the white concrete walls of the building. Grape vines climbed up the front walls to the second floor balcony that overlooked the short driveway.

      He stepped out of the vehicle and left the car running. He unlocked the padlock and dragged one of the gate doors open, which creaked horrible—Ellen had been asking him to put oil on the hinges for weeks. He looked up at their open bedroom window to see if the noise had woken her. Satisfied that it didn’t, he quickly looked around the sides of the house.

      “Raza?” he whispered, “Raza?”

      There was no answer. He only heard the rustling of the palm trees overhead. Paul had hired Raza three years ago to guard the house during the nighttime. He stayed within the parameters of his job description. At the crack of dawn, Raza was always gone.

      Paul drove the Jeep through the open gate and up the short driveway to the front of his house. The gate clanged as he pushed it closed and then chained it shut. He walked up the tiled walk to the side of the house where a set of stairs led him to the second floor. Paul unlocked the deadbolt and then slowly turned the doorknob and slipped inside as quietly as possible. He slid his hikers off on the Turkish rug and walked lightly towards the bedroom along the cool, red, tiled floor. He stopped at the walnut bookcase that ran along the wall and placed his keys on a glass ashtray that sat on a shelf. More pictures than books filled the shelves of the bookcase. Most of them were Ellen’s.

      The photos read like a picture book that chronicled her life. Pictures of the places she had lived adorned the top shelf. It was a collage of framed 4 x 6 photos of her time working in a village in Nicaragua, smiling beside schoolchildren she had taught in India, arms interlocked with her fellow tree planters in British Columbia, and casting a leg in a desert in Sudan. The pictures on the shelves at eye level—in noticeably larger frames—were dedicated to her family. The largest photo was of Ellen in her medical school graduation gown standing next to her father, who wore a double-breasted suit and black tie. His nose was slightly raised and he hung on to his lapels, beaming with all the pride that would be expected of an immigrant who came to Canada with no money, and was witness to his only living child becoming a doctor.

      It was the same look Paul had seen when her father, Kazim Al-Hamadi, had first laid eyes on him exiting the gates of Terminal 1 in Charles De Gaulle airport. It was three years into their relationship when Ellen had arranged for Paul and Kazim to meet in Paris for several hours before they each took their respective connecting flights in opposite directions. The “meeting” Ellen had hoped for turned into an interrogation. What is your background? What are you doing in Somalia for so long? Where is your family from? Why doesn’t a man of your age have a family of his own? The encounter lasted all of thirty minutes before Paul lied to Kazim about how disappointed he was that his connecting flight was early. It was the last time Paul had seen him. Ellen had never tried to arrange another meeting.

      While the other photos were there for Ellen to remember, Paul always sensed the small Polaroid in a wooden frame was one she wanted to forget. A young Ellen, thirteen maybe, being carried on the shoulders of her older brother. He had died weeks later, hit by a taxi driver at a crosswalk. Ellen could go on for hours when a guest came to the house for the first time, telling detailed stories to accompany each picture, but she always skipped over the one with her brother.

      Paul’s eye was drawn away from Ellen and her brother to the photo next to it, the only one of his in the house. He remembered the moment it was taken. They were at Crane Beach, near their home, and he and his father had just completed a sandcastle, with six turrets, one for each year of Paul’s life. His mother had collected shells to decorate the walls of the castle. The photo captured the three of them, his mother and father with their arms interlocked around him, crouched beside the castle, smiling.

      Paul walked towards the bedroom at the end of the hall and listened for Ellen’s snoring (which if you ever asked her about she would deny). After a brief moment of silence, he turned back towards the entrance and realized that his shoes were the only ones there. And his keys were the only ones in the glass dish. It was only 6:45.

      Paul pushed the bedroom door open and poked his head inside. The bed was empty.

      “Ellen?”

      No answer.

      “Sorry I’m late. It was really crazy at work. The gunshot wound took forever.”

      Silence.

      He opened the bathroom door. It was clean; there was no fog on the mirror and the tub was completely dry. Their towels hung in the exact same spot as they had the day before. Paul ran the taps, splashed cold water on his face and examined his reflection in the mirror. He hadn’t shaved in days, his hair was greasy, and he could tell that his breath stunk. His eyes were a bit bloodshot, and he still felt a little high.

      And he was in trouble.

      Ellen always waited up for him, except when she thought he was shooting up. Paul figured that she probably called the clinic and asked if he was still there, found out that he had left hours ago and put two and two together. Then she would go for a run. Ellen always went for a run when she was angry.

      Paul sat on the edge of the bed and chewed his fingernails. His mind searched for an excuse. Three months ago, Paul had picked up a big shipment, and was on his way to the clinic when he was stopped at a roadblock for four hours. A roadside bomb had gone off near the road and there was no way through. Traffic was at a standstill. He waited for over an hour and decided to turn around and drove to a nearby beach with his stockpile of narcotics. He sat on the secluded beach for eight hours, injecting the next dose of morphine before the last one wore off. The next morning, a local boy found him half-conscious and covered in sand, and ran to get his father, who carried Paul to the clinic. Ellen worked on him and supported him through the withdrawal. Three days of the worst diarrhea, vomiting, fevers, and headaches he had ever experienced led him to vow to never use again. When the withdrawal was over, Ellen just said one thing to him.

      This is your last chance.

      Nothing else was said. The distance in her voice and her sullen expression echoed in his mind.

      He had blown it.

      Paul’s right hand began shaking and he couldn’t quite tell if it was the morphine leaving his system or nerves about the impending blowout. He reached into his vest pocket, removed his half-smoked package, and lit up a cigarette. He took a long drag, fell back onto the bed, and closed his eyes.
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      Paul awoke from his drug-induced slumber to the sound of tires skidding on the gravel road in front of his house. He scrunched his eyelids together to try to fall back asleep but it was quickly followed by several car doors slamming. Ellen’s home, Paul assumed, forgetting that he had determined earlier that she had gone out for a jog, without her car.

      Paul rose out of bed and picked up the ashtray on the nightstand. He flushed the ashes into the toilet. He opened the bedroom window shutter, which overlooked the front of the house. Then he froze. The ashtray slipped out of his right hand and shattered on the ceramic floor.

      A white van with tinted windows idled in front of the house. Two men in fatigues, scarves covering their faces, assault rifles hanging off their shoulders, snapped the chain on his front gate with bolt cutters and burst through. Another masked gunman emerged from the van, and the three ran onto the property. Two went to the lower floor, and one went up the side stairs to the second floor. Paul could hear the gunman’s steps approaching the front door.

      He didn’t know why gunmen were invading his home, but he recognized them. The black-checkered pattern on the white base of their scarves identified them as the Asabiyyah Resistance, a newly formed secular terrorist group (or freedom fighters, depending on one’s perspective) responsible for a number of attacks in the Puntland.

      Paul slid down under the windowsill, out of sight. His hand pressed onto a shard of glass, gashing part of his palm. He rubbed the blood on his pants and crawled on his elbows along the floor, around the bed, to the nightstand. He crouched with his back to the bed and then turned his head slowly, peering just over the mattress towards the open door. He had at most a few seconds before the man was in the room. Paul slid the drawer of the nightstand open and felt around the bottom. He pulled a dusty seven-chambered revolver from inside and felt blindly around the bottom with his fingers for the cartridges he heard rolling along the bottom of the drawer. His fingers found two cold cylindrical cartridges.

      The gunman’s heavy footsteps approached the bedroom. Paul’s hand shook as he fumbled, sliding the rounds into the revolver. One of the bullets rolled along the floor and under the bed. He managed to slide one into the chamber and shut the revolver.

      The gunman was at the door. Paul held his breath and slowly lowered himself prone down to the ground. Through the six-inch space between the bed frame and the floor appeared the gunman’s scuffed black boots. The gunman stood momentarily at the door and then stepped into the room and walked along the edge of the bed. Whatever else might happen, Paul knew that once the gunman’s feet rounded the corner of the bed and walked towards him, it would be too late. If his one bullet was to have a chance against the assault rifle in the gunman’s hands, he had to strike first. His finger tensed around the trigger.

      Then, the gunman’s feet turned away. His back was turned, five feet away. Paul pushed off his fingertips and in one fluid motion pointed the gun at the back of the gunman’s head where he expected to see a dot of red enlarge along the white and black-checkered scarf.

      Click.

      Chamber empty.

      Click, click.

      Fuck.

      The gunman swiveled around and pointed the assault rifle at Paul. The surprise that Paul had expected to see in the eyes of a man who had just survived a round of Russian roulette was absent.

      “Put your gun down.”

      Paul tossed the revolver.

      “Hands up high.”

      Paul stretched his arm up.

      The gunman walked over to the bedroom window and yelled something in Arabic. The two other gunmen ran into the bedroom within seconds and yelled at Paul to get on the floor.

      “I don’t know what you want, but I think you’ve got the wrong guy.”

      “Doctor Paul Alban?” one of them said.

      “Yeah.”

      “You are the right man.”

      “Money?”

      There was no answer. The men were busy tying his hands tightly behind him with nylon rope that burned his wrists. It happened quickly, and now they spoke at him from behind.

      “We don’t want money.”

      “What is this?”

      “We’re taking you in for questioning.”

      “What? Why? For what?”

      A dark hood was placed on his head and he was led out of the house.

      “Conspiracy.”
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      The gunman herded Paul down the exterior stairs of the house, jamming the muzzle of the assault rifle deep into the small of Paul’s back. The dark hood over his head made him unsteady. He thought to yell for help as loudly as he could manage, but the impulse dissipated when the muzzle nudged him forward, a reminder that any gesture might cause the muzzle to stop nudging and fire.

      He heard the van door slide open, and one of the men shoved him into the backseat. Gunmen sat on either side of him. The door closed, and the van began to move.

      “What do you want?”

      There was no answer. Instead, the men spoke softly to each other in Arabic, and the radio was turned up so that Arabic music muffled their voices. Paul strained to hear what they were saying, but even at the best of times, his Arabic was weak.

      “Who are you?” he raised his voice. “Where are you taking me?”

      “We are a security force,” a man up front spoke in heavily accented English. “You are under arrest.”

      “What kind of security force invades a person’s private residence, places a bag over his head and rushes him off in a van? Your security force sounds like a bunch of terrorist—”

      Whack!

      An object struck him in square in the face with enough force that it caused his head to snap back. He wasn’t sure what the object was, but it was too hard to be a fist, and too soft to be the butt of a gun. Tears ran down the sides of his nose. The streams became warmer when they dripped onto his lips. Only when he tasted the salty metallic did he realize that his nose was bleeding.

      “You will not speak unless we ask you to. Okay?” the man beside him said.

      “Are you asking?”

      Whack!

      Paul was pretty sure that one broke his nose. Heat pulsated, making the skin feel taut. He ran his tongue along his upper lip where more blood accumulated.

      The van sped up and turned a hard corner, the momentum pressing Paul against the shoulder of the man to his left. In a vain attempt to have the ability to retrace his steps should he miraculously escape his captors, Paul tried to keep track of the turns they made, but the speed of the van, the throbbing on his face, the mélange of forty-five-degree bank turns and ninety-degree turns disoriented him. Waves of nausea coursed through him. With each turn, he felt like he was going to vomit.

      For nearly half an hour, they drove around like that. Varying speeds, constant turns, each one nearly knocking Paul over. No one spoke. All he could hear was the blaring radio and the acceleration of the van engine. They were driving for a long while, but with all of the turns, he couldn’t tell if they were two blocks from his house, or on the other side of the city.

      Then the van stopped.

      Nothing happened. Paul’s face tightened underneath the hood, unsure of whether the stop would herald another blow to the head, or worse, a bullet through his skull. Paul pushed aside his conjectures about what his kidnappers were doing. He no longer had control over his fate.

      Then Paul realized that they could have Ellen. He had assumed she left the home in the morning. But something was wrong with that. There was perfectly made white linen on the bed. Ellen had never been able to fold the sheet’s edges at the corners of the mattress that perfectly; that had been the maid’s work from the previous day. The bathroom had been pristine, fresh towels hung on the racks. Ellen must not have made it home. These men must have ambushed her, and he was about to see her tied to a chair, her face bruised and cut, being used as leverage to get something from him.

      The car engine turned off, the door slid open, and a hand that seemed to envelop the top of his head pushed Paul out of the van. He stumbled onto the ground, and another pair of hands picked him up and led him forward, their feet crunching along a gravel path, then down a set of stairs.

      He heard a door open, and he was led through it.

      It was only few degrees cooler through the door but it was enough to cause gooseflesh to rise on his skin. He heard several men talking to each other a fair distance ahead of him, but he could not make out what they were saying. He only heard male voices, not one female, definitely not one that was Ellen’s. He heard the chairs, or tables, being moved around and the occasional squeak of the legs scratching the floor. Footsteps filled the room.

      He heard a loud clang that caused his whole body to tense up before he realized that it was the door slamming behind him. He knew that deprivation of one sense (like sight) could heighten others (like sound). But expecting the next bang to signal lights-out tended to make one hyper-vigilant, too.

      The man beside him pushed Paul down onto a cold metal chair. A thick rope was tied around his midsection, fastening him to the frame. He tried to take a deep breath, but the rope limited the expansion of his chest. His legs were bound to one another. The relief of his sore hands being untied was short-lived, as they were bound again on his lap.

      He recognized the next sound he heard and it created a chill that crept up his spine. The high-pitched ring of metal instruments being unwrapped on top of a metal tray. Surgical instruments.

      Paul’s toes curled as footsteps approached. The hood over his head was untied and slipped off.

      Light.

      Paul squinted as bright sunlight came through a small window near the ceiling, reflecting off the bare, grey, concrete walls,. He scanned the room, taking in his surroundings, giving his eyes time to adjust. He was in a dingy cellar, tied to a chair a few feet from the wall, on the opposite side of the only door. Water dripped from a ceiling pipe in the far corner into a puddle.

      The other men he had heard must have left because only two men remained. Both wore green fatigues. The one with a red and white checkered scarf was preoccupied mounting a small video camera on top of a tripod in the far corner of the room, beside the door. Wires ran from the camera to a laptop placed on a long folding table. Beside the laptop, covered in a layer of sawdust, sat a high-powered circular saw.

      The other man, who was shorter and slighter, wore a black and white checkered scarf and paced back and forth, holding his arms crossed behind his back just a few feet in front of Paul. Beside him, just out of reach, the surgical instruments were lined up on a metal tray. The red record light on the camera began flashing and the man in the black and white scarf abruptly turned and dragged a chair from against the wall and sat down, six inches from Paul.

      “Welcome,” he began. “Your medical work has helped our poor nation very much, Dr. Alban, and we thank you for that.”

      The man’s English was near perfect, tainted by only the slightest hint of an accent. Sitting above the scarf, the man’s dark brown eyes looked steady, like bricks in an unwavering wall. Paul lowered his head.

      “We need to work with you. We want what you want.” The man paused and let his words hang in the air.

      “I doubt that,” Paul muttered.

      “I’m sorry, Dr. Alban, I could not hear you.” The man leaned forward and turned his head to the side, trying to meet Paul’s downward stare. “What can we do for you?”

      “You can let me out of here, for one.”

      “Then we have a common objective.” The corner of the man’s eyes puckered a bit. “You have my word that if you cooperate with us today, you will leave this basement unharmed. That is the agreement.”

      Paul’s gaze drifted upwards, without moving his head, to the surgical instruments on the metal tray. The blade of the scalpel reflected the sunlight coming in through the window. Paul thought about the layers of body tissue a single, swift swipe of the blade could penetrate. Outside the cellar window, cars honked intermittently, and Paul wondered whether people would hear his screams.

      The man waved his hands over the instruments like a magician performing a trick. “These should not be necessary. I will only use them should the cooperation part of our agreement become difficult.”

      A hopeful wave of relief caused Paul to let out a sigh and then a nod.

      “Please state your full name.” The man motioned for Paul to speak towards the camera.

      “What’s with the camera?”

      “It is for documentation purposes. Now state your full name.”

      “Paul Marcus Alban.”

      “And what are you doing here in Somalia?”

      “I am a physician at the Bosaso Medical.”

      “And when did you come to Somalia?”

      “I don’t know, ten years—”

      “The date please.”

      Paul shook his head. “Who are you guys? Immigration?” As the words left, Paul thought he should’ve kept his mouth shut. Then again, he reminded himself, these men completed an orchestrated abduction to have the opportunity to interrogate him. Dissent was expected. His interrogator was calm, but maybe he was calm because they had stuck to his agenda, because Paul hadn’t veered off the path, yet. Ellen was nowhere to be seen. If they had her, she surely would have been dragged into the room by now, centered in front of the camera, tied up.

      “You can consider us,” the man leaned back and thought for a moment, “a police organization.”

      “Not the ethics police, I assume.”

      “Should you be commenting on other people’s ethics, Dr. Alban?”

      “Should you be calling yourself police?”

      “Enough.” The man raised his hand. “We are interested in who you are.”

      “You know me. We’ve established who I am. I’m Dr. Paul Alban, a French physician, working for a humanitarian organization in a fucked up country where masked men can kidnap and interrogate innocent people for no reason.”

      The interrogator nodded, stepped away from the chair, and crouched in front of Paul. He leaned in so that his face was only a few inches from Paul’s. He grabbed a fistful of Paul’s hair and looked directly at Paul. “What confuses me, Dr. Alban is why you, an innocent foreign worker, would provide a group of pirates detailed information about a Ukrainian cargo ship.” He uncoiled and struck Paul open palm in the face with his free hand. “Now why would an innocent doctor do that?”

      The pain of being hit in the face did not stun Paul the way his interrogator’s words did. His eyes darted around, and the room started to feel small, very small. But his mind reacted differently, trying to push away what he had just heard. “I, I don’t… know what you’re…”

      “Do not lie to us.” The man motioned to the camera. “Tell us where you obtained the information about the Stebelsky.”

      Somehow, these men had information connecting him to a vessel hijack. The interrogator stood over Paul, taking in huffing breaths. Paul’s mind was spinning. He had been careful. They wanted confirmation from him, that’s what the camera was for. They needed him alive.

      The interrogator leaned in again and put his hand on Paul’s shoulder. “Say who you work for. Then we can all go home.”

      “Frontier Doctors --”

      “No. That is not true.” The interrogator turned abruptly and sat in the chair. He glanced towards the man in the red scarf behind the camera and made a gesture. Red scarf took several determined steps towards Paul.

      “Your turn now?” Paul said. “You’re the bad cop?”

      Red scarf did not speak, and instead clenched his fist, took three swift steps, and landed a punch directly in Paul’s solar plexus, pushing the wind out of his lungs. The force was enough to send Paul and the chair skidding backwards several feet along the ground. Paul sat hunched forward, wheezing, straining for air.

      He caught his breath enough to raise his head. Red scarf towered over him with his hand raised. Before Paul could even flinch, the back of the man’s hand came down against the right side of Paul’s face.

      “You’re definitely the bad cop,” Paul said, rocking a molar with his tongue.

      Red scarf raised his leg and kicked Paul in the chest, tipping him over in the chair. Paul lay sideways on the floor, still bound to the chair. The side of his face rested on the cool concrete floor. Blood dripped out of his mouth and into a small puddle. The interrogator crouched in front of him.

      “Are you ready to speak now, Dr Alban?”

      Paul nodded, his face rubbing against the floor. The interrogator sat Paul back up. “The pirates docked and unloaded the ship.” He walked towards the window. “No ransom. To me that means there is something of value aboard.”

      Paul nodded slightly.

      “What was aboard?” he asked.

      Paul looked down, avoiding eye contact. The interrogator knelt down. “Weapons?”

      Paul licked the blood dripping down his lips. He took a deep breath and exhaled. “Yeah,” he nodded. “Yeah, it was weapons.”

      “Good, Dr. Alban. Very good. You’re doing well.” He seemed to be smiling. “Do you see how we can work together?”

      “Are we done yet?” It hurt to speak, Paul wondered if jaw was broken.

      “Soon,” the interrogator said. “Now tell us how it happened. How did you get this manifest? Why did you give it to these hijackers?”

      “No,” Paul shook his head. “If I tell you that you’ll kill me. You’ll have no use for me.”

      “We just want the information, Doctor Alban. That is all.”

      “You first,” Paul said. “Why do you care about hijackers?”

      “We are men who are bringing peace to this country,” he began. “Somalia has been in turmoil for almost two decades, and we are here to stabilize it, to bring order and hope. These hijackers are pawns of the corrupt governments and warlords who are ruining this country. The hijackers sell them weapons to fight us, and then the government keeps draining the country of all its resources.”

      “Asabiyyah?” Paul nodded.

      “Yes, we are. The warlords have become the de facto government and corruption is everywhere. We fight them for what is right: peace and prosperity,” he said. “But Paul, the United States supports them, gives them weapons, even though they were the people who started these wars. The United States fought against those same warlords who they now support. But now, instead, they fight us, and call it a war on terror. Why?” The man shrugged. “Maybe so U.S. companies can drill for oil in our deserts.”

      “The U.S. got out in ninety-three and that’s it.”

      “But they have secret agents in Somalia, providing the warlords and pirates with intelligence, don’t they?”

      Paul glanced at the metal tray one more time. “We know everything,” the interrogator said.

      “I can see that,” Paul conceded.

      “Tell us, who provides you with the information?”

      Paul’s breathing became shallow and quick. These men knew about him already. Somehow.  It was clear they would go as far as they needed to get him to confess to everything.

      The interrogator stood over him. “Do you work for the United States government?”

      “Fuck you,” Paul said under his breath.

      “Do you work for the National Clandestine Service?”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Are you an undercover operative working in Somalia?”

      “Fuck,” Paul’s voice was louder now, more confident. “You.”

      The interrogator turned and lifted a scalpel off the tray. He held it up, examining it.

      “I asked for one thing Dr. Alban—cooperation.”

      He rolled the scalpel between his fingers.

      “That was our agreement. I trust you don’t want to break it.”

      The interrogator lunged forward and grabbed Paul’s hair. He touched the scalpel to Paul’s cheek. Paul could feel the man’s breath on his face.

      “Was the passage of information about the Stebelsky part of your work as an undercover operative?”

      The scalpel broke through his skin and Paul let out a scream. It went deeper. “Yes!” Paul said. The pressure on the scalpel released. “Yes.”

      Paul exhaled deeply and the tension left his body. He had spent ten years in Somalia, constantly looking over his shoulder, watching people for suspicious activity, part of him always waiting for someone to put a bullet in the back of his head. He had to lie about who he was and what he was doing. He had to lie to Ellen, keep her at a distance because of this. For it to be over was somewhat of a relief. But was this it? He had confirmed their suspicions about him, and now they really had no use for him.

      “Thank you, Dr. Alban.” The interrogator bowed slightly.

      “Can you untie my hands?” Paul said.

      “Goodbye, Doctor Alban.”

      Paul watched as the two men walked out of the room, the door clanging shut behind them. The red record light on the camera continued to flash.

      “Hey!” Paul yelled. “Come back! Untie me!” He tried to wiggle fitfully out of the ropes that tied him to the chair. No one came. The room felt silent, too silent, despite the occasional sounds of cars passing by outside.

      He relaxed and began to chuckle nervously, but tears flowed out as well, so that he wasn’t certain whether he was experiencing massive relief or shock at what had just happened. He was alive, and he hadn’t heard any footsteps, or talking, or even a throat clearing.

      As Paul started formulating a plan to untie himself from the chair and leave the cellar, the clang of the door latch opening echoed off of the walls. A tall man wearing a balaclava entered the room. He stood, arms crossed, examining Paul from a distance, without saying a word.

      The man removed his balaclava.

      Paul stared. He told himself it wasn’t possible. The familiar long face. The hypertrophied scar that ran through the man’s eye. Paul’s throat closed over.

      The man spoke.

      “You seem surprised to see me.”

      Paul didn’t say anything.

      “It’s nice to see you again, Dr. Ramsey.”
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      Bailey Clarke was in the elevator between the fourth and fifth floors of the George Bush Center for Intelligence, glancing through the morning’s summary, when the text from Jim Crilley, Executive Officer of Operations, came in.

      Need to discuss yesterdays brief. My Office. Now. 

      Every morning Bailey gathered the previous day’s intelligence into a concise one-pager, so that her boss was up to date when his bosses summoned him to their offices. Judging from his message, his boss must have learned something that Crilley didn’t know. Which meant Bailey didn’t tell him. Which meant Crilley was pissed. That’s how things worked in the National Clandestine Service: Information flowed upstream and shit rolled downhill.

      The elevator door slid open, and Bailey moved through the rows of cubicles, carrying her laptop and stack of dossiers, careful not to twist an ankle in her heels. The NCS occupied the top three floors of the Langley complex and coordinated undercover overseas operations. Unlike her, most of the agents in the cubicles had worked here when it was known by its pre-9/11 name: The Directorate of Operations. 

      Bailey stopped in front of her boss’s office door and took a deep breath. Jim Crilley was referred to as “The Bull” among the low-level NCS analysts. Four years ago he fired eleven collection management officers on the spot when they failed to recognize a systematic error in reports about trade across the Kyrgyzstan-Tajikistan border. He even sent the officer who found the problem packing because he hadn’t noticed it soon enough. What had she missed? 

      She adjusted her collar, swept some lint off her sleeve, gave a courtesy knock, and opened. 

      “Sit down.”

      Bailey looked past the paper stacks on the oak desk. Crilley leaned back in his leather chair, shirt cuffs rolled up, reading the sports section.  It looked like he was totally uninterested in her presence, which put her on alert. He was ramping up to something. She lowered herself into the chair, waiting for his next move.

      Crilley was one of the oldest, longest serving operations officers in clandestine ops. He was well past his pension date. Bailey heard a rumor that he had been sucked into a sophisticated Ponzi scheme in the mid-1990s, losing his kids’ college funds in the process. He became an office joke. He was in charge of stopping terrorism but couldn’t sniff out a grifter.  

      “Good morning, sir,” she offered. 

      He didn’t respond immediately. He finished reading his sentence and tossed the paper down.

      “How long have you worked here, Clarke?”

      “Four years, sir.”

      “No, not for the agency, I mean here with NCS.” 

      “Two months.”

      “Well then, I think it’s time, Officer,” he looked over his glasses at her, “that I give you a bit of an orientation as to how things work here.”

      Bailey nodded. She was waiting for the punchline, when Crilley would tear a strip off her.

      He lifted the previous day’s briefing and waved it in the air.

      “First, when a ship full of cargo gets hijacked by pirates,” he nodded. “I need to know.”

      She nodded along, even though she hadn’t heard anything about the ship. Bailey was about to open her mouth to ask where the ship was hijacked when he continued.

      “When, fourteen hours later, no ransom is requested for said ship floating off the coast of Somalia,” he said. “I need to know.”

      Bailey nodded again, her mind reeling. This would be the twelfth hijacking this year, but all previous ones were followed by an immediate demand for cash.

      “When that ship is taken to a hostile port and unloaded, I especially need to know.” 

      Crilley unfolded a black and white photo and tossed it across the desk. Bailey sat up straight and stared at the picture. A blurry aerial view of a cargo ship docked at a port.

      “Russian ship?” She asked.

      “Ukrainian.” Crilley took a loud sip of coffee.

      “Destination?”

      “Kenya, supposedly.”

      She sighed. Fourteen hours was more than enough time to unload half of a cargo ship, load up trucks, and disperse the cargo across the Horn of Africa.

      “Sir, I’m sorry, but I get information on ships through the Gulf of Aden from the Maritime Police.”

      Crilley laughed. “I think we need police to police the Maritime Police.”

      Bailey nodded. The International Maritime Police was the developed world’s response to the rise in piracy in Southeast Asia and Africa. Comprised of a few basic radar stations that tracked ships through hot spots of pirate activity, their mandate was to identify ships that were veering off course, notify their owners, and initiate efforts to recover the ship. In practice, however, the IMP was poorly coordinated and rarely identified any ships in actual danger. Since its creation, pirate attacks and ransoms had risen. 

      “And no word from the Ukrainians.”

       Bailey looked over the day’s briefing. There was no information on the ship. And the Ukrainians hadn’t contacted the U.S. to help.

      “This is a problem.” Crilley lifted himself from his chair and looked out the window, holding his coffee mug in his hand. “A hundred bucks says the Ukrainians are looking into this. And they want to know if we’re involved.”

      Crilley was dangling something, Bailey knew. While heavy weapons getting unloaded in Somalia was unusual, it was small potatoes compared to threats elsewhere. Even so, the U.S. had been helping gun runners get across Somalia’s Ethiopian border for a decade.

      “We did this, didn’t we?” Bailey said, and Crilley broke eye contact and turned toward the window. Then she put together what was happening. “You did this.”

      He shook his head. “Not this one.”

      The pieces began slotting together. Crilley wasn’t pissed at her, no. An operation had gone awry and he wasn’t able to put the fire out in time so he needed a scapegoat. He had his elbow against the window, face in his hand. Bailey smiled. This was why she applied for this position, to get out of data analysis and see the big, strategic picture. Crilley had been keeping her in the dark, limiting her scope. Bailey sensed that this was her chance to change that. 

      “Jim,” she tested his boundaries, knowing he felt weak. “Even the best laid plans can go to shit.” He turned and held her gaze for a moment. “I’m your assistant, so if you don’t tell me what’s happening I’m never going to know what is relevant for these reports.”

      Bailey’s heart beat faster; she felt like she was getting through to him. Bailey took a step towards Crilley. She didn’t think this was risky; he was nothing like her boss in paramilitary. She touched his elbow.

      “I want to be part of the team, but if you don’t keep me informed I’m going to keep screwing up.”

      Crilley crossed his arms and chuckled. “You’re good, Clarke. I think you’d make a good field agent.”

      Bailey smiled her best coy smile. “I’m just trying to do a good job, sir.”

      “Alright, if you want to know more...” Crilley opened one of the folders on the floor, pulled out a thick document, and handed it to her. It was titled Strategic Objectives: Horn of Africa.

      “Somalia’s a hotbed for terrorism. There’s been no real government for decades, and warlords run the country; it’s anarchy. For the past ten years, not only have fundamentalist groups been making serious inroads into Somalia, destabilizing it, so has a secular one.”

      “Asabiyyah.”

      “Exactly. But we can’t wage war; it would be political suicide. So we do the next best thing.”

      Bailey nodded along. He meant helping internal resistances. “But it was the clans plunging the country into anarchy.”

      Crilley raised his hands as if to say ‘Oh well.’ “They were, but now they’re a potential solution. If we help them fight these extremists and stabilize the country, things could settle out. This is the future of warfare.”

      Bailey raised an eyebrow. There were constant news reports questioning policy makers’ judgment in cases of former U.S. allies now orchestrating terrorist attacks against the United States. 

      “But we could never do that openly; public opinion is against it. Instead we give them information.”

      “About the ships?”

      He nodded.

      “But then?” 

      “They either get the cargo or a ransom. Then they can use the ransom to buy weapons to fight the insurgents.”

      Bailey stepped back and exhaled. “How do—”

      “—we do it? We have a man inside Somalia.” Crilley passed her another folder. 

      Bailey looked in closely at the photo stapled to the corner of the folder. A headshot of a middle aged man. Next to it was his demographic information and name: Paul Alban. 

      “He’s a doctor?”

      “Correct.”

      “But, U.S. law dictates that operatives cannot pose as doctors, lawyers…” 

      “I know,” he pointed at the folder, “but he’s technically not American, he’s French.”

      Bailey stepped back and put her hand on her chin. How many hijackings had the U.S. set up? What about robberies at military armories in the former Soviet Union? How many seemingly random acts were coordinated by the intelligence community? 

      “So you gave this man the information on this Ukranian ship and he gave it to the pirates?”

      “That’s the problem,” he said. “We had nothing to do with this one.”
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      The man rubbed his beard with his palm and smiled at Paul the way someone would after unexpectedly running into an old friend at the airport. He walked past the camcorder and sat on the table between the laptop and dusty circular saw. His legs hung off the edge of the table and he swung them back and forth rhythmically, playfully.

      If one could overlook the scene around him--the man tied to a chair with blood dripping down his lips, the surgical instruments splayed out on the tray, the camcorder beside him, the dingy cellar—one would think the man was waiting at a bus stop.

      While this man seemed prepared for a reunion, Paul felt disoriented and confused. Was he dreaming? Was he dead? No, not yet. But he felt like he was looking at a ghost. He closed his eyes, part of him hoping that when he opened them, Kadar Hadad would be gone, and he could chalk it up to some strange déjà vu experience.

      But he was still there, grinning at Paul. That stupid grin.

      “You seem surprised to see me,” Hadad began, “Dr. Ramsey.”

      “It’s Paul,” he said through his teeth.

      “Of course.” Hadad gave an exaggerated nod. “Because Marshall Ramsey died in prison.” Hadad hopped off the table and walked up to Paul and untied his hands. “Because Marshall Ramsey would never leave his wife and child, leave his homeland, turn in his friends.” Hadad shook his head, patronizing. “No, never, not Marshall Ramsey. He’s dead.”

      Hadad reached out towards the surgical instruments and let his hand hover over them. He picked up the forceps and clicked them open and closed several times, never taking his eyes off Paul.

      “And certainly,” Hadad continued, waving the forceps as he spoke, “Marshall Ramsey would never torture anyone.” Hadad planted a hand the back of Paul’s neck and pushed Paul’s head down. His other fist met Paul’s face, sending blood from Paul’s mouth spraying against the wall behind him. “You would never allow someone to be chained in a frigid room, choking all day long. You would not allow someone to almost drown on a table, over and over and over again, would you?”

      Hadad released his grip.

      “If they were you?” Paul spoke softly, “I would.”

      In his mind, Paul saw Hadad strapped to the wood plank, his head covered in the water-saturated towel, his neck muscles tense and his abdominal muscles jerking. The oxygen saturation reading dropping until Hadad stopped moving and lay motionless on the board. Paul saw himself feel for the carotid pulse, but there was none. Hadad was dead. But then he ordered Sidwell and McCormick to take the leather restraints off Hadad’s body and began chest compressions. Twenty compressions followed by two mouth-to-mouth breaths. Hadad was dead for three minutes before he coughed up a mouthful of foamy water, gasping for air.

      And it was all for nothing. No confession. No indictment.

      Hadad took a deep breath and his muscles relaxed. His shoulders lowered. “You did do it.”

      “And I would do it again. You’re a fucking terrorist who’s killed thousands of innocent people.”

      “And who are you?” Someone who tortures people and is so sick of himself that he has to change his identity and escape, so that he can forget about what he has done?”

      Paul shook his head. “My only regret is that I didn’t let you drown on that plank.”

      “At least I’m no rat.”

      Paul choked back a response. Instead of anger at the accusation, Paul considered what Hadad had said in a way that he never had before. To an outsider, it would seem that he had taken the easy way out. He had taken a deal in exchange for his testimony against his fellow interrogators. It resulted in one successful indictment against agent Bruce McCormick. It would have led to a second, but Steve Sidwell disappeared and was never tried. Those were the facts.

      But if it were not for McCormick’s love of cheap whiskey, the entire investigation wouldn’t have fallen to bits. If he hadn’t bragged about Kadar Hadad’s interrogation to the skinny blonde thirtysomething (and had he not been drunk he would have realized she was out of his league) that he had met in the bar, and had she not turned out to be an undercover reporter, the story wouldn’t have made it to the press. An internal investigation wouldn’t have been launched. Charges for heinous interrogation techniques and prisoner abuse wouldn’t have been laid. The architect of the Nairobi embassy bombings wouldn’t have been set free.

      Hadad flicked the forceps in his hand. He called out a name, Islam, and Red Scarf came back into the room. He stood beside the camcorder, his arms folded in front of him.

      “So what? You work with Asabiyyah now?”

      Hadad shrugged. “I go where there is work to be done.”

      That’s what the file on Hadad had said, too. A mercenary terrorist who worked with six terrorist groups by the time Marshall had read the file in 1999. Groups with conflicting missions. By all accounts, Kadar Hadad did not subscribe to any ideology.

      Hadad produced a latex glove from his pocket and snapped it onto his left hand. He pulled a towel off of the metal tray with surgical instruments and dropped it on Paul’s lap. He dragged a chair from the corner of the room and sat down squarely in front of Paul. “I’ve been waiting for this day for a long time.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “A manicure.” Hadad spread his fingers wide apart and held the back of his hand in front Paul’s face. At the end of each finger, a gnarled mass of yellowish tissue lay on the nail bed. “Don’t worry, they grow back.”

      Before Paul could react, the man behind the camera, Islam, had a firm grip on both of his wrists and pressed them onto Paul’s knees. Paul let out a shout and tried to withdraw his arms, but Islam was too powerful. He clenched his hands tightly and tucked his fingernails into his palms. Hadad dug his finger into Paul’s left fist and pulled out Paul’s index finger, extending it. Hadad held Paul’s finger so tightly that Paul saw his finger turn white. He clamped the forceps down on the end of the nail and locked it in place. Now any attempt to withdraw his hand would only result in the nail being pulled out.

      Hadad gripped the forceps and wiggled it side to side. Paul screamed long after the nail was ripped right off the nail bed. Blood seeped out from the end of his finger. Pulsating pain ran through his hand. If he hadn’t looked down at the mangled mass of tissue, he wouldn’t have been able to say whether the nail was plucked or his whole finger pulled out.

      “What do you want from me?” he pleaded.

      Hadad wrapped the towel around Paul’s finger and tied it in a tight knot, red slowly soaking through the white towel. He leaned in and whispered in Paul’s ear, “We need access to the ship.”

      Paul winced, “I don’t have access to it.”

      “We know that, but you have access to someone who does. Samatar al Jelle.”

      “Sami?”

      Hadad nodded.

      “Find him yourself.”

      Islam slapped him in the back of the head but Hadad held up a hand. “These pirates are hard to find. Even when you do, they travel in groups. We can’t get close to them.”

      “And you think I can find them?”

      “You can call him and arrange a meeting.” Hadad looked at Paul, who was already shaking his head at the idea. “You are his contact, correct? He will listen to you. And he will come alone.”

      “I won’t do it,” Paul said.

      “Yes, you will, Marshall. Trust me.”

      “It’s Paul.”

      Hadad turned abruptly and walked to the table at the far end of the room. He placed his hand on the circular saw, ran his hands along the power cord and then plugged the end into an extension cord. Hadad motioned to Islam who turned Paul over onto his side in the chair.

      Paul thrashed his head side to side, like a bull avoiding a lasso. Islam placed his hand on the side of Paul’s head and pressed down with all his weight, mashing Paul’s head into the concrete floor, making it feel like it was going to explode. Paul shifted his eyes towards Hadad, who held the circular saw and revved it several times, making a screech that reverberated off the walls.

      Hadad knelt in front of Paul. “I’m serious, Marshall.”

      Hadad lifted the saw and placed it on Paul’s neck. Three of the saw’s teeth pierced the skin under its weight. Paul felt the warm liquid drain down his neck. Then Hadad pressed down on the saw, the teeth digging in further, biting.

      “This is your last chance,” Hadad lifted the saw, revved it again.

      Paul saw the tendons in Hadad’s hand tense slightly around the saw’s trigger. “Okay, okay. I’ll do it.”

      The saw made a loud clang as Hadad tossed it onto the floor beside him. He exhaled, and Paul thought he heard more relief in Hadad’s voice than disappointment.

      Islam tilted Paul and the chair upright and untied the ropes around Paul’s torso. Hadad said, “Thank you, Marshall,” then handed Paul a cellular phone.
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      Under different circumstances, Paul would have found it to be a good day to sit at a café in downtown Bosaso. A light breeze coming up from the harbor made the ninety-six degrees more bearable. The chatter of locals mixed with the noise of car horns as crowds overflowed into the streets. With no division between sidewalk and road, car traffic, pedestrian traffic, bicycle traffic, and even a couple of donkey-pulled carts competed for space between buildings. At the foot of the buildings, shoppers haggled with street merchants over the cost of tomatoes, seafood, colorful fabrics, and burned DVDs. Others hunkered under the shield of umbrellas at the restaurants and cafes lining the street.

      Paul sat at a plastic table in front of a building with a turquoise facade across from the Hotel Huruse. A sign with blurry spray-painted letters hung above Paul, reading CAFÉ AMERICKA. Men in colorful linen shirts and jeans sat at the other dozen or so tables, talking loudly. Paul waved at flies buzzing around his steaming tea and took small sips; the smell of cloves opening his blood-congested sinuses. He had ordered a second one for Sami.

      Three days ago, he and Ellen had sat in the very same café, one table over, drinking Cokes after finishing their grocery shopping. She had brought up the idea that they plan a vacation to the south of France to see where he had grown up. He had skipped over the suggestion—as he always did—a skill he had developed after years of secrets and lies.

      He sat back, touched the cut on his cheek and rubbed his fingers together, feeling for blood. One of Hadad’s men bandaged Paul’s left hand, still a small dot of red was visible, soaking through the dressing. Paul let his hand hang by his side, out of sight. He ran his other hand along his nose and it felt puffy and tender to touch. Even blinking too hard sent a shockwave of pain through his face.

      Paul looked at his watch. 3:42. Three minutes away. He glanced across the street. A white van was parked underneath one of the balconies of the Hotel Huruse. Inside, Hadad and two of his men waited with a pile of machine guns for Sami to arrive for his meeting with Paul.

      He cut his eyes at Islam, who sat two tables over, pretending to read the newspaper. Hadad said that Islam would stay nearby in case Sami tried to run, but Paul realized he was also there in case he, too, tried to make a break for it. Had Islam not been so close he could have, slipped into the crowd and made it several blocks before the men in the van would have noticed him missing. There was no question he was faster on foot than Islam, but that would only matter in an all-out sprint. Weaving through a packed crowd, Islam’s linebacker physique gave him the advantage of being capable of mowing people over in the event of a chase.

      Paul analyzed how the location gave a specific advantage to Hadad. The chaos in the street was so great that even if Sami suspected a set-up, he wouldn’t notice the van, or the large man reading the newspaper beside Paul. Once he got close enough, even if Paul informed him of their location, the density of the crowd would keep him in. He’d get in, but he would not get out. Hadad would only have to wait like a patient spider.

      Paul hoped that Sami remembered what Paul told him when he had first anonymously contacted him: We never meet face-to-face. If I ever ask for that, assume that something’s wrong.

      A bearded man with a fanny pack hunched over the chair across from Paul. He hammered two wads of Somali shillings down on the table and smiled. Peddlers and moneychangers accosted him every time he ventured downtown. They assumed he was a tourist or a journalist and could make an easy buck off him.

      “I’m not interested.” Paul held up his good hand.

      The man’s smile disappeared as he leaned in across the table. “I’m with Sami,” he spoke quickly. “Where are they?”

      “What? How did you--”

      “Where is Hadad waiting?” he commanded. “Hurry before he knows.”

      Paul swallowed hard. “Across the street. White van.”

      “Sami will be here shortly.” He shoved a stack of bills inches under Paul’s nose. “Push me away now, like a beggar.”

      Paul played the part and the man retreated down the street. He ran his hands through his hair, feeling somewhat relieved. He half stood, looking up and down the street for Sami. He caught Islam’s eye as he did so. He hadn’t told the man about Islam waiting there to grab Sami. Paul stood up, looking over the mass of people down the street for the moneychanger, but he had disappeared into the crowd.

      Then he saw Sami coming towards him, weaving through the crowd. Islam must have followed his eyes and spotted Sami too, since he folded up his newspaper, straightened in his seat, and cocked his head to the side as though he was cracking his neck.

      “Doctor.” Sami waved.

      Islam pushed his chair back and rose. Across the street, the van door slid open. One of the men emerged, holding a machine gun. A crescendo of screams and shouts spread through the crowd. A clear line of sight developed between the van and Paul as people scattered in either direction away from the gunman like a flock of birds. Islam moved in Sami’s direction.

      Paul grasped the two steaming mugs of tea, sprung out of his chair, and splashed them in Islam’s face, sending him back a step.

      Without hesitation, Paul ran up the street after Sami, who was already in a full sprint, twenty yards ahead. The crowd dispersed in front of him. Paul sped up and entered the sea of people. He pushed himself harder, darting between bodies. He kept his attention focused ahead on Sami, who weaved effortlessly through the crowd.

      He passed two more buildings before he finally caught up with Sami. They took cover at the corner of a Pharmacy. Paul peered around the corner towards the van. The street was nearly deserted.

      “You shouldn’t have come here,” Paul said.

      “You needed my help.”

      Two of the masked gunmen ran in their direction, taking aim. Paul spun back around the corner and laid face down as they fired a series of rounds at him. The shots hit the corner of the building, chipping off chunks of concrete debris. Sami pulled Paul up, and they started up the street.

      A black pickup truck with two gunmen crouching in the box sped past them towards Hadad’s men, kicking up a cloud of dust as it fishtailed around the corner. Paul recognized the moneychanger he had seen moments earlier. He kept running, trying to keep pace with Sami, and he heard an exchange of fire around the corner.

      Sami pulled keys from his pocket and tossed them to Paul. “You drive.” He pointed at the SUV parked up ahead.

      “Me?” Paul fumbled with the key, trying to keep stride. “What are you going to do?”

      Sami reached for his belt, pulled out a handgun and pulled back the chamber. “I’ll protect us.”

      They jumped in the SUV. Paul shifted into gear and floored the gas pedal, spinning the wheels. They tore up the street.

      “What the fuck is going on, Sami?”

      “I wonder the same thing.” Sami was completely turned around in the passenger seat, looking through the rear window.

      “I just got tortured by these guys.” he held up his bandaged hand. “Because they wanted you.”

      “Why did you not tell me you were the one who gave me with the manifest?” Sami looked both ways as they raced through an intersection.

      “Because.” Paul braked hard and swerved, avoiding a parked car. “No one’s supposed to know! But they found out. How the fuck did they find out? I need some --” He saw the white van approaching in the rear view mirror. “Shit, they’re behind us.”

      Sami looked back. “Go faster.” He climbed into the back seat.

      They were several blocks away from Café Americka and the streets were again congested with pedestrians. Paul steered the car through the crowds and braked hard to avoid rear-ending the parked cars that seemed to emerge from nowhere.

      BANG! The rear window spider-webbed around the hole of a gunshot. Paul looked in his side mirror. One of the Hadad’s gunmen hung out of the van’s passenger side window, taking aim.

      “Swerve,” Sami turned, “don’t let them get the tires.”

      Paul spun the wheel hard at the next intersection, causing the truck to fishtail. The bumper scraped against the side of a building.

      The momentum of the turn sent Sami smashing against the door. He righted himself, took aim through the rear window, and fired. Paul startled as he heard the rear window shatter. He glanced at his side mirror. The top half of the gunman’s body was slumped, hanging out of the window.

      “Nice shot.”

      Paul looked ahead. The road ended in a sea of red umbrella-topped merchant stands. The outdoor market. Paul slammed the brakes with enough force that he felt as though he were putting his foot through the floor of the SUV.

      Dust from the road and smoke from the brakes rose around the van. Paul cranked the steering wheel to the right, sending the SUV skidding sideways, but more slowly, until it stopped mere feet from the nearest vegetable stand.

      Paul looked out the open passenger window. Hadad’s white van drove through the crowd of people thirty feet away. It accelerated; he could hear the engine straining, about to ram the side of the SUV. Paul shifted the SUV into gear and pressed on the accelerator.

      Paul would swear that the gearshift locked on him as the SUV didn’t move. At that point, he was only vaguely aware of Sami yelling go, go, go because his attention was focused on the imminent collision. The sound of metal scraping against metal was the first thing he noticed. Then, a split second later, the entire passenger side of the SUV bent inwards around the front of Hadad’s van, the interior plastic finish cracked, sending splinters flying across the vehicle. The force sent Paul’s head through the driver’s side window. He thought he heard screams outside from the crowd.

      He turned around and saw Sami pull himself out from between the seats, raise his gun, and fire several shots through the window towards the van. Blood ran from Sami’s nose, and Paul could tell from his vacant expression that he had probably hit his head as well.

      Paul found the door handle, swung the driver’s side door open, and hobbled out of the SUV. Sami came out of the rear driver’s side door and fired a few more aimless rounds at the van. Sami held the gun high and pointed it towards the van as he walked carefully around the SUV towards the mangled mass of busted metal on the other side. Paul followed closely behind, limping with each step. Steam and smoke rose up from the van’s hood. The engine sizzled. Sami swung the driver’s side door open. The driver’s head lay sideways on the steering wheel, streaks of blood running down his face. Sami leaned in and glanced inside.

      “Where are the others?” he held the gun to the man’s head.

      The man lips moved slowly, and he barely managed to form a word: “Gone.”

      Paul stepped in front of Sami, and pulled the man by the hair, knocking his head back into the headrest. “Hadad,” Paul said. “He was with you.”

      “He suspected,” he took a deep breath, “that you told him.” He motioned towards Sami.

      “Where is he now?” Paul commanded.

      The man closed his eyes and pursed his lips. Paul slammed the man’s head into the steering wheel. His face was inches from the man’s bloody face, “tell me where he is.”

      The corners of the man’s mouth curled upwards into a wry smile. “The port.”

      Paul let go of the driver’s head and turned to Sami.

      “A distraction?” Paul said. “Why is he going through all this trouble?”

      “Because,” Sami put a finger in front of Paul’s face. “Your manifest was wrong.”

      “What are you talking about? There are weapons on that ship, aren’t there?”

      “There are weapons,” Sami paused. “But not the kind that were on the manifest you gave me.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “One of the containers has nuclear explosives, small ones, one a man can carry himself.”

      “That’s impossible; something like that would have been on the manifest.”

      “Unless someone didn’t want anyone to know about it.”

      “You’ve seen them?”

      Sami nodded. “All thirteen.”

      “Are they at the port?”

      Sami nodded. “I have several men guarding it, but we may not have enough. We knew that Asabiyyah would try to take them and we heard they hired Kadar Hadad. So when you called, I came with half of my men, and we planned to take them out here, rather than fight them at the port.”

      “You shouldn’t have risked the weapons by splitting up your men.”

      “I had to. You saved Ali.”

      “Hadad is probably at the port by now. You have to stop him. You have to go to the port.”

      Sami nodded. “We’re short on men, you’re coming, too.”
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      The needle passed eighty as Paul pressed down on the gas. The brush on the sides of the highway was nothing more than a blur. The car jarred over each pothole and crack in the crumbling road. Sami sat in the passenger seat with a knapsack on his lap.

      They borrowed the puke-green 1985 Mercedes-Benz from a man Sami called uncle. The designation did not provide any real information on the man’s relationship to Sami, as ‘uncle’ could refer to anyone from one’s mother’s brother to the grocery store clerk, provided they were older than you. They abandoned the crumpled SUV at the market and ran to the uncle’s home two blocks away. He wasn’t home, but his car was parked outside, so Sami showed Paul how to hotwire the Mercedes. First try to shove a screwdriver into the ignition; if that does not work, open the steering column and connect the red wires. Method one didn’t work, but when they connected the red wires, the car groaned awake.

      Paul downshifted as the port came into view. Sunlight sparkled off the turquoise sea. A chain link fence ran along the perimeter. Paul saw no sign of Hadad. There were no gunshots, no smoke, and no carnage. Just business as usual at the port.

      “Turn left up there.” Sami pointed at the upcoming intersection. “The ship is at the last dock. Drive slowly.”

      The Benz climbed the steep incline towards the far dock. They drove a few minutes up the road, which traversed a ridge lined with palm trees and was wide enough for only one car. The ridge overlooked the dock several hundred feet below. This area had razor wire running along the top of the fence. Through a clearing in the palm trees, the Stebelsky became visible.

      “Stop here,” Sami instructed.

      Paul parked the vehicle and stepped out. Sami stood at the edge of the ridge and looked at the dock through a pair of binoculars. Paul stepped right to the edge, spilling a few pieces of gravel over, and looked down. The dock was at least three hundred feet below. An army-green canopy truck idled at the entrance, while several men loaded boxes into it.

      “Is that your truck?”

      Sami shook his head and said, “Hadad.”

      “I thought you had men guarding it.”

      Sami handed the binoculars to Paul.

      Paul scanned the docks. Because of the commotion, he couldn’t tell how many of Hadad’s men were loading the canopy truck, maybe four, but he recognized one of them as Islam. He did not see Hadad.

      He kept the binoculars trained on the tarmac. Six bodies, men in fatigues, lay motionless. He put the binoculars down.

      Sami looked at the scene without blinking. They were his men after all, Paul thought. The man had almost lost his nephew and now had lost at least six men, friends of his.

      “I’m sorry about your men,” Paul said, and meant it, although he didn’t think it came out sincerely.

      The sadness seemed to leave Sami’s face, replaced by a stern and resolute expression. He unzipped his knapsack, removed a handgun and held it out to Paul, handle first.

      “Do you know how to use it?”

      “It’s been a while,” Paul said.

      Sami raised an eyebrow at that.

      “I was in the infantry for five years before I became a medic. Let’s just say I’m rusty.”

      Sami said: “We have to get down there before they take off.”

      Over the ridge was a drop-off of about ten feet or so, at the bottom of which a steep hill led down to the dock. The entire surface of the hill was bare, composed of soft white rock and gravel. It was as if the entire dockyard had been dynamited out of the rock. “We have to find a way to get to them.”

      Sami pointed down, over the ridge.

      Paul scoffed, “They’ll shoot us halfway down. There’s no cover.”

      “Do you have a better idea?” Sami grabbed Paul’s hand and slapped the gun into his palm. “You point it and then pull the trigger.” Sami smiled. “You don’t have to shoot anyone, just shoot at them. I will do the rest.”

      Paul hesitated and stared at the gun in his hand. “Why are you doing this?” Paul asked. Sami tilted his head to the side. “Trying to stop them. You don’t need to. I mean, they’re leaving most of the cargo; you can still sell it, make money. No sense risking your life.”

      “I do not need money. I used to think if I had enough, I would be able to live with my family in peace. But you cannot buy peace and security. Not in this place.”

      Sami pulled the gun from his belt holster, turned, and without the slightest hesitation, jumped over the ridge.

      It crossed his mind to turn around and hop in the car, drive home, and sleep. Pretend that it was all a bad dream. Sami’s words—you can’t buy security—propelled him over the edge.

      He landed ten feet below on the steep slope. His feet dug into the gravel. He tried to shift his weight onto his back, but the momentum from the fall carried him forward and he tumbled into a somersault. He focused on not letting the gun slip out of his hand. As he came out of a somersault, he dug his heels ankle deep into the fine pebbles and leaned back, dragging his hands through the gravel. He slowed to a stop. The burning from the abrasions started to set in.

      Ahead, Sami was halfway down to the base of the slope, traversing the decline by skillfully slaloming side to side.

      Paul scrambled to his feet and followed in the same way, trying desperately to keep up. He hit a rhythm, bounding side-to-side, using gravity to go faster. Then, his right foot caught a large rock and again sent him tumbling head over feet, but with more torque. His face smacked and then sunk into the gravel before his whole frame flipped him back upright. He stretched his arms out wide, begging for traction to slow his fall but the momentum made him fall faster.

      Uncontrollably fast.

      But he did stop. Halfway down the slope, he crashed into a boulder that jutted out from the hill. His chest absorbed the full impact of the collision.

      The gunmen saw his fall and took cover around the truck. Paul crouched behind the boulder and realized he’d lost the gun.

      Crack-crack-crack!

      Paul kept his back to the boulder as gunshots ricocheted around him. To his left, forty feet away, Sami fired.

      A bright light washed over the hill and Paul caught the sun’s reflection off the metal surface of his handgun. Ten feet over, in the open, his gun was embedded in the gravel. He slowly raised his head to look at the men down below. Three gunmen exchanged fire with Sami, and seemed to have temporarily forgotten about him. Paul leaned back against the boulder and took several deep breaths and then lunged out towards the gun.

      Crack-crack-crack!

      Gunfire sent dust flying all around him and he grabbed the gun’s handle, turned back, and dove behind the boulder again. He glanced at Sami who made a motion, first pointing at Paul, then at the gunmen down below.

      Paul poked out from behind the boulder and fired two shots in the direction of the truck. He had no idea where they landed, as he recoiled when the gunmen returned fire almost instantly. He saw Sami fire several shots and then heard two groans down below. Paul looked out and saw two gunmen face down.

      Paul fired two more rounds at the truck. This time there was no return fire. It fell quiet. A gust of wind sent dust into Paul’s eyes.

      He heard the truck engine gear up. Paul looked around the boulder. The truck rolled out of the fenced area and onto the road. He fired at the truck again but it started up the road and out of sight.

      Then, Bang! Bang!

      Those shots sounded different, louder, closer. He realized they came from above. Paul turned around. Sami collapsed onto the boulder he had been using for cover. His back arched over the rock. Atop the ridge one of the gunmen held an outstretched gun pointed at Sami.

      Paul ran towards the gunman, training the gun. He held the trigger as he ran towards him, firing ten rounds before the man was able to turn. Two of them hit the mark, and he collapsed.

      Paul ran to Sami. He picked him up from the rock and cradled him in his arms. All he needed was the one second it took to look into Sami’s eyes to know he was dead. But Paul still checked for a pulse and did a set of twenty chest compressions. With each pump, he prayed that Sami’s eyes would open again.

      Paul fell onto his backside and stared at Sami’s body. The world seemed to slowly fade into darkness around him, so that only he was left, sitting on that hill. He placed the heel of his hands on his temples and pressed.
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      Major General Robert Kaczmareck kept talking on his cell phone even though the limousine had stopped at the destination in downtown Stuttgart five minutes earlier. Rows of cars honked as they passed by the illegally stopped limo, effectively narrowing the congested street from four lanes to three. The driver grew impatient, rolled down the window divider and gave a polite nod, to which the general responded by pressing the button that rolled the divider back up.

      “So it’s been taken, good.” He put the phone to his chest, leaned forward, knocked on the divider and motioned for the driver to open his door for him. He put the phone to his ear. “Now listen, do not call me on this number again.”

      He turned the phone off, stepped out of the open door, and walked right past the driver, without so much as a nod of acknowledgment. He adjusted the lapels on his olive green military suit, which was specially tailored to make his round frame appear more of a “V.” He adjusted the four rows of ribbons above his breast pocket and checked the alignment of his medals.

      General Kaczmareck entered the main doors of the half-moon-shaped skyscraper that housed the United States Africa Command Centre, or AFRICOM, as someone had mercifully shortened it. The interior was just as grand as the outside. Daylight shone through the tall glass façade, reflecting off the gray-blue granite floors and walls. He stopped at the security desk, checked in, emptied his pockets, and walked through the metal detectors to the elevators.

      He went up to the fourth floor. AFRICOM spanned floors four through seven, but the important meetings happened in the fourth-floor boardroom. The monthly meetings brought together the leaders of various task forces and humanitarian organizations to coordinate U.S. efforts on the continent. This was where the United States Department of Defense made decisions regarding operations in Africa. Usually wrong decisions, as far as Kaczmareck was concerned.

      Two years ago, he had been appointed to run the Combined Joint Task Force – Horn of Africa division. He was an ideal candidate for the position--decorated, confident, and had experience on the ground in the Horn. He was a commander in ‘93 in Mogadishu, and received a Bronze Cross for his work there, but he never wore it. The mission was a failure in his mind.

      He had watched Somalia destroy itself for a decade, but his appointment to the Task Force presented his chance to effect change. Two years into the job, the only changes he saw were for the worse. Al-Qaeda had made inroads to all countries in the Horn, especially Somalia. Their influence stretched through most of the terrorist groups who had taken over half of the devastated country, including the capital. One movement in particular, the Asabiyyah, was most troubling. He pleaded with the Department of Defense, the Defense Secretary, and anyone who would listen that ground forces were needed to stop the spread of radicals, but no changes were made. The reason? Opinion polls. Americans still remember what happened in Mogadishu and would never support an invasion, the politicians told him. Their solution? Support internal resistances within the country, the warlords they had previously fought against. Short-sighted, he thought. Don’t they even remember what happened in Afghanistan in the eighties?

      The general opened the doors to the boardroom. A dozen senior members of AFRICOM sat around a long, impressive table. Three wore formal military attire, the rest were in black or navy suits. At the head of the table, a large screen projected the face of the Chair of the Armed Services Committee, Senator Janet Carter. Neither she, nor the rest of the talking heads at the table, seemed pleased to see him. He gave a quick nod and moved towards the only empty chair.

      “General, so glad you could join us,” Senator Carter said.

      “Glad to be here, Madam Senator.” He sat down in his chair and leaned back.

      He picked at his nails as she continued on the topic she had been on before he had sauntered in. It was the same old thing: Sudan’s humanitarian crisis, Sierra Leone’s rebuilding, and droughts in Ethiopia. The politicians (the ones that wore suits) around the table said the occasional, well-rehearsed line about working with local governments to develop new water sources and to establish programs to remove landmines. Everyone talked about the progress they had been making and they reframed failures with the standard “we’re still working towards [blank]…”

      “Major General Kaczmareck,” the Senator spoke. “I didn’t receive your written report.”

      He awoke from his daze. “Sorry about that, but I didn’t think there was much need for a new one as there’s been no changes. But if everyone takes a look at last month’s, you’ll be up to date.”

      Nervous laughter spread amongst a few of the people around the table. They managed to bottle up their giggles when they saw that Senator Carter’s face, several times normal human size projected on the screen, stayed serious. Kaczmareck leaned back in his chair and flashed a wry smirk and a wink at the projection. He swore he saw her right eyelid twitch before she continued.

      “What is our progress in Somalia?”

      “Well, I’d have to say there isn’t any progress. But what I can confidently say is that in many areas we’ve regressed.”

      “Such as?”

      “Two roadside bombs three weeks ago with forty-four dead. Ongoing fighting on the Ethiopian Border. People are starving to death and estimates indicate that less than five percent of aid is getting to the intended recipients. Radical militias have control of eighty percent of Mogadishu and have taken over four towns in the southwest portion of the Puntland region.” He crossed his arms. “People are welcoming them with open arms.”

      “So what is our…”

      “I’m not done.” He leaned forward and raised his voice. “The Gulf of Aden is one of the busiest commercial waterways in the world, and pirates operate freely. And, if you haven’t heard already, another ship was captured yesterday.”

      The Senator leaned back in her chair and exhaled. “I’ve heard about the ship. It was a weapons transfer. But I’ve heard that the weapons are at the port in Bosaso in the hands of the governing body there.”

      “You mean the warlords.”

      “They are the governing body right now. And they are fighting the radicals. So for now, they are on our side.”

      “For now,” he said, “but they weren’t a year ago, and they certainly won’t be five years from now, either.”

      “What are you suggesting, General?”

      “The same thing I always do. We need ground forces, American ground forces, to go in and stabilize this region. I have drawn up plans and would need less than fifteen hundred troops to--”

      “That is just not possible,” her voice went up a little.

      “Of course not.” Kaczmareck shook his head and flicked his hand in the air. He glanced around the room. The suits sat like wooden mannequins, avoiding any gesture that could be construed as agreement.

      “We are involved in two large and very unpopular wars right now, General, and while I can see that the conditions in Somalia are far from ideal, we have to concern ourselves with real, concrete, and immediate threats.”

      “What does that take?” he gritted his teeth. “A group of Somalis crashing a plane into a skyscraper? Is that when this government will act? I’m sorry, Janet, but a reactionary military will never keep our country safe.”

      “We do not have time for these kinds of discussions, Bob. We do not have the resources, nor for that matter do we have due cause to risk American lives to engage in a battle on another front.”

      “It’s a hotbed for terrorists. If we do not act now, we are risking innocent American lives.”

      The Senator shook her head; Kaczmareck knew he was getting to her. They had butted heads on more than one occasion. He knew she was doing what she thought was right, but she was a politician. She had never worked on the ground, looked in the enemy’s eyes, and seen his determination. She didn’t know what it took to win a war. And this was war.

      “People still remember Mogadishu,” she continued. Kaczmareck shook his head. Here it comes, he thought. “No one will support a deployment there.”

      “So we’re letting the media and opinion polls dictate our foreign policy now? Your government was elected to make the tough decisions.”

      “I am making a tough decision, General,” she softened her tone. “Staying out of Somalia is a tough decision, because with adequate resources and positive public opinion we could make a difference. But the reality is that we can’t. Not now.”

      Kaczmareck sulked in his chair, pulled a handkerchief from his pocket, and wiped his glasses. “I hear you’ve got a presidential campaign to run. Am I right?”

      She blinked twice and leaned toward the camera. “My rumored presidential candidacy has nothing to do with what is happening in Somalia right now. I’m elected to serve the people of the United States, their best interests, and their best interests alone. That includes not caving in to pressure from hawkish generals.”
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      Paul drove the Benz back to the clinic. The line-up looped around the building. He only noticed a few casual glances from patients sitting up in their beds as he walked in. The nurses all seemed preoccupied. He saw Ellen sitting alone at a desk at the back of the auditorium.

      Ellen didn’t look up. “I have nothing to say to you.”

      She kept writing in a patient chart. She pressed the pen down on the paper hard enough to make the tips of her fingers white. Bags had formed under her eyes and her hair was pulled back. She only pulled it back when she was exhausted. Perhaps from waiting for him overnight. Maybe for having given him yet another chance.

      “Okay, you don’t have to say anything, just listen for a second.”

      “Listen to what, Paul?” her voice rose to a volume that Paul hadn’t heard before. A level that caused the elderly man in the bed fifteen feet away to startle. “Listen to another one of your excuses? Your bullshit?”

      “Ellen…”

      “There’s nothing to say.” She still didn’t look up. “While you were out getting high, or…or…whatever, I was here. Managing this clinic. By myself,” her voice trembled. “You didn’t call, you didn’t leave a note, nothing. We had a deal, Paul. That was your last chance and now that’s it, it’s over. But, let’s face it, it’s been over for a while.”

      Paul let her words sink in. He often wondered what kept her with him for so long. He assumed it was companionship. Living in a place so far from home, maybe he provided her with a certain familiarity and comfort level. Why else would a young, beautiful woman with an insatiable wanderlust get involved with a graying middle-aged man who was stuck in a place like this? Maybe she had been waiting to have an excuse to end their relationship, and he just handed it to her.

      But Hadad would almost certainly come looking for him. She was involved by proxy. Letting her stay was letting her die.

      “We have to leave now,” he said, steady and commanding.

      “No, we don’t.” she slammed the pen on the desk. She looked up at him and her eyes initially glowered, but that was displaced by bewilderment. “I don’t even want to know.”

      Paul looked down and saw what caused Ellen’s mouth to hang open. Raw, weeping scrapes ran up both of his forearms and stung when the sleeves of his t-shirt rubbed against them. His light-colored vest was now a patchwork of bloodstains. Sami’s blood. His bandaged hand throbbed more than his nose and blood had soaked through the bandage.

      He was unsure of what to say. If he offered her a little bit of information, she would ask questions. If he told her about Hadad, she would ask questions about his past. Could he gloss over Nairobi? Could he leave out the manifest? He didn’t expect her to shut him out, but how many lies was too many?

      “I can explain,” came out, though he immediately felt a pang of regret in the pit of his stomach.

      “I don’t want an explanation.”

      “We have to leave here now.”

      “Not with you.”

      Ellen looked at him with distant, tired eyes.

      “I don’t go anywhere with you anymore, Paul. Nowhere.”

      She walked away. Paul grabbed her by the arm, but she didn’t look at him.

      “They kidnapped me. They interrogated me. They tortured me.”

      Ellen didn’t move, her head turned away from Paul.

      “They’re going to come looking for me, and probably you too. We have to leave now.”

      She turned. Where he expected to see tears, he saw distance.

      “Okay. You can leave me at the airport.”

      Paul expected questions. He wondered why she didn’t want to know who had captured him or why, as though a chasm had opened between them and he could no longer see the other side.

      Ellen followed Paul out of the clinic, and they got in the Mercedes. She buckled up and stared at the gun lying on the dashboard.

      “Sorry,” Paul said, putting the gun below his seat.

      “Take me home to get my things,” Ellen ordered.

      “We can’t.”

      “I’m just going home for a week, then I’m coming back. You don’t control me.”

      “Ellen, they might be there.”

      She took a deep sigh and clenched her jaw. She shook her head slowly. “Go ahead, Paul. Spin your tale. Who is after you?”

      He’d never heard such skepticism in her voice. “Asabiyyah.”

      “What?”

      “They’re the ones who kidnapped me.”

      Ellen sat up and turned her head. “How do you know that?”

      “What kind of question is that? Maybe from the black and white checkered scarves over their faces? From the AK-47 jabbed into my back? From the forceps used to rip my fucking nail off? They told me, Ellen!”

      “Why? Why would they kidnap you? What did you do?”

      He thought to lie. They wanted me for ransom. Since when does Asabiyyah take ransom? She would say. No, a case of mistaken identity. Who did they think you were? Someone else. But who? And how did you get away?

      He had lied to her about who he was hundreds of times and it was easy. But the lies that used to flow so naturally had suddenly dried up. The charade had ended hours ago and even then it was well overdue.

      “They think that I’m a spy.”

      “Are you?” Ellen asked.

      Paul thought about the inevitable barrage of follow-up questions if he answered in the affirmative. But what other explanation would suffice?

      “Yes.”

      Ellen looked at Paul with a combination of shock and disdain and then turned and stared out the window. They were strangers, weren’t they? All the moments they had shared, the times they had camped seaside, the grief she shared with him when her mother died of a sudden heart attack, the heated political debates they had over tea, were tainted. She had shared them with a stranger.

      But she had known that in some way, hadn’t she? Ellen had complained that he was shut down, that he never let her into his world. She wanted to know more about him, about his childhood, about his parents, but he knew he could never tell her. It was his duty. It was his burden. Maybe on some level, even when their love blossomed, she knew the relationship was doomed. Maybe the best solution was for Paul to let her walk out. But his secrets and his past now threatened her. Because of him, her life was in danger. Get her to safety, he thought, then let her walk out.

      “I want you to hear this from me, Ellen, not anyone else. I’m a U.S. government operative. I’ve worked in Bosaso for the past ten years.”

      “Our whole relationship.”

      “Yes.”

      “How did Asabiyyah find out?”

      “I was feeding shipping information to pirates. This is one of the ways that the U.S. gets supplies or money to U.S.-friendly security forces. So they can fight groups like the Asabiyyah.”

      “And I guess they found out. Before me.”

      “I’m sworn to secrecy. I never thought this would—”

      “But it is Paul. It is. Now, you’re telling me I have to leave this place.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Just take me to the airport.”

      “We can’t.”

      “The airport, please.”

      “There’s another agent in Garowe. He’s the only person I have contact with in the agency. We have to go there.”

      “Why can’t we just escape? That’s a drive across the desert, Paul.”

      A headache set in. He had already told Ellen too much.

      “I have to give him some intelligence.”

      “What intelligence, Paul?”

      He said nothing. He tried to process that he had broken the oaths he had taken by telling Ellen his covert identity. But safety demanded that information about the missing weapons be passed back to Langley. If he was killed, that information would die with him.

      “The last ship I gave the pirates information on was one carrying weapons from the Ukraine. Pirates hijacked it two days ago, docked and unloaded it. But they found something I had no idea was on it. Ellen, there were nuclear weapons on the ship and the Asabiyyah have stolen them and I don’t know where they’ve taken them.”

      “Why would the U.S. allow nuclear weapons on a ship to be hijacked?”

      “I don’t think they know. Langley sends the manifests as encrypted documents, then the agent in Garowe sends me the decryption code. Only he can send it to me because the SIM card on my cell phone recognizes only his phone’s signature. So the only documents I receive get sent from the agency.”

      “So they don’t know about weapons?”

      “They weren’t on the manifest.”

      Ellen didn’t flinch at what he told her. She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply through her nose. Paul looked at her, waiting for her eyes to open and look at him again.

      “Paul, is there anything else you need to tell me?”

      He thought about telling her about Kadar Hadad. About Nairobi. About Marshall Ramsey.

      “No,” he said confidently. “That’s everything.”
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      In the safe house, Paul sat at a glass dining room table across from James Wright, who poured mineral water into a crystal tumbler. Ellen sat silently across from Paul, staring at her interlaced fingers. They hadn’t spoken during the two-hour ride from Bosaso to the safe house in Garowe, despite the massive pressure Paul felt to explain himself. But Ellen didn’t ask for an explanation. Maybe she didn’t want to know. Maybe she didn’t care.

      “So let me get this straight,” Agent James Wright said. “There were nuclear weapons aboard the ship?”

      Paul nodded, tapped a cigarette out of the box, and placed it in his mouth.

      “No smoking in here.” James smiled, masking irritation below the surface. “Agency policy.”

      Paul kept the cigarette in his mouth but didn’t light it. Somehow, the information about the ship was leaked to Hadad, and Paul didn’t leak it. The only man directly connected to Paul was standing across from him, sipping loudly.

      But that meant that James also suspected Paul. He wouldn’t like Paul showing up at his doorstep. He’d made that much clear. During their first and only meeting James pointed a finger at Paul and said, “communication only goes one way: from me to you. Last thing I need is a cowboy blowing my cover.”

      James sat down cross-legged at the table and stroked his chin. “And the weapons are now in the hands of Asabiyyah.”

      “That’s right.”

      “How do we know this?”

      “Know what?”

      “That they have the weapons.”

      “I saw them take them,” Paul said slowly. “They tried to kill me when I was there. They killed my contact, shot him point blank.”

      Paul glanced at Ellen. She had remained motionless the whole time, listening, but not reacting.

      “Where were they going?” James continued.

      “I don’t know; they don’t brief me.”

      “So you don’t know. Any ideas?”

      Paul shook his head.

      James rubbed his cheek, scratching his stubble with his palm. “So our manifest was wrong. That means that the intel on the ship was bogus, whoever gave it to Langley in the first place.”

      “Or someone could have put them on the ship unofficially.”

      “No, weapons like that would be flagged. Our intel was bad.”

      “I thought that all information coming to me is verified.”

      “Should be.”

      “Well, you texted me the decryption code. That’s not supposed to come through until the information is verified.”

      “Right,” James conceded, with a slight hesitation. He walked over to the window, swirling the glass of water in his hand. “It was verified.”

      “You have to call Langley.” Paul pushed his chair back and met James by the window. “We know that there’s thirteen missing nuclear warheads and we know where they were less than five hours ago. This is our best chance to recover them.”

      James stared at Paul blankly.

      “The United States gave information to pirates about a ship which led to nuclear weapons getting in the hands of terrorists.” Paul pointed his finger in James’ face. “If they trace it back to us, it’ll be an international incident.”

      “Well.” James took a sip of water and raised his eyebrows, “technically you gave the information to the pirates.”

      Paul pulled the cigarette out of his mouth and bit down on his lower lip. Would they cut him out already? Paul was an unofficial covert operative; if anything were traced back to him, the United States would deny any relationship to him, and he was supposed to deny any affiliation to the United States government.

      Paul considered his options. He couldn’t escape. A Hawaiin-shirt-wearing guard sat by the front door. He had frisked Paul and Ellen and taken Paul’s gun. Two more guards stood outside. Even if he somehow managed to neutralize them, the front door had a steel insert that could be locked down. The windows were bulletproof. Even if he could manage to break the windows, it was three floors down to the garden terrace, where rows of planters encircled a small swimming pool.

      No, they wouldn’t kill him yet. There was still a good chance of recovering the weapons and they hadn’t extracted all information from Paul. He still had some value to them.

      “Call them,” Paul demanded.

      James took a sip of water.

      “Call Langley now.”

      “Okay.” James uncrossed his arms, removed a cell phone from his pocket and held it up. “I’ll take this in the other room.”

      Once James left, Ellen rose and walked up to the window beside Paul. She placed a hand on his shoulder and the other on his hand. He turned and faced her. He saw tears forming in her eyes and she bit her lower lip.

      “Paul,” her voice was barely a whisper. “I need to confess something.”
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      Bailey’s desk phone rang, snapping her out of a daze. She sat in her cubicle on the chair that squeaked every time she moved; she hovered over stacks of intelligence printouts related to shipping in the Gulf of Aden. Paul Alban’s file rested beside a browning apple core and leftover crusts from a tuna salad sandwich. She’d been through the documents a dozen times, but couldn’t connect the dots. She’d left eight phone messages with security officials in Somalia and Ethiopia who could potentially have information on the Stebelsky. Crilley’s instructions had seemed straightforward enough: “figure out what’s going on with that ship.” After six hours without a shred of newly uncovered information, she was almost ready to give up. But she couldn’t go back to Crilley empty handed.

      She reminded herself of why she was here, in operations. Crilley was nearing retirement, and although he was of questionable skill, he had seniority in the organization. Bailey was junior, but she’d been able to work her way up to be his second in command, even if it hadn’t been the smoothest path forward. This morning’s oversight did little to help her cause.

      When she had told her father of her move, he’d dismissed it, as only a retired FBI pencil pusher could. “Gotta be careful of those lateral moves, Bailey, they’re a route to bureaucratic purgatory.” She didn’t bother explaining to him that she’d be involved in directing operatives and shaping strategy; that would have been too painful for him to hear.

      The phone rang and she jumped in her chair. It was the NCS operator. “An Agent Wright is on the line asking for James Crilley. He says it is an urgent matter.”

      Bailey’s eyes widened and she suddenly felt awake. She recognized the name from Paul Alban’s file. “Transfer him to Crilley’s office.”

      She snatched Paul Alban’s file from the desk, knocking a half-empty bottle of water onto the floor, moving as she fast as she could in heels to Crilley’s office. She didn’t bother knocking this time. Crilley had his feet up on the desk, reading from a folder perched on his belly. Before he could say anything, Bailey sputtered out, “James Wright from Somalia is being patched through to your line right now.”

      Then the phone rang. Crilley lifted himself out of the chair and motioned for Bailey to sit. “You can take this one. Consider it part of the training.”

      This was her chance. Her heart galloped. She let it go another two rings and then slowly pressed the button for speakerphone. By the time Wright’s voice came through, her palms were clammy. She turned her head to meet Crilley’s intense gaze as he paced behind the desk.

      “You’re online, Agent Wright.” Bailey leaned over the speaker.

      “Hello.” His voice came in through static. “I have something urgent here.”

      “Do you know anything about this Ukranian ship?”

      “I do. It’s docked at the port in Bosaso and the cargo has been unloaded.”

      “What was on the ship?”

      “Military weapons.”

      “Shit.” Crilley slapped his hands together and paced.

      “But sir, there’s more to it,” James said. “Some of the weapons were apparently nuclear.”

      Bailey exchanged glances with Crilley. “What did you just say?”

      “From the description I’ve received they sound like they are man-portable nuclear warheads.”

      “Where are they now?”

      “They’ve been taken by members of Asabiyyah.” A whoosh sound came through on the speaker and Bailey couldn’t tell whether they lost the line or Wright was letting out a massive sigh. Then he added, “I don’t know where they are right now.”

      Crilley stood still with his arms crossed. Bailey chewed her fingernails. She knew what this meant. Her mind was already doing the calculations. Man-portable nuclear weapons exploded with the power of one kiloton of TNT. A single blast could wipe out a radius of four city blocks leaving a hundred-foot-deep crater. The number of casualties depended on how many people lived in those four city blocks. Ten thousand roughly? And a detonator could be fashioned by an engineering school dropout. The possibility of a nuclear blast on U.S. soil had been giving homeland security officials cold sweats ever since a 1999 Frontline investigation reported that Russian General Alexander Lebed admitted one of his assignments was to track down 132 missing suitcase-sized nuclear weapons the Soviet Union had manufactured in the eighties. He only found forty-eight. Although a few Soviet officials supported his claims, most discredited them. The Russian Atomic Energy minister assured the United States that all these devices are registered and it is impossible for them to find their way into terrorists’ hands. But in intelligence circles, possibility never entered the equation; anything was possible. Probability meant something. Following the controversy, a confidential CIA report stated, while it is very likely that the former Soviet Republics have man-portable nuclear weapons, the likelihood of them falling into possession of hostile groups is low. The facts now stared them in the face. The likelihood of them being in the hands of terrorists? One hundred percent.

      “How did these weapons get on the ship?” Bailey pushed her hair away from her face.

      “I have no idea.”

      “What about our man in Somalia?” Crilley broke out of his trance. “Have you had contact with him?”

      “I have,” James said. “He’s here with me right now.”

      “How did you find him?”

      “He found me, sir. And he’s here with a woman, I think she’s his girlfriend.”

      Bailey and Crilley exchanged glances again.

      Crilley motioned for Bailey to speak. She cleared her throat. “Is he aware of what happened there?”

      “You could say that.”

      “No need for cryptic remarks, Mr. Wright,” Crilley said. “What did he say?”

      “He said he gave them the manifest.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know how this happened, but he definitely gave the manifest to the pirates and he saw Asabiyyah taking the warheads from the ship.”

      “How is that possible?” Bailey shook her head in disbelief. “Where did he get the manifest?”

      “He thinks it came from us.”

      “What? Like the same channels?”

      “That’s what he says. He says he downloaded the manifest after he received the decryption code, which he thinks I sent to him.”

      “How did he react when you told him that we didn’t send it?”

      “I didn’t.”

      Crilley stepped forward and pulled at his belt. “How do we know that’s how he got the manifest? Is there any proof?”

      Fine static on the other end. Bailey turned her head to the side and pursed her lips. A rush of cold swept down her neck. She hadn’t considered this possibility. It seemed Wright hadn’t either. But it wasn’t perplexity that she felt. She felt something, something heavy enter the room, and slowly expand. Suddenly everything felt tight, swollen.

      “There’s no proof,” James said. “But why would he come find me and tell me all this if it wasn’t true?”

      “I don’t know,” Crilley’s voice rose. “To save his own skin? Maybe he sold the manifest to the pirates, the whole thing got botched somehow, and now he wants us to fix his mess. The only person who can send Alban the decryption code is you. And you didn’t send it. So what’s more likely? That this guy—Alban—is trying to play us, or that the National Clandestine Service has been compromised by some sort of conspiracy that bypassed three different security measures?”

      Bailey wanted to say something. She wanted to argue. In spite of the convenience of Crilley’s explanation, she just didn’t believe it. If Paul Alban was smart enough to sell nuclear weapons to terrorists, why would he then walk into Wright’s apartment and admit to it all? She thought better than question, though. Not without counter-evidence. Crilley wasn’t the type to tolerate dissent. Bailey turned away and sunk into her chair a couple of inches. She got back to chewing on her fingernail.

      “So how do we figure this out?” James finally came through on the speakerphone.

      “What is there to figure out?” Crilley snapped. “We know he gave them the manifest. He’s contacted you, so now he’s connected with the United States government. It’s time we nip this in the bud.”

      Whatever she had felt swelling in the room had just burst. The words struck her like a spray of ice water. She watched Crilley lumber around the table, but everything suddenly seemed slowed down.

      “Wait, sir,” Bailey pleaded. “Paul Alban came to Wright to tell him about the weapons.”

      “He gave a manifest to pirates, which led to nuclear weapons getting into terrorist hands. Maybe Alban has gone rogue, or maybe he’s trying to line his pockets. It doesn’t change the situation.”

      “We can bring him in and investigate,” Bailey said.

      “We can investigate later. He’s the only U.S. connection to this operation.”

      The air hung heavy in the room. Another loud whoosh emanated from the speaker.

      “Sir?” James Wright asked.

      “You hear me, Wright. It’s an order.”
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      Ellen took a deep, stuttering breath. “You have to leave.”

      “What?”

      “You have to leave now.” She let go of his hand and touched his chest. “It’s not safe here. He’s lying to you.”

      “What are you talking about? Who’s lying to me?” 

      “Please, just go.”

      “Ellen, these are the only people who will help us. We’re staying.”

      She shook her head and took steps backwards. “I didn’t trust you.” she raised her head. “You’re sneaky. You lie. You disappear.”

      “Ellen?”

      “You made me distrust you.” She shook her head. “And I’m sorry…” her voice trailed off.

      “Ellen,” Paul’s voice rose, “speak to me.”

      “James couldn’t have sent you the decryption code.”

      “No one else could,” Paul said.

      “Yes.” She pressed her lips together. “Because I switched the SIM card on your phone.”

      Paul didn’t say anything.

      “He told me you were aiding terrorists.”

      “Who did?”

      “A man came up to me at the market two months ago. He said he was INTERPOL. Said he was building a case against you,” she said. “And I didn’t believe him, not at first.”

      “He wanted to switch the SIM card?”

      “I wasn’t going to do it. But, I followed you one day to the library. I saw you put some papers in a book. When you left, I opened it and saw a shipping manifest.”

      Paul’s mind reeled. For the decade that he lived the lies of Paul Alban, he never once considered that someone he loved and trusted could deceive him. He tried to process what she had just said. “James didn’t know about the manifest?”

      She shook her head and leaned her head against the window.

      “He’s playing along.”

      “Fuck, Ellen. Why didn’t you ask me?”

      “Because you’re a liar and I didn’t trust you. I still don’t know if I can trust you.”

      “I’m all you’ve got right now. Who was this INTERPOL agent?”

      “I didn’t get his—”

      “Do you know anything about this person who gave you the SIM card?” he said evenly. 

      “He told me he worked with a general, a U.S. general.”

      “A name?”

      “No.”

      Footsteps clicked along the hallway. The guard in the tan Hawaiian shirt poked his head around the corner. “Is everything okay here?”

      “We’re fine,” Paul said and then glared at Ellen who forced a smile and nodded.

      Paul watched as the guard stared at them for another moment, then walked back up the hallway to his chair beside the door. “What else do you know?”

      “That’s it. That’s all I know.”

      “I’m serious. Tell me everything.”

      “I have.”

      Paul held her gaze, but it didn’t waver. If she had the switched the SIM card in his phone, then the manifest couldn’t have come from James. Paul replayed his interaction with James. All of his movements seemed stiff and rehearsed. He had sat back and listened, letting Paul divulge details of the operation. He hadn’t shared anything himself.

      Paul realized that he was the only U.S. connection, the only loose end. No one else knew about the operation.

      Paul scanned the room. There were five-foot-thick soundproof walls and bulletproof windows. The only way out was through the front door.

      The guard sat in a chair, leaning against the door. He held his arms by his side and through his loose-fitting Hawaiian shirt Paul saw a bulge.

      “I have to get out of here,” he whispered to Ellen. “I need your help.”

      “Can I go with you?”

      “It’s me they want.”

      Ellen nodded her head slowly, resigned. “What do you want me to do?”

      “When I signal, call the guard over.” 

      Paul grabbed one of the metal framed dining room chairs and crouched around the corner of the hallway, just out of guard’s view. He made a motion with his hand and Ellen called the guard. He felt suddenly hot and his heart fluttered.

      The guard’s footsteps clicked quickly towards him and he raised the chair high above his head. He saw a flash of the guard’s shaved head—enough to see the guard wince and try to raise his forearm to block the blow—before he swung the chair down on top of the guard’s neck. That sent the guard crashing to the floor on all fours.

      Paul dropped the chair and pressed his knee deep into the guard’s upper back. He mashed the man’s face into the floor with his bandaged hand. The guard writhed and grunted underneath Paul’s weight, but Paul only pressed his knee harder into the guard’s back until he heard a crunch. He ran his free hand up the guard’s shirt along his back until his fingers found the holstered handgun.

      Paul leaned forward and whispered in the man’s ear, “Stay on the floor.” 

      The guard grunted and Paul loosened his grip. He stood up and kept the gun aimed at the guard, who lay face down, with his fingers splayed wide on the linoleum floor.

      Paul walked backwards up the hallway and put his ear to the door James had gone through. Soft chatter. Then he heard the cellphone beep and click closed. Footsteps approached.

      The door swung open and Paul pointed the gun directly in James’ face. James’ head recoiled as though he had been punched. 

      “Step outside,” Paul said, “give me the phone.” 

      James handed Paul the cell phone, raised his hands, and stepped into the hallway. “I was just getting things sorted out for you.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Why bullshit?” James said, still holding his hand feebly beside his head. “Don’t you want to hear what we can do?”

      “No.” 

      In the corner of his eye, Paul saw the guard rise to his knees. Paul curled his finger around the trigger and then fired three rounds into the ceiling. The kickback twisted his wrist painfully. “Stay down, I said!”

      The guard flopped back down on his belly and stretched his hands out in front of him on the floor. Satisfied that he had been subdued, Paul pointed the gun at James again.

      “I need you to let me out the front door.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      “Let me out.” Paul held the gun’s muzzle an inch from James’ forehead.

      “I can’t.” James pulled his head back. “Put the gun down and maybe we can figure this out. What’s the problem?”

      “You didn’t give me the manifest.”

      “What?” the edges of James’ mouth turned up anxiously. He let out a nervous laugh, “what are you talking about?”

      “You lied to me. The decryption code didn’t come from you.” Paul shoved the gun in James’ face.

      “Where else could it come from, Paul?”

      “Me.” Ellen seemed to materialize in front of Paul, placed her hand on the gun, and lowered it. He saw no trace of fear or panic. She turned towards James. “I switched the SIM cards.”

      James boomed a laugh. “You did? Your girlfriend has got you in a lot of trouble.”

      James sneered and Paul felt his insides twist. In that instant James lunged forward, grabbed Ellen, and spun her around. A gun suddenly appeared in his hand and he had it pressed to her head. James’ face sat a full foot higher than Ellen’s.

      “Put the gun down, Paul,” he commanded.

      Instead, Paul raised his gun and pointed it at James’ face.

      “You don’t want her to die, do you?”

      “To tell you the truth,” Paul shrugged, “at this point I don’t really care.”

      He kept his eyes on James. He couldn’t look at Ellen and see the pain his comment had caused. Part of him had meant it because it was all over now, wasn’t it? There was no going back to the way things were.

      “Just go,” Ellen said. “Just go.” 

      James’ giant-like grip enveloped her tiny frame. He wanted to leave. She had caused this, after all. If she hadn’t believed the man posing as an INTERPOL agent, they wouldn’t be here. They would still be in Bosaso. She would still love him. 

      Then he realized he wasn’t the only loose end. 

      Ellen had heard everything about the CIA involvement in Somalia. She had seen the faces and knew the identities of several undercover operatives. There was no way they would let her live. Letting her stay was letting her die. 

      He didn’t think about it; it just happened. Before he realized his finger had wrapped around the trigger and tightened, James’ head snapped back and a thick red spray burst out onto the wall. The bang echoed off the floors. James’ body slammed against the wall and slid down, leaving a smeared track of blood. 

      Paul looked at James’ corpse, entranced. James’ eyes had crossed slightly.  It was the only feature on his face that was still recognizable. The rest was an explosion of bone and tissue. Ellen swept her hands down her arms as if she were covered in some toxic substance.

      They ran past the guard into the dining room. The guard drew a pistol from a leg holster, scrambled to his feet, and took cover around the corner. His head popped out and he fired two shots that narrowly missed Paul’s head and instead thudded into one of the bulletproof windows, creating a small chip. 

      Ellen slithered along the floor and took cover underneath the glass dining table, while Paul took cover behind an armchair by the window. He took a deep, huffing breath. For a moment, he thought of how in one day he had already fired a gun more times than in the past decade. Then he realized he had already killed two men and was now in a firefight with a third. 

      Two shots whistled past, tearing holes in the armchair’s fabric, inches away from Paul’s hip. The bullet hit the window, now cracking the glass. Paul turned and fired another two shots towards the guard. 

      Paul looked at the window. He knew that bullet-proof glass really only meant bullet-resistant, and enough impact could break it. Getting past the guard seemed impossible. Even then, the front door was locked by a keypad. He had to get out through the window. 

      He placed the forearm of his free hand over his eyes and fired five shots at the window. Each bullet thumped against the window like a fist, and a fine white lace fanned out around each bullet hole. 

      He kept firing. Thump, thump, thump. 

      Crack.

      The fine cracks merged and a thick white line ran diagonally through the window.  

      He fired a barrage of bullets towards the guard, but hit the wall instead, spraying chunks of plaster and dust. Then Paul swung the butt of the gun into the window. The glass separated at the crack and the shards fell down to the terrace below, opening a large hole in the window.

      Paul turned and saw the guard aiming his weapon, so he quickly took cover behind the armchair. He glanced at Ellen lying prone under the glass table and waved for her to come over. As she slid out from under the table, Paul fired at the guard again. She sprinted across the living room and slid into him behind the armchair. 

      “We have to jump.” He saw the front door open and two men holding pistols ran in. More guards. “Now!”  

      They ripped through the water below. Paul’s heels smashed into the pool’s floor, his knees buckling. Chlorine burned his sinuses. He looked up at the sunlight penetrating the water. Shots zipped through the water. He pushed off the bottom and broke through the surface, heard a shout, and looked up. Two guards stood in the open window, aiming their pistols at them. 

      Paul pulled himself out of the pool and coughed up a good amount of water. He looked over and saw Ellen climbing out as well. Paul took her hand and they raced towards the glass door leading back into the apartment building. Sprays of cement and dust exploded behind them as they ran. Ellen opened the door and ran inside. Paul looked up at the window again. He had seen two guards enter from outside just before they had jumped out of the window. He didn’t see the guard with the Hawaiian shirt and he could pick that ugly shirt out from any distance. 

      “Wait,” Paul grabbed Ellen’s elbow. “One of the guards isn’t up there. They’re expecting us to go into the building. He’s probably coming down here right now.”

      “Where else are we going to run?” 

      Paul scanned the terrace. Behind the rows of terracotta planters and padded lounge chairs, a waist-high concrete ledge ran along the perimeter. “We jump.”

      They counted to three and ran back out to the terrace. A barrage of bullets swirled past them, smashing two pots and busting up the concrete floor. The shots didn’t stop; they seemed to be coming from all angles. Paul looked back at the doorway and saw the guard in the Hawaiian shirt firing at them. They sprinted to the ledge, without breaking their stride, without looking down, they fell. 

      They landed hard on the gravel parking lot below. Paul fell forward, landing on his palms and skidding forward. Ellen tumbled over onto her side. Paul scrambled to his feet and lifted Ellen. They rounded a corner, out of the guard’s line of sight. 

      He saw the Benz parked there. Paul touched the two frayed red wires together, praying that the car would start. It did. Paul threw it into gear and accelerated out of the parking lot. 

      He didn’t see the guards exit the building, which meant he had a head start. They would certainly try to follow him, so he knew that the farther he could get mixed into city traffic, the easier an escape would be. He pulled onto a main road and immediately passed two cars. Traffic swelled. Paul took a corner, and another. He continually checked his rearview mirror and saw no sign that he was being followed.

      “Where do we go now?” Ellen asked. Paul thought for a moment. Who could keep them safe now? He could only think of one person.

      He checked his mirrors again and made another turn. “I have a plan.”
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      A crumbling, potholed road spanned the one hundred eighty-five miles of desert between Garowe and Bosaso, but that didn’t stop Paul from keeping the accelerator to the floor. In the passenger seat, Ellen reclined with her eyes closed. Her t-shirt was still damp.

      The car shuddered and twisted as he maneuvered the old Benz around the cracked pavement. As they passed the town of Qardho, marking the halfway point between the two cities, Paul thought the dry, rocky landscape had become sufficiently dim that he flicked on the high beams. He checked all three of his rearview mirrors again, but saw no sign of pursuers. In fact, he hadn’t seen another vehicle in over thirty minutes.

      Had the guards given up the chase? He knew it was impossible, but he clung to that glimmer of hope. Hope that he and Ellen could return to Bosaso, fall asleep in each other’s arms, then start work in the morning like nothing happened. Put it all behind them: James’ murder, Kadar Hadad, Marshall Ramsey.

      It wasn’t possible anymore. The guards would have immediately notified Langley of James Wright’s death. They would then notify security at airports and border crossings that a dangerous fugitive was on the loose. They would send men to his home, the clinic, and anywhere else they thought Paul could go.

      The tire thudded up into the wheel well and a high-pitched clattering sound vibrated through the car. He heard a loud pop! before the Benz lurched forward and swerved to the left. Ellen shot up in her seat and braced herself with one hand on the dashboard and the other on the window frame. She screamed something Paul couldn’t make out over the wailing of the tires. Paul jerked the wheel to the right and that made the tires squeal desperately. The momentum sent the side of his head into the window frame and he saw twinkling blue dust before his eyes. All he could think to do was brake and he thrust his heel into the pedal.

      The car slowed, then bounced up and down with each rotation of the flat driver’s side tire. It came to a stop in the middle of the road. Paul’s heart pounded so strongly he could feel its thumping all the way up his neck and down his abdomen. He looked at Ellen, who still held on to the dash.

      “I’d better see if there’s a spare,” he nervously chuckled. He opened the door, walked around the car and popped the trunk. Underneath the trunk liner, he found a small spare, tire iron, and jack, all in perfect condition. He felt dizzy. He placed his hands on the bumper and hunched forward. For an instant, he felt he would retch, but the feeling dissipated. Instead, he laughed, laughed hard, harder than he had in a long time. He couldn’t stop himself. He laughed so hard that his eyes squeezed out tears. He dropped down and leaned against the back bumper.

      Ellen stepped out of the car and looked down at Paul sideways. “Are you okay?”

      “What are the chances,” he chuckled and pointed over his shoulder with his thumb, “that a twenty year old car is going to have a spare kit in perfect condition?” He shook his head and smiled. “What are the chances?”

      Ellen showed a sympathetic smile, one that said well at least you’re still able to see the light side of things, and sat on the road next to him. She took his hand and rested her face on his arm. She ran her thumb along his fingers and gazed up at the night sky. “Remember when we went on our first trip to the Red Sea and we went to that beach?”

      Paul nodded. “Gurgusum.”

      “Yeah,” Ellen smiled. “The sky looks the same as it did that day.”

      He shrugged. “The sky doesn’t change.”

      Paul felt better. The dizziness and shakes he had experienced earlier in the day had dissipated. Amazing what adrenaline could do, he thought. A feeling crept through him, one of relief and of calm. Energy ran between them, one that he hadn’t felt in a long time. Strong, maybe stronger than it had ever been. Ellen turned her head and looked at him grimly. “It’s my fault, what happened today.”

      Part of him agreed with her. The sour, betrayed part. “No, it’s not.” He shook his head. “I pulled you into this situation. Please believe me when I say that I never meant for you get wrapped up in this world. I thought I could keep it separate from us.” He stood and leaned on the bumper. “But something bigger is happening here. We’re pawns in whatever this game is.”

      Ellen swallowed hard. “I’m with you, you know? I’m with you.”

      Paul closed his eyes. How could she be with him when she didn’t know his secrets? They had been convenient, protective, but now, they were in the way. He took a deep breath.

      “My real name is Marshall,” Paul said, looking at the horizon. The words flowed out, like an abscess that had been opened. “Ten years ago, I was working a case searching for the Nairobi embassy bombers. We found the prime suspect. His name is Kadar Hadad. We interrogated him for a long time and my role was to monitor his health through the interrogation. I watched as they used techniques to get him to talk.” Paul paused for a moment and then looked at Ellen. “We went too far. Next thing we knew, we’re under investigation for prisoner abuse. Politicians got their hands on it, and the authorities let Hadad go. So I did what I thought I had to do. I confessed, in exchange for getting the charges dropped. They used my confession to convict the others, but I thought it was worth it. In exchange for the testimony, they issued Marshall Ramsey a death certificate and I moved here to a new post. I still get to be a doctor and help people.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “I just want to be honest.”

      “Why now? Why tell me?”

      “You wanted me to lie?”

      “I wanted what we had.”

      “Did you?”

      Ellen shook her head and put her hand to her face.

      “Hadad is back.”

      “Back where?”

      “He’s the one who interrogated me. Somehow he found out that I’m here in Somalia and he found me. Now he’s stolen nuclear weapons.”

      The chasm he thought would develop between them and swallow them up never appeared. The sparkle that had lived in her eyes reappeared. They were partners now.

      “Maybe it’s over?” A look of relief flashed across her face. “You’ve informed the people at Langley about the stolen weapons, so that’s good. Maybe once they track them down, they’ll stop looking for us.”

      “As far as the U.S government knows, I gave nuclear weapons to terrorists. I killed a U.S. operative. I don’t think they’ll ever stop searching for me.”

      “I was there, Paul. You had to kill him. There was no choice.”

      “They’re not going to see it that way.” Paul shook his head.

      “Well, maybe you’ll have to explain it to them.”

      “My only connection to them is dead.”

      Ellen reached out and touched his thigh. He felt a hard block press against his leg. The cell phone in his pocket. “Langley was the last place James called.” She smiled.

      Some part of him realized that dialing would be useless. There wasn’t enough time to explain; he didn’t even know how he would begin. But it was the only option left. By now, a comprehensive, organized search was undoubtedly underway. He could almost feel the search party circling him like a pack of wolves. He pressed the REDIAL button and gripped the phone tightly to his ear. The phone began dialing.

      The pitch-black desert around him suddenly seemed congested. The small, low-lying shrubs that were a tinge darker than the rest of the landscape crept almost imperceptibly closer. A sudden breeze kicked a spray of dust into Paul’s eyes. An operator came on the line and he said his name was James Wright and she promptly patched him through.

      “Hello?” a woman’s voice came over the phone.

      By this time, his heart had reached a full out gallop and sweat tracked down his face. He felt a large, unmovable lump in his throat.

      “Hello? Hello? Is anyone there?” the voice cut in and out.

      “Who is this?” he forced out.

      A long, staticky pause. Then, “who is this?”

      “This is Paul Alban.”

      An even longer pause. “Doctor Alban, where are you?”

      “I’ve left Garowe; you can stop looking for me there,” Paul said. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Officer Clarke.” Papers shuffling and then a thump on the other end. “N-National Clandestine Service.” Fuzz through the receiver. “How did you get this number?”

      How did I get this number? What was he doing calling Langley anyway? Did he expect them to say oh, yeah, you killed an operative, no worries. He should have changed the tire, hit the road, and kept on driving. “This is James Wright’s cell phone. You were the last person he called,” came out matter-of-factly.

      “How did you get his phone?”

      “Because he wanted to kill me and I had to defend myself.”

      “You killed him?”

      “Self-defense.”

      “We need to get more details on what happened.” Officer Clarke’s words suddenly came out smoothly. “The best way is for us to meet. Where can that take place?”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “No?”

      “No. You want me dead,” he said evenly.

      “That’s not true,” the tremble returned to the voice. “We just want to sort it out.”

      Sort it out. His mind retrieved the image of the last time an agent at Langley had told him they would help him sort it out. He could count the strands of hair covering the shiny bald patch on the man’s head and still see his moustache bounce up and down as he read off of the clipboard in front of him. He had given him the option: Either you go to trial, where you will likely be convicted of torture, or you make a statement that Sergeant Sidwell ordered the torture of Kadar Hadad and then we can help you move on from this. Put it all behind you. Start over.

      “Sort what out?” Paul snorted. “Three of your men already tried to kill me today. Forgive me for thinking you want me dead.”

      “All we know is that you provided a detailed ship’s manifest containing nuclear materials to a group of pirates. If we meet—”

      “It was a manifest the National Clandestine Service provided. I did my job according to protocol. Someone sent that manifest to me, with a decryption code.”

      “But we have several checks and balances that—”

      “I’m telling you it came through the same way,” Paul shouted. “Something went wrong on your end of things.”

      “Do you have evidence of this?”

      Paul pressed his teeth together, and took a deep breath in through his nose. His initial impulse was to scream but instead he lowered his voice so that it was almost robotic. “How am I supposed to have evidence when according to the procedures that were set out by the NCS, I’m to destroy the information as soon as I pass it on?”

      “So you can’t prove it,” her voice rose.

      “Listen, Officer Clarke, if I wanted to give weapons to terrorists, why would I immediately inform the NCS of the situation?”

      “I don’t know what your motives are, Dr. Alban. But I do know that, after you informed Officer Wright of the situation, you proceeded to murder him.”

      “They had no intention of letting me leave alive and you know it.”

      “You were in custody and you escaped.”

      “Officer Clarke, does it make sense to you that I would have set something like this up?”

      “It doesn’t really matter what I—”

      “To you personally…does it make sense?”

      “It doesn’t matter what I think.”

      “Look at the facts.”

      There was a heavy sigh on the other end. For a moment, Paul felt hopeful. Had he made a connection with her? Her voice assumed a professional and distant tone. “The facts are that you’re a wanted man. Look at the situation. A stock of nuclear weapons is in the hands of terrorists. You are the only connection to them. You escaped custody and killed an intelligence officer. The truth is that it doesn’t matter what I think. Unless, of course, you have evidence that someone, as you claim, somehow interfered with the lines of communication.”

      Paul dragged his gaze over to Ellen. He thought about telling Officer Clarke that Ellen had switched the SIM card on his phone. That someone posing as an INTERPOL agent had convinced her to do it. But then what? Would they hunt Ellen instead of him? She didn’t have anywhere to run, at least nowhere that the NCS wouldn’t find her. Where would that leave him? Alone. Again.

      After the moment of silence, she continued, “In that case Dr. Alban, I suggest you get some proof. Or run.”
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      When Bailey Clarke opened the door of her one-bedroom condominium and tossed her car keys and laptop case onto the kitchen counter at 10 p.m., she realized she couldn’t really remember the drive home. She remembered leaving the Langley complex and smiling politely when the handsome guard with the forearm tattoos asked if she needed help carrying her laptop bag to her car. She remembered that when she started the Honda, the volume control was turned up and the radio blasted a Coldplay song. Any memory of the drive home had dissipated like a puff of smoke.

      All she thought of on the ride was Paul Alban’s angry voice. Predictably, he claimed his innocence. Even more predicable was that he attributed James Wright’s death to self-defense. But why was he calling her? That wasn’t predictable; a guilty man would have fled as fast and as far as possible. By now, he could have been on a boat heading to the Arabian Gulf. Instead, he called her. Look at the facts, objectively, kept playing on her mind. Questions kept floating through her head. If he set this up, as Crilley had said, then why did he warn them about the missing weapons?

      She put her hand on the kitchen counter, stared at the vase of daffodils above the stove, and tried to force the thought from her head. She couldn’t. Pursuing these questions won’t get you anywhere, she reminded herself. Crilley had made it clear there would be no discussion of Paul Alban’s possible innocence. When he had said it, it had come out almost as a warning, hadn’t it? Even though his assumption that Paul Alban was guilty seemed hasty, Crilley had far more experience than she did in managing these situations. Where would challenging Crilley get her?

      Bailey slid one of the kitchen chairs over to the fridge, stood on it, and opened the cupboard above. She reached inside and felt with her fingers past the bags of pita chips until they found the unopened glass bottle of spiced rum. It had collected dust at the back of the cupboard ever since she returned from her vacation in Jamaica four months ago. Sherri Banks had driven down from New York and showed up at Bailey’s door holding two all-inclusive tickets to a singles resort in Montego Bay. Six months, Sheri said. Time to forget about Chris.

      Bailey twisted the cap until it snapped open and poured several lugs into a glass. She poured a tepid can of Diet Coke over the rum, took a big gulp, and grimaced as it went down. She stood there with her esophagus burning and looked over the kitchen counter, past the beige microfiber sofa and the floral printed ottoman, to the large living room window that overlooked Vernon St. Parkway and the all-night Chinese food restaurant across the street. She thought that the vague nausea she felt was probably because she hadn’t eaten since lunchtime. That’s all she needed: a good meal and a good sleep. She picked up the phone and ordered a ginger beef plate over chow mein noodles, for delivery.

      She crossed the room, tossed the phone on the sofa, sat down, and put her feet up on the ottoman. She leaned forward and rubbed her feet with her fingers, trying to press out the soreness that had developed from being in uncomfortable heels all day long. She picked up the remote control, turned on the flat screen that hung on the wall, and clicked through the channels, not resting on a single one for more than a second before she decided there was nothing worth watching anyway. She leaned forward and picked up the magazine that rested on the ottoman. The cover read How to Win Future Wars and featured an article discussing the merits of working with internal resistances in countries rather than full-scale invasions, as the U.S. had done in Iraq.

      She shook her head. It was as if Crilley had written the article himself.

      But the fact was that, as a result of this strategy, a stockpile of man-portable nuclear weapons was in the possession of terrorists. They had no leads. Their only connection to them was now on the run. And she had told him to do that.

      Why would the NCS want to kill their only connection to a missing stockpile of nuclear weapons? Guilty or not, Paul Alban was the only person they had on the ground in Somalia. He was their best chance at recovering them.

      But she knew that she didn’t know everything. She didn’t know Paul Alban. Bailey reminded herself of her mission in operations. It was a stepping stone. She watched as two of her fellow graduates from Camp Peary – both men – were quickly scooped up by clandestine ops divisions, while she continued to punch data into computers. Their analytic ability, meticulousness, and work ethic paled in comparison to hers, but they were good at shooting the shit with to old guard over beers after work, while Bailey stayed late at the office. This move to the NCS was her opportunity. If there were casualties, well, that was Alban’s doing. At least partly.

      She got up, took another sip of her rum and Coke, and grabbed her laptop bag. She thumbed through a stack of papers stuffed inside the back pocket until she found the printouts of the Stebelsky’s official manifest that she had obtained from port records in Odessa. She read through it again, all one hundred and twelve pages, part of her hoping in vain that she had somehow overlooked an entry for man-portable nuclear weapons when she had scoured it earlier.

      As she squared the papers into a pile, her eye was drawn to a series of entries. The majority of cargo was registered to multinational corporations such as Odessa Arms, Markov Factory, and Tomahawk Manufacturing. Four containers had A. Senechaux listed as the registrant. It seemed odd that four individual containers would be registered to an individual rather than a corporation. All the containers registered to A. Senechaux contained small arms, mostly AK-47s and hand grenades. She flipped her laptop open and accessed the NCS remote access server, typing in her series of passwords. She searched the name A. Senechaux and came up with a one-line entry: Armand Senechaux – suspected alias for small arms dealer or group of dealers – probable French or Russian national.

      Disappointed that she didn’t find anything more substantial on A. Senechaux, she pulled up the files on Paul Alban. She had been through them a half-dozen times during the day, but part of her hoped that if she looked through them again, she would find a clue to support her suspicion that Alban was set up. Three quarters of the paramilitary staff were at Langley planning a recovery mission for the missing weapons. Once recovered, they would go after Alban. If she was going to find evidence of his innocence, she had to find it soon. Or maybe, she would find something that convinced her that he was lying. Either way, her mind would rest.

      The files on Paul Alban appeared onscreen. The first folder contained the basic identifying information page she had seen in Crilley’s office. Forty-eight years old, Caucasian, single. Born in Massachusetts but on a French passport. Fluent in English, French, Spanish, Somali, comprehends Arabic. There was a poorly scanned copy of a medical degree from Université Francois Rabelais in 1985, with a fellowship in internal medicine. Bailey assumed the degree was a fake. Alban spoke perfect English and the accent that she detected in his voice was New Englander, not French. She figured he likely received his degree somewhere in the U.S. Active operative in Somalia since 1999. Working under the cover of a foreign aid worker in Bosaso, Autonomous Republic of Puntland, Somalia. James Wright was listed as the contact point for Paul Alban.

      She scanned through the long list of folders in Paul’s file. There were hundreds. She needed to find out more about him and didn’t have time to go through it all. She double-clicked on a folder named background, but it was empty. Not a single file was inside the folder. Bailey rubbed her eyes with her palms. The agency typically recorded massive amounts of history on their operatives. It was common to find exhaustive transcripts of screening interviews documenting social upbringing, psychological or behavioral problems, family members, significant relationships, and education history. Results of psychological testing and history of mental health problems were usually documented. Sometimes, the names of pets could be found in the files.

      But nothing on Paul Alban.

      It was as if he had not existed before 1999.

      She sat, staring at the computer screen on her lap, when her apartment buzzer went off. She didn’t react initially, but after a few seconds, the buzzer went off again and she hauled herself off of the couch. She had forgotten all about the Chinese food and only when she realized it had been twenty-five minutes since she called her order in did her hunger return. In fact, she felt weak and close to vomiting. When she stood up, she felt the alcohol course its way to her head. She staggered to the doorway and didn’t bother asking ‘who is it’ before pressing the button beside the intercom to let them in. She pressed her hand against the wall for support, as the black rings in her vision threatened to expand. When the delivery boy arrived, she snatched the paper bag from his arms, pressed a twenty-dollar bill in his hand, and muttered for him to keep the change. She sat back on the couch and shoveled the noodles into her mouth faster than she could chew. She leaned on her elbow and scrolled through Paul Alban’s files with her free hand, ignoring the food that slipped out of her mouth and onto the couch.

      Then she stopped chewing.

      Inside the folder marked background she saw a footnote that she had overlooked earlier.

      MR-14406.

      It referred to another file. Bailey had heard that when Langley started converting from paper to computerized records, some operations officers refused to give up the files on some of their operatives. They said that they didn’t trust the confidentiality of computerized records. The skeptics thought they just didn’t want people privy to the operations they were conducting. Was MR-14406 referring to a paper file? Immediately, her mind flashed to Crilley’s office. He had hundreds of manila folders stored away in boxes on the floor in his office.

      She slurped up the last of her noodles when she heard her BlackBerry vibrating inside her laptop bag. She put the bowl on the ottoman and scrambled to get the phone to her ear.

      “Bailey Clarke here.”

      “Clarke,” Crilley’s voice boomed through the receiver. For a moment that seemed longer than it probably was, he didn’t say anything. Bailey sat up straight and suddenly felt alert, sober. Does he somehow know I was snooping through Paul Alban’s file?

      His voice sharpened, “I need you to come back to Langley. Meet me in my office. And you can forget about that report for the meeting.”

      “Yes, sir.” She closed her laptop and made her way to the door. “You don’t need the report?”

      “No. Things have changed. We have a lead on the weapons.”
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      Darkness still resisted giving way to sunlight when Paul and Ellen pulled into the deserted clinic parking lot. They needed to speak to Ali. Every time they had rushed across this parking lot it was to save a patient from gunshot wound or a suffocating infection. Today, they rushed across to save themselves.

      Could CIA agents be waiting for him in Bosaso?  Could they have already surrounded the clinic?

      Paul scanned through the darkness, part of him expecting a mob of agents to rush through the parking lot, screaming at him to get on the ground. Part of him expecting to not see anything at all, just hear the pop of a sniper before everything turned black.

      But there were no men. No guns and no snipers. All he heard was the sound of his own breathing and the chirping of crickets in the thicket at the edge of the parking lot.

      Paul nodded to Ellen. She unlocked and opened the door.

      In the far corner, a nurse, a ward aide, and a guard played cards at wobbly table under a dim table lamp. None of them noticed Paul and Ellen enter. Paul nudged the small of Ellen’s back. “In and out,” he repeated.

      They swept forward through the main aisle between the patient beds, and at the far end pushed the curtain aside. A figure lay wrapped motionless in a blanket.  Paul leaned over until his face was inches away from his patient. He heard a voice whisper behind him.

      “Doctor.”

      Paul whipped around, startled. He was surprised to see Ali sitting up in the bed behind him, half covered in a white blanket. Ali’s once empty eyes were now alive. His breathing too had improved; no longer was it labored and wheezy.

      “Ali,” Paul said. “I’ve been looking for you.”

      Ali twisted the edge of the blanket in his hands. “Where is my uncle?”

      Paul considered lying. They needed Ali’s help and couldn’t risk him shutting down. Ali’s expression seemed to show that he already knew. “I’m sorry,” Paul said and his voice became softer as it trailed off. “He was killed.”

      The words lingered in the hot, sticky air. For a moment, Ali’s expression didn’t change; he stared at Paul. Then, he let out a stuttering sigh and brought a trembling hand to his face.

      Ellen sat on the edge of the bed and put her arm around him. Ali cried the way a son would cry about his father’s death. Paul knew that was an agony that faded but never died. He wondered if Ali would let himself drown in guilt.

      “How did he die?” Ali turned his red-rimmed eyes towards Paul.

      “He died saving my life,” Paul tried to keep his voice calm and reassuring. “The ship that you hijacked had important weapons on it. Asabiyyah found out about them and tortured me to get information about the ship. Kadar Hadad tried to get me to lead them to Sami so they could steal the weapons from the port.” Paul left out the part where Sami died on a rock, ambushed from behind.

      Ali nodded rhythmically, absorbing the information. Then his head stopped bobbing. “Why would they torture you?”

      “They knew I could get Sami,” Paul said, deciding it was best to keep his role as a CIA asset out of it.

      “Why would they think that?”

      Paul exchanged glances with Ellen. If he gave Ali a little, maybe he would open up. “I gave Sami the manifest.”

      “You did?”

      Paul nodded.

      “And Hadad has the weapons now?”

      “I believe so.”

      “Then you should find them before he uses them. Kadar Hadad is a crazy man.”

      “That’s why we’re here. I need your help finding him.”

      Ali shook his head and laid back down on the gurney. “My uncle is dead, it is too late to do anything.”

      “It’s not too late,” Paul pleaded, “but the longer we wait, the farther he could have taken them.”

      Ali turned his head toward the curtain.

      “Ali,” Ellen said gently, “we need you to help us. You know people in the Puntland. At this point, Hadad and Asabiyyah either are moving the weapons or have already taken them out. But you know people who work the docks and the border crossings.”

      Ali didn’t move. Paul cut in, “Ali, this is a disaster waiting to happen. Asabiyyah are taking over your country. Imagine what they can do with thirteen nuclear weapons.” He leaned over and whispered in Ali’s ear. “Your uncle wanted to stop them.”

      Ali shot up in the bed, pointed a finger in Paul’s face. “You created this problem. You gave us the manifest. You went with my uncle to those docks. He died because of you.”

      “He helped me because I saved your life. He felt he owed me something for saving his ‘son,’ so he came with me to the docks to stop Hadad and stop the weapons from being stolen.”

      Ali lowered his shoulders.

      “Ali, we can stop them together.”

      Ali nodded and placed his palm on his forehead. “There’s a man who works at the docks, his name is Salaam. His cousin is in Asabiyyah. He might know where they have gone.”
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      The Jeep wasn’t following a road, just old tire tracks made in the rocky desert.  The sun set ahead, and the desolate landscape faded into darkness. The texture of the sky was changing. Woolly clouds gathered in the east and the air felt swollen. 

      Watching the scene from the backseat next to Ellen, while the Jeep shuddered over rocks, while howling wind enveloped them, Paul felt like he was in a dream. Ali sat behind the wheel, the tails of his bandana whipping in the wind. He barely spoke, focused on their destination. He spoke only once to the man in the passenger seat, Habib, the lone survivor of Sami’s band.

      In the silence, Paul thought about whether he could trust Ali and Habib. He saw the two of them break down Salaam’s door, tip a pot of curry over on the dirt floor as he dined with his elderly father, and put a gun to his head. He didn’t know! Salaam explained how he was just a dockworker. No one told him anything! Paul then watched as Ali mechanically paraded Salaam’s wife and two daughters into the room. At the sight of his wife on her knees, muzzle to her forehead, sobbing and begging for her life, Salaam started spilling what he knew. Through tears and screams, he told them where Hadad was headed.

      If these two men were willing to threaten women and children, how could Paul believe that they would simply hand the weapons over?

      And how could Ali trust him? Because of Paul, his uncle was dead. He could have determined Paul was responsible, pulled a gun, and had revenge for Sami’s death. Instead he was here, with Paul, rushing across the desert to confront Kadar Hadad.

      Paul touched James Wright’s cell phone in his pocket. He still had one other option.

      Ali downshifted. Against the violet sky, twenty or so low, straw-roofed, concrete structures appeared as silhouettes. The place seemed deserted aside from smoke billowing from behind a home, a family cooking a meal. The distant sound of waves crashing pointed them towards the beach.

      Salaam knew Hadad had six men with him and they were transporting the weapons to a beach near Maydh. From there, they planned to take them to a ship anchored off the coast, destined for Yemen.

      Ali parked the Jeep between two abandoned stone beach houses two hundred yards from the shoreline. Ali and Habib quietly stepped out of the vehicle. Ellen swung her leg over the door, but Ali put his hand out.

      “You stay here.” Ali pointed at Paul and Habib. “We will go, but it will be safer for you here.”

      “I’m not going to stay here alone, in the dark.” Ellen grabbed an AK-47 from the backseat. “How do you know it is safe here? They could be anywhere.”

      “Ellen.” Ali snatched the rifle from her hands and held it out to Paul. “You will do what I say. I am saying that you stay here.”

      Ali reached in his holster and handed her a Glock. He smiled. “For protection.”

      Paul gripped the AK-47. It felt heavier than he remembered. It had been almost twenty years since he’d used an assault rifle, also in the desert, also at night.   

      Habib moved around the far house. Paul followed Ali around the beach house. Paul peered inside. It was empty except for two overturned stools.

      At the corner, Ali crouched and looked towards the sea. The tide was out, making the beach at least two hundred feet wide, stretching well past what was visible on the horizon. 

      Paul looked through the darkness. Two specks of orange light, like two fireflies, moved. As his eyes adjusted, he made out two men, holding cigarettes. Behind them, a convoy truck had parked on the beach.

      “Over there.” Paul tapped Ali’s shoulder and pointed. “The truck.”

      Ali pulled binoculars from his backpack and had a look. “I see four men.” he passed the binoculars to Paul. “But, I do not see Hadad.”

      Paul put the binoculars to his face. Three soldiers holding assault rifles surrounded the truck. A fourth in the driver’s seat. The passenger door of the truck swung open and a lanky figure jumped down onto the beach and walked towards the beach. Paul recognized the gait.

      “He’s there,” Paul confirmed.

      Hadad made his way towards the water while the faint sound of a powerboat motor approached. Out in the distance, the shadow of a skiff skipped along the water and slid right up on the beach, where two of Hadad’s men dragged it onto the shore.

      “A boat just arrived,” Paul whispered. “Two men are on it.”

      Ali looked again. “The sea is calm today. They can take the skiff across the Gulf to Yemen.” Ali stood and motioned to Habib. “Paul,” Ali said. “You wait here and give us cover.”

      Ali and Habib moved to the next house, and trained their weapons on Hadad’s truck.  

      Hadad’s men carefully lifted objects off the truck bed and carried them over to the skiff.

      Paul still wasn’t certain how Ali and Habib planned to stop Hadad. Hadad’s men outnumbered them two to one and Hadad’s men knew how to handle themselves.

      Even if they managed to kill Hadad’s men and recover the canisters, there was no guarantee that Ali and Habib wouldn’t take them for themselves, and resell them on the black market. Langley would still consider him rogue. This was his chance to clear his name. He found the missing weapons and he could now stop Hadad from taking them out of Somalia. Maybe he could even get out of Somalia for good.

      He put the AK-47 down in the sand and pulled James’ cell phone from his pocket. He dialed Officer Clarke’s number and prayed he wasn’t out of range of a transmitting station. He let out a sigh when it started ringing.

      When the operator answered, he asked to be connected to Officer Clarke. The static increased on the phone as he waited for the line to connect.

      He needed to speak to Clarke. She knew about his situation and Paul felt she believed him. Something about the way she had tripped over her words, that she had let him speak rather than immediately dismissing him, made him think—hope maybe—that she believed him.

      “Officer Clarke speaking.” Her voice was barely audible through the static.

      “I have a location on the weapons,” Paul said. “A man name Kadar Hadad is loading them onto a ship as I speak.”

      “We already know that. We’re in the middle of—”

      A blast shook the beach, knocking the phone out of Paul’s hand. He looked up and saw orange flames burst out from a crater in the sand less than twenty feet from Hadad’s transport truck. A cacophony of gunshots clanged off the transport truck and thudded into the sand. Hadad’s men scrambled and took cover under the transport truck. Paul scanned the beach, looking for the source of the gunfire. It seemed to come from the open sea.

      Ali and Habib were knocked on their backsides by the explosion. They scrambled around the beach house beside Paul and watched Hadad’s men react to the onslaught that came from the invisible source.

      Hadad’s men had their weapons trained towards the water and had their backs to Paul’s position. Ali and Habib righted themselves and then opened fire on the transport truck, catching Hadad’s men off guard. 

      Two of Hadad’s men turned and peppered shots towards them. A shot whistled past Paul’s ear. Paul dropped into a divot in the sand.

      For a moment, he lay there paralyzed. Maybe they wouldn’t see him. Two more shots thudded into the concrete wall behind him and he realized he had to return fire. He grabbed his rifle and pointed it at the truck. He pulled the trigger, throwing a series of rounds at the truck.

      More gunfire. Paul couldn’t tell where it was coming from anymore. Some from Hadad’s men. Some from the Sea.

      “It’s the Americans,” Ali spat out, catching his breath. “We have to go.”

      “Is Hadad dead?”

      “It doesn’t matter. We have to go. They will finish this.”

      Ali grabbed Paul’s shoulder and they ran in a crouch towards the Jeep. Paul pushed Ali’s hand away. He didn’t want to leave. He couldn’t.

      Another flurry of gunfire was followed by two of Hadad’s men collapsing on the beach. The fire seemed to come from the far end of the beach, more blackness.

      It fell quiet. Too quiet.

      Paul scanned the beach. He counted five bodies lying motionless around the truck. Embers smoldered where the explosion had landed, spreading smoke and acrid, melted plastic scents across the beach. The canvas on the transport truck whipped in the breeze. The white skiff floated around the shoreline. 

      Something in the dark water drew his eye. Three dark figures emerged from the sea, slogging through the water to the shore.

      “Navy SEALs.” Paul pointed at the water.

      “Get back to the Jeep,” Ali nudged Paul. “Now.”

      “No, you don’t understand,” Paul raised his voice. “They’re with us. I called them to tell them we’re here. That Hadad was here. They’re on our side.”

      “We have to go.” Habib grabbed Paul’s arm and dragged him towards the Jeep.

      Paul resisted but Habib overpowered him. Why didn’t they understand that it was over?

      Paul opened his mouth to plead his case when Habib’s grip went limp. His head snapped to the side and blood spurted out of his temple.

      Paul heard the echo of Officer Clarke’s voice. Full resources are being put towards recovering these weapons right now. What I do know is that once they are recovered, the next priority will be to bring those people responsible to justice. And you are number one on that list. So I suggest you get some proof, Dr. Alban, or run.

      Ali pushed Paul to the ground and took a position next to him, prone on the sand. He fired towards the three SEALs, his automatic rifle making a heavy staccato with each round. The three SEALs landed on the beach and crouched, taking aim at Paul and Ali, each of their rounds zipping over Paul’s head.

      “Shoot at them,” Ali glanced over at Paul and then sent a series of bullets towards the beach.

      “I can’t do it. They’re with us,” Paul said. “They’re American.”

      “They’re going to kill us.”

      Paul reached for Habib’s rifle and fired at the SEALs on the beach. He shot off ten rounds when the transport truck’s headlights flicked on, and the engine roared to life. The gunfire between them and the SEALs stopped momentarily as they all looked towards the truck.

      It started up the beach, directly towards them, increasing in speed. Ali was the first to react, firing at the truck. Paul followed his lead and soon the SEALs were also firing at the truck. Bullet holes punctured the gas tanks and tires along its side and it rocked hard trying to keep its course. The driver overcorrected and swerved, crashing the truck into the beach house about fifty yards in front of them, knocking in the concrete wall. A plume of smoke billowed from under the hood.

      It was silent other than the sound of steam from the engine and a broken wheel left spinning. Paul and Ali didn’t move, staring at the wreckage. No more bullets were fired from the other side. Presumably, the SEALs were just as interested in the truck as they were.

      Paul waited to see if the driver survived the crash. He needed to know who the driver was. A sinking, sick feeling coursed through him. Part of him knew it could only be one person.

      The driver’s side door creaked open and a groan came from inside. A hand clenched the doorframe. The driver’s free hand appeared, clenching a pistol. Bullets flew towards Ali and Paul. A bullet found Ali’s right shoulder and he fell to ground, writhing in agony.

      Paul glanced at Ali, and in that instant, the driver jumped out of the truck. He carried a large duffel bag. As the driver ran past the truck, Paul caught a glimpse of his face: Hadad.

      Paul sprayed waves of bullets towards Hadad. They clanged against the truck’s metal frame. A series hit the gas tanks and the truck exploded into bright orange flames. The blast sent metal pieces flying in all directions and its sheer force knocked Paul back several feet.

      When he looked for Ali, all he saw was a flaming truck door. He scrambled in closer and saw Ali lying motionless underneath. Paul pushed the door aside with the butt of the AK-47. He checked for a pulse and for breathing, but there was none. He tore Ali’s shirt off and felt the bandages around Ali’s torso. They were soaked. Then his fingers found a massive gash along his chest, his ribs poking out.

      The SEALs fired shots again, but this time they weren’t directed at Paul, they were shooting at Hadad. Hadad was in a full sprint, not slowed down at all by the weight of the duffel bag on his back. He sprinted along the backside of the beach houses, past Paul.

      Paul traced Hadad’s trajectory with his eyes and saw where he was headed. The last beach house.

      The Jeep. Ellen.

      Paul jumped up and ran along the sand, chasing after Hadad, who was fifty yards ahead of him. He saw Hadad get to the Jeep and throw the duffel bag inside. Ellen tried to jump out, but Hadad grabbed her hair and swung her down into the passenger seat. He elbowed her in the face and she fell back into the seat.

      The Jeep started up. Paul broke into a sprint. When he was ten feet away, the Jeep began moving away from him. Paul gave another burst of speed and lunged forward, but the Jeep was out of reach.

      Paul picked himself up and focused. The Jeep moved inland, towards the open desert. The wheel spun in the sand and momentarily the Jeep stopped.

      Paul ran, and pushed even harder as the Jeep got going again. He was gaining on it. He lunged again, stretching his arms as far as he could. His fingertips hooked onto the spare tire, then he swung his palm and clenched the back frame of the vehicle. The Jeep sped up and he briefly lost his grip and slipped down, his knees scraping as they dragged along the desert sand.

      Paul glanced behind him to see where the SEALs were but all he saw was darkness, the beach no longer in view. The Jeep accelerated.

      Ellen looked back at Paul, screaming, but he couldn’t hear her over the wind. Hadad’s arm struck her in the back of her head, knocking her face first into the seat back.

      Paul heaved himself up on the tire and tried to swing his foot up onto the bumper. The Jeep turned sharply and Paul lost his footing, slipping down again. Hadad swerved the vehicle back and forth as they drove deeper into the desert. Paul focused on his hold to the Jeep, each swerve loosening it by millimeters.

      Hadad took the Jeep into a sharp turn going around in a circle. The force sent Paul flying off the Jeep and skidding along the sand. He landed hard on his shoulder and the wind was knocked out of him.

      Paul tried to get air in through his mouth, but he couldn’t manage more than a wheeze. He looked out at the desert and made out the Jeep’s headlights not more than one hundred yards from him.

      Paul focused on his breathing, heaved himself up and started towards Ellen. It was at most a brisk walk; he couldn’t run.

      Thwoosh – thwoosh – thwoosh

      A helicopter approached, kicking up sand. There were no lights on the helicopter; it blended in with the dark sky. It hovered briefly above the Jeep, partially obscuring Hadad and Ellen. Paul tried to walk towards them but sand flew into his eyes, and the wind from the rotors pushed him back.

      The chopper touched down and Hadad dragged Ellen towards it. She thrashed but he easily subdued her and dragged her into the aircraft.

      Paul kept pushing towards the chopper, trying to get a view through the spinning sand. It was sleek and dark with a light blue stripe along the side. No weapons of any kind were on it. A civilian helicopter. Along the tail, he saw a serial number, VO4-66A.

      The helicopter rose into the night sky.

      Then things became quiet again. Paul plopped down on the sand, ignoring the pain from his scraped, burning skin. Somewhere back on the beach, possibly still hunting him, were three Navy SEALs.

      He lifted himself off the sand, started the Jeep, and drove into the desert.
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      The central situation room at the NCS was exuberant. It had quickly filled up with a dozen or so senior officials, all wearing perfect suits. They stood around the large conference table in the center of the room and congratulated each other with firm slaps on the back. They had just received the call from General Kaczmareck.

      The operation was a success; the man-portable nuclear weapons were recovered. It was a well-coordinated effort. The intelligence on the location of the weapons had come in, paramilitary officers were immediately notified, and they activated a special operations force stationed in Yemen. AFRICOM commanders coordinated the attack and extraction of the weapons. Time from intel to extraction: twelve hours, forty-two minutes.

      It had all of the features of a well-run clandestine operation. There were no U.S. casualties and all objectives had been completed. Most important, they managed to recover the weapons before the Ukrainians started asking questions, and no one in the media got wind of it.

      At the center of the backslapping stood a beaming Jim Crilley. He accepted the accolades from all around him, laughing boisterously at the simplest joke. It was he, after all, who had obtained the intel on the weapons.

      Removed from the crowd, Bailey Clarke leaned against a desk in the corner of the room with her arms crossed, sipping Red Rose from a Styrofoam cup. She hoped the tea would ease her slight, lingering headache from the rum and Coke.

      She wished that any thoughts of Paul Alban being innocent would dissipate as the alcohol left her system. It didn’t. Her mind kept flashing back to the missing file. MR-14406. She told herself it was a footnote, that was all. It didn’t prove anything. Objectively, Crilley was right. Was it more likely that the NCS was somehow infiltrated, or that Paul Alban botched an intelligence transfer? But why did he contact us? Twice?

      Bailey knew that asking these questions wouldn’t get her anywhere. The National Clandestine Service mandate was first and foremost to keep the United States safe from outside threats through intelligence. They had done that. They had stopped twelve nuclear weapons from disappearing into terrorist hands. Case closed. It was now time to move on to the next threat, the next mission. It was time for her to accept some collateral accolades, as the assistant to Jim Crilley.

      But her mind couldn’t let it go. There were too many unanswered questions. Paul Alban had called to notify them about the location of the weapons. Where did Crilley get the intel on the weapons anyway? All Crilley said was that the intel had come through her old workplace, the Paramilitary Operations Division.

      Bailey slipped out the door and went into the women’s washroom across the hall. She checked under each stall for ankles and when she satisfied herself that she was alone, she took her cell phone out. Before dialing, she took a deep breath and ran the tap to muffle her voice.

      “Officer Christopher Hanson here.” He always answered his cell phone that way when he didn’t know the caller, which meant that he had deleted her from his contacts. Now, hearing his voice, she realized that calling him was a bad idea. If Crilley found out what she was doing, she would lose her job altogether. If she could just speak to someone in Paramilitary, maybe she could find out where the intelligence on the weapons came from. Chris would know. She had thought she could get him to tell her what he knew. But maybe he had moved on.

      “Hi,” she swallowed hard. “It’s me.” A long moment passed before he spoke.

      “Bailey?”

      “Yeah.” It came out as a grunt.

      “What is it?” his voice turned cold, icy.

      “I need to meet with you. As soon as possible.”

      “What?” She had caught him off guard. “I don’t have time for this, Bailey. I’m busy, we’ll have to--”

      “It’s not about that,” Bailey said. “It’s about this Somalia thing. I can’t tell you everything over the phone, but it’s serious. I need to speak to you, someone I can trust. You’re the only one I can turn to right now.”

      Chris exhaled into the receiver. “Come to my office in fifteen minutes.”

      “No, that won’t work.” Bailey shook her head. “It needs to be off-site.”

      “What’ve you gotten into?”

      “Starbucks on Chain Bridge in fifteen minutes.” She hung up before Chris could protest.
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      Bailey parked her Honda Civic in front of the Starbucks on Chain Bridge. A random car search ahead of her at Langley's North parking lot exit had caused a fifteen-minute delay. No amount of horn honking or steering wheel smacking could speed up a search. Bailey was relieved that she had made it out so quickly. She just hoped Chris had waited for her.

      She scurried across the parking lot, shielding her head from the pouring rain.

      She opened the door, shook the rain off, and scanned the coffee shop. On the surface, this Starbucks looked like every other Starbucks. Customers sat around the bistro tables. The staccato of baristas frothing milk and background jazz music drowned out any conversations. The difference was that this Starbucks was a quarter-mile up the road from the CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia. Men and women in suits and long coats regularly made the trip down for coffee runs, returning to work with trays full of coffee for their department. The excuse was that the coffee at headquarters was subpar and stale. While there was some truth to that, many people drifted in to discuss matters off the record.

      She saw Chris sitting at a table by the window across from two cups of coffee. He stared out the window at merging traffic on the highway and hadn't noticed her come in. The first thing Bailey felt was relief that he waited for her. The second thing was a wave of apprehension. It had been five months since Chris asked Bailey to leave the apartment. Six months since she had told him about Blake. Up until then, in their three years together, they had never had what Bailey would have considered a real argument. Bailey knew that a large part of what had kept them together during those three years was her ability to keep Chris' ego inflated and his ability to make her feel safe.

      Her father said that Chris was silver-spooned from the cradle. His upbringing couldn't have contrasted more with Bailey's. He was the son of a state senator and heiress to a mining corporation, while she was raised by a widowed, unemployed, alcoholic father. He used trust fund money to go to boarding schools and then attended West Point. Afterwards, Chris joined the Army Rangers. Within two years, the CIA’s paramilitary division recruited him.

      It was at a morning intelligence debriefing that Bailey had first seen him. He stood up and delivered a report on rebel activity in Southern Armenia. He immediately gave her the impression of being a strong, loyal person. Someone who made her feel secure. To her surprise, later that day, he stopped her at the elevator and asked her point blank if she would go to dinner with him. While she realized that many women would take offense to a man ordering for them, she let him. It made him feel good, and if he felt good doing things for her, then all the better. Shortly after, she moved in with him. A year later, he proposed at the foot of the Washington Monument at night. Two years of bliss followed.

      But that all changed. After she told Chris about the affair with Blake, they both agreed they would work through it. In the month that followed, they had vicious arguments. The arguments would start benignly enough, with her going out with some girlfriends and Chris asking her repeatedly what time she would be back. She would become defensive and even hateful. Chris just couldn’t seem to let things go.

      She wouldn’t cry. She wouldn’t let herself feel loneliness or pain. The one feeling she let creep in and grab hold of her was her disdain for Chris.

      But the thought that troubled her most right now was that he looked good.

      His blonde hair was freshly trimmed and he had finally got rid of the goatee. He was just over six feet tall, with a lean frame that filled out his trench coat. The ensemble was complete with a pair of polished, caramel-colored loafers.

      He noticed Bailey standing at the entryway of the coffee shop and half raised his hand, acknowledging her. She walked over and lowered herself into the chair across from him.

      “It’s for you.” Chris motioned to the coffee on the table.

      “You remembered my drink.” Bailey smiled.

      “It’s hard to forget extra foam, non-fat, extra hot, vanilla latte with cinnamon sprinkles.”

      They both let out a nervous laugh but it quickly faded. Bailey shifted her gaze to her coffee cup.

      “You look good,” Bailey offered.

      “Thanks.” Chris furrowed his brow. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you kind of look like hell.”

      “Thanks, Chris. Let’s just say it’s been a long, long day. And I don’t think it’s over.”

      “The Somalia thing? Sounded like it’s over to me.”

      Bailey looked him straight in the eye. “Is it?”

      Chris shrugged.

      “So, what happened on your end?”

      “Bailey, those things are classified internally. You know that.”

      “I’m looking into something here. There’s some inconsistencies that my department needs to sort out. It’s a bit outside of protocol. Can you help me?”

      Chris leaned back and crossed his arms, looking at Bailey sideways. “Sure,” he said. “But first, can I ask you something?”

      Bailey nodded.

      "Are you seeing anyone?”

      It took a second to register. She let out a sound of disbelief and looked out the window. “Are you kidding? I can’t believe you’re asking that.” She looked at Chris, his face unfazed. “No, I’m not.”

      “I want you to know Bailey, that I think I’m ready to forgive you.”

      She processed the information, the way he sat relaxed, nose in the air. “You’re a real asshole, Chris.” Bailey stood up.

      “Bailey I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” he said, grabbing his coffee cup.

      “Do you think I called you here to get back together or something? To come crawling back?”

      Chris shrugged. “The fact that you showed up, the coffee, the attempt at small talk.”

      She shook her head. “No, Chris, it’s over. It’s been over. And I don’t need your forgiveness. What I needed was your support.”

      His face turned red. “You always took it too far, Bailey. Trying to move up. By any means necessary. Inching closer and closer to the fire until it got too hot. Then you got confused.”

      Chris drummed on the table for a few beats, then made for the door.

      Bailey closed her eyes, reminding herself why she was there. She turned and followed Chris to the parking lot outside. Rain poured over her as she galloped and grabbed Chris by the arm.

      “I need to know about what happened today,” she shouted over the rain pounding the asphalt. “Where did the intelligence come from about the location of the weapons?”

      “I don’t know.” Chris tried to pull away, but Bailey held his arm.

      “I can tell when you’re lying, Chris. What do you want from me?”

      Chris considered for a moment. “Nothing.”

      “Stop being a dick, Chris. You owe me this, at least.”

      “I don’t owe you anything.”

      “I know you don’t. We all own our own shit. So I’m just asking as a favor. Old friends.”

      Chris sighed and scanned the parking lot.

      Bailey continued, sensing she was getting through to him. “Can you tell me who got the information about the weapons. It came from your division.”

      “No, it didn’t.” Chris pulled away from Bailey’s grip. “We just acted on the intelligence once it was passed on to us. We didn’t gather the intel. I don’t know where you got that from.”

      “Where did it come from, then?”

      “I should be asking you.” Chris started up the parking lot. “Because it came from your office.”
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      Paul drove across the desert, eventually reaching a broken-up road he followed for over an hour. Most of the roads in this part of Somalia hadn’t been repaired since the 1969 coup d'etat that many felt knocked the nation into its downward trajectory.

      Bullet holes dotted the Jeep's driver's side, and the nylon roof was torn to shreds. Something rattled around under the hood, and Paul thought that at any minute the Jeep would either stall or burst into flames.

      By the time he reached the town of Ceerigaabo, the pain of his injuries had settled down, replaced by a whole-body numbness. His mind, too, seemed to shut down.

      Paul parked across the street from an Internet café where decals in the front window claimed they not only had the best Internet and phone rates in Somalia but all of Africa. While Paul didn't pay much attention to their advertising, the lights were on inside, so he entered, paid the worker behind the desk enough for two hours and a pack of Italian Marlboros, and sat in front of the computer closest to the back wall.

      As his computer booted up, he lit a cigarette and didn't mind the smoke drifting into his eyes. He thought of Ellen being dragged into the helicopter. He was troubled that he didn't feel much of anything. He believed that most people, when faced with a desperate scenario like his own, would (and should) feel emotions ranging from anger to sadness to confusion. He was somehow set-up to look like a terrorist, he was considered an enemy to his own country, and the one person he truly loved had been abducted. He realized that when the stress of a situation stretched far beyond the limits of which one could cope did the mind do the only thing it could still manage: denial. That had to explain the numbness, the emptiness. He was in denial.

      He took another drag on his cigarette and stared at the monitor. His only lead at this point was the helicopter serial number. He took the pencil resting on the keyboard and wrote the number down on the pack of cigarettes so he wouldn’t forget: VO4-66A.

      The helicopter was a private one. The kind that billionaires owned. That meant Hadad had to be working with someone, or for someone.

      Hadad worked with many different businessmen, mafia, politicians, and military officials over the years. He had a history of carefully manipulating each deal to suit his own needs. In 1992, Hadad controlled a mercenary force of retired Senegalese soldiers and made a large backroom financial deal with the United States government to invade the Liberian capital Monrovia and restore order after warlord Charles Taylor had taken over the government. Instead, Hadad funneled the funds into a personal bank account, informed the Taylor regime of the planned invasion, and sent his own men into slaughter. Then he went off the grid for six years, occasionally mentioned in relation to terrorist activities, until he carried out the Nairobi and Dar es Salaam embassy bombings. He got away with that too.

      Paul searched the Internet for two hours, trying to match the serial number with a helicopter. By that point, he had already popped open his second pack of cigarettes, polished off two stale pastries and a cup of tea. The Internet connection was dial-up and slow as hell, but he searched a series of photographs to try and match the helicopter.

      He learned that Sosnovsky, a large American Aircraft Corporation, manufactured the helicopter. The image he held of the massive helicopter most closely matched Model S-42A, a fourteen-passenger commercial helicopter. The company webpage listed that it had a range of nearly five hundred miles and that it could land in any open area. The helicopter could have come from any nearby country to pick up Hadad.

      He subsequently searched the model number and found that forty-four were currently in commercial use worldwide. Forty-four possibilities, assuming it was registered. Large aeronautical and military corporations often made a surplus of weapons and vehicles that never got registered and sold them at huge profit on the black market. While government agencies tried to crack down on this, the truth was that there were likely as many unregistered helicopters as registered ones. If the helicopter was unregistered, Paul knew it would be impossible to trace.

      As his tea grew cold, he scrolled through the list of registered helicopters and finally came across the serial number he was looking for.

      It was registered to an American petrol company named VeritOil.

      He kept searching for information about the company. According to Wikipedia, the company was initially founded in 1958, and bought up reserves in Columbia and Peru. It had later discovered reserves in the Gulf of Mexico, and by 1997 had grown to be the third- highest producer of natural gas and fifth-highest producer of crude oil among United States-based companies. A new CEO had been introduced in 1996, and since then, a combination of political unrest and failed explorations lead to major declines in profit. The company’s credit had become so poor that in 2004, it unsuccessfully applied for a $240 million government loan for exploration in Atlantic Canada. It had apparently stayed afloat by introducing new technology for clean fuel processing. It became a leader in clean fuel emissions and last year was the only U.S. petrol company to have met new government emissions standards.

      He found the answer to their connection to Somalia in an archived BBC article from 2006. He rested his cigarette on an ashtray and stared at the screen. VeritOil Signs Contract with Somalia’s Transitional Government. According to the article, VeritOil had signed a contract granting them exclusive drilling rights to seventy percent of the Puntland as well as any oil reserves they found in the Gulf of Aden. In exchange, they forwarded the Somali government five billion dollars and would pay a twenty-percent tax on all profits.

      Paul shook his head in disbelief. He had heard that Somalia was considered one of the few untapped oil reserves left on dry land. Only ocean and arctic deposits were bigger. From a strictly engineering perspective, Somalia’s reserve was considered more accessible. No one had drilled, though, because the country was far too unstable for major projects to begin.  For a company to exclusively own that proportion of the reserve, it held incredible potential.

      The company’s CEO, John Daniels, was pictured on an insert in the article shaking hands with the then-Prime Minister of the transitional federal government. They stood in front of a group of men and women in suits on the steps of the Puntland parliament building. At one point in time, Daniels had likely been a handsome man, with a strong jaw and gentle eyes. By the time this picture had been taken, however, he was at least fifty pounds overweight and balding. His graying temples and full beard suited his olive complexion. The BBC report quoted him as saying, “we hope that this contract can help bring about stability to this region and prosperity to this country. This is not a contract just for today, but for the future.”

      No doubt, the contract hadn’t worked the way Daniels had hoped. Somalia was in worse shape than it had been two years ago. And there was no drilling to speak of.

      But Paul was still missing the link between VeritOil and Kadar Hadad. Had they made a deal with Hadad? If anything, they would want to eliminate Hadad; he was a part of the reason for the unrest in Somalia. There had to be a reason, and Paul had to find it out if he was to have a chance of finding Hadad. Of finding Ellen.
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      Although Bailey told herself to turn back a dozen times, once she got off the elevator on the fourteenth floor she knew she was going to go through with it. She had systematically planned out each component of what she was about to do. First, she kept herself up until one in the morning by sipping strong coffee so she would be sure the floor of the NCS was deserted. As she tiptoed up the aisle, all she noticed were two cubicles with desk lights on, where a couple of keen analysts buried themselves in paper work. Behind the cubicles, at the far end of the floor, a cleaner ran a vacuum. She had managed to slip in without raising any suspicion. The first part of her plan had gone smoothly. Next, she would enter Crilley's office using the key he had given her when she started. Once in, she’d quickly scan all of the folders, and if she found MR-14406 she would read it quickly, just enough to make sense of the inconsistencies. She would replace the file, maybe take a few photos with her smartphone, slip out of the office, and be on the road back home. I'll be out in fifteen minutes, she said to herself.

      That, of course, was the best-case scenario. The analytical part of her mind, the part that constantly weighed the risks and benefits, that annoying part that wouldn't shut off, kept going through worst-case scenarios in her head. If she were caught breaking into her boss's office, her career in the CIA was over. That much was a certainty. More likely, she would be charged with treason, made an example of in court, and sent to a military prison for five-to-ten years.

      But those scenarios required someone to walk in on her. The chances of that happening were low.

      She needed to make sense of what was happening. A clandestine operative claimed to have been given a ship’s manifest that conveniently had nuclear weapons aboard omitted. Then, he tracked the weapons down and notified her about them. All the while, her boss somehow managed to locate the weapons in the middle of a Somali desert and arranged a swift recovery operation in record time. And half of the operative’s file was missing.

      Bailey stood in front of Crilley’s office door and glanced from side-to-side one last time. She read the engraved plastic sign on the oak door bearing Jim Crilley’s name and title and thought, what on earth is the Deputy Director of the NCS up to?

      She unlocked the door, walked in, and closed it carefully behind her, conscious of not making a sound. She closed the Venetian blind covering the small hallway window before turning on the desk lamp. It cast a dull orange glow over the sea of files in stacked brown banker boxes against the walls. There were more boxes on a bookshelf next to the window and Bailey assumed the locked metal filing cabinet opposite his desk contained even more.

      Bailey lifted a box up onto the desk and flicked through the files, reading each label, looking for any combination of Paul Alban or Somalia or the MR-14406. After thumbing through a couple of boxes, she realized Crilley had no apparent order to his filing. Finding MR-14406 was a needle-in-a-haystack proposition. She looked through box after box of files, placing each one in their original position, just to make sure Crilley didn’t notice that someone had been in his office.

      Her fifteen minutes came and went without her noticing. She went through each box systematically, but found nothing. A second perusal was fruitless. She tried the filing cabinet, but it was locked.

      She sat in Crilley’s leather chair. She calculated she hadn’t slept for forty hours. That probably explained the nausea. Maybe the sleep deprivation led her to believe that the file would be in plain sight in Jim Crilley’s office. Maybe it was what led her to believe that Jim Crilley was at the center of some sort of conspiracy.

      She decided she had to look through the filing cabinet. Most of the files out in the open were non-specific intelligence reports with very little sensitivity. If he had a sensitive file on a clandestine operative, he would have it under lock and key, likely in one of the underground floors.

      Bailey searched Crilley’s desk, felt around the bottom of the drawers, and around the keyboard, but couldn’t find a key. She studied the filing cabinet. It seemed like it had a fairly standard lock. Nothing special. In college, Bailey had chronically locked her keys in her dorm room. As her roommate was almost always out late partying, Bailey had to learn how to pick the lock on the front door. It had been a while, but she still remembered how to go about it.

      She grabbed a Uniball pen from the keyboard on Crilley’s desk, popped the top, and bent the clip off. Then she removed a bobby pin from her hair. She inserted the pen clip into the lock and pressed down. All the while, she shimmied the bobby pin into the lock until she felt it release. Then she carefully turned the lock.

      Bailey looked at her watch and saw that she had been in Crilley’s office for an hour and twenty minutes. She told herself that she would look through the filing cabinet once and then leave. If she didn’t find anything, she would forget all about Paul Alban. She would wake up in the morning, shower, put extra make-up on and come back to work in five hours, appearing fresh and ready for the next assignment.

      But that didn’t happen. MR-14406 was the first file in the top drawer.

      Any sleepiness that had accumulated in her disappeared. Her eyelids felt light and her mind became sharp. She sat in Crilley’s plush leather office chair and smoothed the dossier out on the desk.

      She flipped open the dossier and saw that the MR were the initials for a deceased man named Marshall Ramsey. A red stamp across the front sheet of the file identified that he had been KILLED IN ACTION in 1998. The first page had basic identifying information: born in Beverly, Massachusetts, the only child of Peter and Annette Ramsey, on June 29, 1960. Peter Ramsey, according to the file, died in 1966, when Marshall Ramsey was six. Fluent in English and French. Married Mary Elridge in 1989 and had one son in 1991. He obtained his medical degree from Harvard in 1985 and then specialized in emergency medicine at Johns Hopkins University.

      Bailey didn’t have to wonder about the relationship between Marshall Ramsey and Paul Alban for very long. After she flipped the sheet over, the answer stared her in the face. A passport-sized photo of Marshall Ramsey had been stapled in the top right corner. He was slightly younger in the photo and sported a beard, but it was undeniable.

      Marshall Ramsey was, or is, Paul Alban.

      Bailey felt flushed. Her heart galloped. She had the feeling that she was about to make a major discovery. She quickly read through the files in the dossier.

      The Operations section of the dossier outlined Marshall Ramsey’s activities in the agency. She learned that Ramsey enlisted in the Army, joined the Rangers before remustering to complete medical school. He then worked as a military physician in Fort Worth after he completed his residency in emergency medicine. He had gone as medical support on a number of covert missions to Central America and West Africa. According to the file, the CIA had tried, unsuccessfully, to recruit Ramsey for a number of years. Ramsey was apparently involved in the development of a proposal to establish a joint psychiatry-medical clinic in refugee camps in Africa with a military psychiatrist named Dennis Hildebrand. The project never came to fruition. While they were about to present their proposal at the Nairobi embassy in 1998, terrorists bombed the building, killing Hildebrand in the process. It was only after that had Ramsey applied to join clandestine operations as medical support. According to the file, he specifically asked to be part of the investigation into the Nairobi bombing.

      Bailey found that odd. Why would the CIA allow him to join an investigation when he obviously had a personal axe to grind? Apparently, she wasn’t the only person to question that. The files made reference to a potential personal conflict of interest, which Ramsey vehemently denied. Extensive psychological reports concluded that there was no objective evidence that M. Ramsey’s judgment is compromised in this matter.

      Bailey screwed her eyes tight and then opened them, focusing on the papers in front of her. She kept reading. It seemed Ramsey became part of the FBI-DND team interrogating suspects implicated in the bombing. Towards the end of ’98, he worked exclusively with interrogators Sergeant Steven Sidwell and Special Agent Bruce McCormick.

      The documents outlined the evidence that the team uncovered, the confessions, and the leads. The evidence led to a man named Kadar Hadad, a terrorist on the most-wanted list for the better part of a decade. Summaries of forty-five days of interrogations showed that although Hadad was likely behind the attacks, he never confessed.

      Just as Bailey flipped the page, the overhead lights came on.

      Bailey froze. Jim Crilley stood in the doorway, arms crossed and jaw clenched. He only said one word, “Explain.”

      Bailey stared at the ground. “I, was just getting background… on Paul Alban.” She looked up, hoping for mercy. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to….”

      Crilley nodded, stepped into the room and looked sideways at the file on the desk. “I see you’ve got all the background now. Because that’s Marshall Ramsey’s file.”

      Crilley walked around the table and patted her on the back. “Good investigating, Clarke. Not a lot of analysts would piece it together the way you did. That’s why we took you from paramilitary.” He tapped her forehead with his index finger. “We wanted that brain of yours.”

      Bailey sat frozen, unsure of how to respond.

      “I had a feeling this was going to happen, so I had security notify me when you entered the building.” Crilley sat down in the chair across from her and interlocked his fingers behind his head. “But I’m not going to do anything to you. There will be no firing, no reporting, and no court martial. Okay?”

      Bailey furrowed her brow. Was she hearing him correctly? She had broken into his office, read confidential files, and he didn’t care? “Why?” came out softly.

      “Why?” Crilley laughed. “Do you want to go to prison, Clarke? Don’t get me wrong here. I know after this you’ll never break into my office again. You have my word that if you do, I won’t have the same reaction. Okay?”

      Bailey nodded.

      “The reason is because I understand,” Crilley explained. “Things weren’t making sense to you, so you went digging. That’s good judgment. That’s why your work is going to save American lives. And I wasn’t totally honest with you about everything that was going on. I kept you on a ‘need to know’ basis. But clearly, you needed to know more. You’re working for me, so you might as well know what I know. So, I’m here now, Clarke, what do you want to know?”

      Bailey had to collect her thoughts. She shuffled through the papers in the file. “It says Marshall Ramsey died, but he didn’t, he’s Paul Alban.”

      “He certainly did not die. We just made it look that way, staging a car crash in D.C. Marshall Ramsey was a good man, a good doctor, and he and his team were on their way to getting a confession from a big-time terrorist.”

      “Kadar Hadad.”

      Crilley nodded. “They took things pretty far, all kinds of enhanced interrogation, to get a confession. I tell you, Clarke, this team got things done and they would have drawn a confession. But there was this FBI agent on the team, McCormick, a real fuckin’ lush. He gets drunk in a bar one night and gets conned by an undercover reporter and tells her all about what they’re doing at the black site. It gets out into the media and boom, it’s all over.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Optics. It’s all about optics. People hear of the U.S. government torturing anyone, there’s an outcry, and they want justice. Then, Senator Janet Carter took up the cause and what would’ve been a week-long news story turns into a full-blown indictment on the government.”

      “I remember the inquiry.”

      “Yeah, and now she has a book on it, and is probably going to throw her hat in the ring for the presidency. This crusade for justice seemed to work well for her. But no one seemed to care about justice for the dead civilians that the terrorists killed. So, scapegoats were needed. And these guys were it. Their names were mentioned in Vanity Fair, exclusive report, one of those ten-page ones. We had no choice but to prosecute him.”

      “But he was working for the CIA, under orders of--”

      “Optics, Clarke. Let me ask you, what’s worse—that we had someone working outside of protocol or that the whole CIA is involved in what the public perceives as barbaric torture? We hung Ramsey out to dry. The inquiry found him guilty of delaying medically necessary treatment and permitting medically compromised interrogation strategies. He was sentenced to ten years in federal prison.”

      “Then he died.”

      “He cut a deal.” Crilley rubbed his moustache. “The team lead, Steve Sidwell, who was a real crazy fuck to be honest with you, was causing all sorts of problems inside our black sites. He consistently worked outside of protocol. He was such a loose cannon that prisoners would give false confessions all the time just to avoid any further abuse. Even the inquiry ruled that any information obtained from Kadar Hadad was invalid. Sidwell caused us to follow a bunch of bogus leads costing agents’ lives, not to mention millions of dollars.”

      “So why did you keep him?”

      “It was hard to get concrete proof of all this. We keep surveillance of interrogations minimal for obvious reasons. And Sidwell kept things pretty hidden. That’s what we used Ramsey for. Ramsey monitored the prisoners while Sidwell and McCormick interrogated them. He witnessed everything Sidwell did. Ramsey’s testimony gave us enough information to put Sidwell away. In exchange for the testimony and his continued work with us in clandestine operations, we gave Ramsey a death certificate.”

      “Where is Sidwell now?”

      “He was a well-connected man. He spent years running interrogations all over the world, met a lot of people. He disappeared before we could arrest him. Probably sipping piña coladas on a beach in the Canaries or something. As long as he’s not under my watch.” Crilley shrugged. “I don’t really care.”

      “This doesn’t make sense.” Bailey shook her head. “Ramsey was about to serve ten years. Why would he leave his family forever to go live in the most dangerous country on earth?”

      Crilley smiled, impressed with Bailey’s questions. “If you’re alive, the guys you tortured are going to come for retribution.”

      “So his death ensured his family’s safety,” Bailey said, more to herself than to Crilley. She thought about Alban, who had been little more than a voice on the phone to her, faced with the decision to leave his family. How could a man put all that behind him?

      Crilley sat with his arms crossed. The edges of his moustache curled up just a bit and the corners of his eyes puckered underneath his glasses.

      “So you used him as an operative in Somalia,” Bailey said. “But why embed an operative instead of obtaining a local asset?”

      “Good question. The problem was getting an asset that would stay loyal. We’d been through hundreds of assets in the nineties, but they’d either get lazy or sell intelligence off to the highest bidder. We couldn’t get a foothold, and frankly, we couldn’t compete with the offers they were getting from the warlords down there. So, we used Alban. He had a good cover, Frontier Doctors, and we knew he’d stay loyal. On top of it, we could always hang the carrot of coming back to the United States over his head if he ever mentioned quitting.”

      “Did he ever mention it?”

      “Not once. Not once in a decade. He was as reliable as you could pray for.”

      “Until now, when he’s been working on his own,” Bailey said, pursing her lips, wondering if Crilley would bite.

      “Bailey, Chris called me.”

      Bailey didn’t react. She looked blankly at Crilley.

      “You don’t have to pretend. We’re on the same side here.”

      Bailey cleared her throat and looked at him with suspicion. “Who gave Alban the manifest?”

      “We did.” Crilley nodded.

      Bailey leaned back, thinking. “Why?”

      “Because we needed to get things done.” Crilley let that sit in the air for a moment and continued. “Somalia is fucked up. Diplomatically, politically, hell—even militarily we haven’t been able to make a lick of difference there. For the past decade, we’ve been doing this business of aiding pirates and warlords to try to establish some government from the inside. How far has that gotten us?”

      Bailey nodded her acknowledgment.

      “Somalia is a powder keg. It’s a hotbed for terrorism. Every CIA report shows that in the next ten years, terrorism from Somalia is going to be ten times a bigger threat to the U.S. than terrorists from Iran, Syria, and Iraq put together. The only solution, Clarke, is a full-scale war. An invasion to establish a stable government. Do you know how easy it is to get the U.S. government to start a war?” Crilley didn’t wait for an answer this time. “Almost impossible. Look at what it took for us to go into Afghanistan. Thousands of dead American civilians. And why won’t the U.S. government act without a disaster?”

      “Optics?” Bailey offered.

      “Right. Unless there’s a clear threat coming from a country, the public, the media, will never get behind it. And neither will the government. So we create the threat. We cause it. We make it happen. We get it done. If we show a real threat coming out of Somalia, one that we can control, it becomes a lot safer than if we let it happen on its own.”

      “How did you control this?”

      “The general at AFRICOM received intel about a shipment of illegal nuclear weapons that were going to be passing through the Gulf of Aden. We go through our channels, using Paul Alban, to get pirates to hijack the ship. We then also inform, through different channels, terrorists about the shipment. They try to smuggle the weapons out and we stop them and recover the weapons, demonstrating the threat.”

      “It was all staged?”

      Crilley nodded. “The pirates and the terrorists didn’t know about it. But we did.”

      “So you planned it all?”

      Crilley shook his head. “General Kaczmareck did. All I did was provide him with the channels to Paul Alban.”

      Bailey processed all of what she had now been told, what she couldn’t unknow. “Now that the weapons are recovered…,” she asked. “What now?”

      “We wait for the machine to move. Once the media create a stir and the government pulls out of Iraq, then Somalia will be next.”

      “What do we do with Alban?”

      “His work is done.” Crilley smiled. “He’s done a great service to the country. Let’s get him to come back for a debrief.”

      Bailey let out a sigh. “I can let him know. I’ll arrange a flight for him.”

      Crilley nodded. “Let’s bring our boy home.”
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      Paul cooked underneath the morning sun. After leaving the Internet café, he climbed into the Jeep and drove around, looking for some shade to park under. He gave up after only a few minutes. Ceerigaabo seemed like a village built out of the desert sand. There were no trees to speak of, and the buildings were all one-story concrete structures.

      He ended up parking the Jeep back across from the Internet café. He found a towel in the backseat and put it over his face to shield the sun. He reclined his seat back and closed his eyes. He planned to give his mind a rest and sleep.

      But all he did was think. He had been able to dismiss the doctored manifest as a set-up, a way to smuggle weapons into an unstable country. On the balance of reason, even James Wright’s reaction to arrest him as a traitor made some sense. But the resurrection of Kadar Hadad tipped the scales. It felt unreal, as though his mind were making connections that couldn’t possibly exist.

      And now a helicopter registered to an oil company had rescued Hadad.

      The phone ringing stunned Paul and sent a pounding through his arm.  He shot up and rummaged through the contents of the back seat to find James Wright’s cell phone. He put it to his ear and waited for the caller to say something.

      It was a woman’s voice. “Paul,” she began. The voice was soft and gentle, barely louder than a whisper, just like Ellen’s. Paul let out a sigh of relief. “Is this Paul?”

      “Ellen?”

      “Excuse me?” the voice turned curt and professional. “This is Officer Clarke. From Langley.”

      He gave himself a second to regain his composure. “What do you want?”

      Her voice was almost cheerful. “We’ve got good news for you. You can come back.”

      Paul stared out at the road in front of him, wishing Ellen would walk up to the car and they could drive away together.

      “Where?” he finally said.

      “To the United States,” she said. “Your posting in Somalia is done. You can come back home.”

      He didn’t say anything.

      “We have a ticket waiting for you at the airport in Garowe,” she recited. “A passport will be waiting for you there and we’ll be at the airport in Washington to welcome you back.”

      He had always expected to feel sheer exhilaration when he was done in Somalia. He had been waiting for this news for a decade. It had meant so much to him, but now he felt indifferent.

      “Are you still there?”

      “Yeah,” Paul said. “I’m here.”

      Why were they taking him back? Twelve hours ago they were trying to kill him, chasing him through the streets of Garowe. What changed?

      “What about Ellen?” Paul said.

      “Who?”

      Paul then realized that she didn’t know who Ellen was. He hadn’t told her. Maybe it was best for Ellen that the CIA didn’t know about her.

      “Why are you taking me back?” Paul said. “You were trying to kill me.”

      “Because,” She answered as though she had been expecting the question. “The mission is over. We’ve recovered the weapons, and you’ve done your job. We know that you were set up.”

      Paul held the phone to his ear as he turned the ignition. The Jeep’s engine heaved to a start. “Where’s Hadad?”

      “We don’t know. But Paul, rest assured, we’re going to find him, bring him in, and prosecute him.”

      “I’ll believe that when I see it.” Paul started up the road. “We had him in custody a decade ago, and your people let him go.”

      “That was then. Things are different now.”

      Paul rolled his eyes. Another crime unpunished. As far as the CIA was concerned, they had the weapons back and nothing else mattered. They didn’t care about Hadad, or VeritOil, for that matter. Did they know about the helicopter in the middle of the desert? Did they care?

      “What about John Daniels?” Paul said. “You know anything about him?”

      “Who?”

      “John Daniels, the CEO of VeritOil.”

      Paul’s initial impression of Bailey Clarke was that she didn’t fit in. She wasn’t like any of the men and women he had met in the CIA. She listened to him; she hesitated when he made an argument, instead of toeing the official line. He sensed that she believed him. Part of him suspected she was in the dark, just like he was.

      “What are you referring to?” she asked.

      She had no idea about the VeritOil connection. “Nothing, Officer Clarke. Don’t worry about it.”

      “Your flight leaves in six hours. You should get moving.”

      “I’ll be there in four.” Paul accelerated. “Officer Clarke, what’s your first name?”

      She hesitated. “Bailey.”

      “Bailey Clarke. Do you have a number where I can reach you? In case something goes wrong.”

      “Sure,” Bailey replied. “I’ll give you my cell number.” She recited the number and Paul wrote it on the cigarette box against the steering wheel.

      “Great,” Paul confirmed. “I’ll call you when I get in to D.C.”

      “No need. We’ll be waiting for you there.”

      Paul chuckled to himself. “I’ll call you when I get in.”

      Paul ended the call, threw the phone in the backseat and drove to Bosaso.
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      Ellen sat at the back of the sport fishing boat as it coasted into a port. She looked around desperately for something with which to orient herself. A row of harbor lights on the shore reflected orange lines onto the dark water. A set of cranes lifted containers off three cargo ships at the far end of the port. Men with hardhats directed beeping forklifts.

      No one seemed to notice the forty-foot boat slipping through the darkest part of the harbor. Two men, one old with a shaved head, and a young heavyset one, played rummy at a small table beside her, under the light of a small lantern. A third man, wearing a uniform jacket from a military she didn’t recognize, crouched on the edge of the boat, his elbow lodged in his knee and his chin resting on his palm, staring out at the landscape. In the dark, she could hardly make out their features. They spoke English, with American accents. They didn’t speak to her, though; they didn’t even do so much as sneak a glance. Yet, she sensed, they were aware of her at all times.

      She tightened the itchy wool blanket that lay over her shoulders, and struggled to make out the lettering on signs. She saw a seemingly endless row of rickety old boathouses in front of them.

      But nothing was familiar.

      She hadn’t seen Hadad since he dragged her onto the helicopter in the middle of the desert. Before she managed to get a look at anyone inside the cabin, a hood was thrown over her head, bindings snapped onto her wrists, and she was buckled into the seat. Earmuffs kept out any sound. The sensory deprivation robbed her of any sense of time. She sat in complete silence with her thoughts.

      The helicopter landed and took off two times, presumably to refuel. The third time, they boarded an airplane and flew for a long time. When the plane landed, a strong arm grabbed her shoulder and herded her out of the cabin and onto the tarmac. A warm, brisk wind whipped around, and she felt a cool, misty spray on her skin. She heard the faint sound of waves crashing in the distance. They had landed somewhere tropical, coastal. Before she could make any more speculations, she was herded into a vehicle, then moved to the fishing boat.

      Only when the boat had been moving at a tremendous speed for thirty minutes or so was the hood slipped off her head. Darkness all around. The moon was almost invisible behind clouds in the sky. A desk light inside the wheelhouse provided the only light.

      At some point on the journey over, Ellen recognized that the feeling of terror, the one that seemed to infiltrate her bones and spread, had slowly dissipated. She stopped conjuring up what-ifs and what-nows. Her mind slowed from its Ferrari pace to one that stopped on a single thought: she was going to die.

      She remembered a psychiatrist who had asserted during a lecture in medical school that fear is simply a physiological response. It’s evolutionary, the flight-or-fight response. Fear or anxiety, he said, was nothing more than wide-scale release of neurotransmitters in the fear centers of the brain. Once all of the neurotransmitters were released, the brain was no longer capable of experiencing anxiety in a given situation. It’s called habituation. No one can stay in a state of fear forever.

      She tried to understand why she agreed to switch the SIM card on Paul’s phone. Why did she believe the man with the pockmarked cheeks who had approached her on that scorching hot afternoon? If she didn’t, she wouldn’t be here, waiting to be killed. While Paul had lied to her, his lie seemed more defensible than hers. He hadn’t betrayed her. He was simply trying to move on with his life. Was there really anything wrong with that? She wondered how many times he had lied to her. He had been in Bosaso for six years before she showed up, and that would have given him plenty of time to polish his story.

      The vessel coasted into a boathouse and its headlight came on. By the look of the place, a boat hadn’t ventured inside for a long time. Crates were stacked against the walls, and two small windows were broken. Several planks were missing on the dock that lined three sides of the boathouse. The inside smelled of mildew and rotting garbage.

      The two men at the table collected the cards before jumping onto the dock and securing the boat. The man in uniform walked over to the table, picked up the lantern and held Ellen’s gaze for a moment before walking to the bow.

      It took a second longer to register than Ellen would have thought, but when the part of her brain that recognized faces put it all together, she was jolted out of her sense of calm. She hadn’t recognized him in the dark, but the lantern gave her a clear snapshot of the man’s pockmarked cheeks and bushy eyebrows. It was unmistakably him—the man who introduced himself to her at Café Americka as INTERPOL. The man who was convincing enough to make Ellen trick her boyfriend into giving a forged shipping manifest to pirates.

      He stepped off of the boat and onto the dock. His figure disappeared into the darkness of the boathouse. A tremble in her hands returned. She had been duped and the man with the pockmarks knew it. He seemed pleased at the confusion she wore on her face. That look in his eyes said it all, didn’t it? Thanks, it said, we couldn’t have done it without you.

      Ellen squeezed her eyes tight. How could you be so naïve? When she opened them, Kadar Hadad sat at the table across from her.

      “She will wait here with me,” Hadad called out to the men on the dock. “Tell me when he arrives.”

      The three men responded with quick ‘okays’ and walked up the dock. Their footsteps creaked against the old wood planks and became softer as they left. Hadad rested his elbows on the table and stared at the ground.

      He looked fragile; he was slightly taller than her and his bones seemed to jut out of his paper-thin skin. This was an internationally wanted terrorist? She had heard stories of Kadar Hadad before. She had heard of the bombings he orchestrated and his involvement in military operations across Africa. She had envisioned a taller, stronger man. Somehow, at this moment, he looked human.

      “I will not hurt you,” Hadad said, his eyes easing, reassuring.

      “What are we doing here?” Ellen said.

      “Waiting.”

      “For what?”

      “I am meeting someone,” Hadad replied, resting his cheek in his palm. “I will let you go soon. Don’t worry.”

      Ellen glared at Hadad.

      “You have done great work for Africa, Dr. Al-Hamadi.” Hadad leaned forward. “I respect that. We want the same thing for Africa, Doctor. Peace and prosperity. Equal opportunity. Am I correct?”

      Ellen nodded, suspicious.

      “And you came to Somalia to help people get there. But let me ask you, how long have people been doing this in Africa?” Hadad paused for a moment, then continued, “A long time. Centuries. What has it done? Nothing.” Hadad snapped his fingers sharply in front of Ellen’s face. She didn’t flinch.

      “I like to think I make a difference.”

      “You do, Doctor. I know you do.” Hadad nodded, knowingly. “To one, or two, or even one hundred. I know that. I was born in Sudan. My parents were killed in the civil war there when I was six years old and I went to Ethiopia, into an orphanage. The Child Benefit Fund. There were people there just like you, helping children like me. I remember a man named Rick, he worked there. He was a very nice man. He was from North Carolina. He taught me to speak English, to write. He told me about America, about the Tar Heels,” Hadad laughed. He stopped only when he met Ellen’s sharp stare. “We even made a business—we would go to the river nearby, pick up shells, make necklaces, and sell them to earn money for the orphanage. It was a happy time.” Hadad looked away and his voice roughened. “One day, rebels came into the village when we were picking shells and wanted Rick to give them the money we had. He wouldn’t give it to them. He looked them right in the eyes and said that it was for the children in the orphanage. So they shot him dead. Then they destroyed the orphanage. Everything gone in one day. All the work all of those people did was gone like that.”

      His mouth hung half-open. His mind was still there, thinking about that time in his life.

      “And that’s why I do what I do,” Hadad said, snapping out of it. “Because to make a change, we need to stop those people who don’t want peace.”

      “By killing more people?” Ellen said, her tone sharp.

      “I learned that the only way to stop them is for someone stronger to come in.”

      Ellen furrowed her brow. “What do you mean?”

      Hadad smiled. “Someone who can fight and squash them. Not a rebellion or peacekeepers. We need someone to invade to restore order so that you people, you humanitarians, can work safely.”

      “You mean an army?”

      “The United States Army, to be exact. If they invade, then order can happen, and we can have a peaceful country in Somalia. But the U.S.A. will only invade if they see a danger to themselves. So, I create the danger. Like Nairobi. But that wasn’t big enough for them.” Hadad waved his arms in the air. The look in his eyes suddenly seemed disconnected. “They need something bigger, something more dangerous. So that is what will happen.” Hadad smiled. “We will both have what we want when this is over.”

      “I don’t want innocent people killed so you can cause a war,” Ellen said, reaching out and clutching his arm. “Please don’t.”

      Hadad took her forearm and released her grip. He rose and moved towards the edge of the boat. “Tomorrow, we will change the world.”

      Hadad turned and stepped onto the dock. Ellen’s fingers were clenched white against the edges of the blanket. She heard her father—the Syrian immigrant, the armchair politician, the man whose opinion she rarely took without a heaping portion of salt: It is a dangerous person who believes that killing is ever justified.

      Ellen threw the blanket off her shoulders and watched Hadad walk up to the front of the boathouse, joining the other three men. Their cigarettes glowed in the dark.

      She climbed the stairs that led to the wheelhouse. It was dark inside. She felt around with her hands, spilling papers and clipboards and pens to the floor. Her fingers stumbled upon a radio, and she picked up the receiver. Her hands were so clammy it slipped out of her palm twice before she managed to press the transmit button.

      “Mayday, mayday,” she whispered. “Help.”

      No static. Nothing. The radio was dead. She twisted the knobs and pressed switches but the indicator lights stayed off.

      Ellen dropped the receiver and pounded down the stairs. She rounded the corner and stopped at the top of the ladder that led below deck. She swept her sweaty hair off her forehead and stepped down into the dark room. She felt around for a light switch or a flashlight but found nothing. She felt around the walls, spilling a can of something wet and slippery onto the floor. Her hands came across a rough metal item. She ran her hands along the object, it was heavy and it curved into a sharp point at the end.

      She gripped the end of the hook between her middle and ring fingers and held it by her side. She bent down by the edge of the boat and jumped over onto the dock. A streak of yellow from the security light outside ran along the dock, so Ellen made straight for the shadows by the wall. She pressed herself tight against a joist, hoping she was shielded from view. Her heart thudded against her ribcage.

      She poked her head out and looked towards the entrance. The four men had moved outside and faced the road that ran in front of the boathouse. Ellen stepped out and walked along the wall until she reached the front door. She crouched behind a stack of empty Budweiser crates. She heard mumbling outside, but couldn’t make out what the men were saying. She looked through a gap between the planks on the walls. The two men who had played rummy were less than five feet away, while the pockmarked man and Hadad paced, crisscrossing in front of the boathouse.

      A loud engine and blinding light came up the road, and Hadad put his forearm over his face. A SUV pulled up in front of the boathouse, killed its engine, and the headlights turned off. Three doors swung open; three men wearing sleek leather jackets stepped out. They walked up to Hadad and his men, motioned for them to spread their arms and legs, then quickly frisked them. The pockmarked man initially refused, so one of them spread his arms out for him while the other efficiently patted him down.

      When they had finished, they nodded towards the SUV, and a large, barrel-chested man pulled himself out. He wore a wide-open fishing vest. Ellen guessed he probably couldn’t zip it up if he tried. His thick beard nearly reached his eyes, obscuring most of his facial features, and a baseball cap worn low cast a shadow over his eyes. He walked up to Hadad and offered his hand, which Hadad took. Ellen strained to hear what they were saying.

      “I didn’t think you’d be here on time,” the man said, in a gruff American accent. “That’s a hell of a journey to make across the pond.”

      Hadad nodded. “SEALs came sooner than you said. All my men were killed. I barely escaped.”

      The man stepped towards Hadad. He was a half-foot taller. “I don’t give a shit what happened to your men. Where is the weapon?”

      “I have it. It’s on the boat.”

      “Go get it.” The man pointed towards the boathouse with his thumb.

      Ellen shifted behind the crates. Her heart pounded all the way to her neck. She gripped the hook tightly.

      But Hadad didn’t move. He stood in front of the man wearing the fishing vest, shaking his head.

      “What the fuck is this? You don’t understand English?” The man pointed at Hadad.

      “You owe me money for it.”

      The man bellowed a laugh. “You think I have a suitcase with two-mill in the trunk? What do you think this is, Kadar? You’ll get your wire transfer once I see the goods. Go and get it.”

      Hadad skulked back towards the boathouse. Ellen rose just a bit so she saw the doorway. She held the hook in her hand. She trembled with anticipation. She kept thinking, you justify killing anyway you want. You are the murderer.

      All Ellen Al-Hamadi saw before she lifted the hook high above her head was a large shadow cast against the wall, but she still didn’t miss. The power with which she swung it down surprised her. Even more surprising, when she would look back later, was that she didn’t have an ounce of hesitation as she did it.

      The hook cracked through Kadar Hadad’s skull and lodged itself inside his brain. He let out a horrible shriek and collapsed onto his side on the dock. His teeth clenched and the left side of his body jerked a few times. Blood streamed out of the hole in his skull into a puddle around him. It dripped off the dock, into the black water.

      The men ran in from outside. Two of them grabbed Ellen’s arms and pressed her to the ground. She didn’t struggle; rather, she kept her eyes on Hadad. His eyelids fluttered slightly then rested half-open. The gaze was vacant.

      The two men lifted her to her feet and the man with the fishing vest walked inside. He glanced down at Hadad’s corpse like it was road kill on a highway shoulder, then smiled at Ellen. “I guess I should thank you for that. He’s really become a liability.” He put his hand on her soft shoulder. “To be honest, if you didn’t do it, one of us would have had to.” He looked at his men. “Get rid of him. But keep the fingers. We’ll need them.”

      He turned to Ellen. “So tell me, sweetie, why are you here?”

      “He kidnapped me.”

      “No wonder you killed him,” he said nonchalantly. “Why on earth did he kidnap you?”

      The man with the pockmarks spoke up. “She was at the beach with Paul Alban. Hadad wanted to take her in case she would be of some use.”

      “Paul Alban?” he confirmed, then he grabbed her face painfully between his thumb and forefingers. “I barely recognized you. You look so different from the pictures I’ve seen. It is a pleasure. Dr. Ellen Al-Hamadi, right?”

      Ellen nodded.

      “Armand Senechaux.” He held out his hand.

      “How do you know me?” she swallowed.

      “I know you through Paul. Your boyfriend, right?” He put his arm around her. “Or do you know him better as Marshall Ramsey?”
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      John Daniels scanned the crowd of over five hundred shareholders and prospective investors seated before him inside the modern glass structure of the Arlington Convention Center. Beside him was a large screen projecting his slide deck. The room was respectfully quiet, only the occasional throat clearing. Those in attendance waited to hear what he had to say.

      Daniels adjusted his collar. He had hoped that by wearing a cotton suit, he would stay cool, but beads of sweat were already forming on his bald head. This is it, he thought to himself, my last chance to convince them we’re making progress. It had been a poor year for VeritOil. A poor year on top of a dismal decade. Three consecutive quarters with negative earnings caused the company’s stock to tank. They had lost two bids for drilling rights in the North Atlantic, a major pipeline through Panama was shut down by guerillas, and virtually every investment analyst advised people to sell the stock. In a month, he would be on the podium again giving the annual report. Unless he could convince these people that things were turning around, the company would be sold.

      Part of him knew he should have given this speech over twelve months ago, when Mark Hatfield, VeritOil’s Chief Financial Officer and Art Williams, his Chief of Operations, had come into his office wearing grim expressions. They laid spreadsheets in front of him, highlighting the important sections, the ones in red. Mark’s assessment was that within twelve months the company’s downward trajectory would mean that over a third of shareholders would pull out. He used the words bankruptcy protection, and suggested they start the application process. Art suggested they shut down four major oil fields in northeastern Texas because they could no longer keep up their maintenance costs. We have to do this before the shareholders lose all confidence in us. John decided to do nothing. What they had urged him to do made sense, but he couldn’t give up.

      First Mark resigned and then Art let his contract expire before taking a mid-level position with Shell. Disloyal bastards. Disloyal to him and disloyal to the company. He reshuffled the upper-echelons of VeritOil and made his personal assistant Chief Financial Officer. Craig Evans was young, quick as a whip, newly out of the Ivy League, and most importantly, had stuck with the company despite poachers from all of big oil coming up with offers for him. But he was committed to the company.

      The two had worked sixteen-hour days over the past six months. They had racked up over seventy-eight thousand air miles trying to seal contracts and make new deals. They turned out to be a good team; Craig would do the research and crunch the numbers and Daniels would charm potential investors. They’d slowed the decline and bought themselves a couple of months. At most.

      It still came down to this.

      Daniels massaged the PowerPoint remote in his palm. “Three quarters of negative growth,” he boomed into the microphone, deliberately accentuating his Southern drawl as he had practiced. “It’s no secret and it’s nothin’ to be proud of. This recession has hit us, and it’s hit us hard. Harder than most. The numbers over the past eight months speak for themselves.”

      Daniels clicked on the presentation and a graph came up. An animated red line traced across the screen, steadily declining. He stared out at the crowd for a moment and counted to five in his head. He took a deep breath.

      “But that’s not why I’m here today talking to y’all. I’m here to tell you that we’re turning her ‘round; we’re righting the ship. We’ve all lost in this company the past year or two. Hell, I think I’ve lost just ‘bout as much as anyone else. My savings are all invested in VeritOil, and not to mention, but my job is resting on my convincing you to buy more of these stocks.”

      Nervous laughter bubbled through the crowd. He smiled and felt a slight sense of relief.

      “But there’s more for me in this company than just money. I’ve been here since I was a teenager working the rigs. I’ve worked in nearly every position in this company and I can tell you what it’s about. This company is about…”

      “…character.” Craig Evans whispered in concert with Daniels. Evans sat alone in the middle of the last row in a freshly steamed grey suit, crimson and white Cornell pin in his lapel, listening for every word and every inflection in Daniels’ voice. So far, Daniels had got the speech bang on. Every pause was perfect. His salt-of-the-earth persona was connecting with the investors, who nodded along, captivated.

      He had coached his boss well.

      Evans tapped his pen on the notepad and shook his leg. Professor Howard Stein had called him months ago. It’s a sinking ship, Craig, time to run for the exits. He couldn’t, wouldn’t, he explained. But why? The good professor just didn’t understand that loyalty still meant something to him.

      When Evans looked at the facts objectively—declining growth, cutting workforce, the worsening reputation—he could see how Stein thought he was being naive. He hadn’t been there, in Tug’s pub, the night after Hatfield left the company. He didn’t see the look in Daniels’ eye, after his fourth or fifth pint, when he wiped the foam from his moustache and suddenly looked sober. He put his arm on Craig’s shoulder. You should leave too. I’m going down with the ship, no matter what, but you…you can move on. Daniels’ jaw had quivered just the slightest bit. It seemed surreal that this man, larger than life, was scared. No, Craig told him, we’re going to turn it around, whatever it takes.

      “… at our current rate of extraction, combined with projections that the cost of oil will rise by six percent a barrel by January, means that VeritOil will turn a profit by February of next year. That’s five months away.” Daniels continued, using a laser pointer to draw attention to graphs and charts onscreen. Evans smiled to himself and followed along with the script. “That’s the short term story. But we are always looking ahead at this company, and there are exciting things coming. The hot topic these days is Arctic oil exploration. More oil is under the ice than the rest of the world combined and it’s a gold rush. Good luck, I say. It’s a hundred years before we have the technology to make anything of that. Let the rest of big oil have it.

      “‘So what about the future, John?’ you might ask. Well, we have a plan. This, my friends, is the future location of VeritOil exploration.”

      He clicked the remote control and a stylized world map popped up on the screen. He clicked again and it zoomed in on Africa, then on the eastern side. “The Horn of Africa. The largest accessible untapped reservoir left in the world. The Puntland, an autonomous region of Somalia, alone has eleven million barrels. We have reached an agreement with the Transitional Federal Government of that region that gives us exclusive rights to drilling. Exclusive rights.”

      Evans looked around as people in the audience leaned over and whispered to the people next to them. Some shook their heads. He had expected it. Somalia was unstable and drilling there was a crapshoot. That wasn’t important at this point. All people needed to know was that Somalia was theirs to drill. Stability would come later. The stock would skyrocket when the rest came into place.

      “…But Somalia’s a dangerous place,” Daniels said over the murmur in the audience. “We’re taking care of it. Twelve percent of all revenue from oil extraction goes directly into developing a security force….”

      Evans felt a firm hand pat him on the shoulder and he turned around just long enough to see General Robert Kaczmareck standing behind him in a golf shirt and shorts. Kaczmaeck slid in right next to Evans.

      “We don’t meet in person.” Evans said through his teeth.

      “It’s over now. Those precautions aren’t necessary.”

      “That is not the point.” Evans pointed his pen at the general. “We can’t be connected.”

      “I’m just a concerned shareholder.”

      Evans took a deep breath, hoping his pulse would settle. “Did you recover them all?”

      “I thought we couldn’t talk in person.”

      Evans sighed. “Just tell me.”

      The General nodded. “When are we going to go public with the story?”

      “Soon,” Evans nodded. “Just keep your mouth shut until then.”

      The general put his thumb and index fingers together and ran them along his pursed lips before he stood and made for the exit.

      Evans looked at the podium as Daniels finished his speech. A contagious applause spread through the crowd. Daniels looked proud. Although Daniels had delivered the speech that won the investors over, Evans knew it was really his own work. Daniels had no idea the impact his words would have on his company. Ultimately, Daniels was a figurehead, there for public relations, not for brains or business savvy. The one thing Daniels did right through this debacle, Evans knew, was that he surrounded himself with intelligent people, like Craig.

      Evans’ BlackBerry vibrated in his jacket pocket. He glanced at the caller ID, tiptoed between the row of chairs, and answered it in the hallway.

      Evans glanced around the empty hallway. “What’s going on?”

      “We’re good to go. Tomorrow, eleven a.m., the party starts.” It was Senechaux. He was in the country. Things were moving ahead like clockwork.

      “Good. We need this to happen soon. The general was here asking questions.”

      “Idiot. What doesn’t he understand about no face to face meetings?”

      “He thinks it’s over.”

      “Does he know anything more?”

      “No.” Evans looked up. Investors were filing out of the room into the hallway around the table with catered breakfast food. He walked into the bathroom at the end of the hall. He ran the water in the sink to muffle his voice.

      “Let’s keep it that way.”
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      As the Boeing 747 started its descent into the Thurgood Marshall Airport, the flight attendant touched Paul on the shoulder, startling him awake, and asked him to bring his seatback up. He rubbed his eyes and straightened his beige suit jacket, checked his watch (seven minutes past eleven in the morning, local time) realizing he had slept through the entire six-hour flight from London to Baltimore.

      He looked past the man in the grey suit next to him, through the small cabin window. Through the clouds, the emerald eastern coast of the United States came into view. The corners of his mouth curled up, and then, afraid someone would notice, he bit down on his lower lip to stop himself from smiling. It was hardly the homecoming he had hoped for, but for a brief moment, a feeling of hope came over him. Maybe, Ramsey, maybe you’ve made it through unscathed.

      Paul hoped that a dozen federal agents weren’t waiting for him at the bottom of the jetway, ready to charge him with a list of offences so long it would take an hour to read through. That was likely wishful thinking. He had taken all the precautions he was capable of taking. He got on the flight from Garowe to Cairo and then the connecting flight to London using tickets purchased in Paul Alban’s name. Langley would have an agent follow him at a distance, as added security to ensure that he got on the flights to Washington. In Heathrow, he purchased a striped tie, pink shirt, and beige suit at Paul and Shark. He boarded his Washington-bound flight as Paul Alban, but just before the cabin doors closed, he pressed the call button for the flight attendant and told her that he had to get off the flight. He had a family emergency. He crossed the terminal and purchased another ticket for a Baltimore-bound flight leaving in twenty minutes. Whether Langley caught on, he didn’t know.

      Paul touched his breast pocket to reassure himself his passport was still there—the one that Langley didn’t know about.
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        * * *

      

      Forty-four miles away, Jim Crilley paced the floor of the customs control room at Dulles International Airport. On either side of him, border control officers sat in front of monitors that displayed real-time images from the security cameras filming the ten thousand passengers walking through customs each day. To detect forgeries, the customs officers at the counters manually examined each passport and then scanned them through an electronic reader designed to detect their passport footprint. Any forged passport, or more importantly, a flagged one, would instantly alert the customs officials and the individual would be taken into custody.

      Crilley had briefed the border control officers and flagged all of Paul Alban’s passports. The second that he stepped up and handed that little book of stamps over the customs counter, four big boys in royal blue shirts would be escorting him into a windowless interview room.

      Crilley glanced at his watch. Paul Alban was scheduled to land in fourteen minutes. He had monitored Alban all the way from Cairo to ensure he got on each flight. Alban had done as he was told, and had checked in for his last flight from Heathrow. Having Bailey Clarke talk to Alban was a perfect move. She was new and had a genuineness about her. If Alban was going to trust anyone, it was going to be Clarke. And Alban had followed her instructions to a T.

      The nagging part of his mind wouldn’t stop. What if you don’t get Alban in custody? What if the manifest is traced back to you? Court Martial, Jimmy. Your only retirement is going to be on death row. No, he refused to let his plan unravel in his mind. He hadn’t really done anything wrong, had he? Kaczmareck had contacted him with an off-the-record proposal to stage a serious threat coming out of Somalia. All he needed from Crilley was the name and contact information of an operative in the Puntland. If it ever came back to him, he could always claim ignorance. The head of AFRICOM asked me for my contact in the Puntland for a classified mission, so I gave it to him.

      There was the issue of the money transfer. In exchange for the Paul Alban information, a total of $750K had been wired to three separate offshore accounts that Crilley opened. It had really all gone wrong fifteen years ago. He should’ve been out and retired in 2000.  But he got greedy. Why retire in Arizona when you can retire in the Hamptons? And then it all went to shit. He’d been duped. He probably could have dealt with it, but people kept rubbing it in his face. His colleagues at work saying tough luck, Jimmy, there’s no way you could’ve known, and then snickering behind his back. His wife taking every chance she had to go off to her sister’s cottage. His two boys working at drive-thrus to pay for community college. His best friend, Brian MacInnis, inviting him to his Florida beach home every winter.

      Yup, this was his last chance to salvage the ounce of pride he had left.

      “Ten minutes, gentlemen.” Crilley glanced at the flight arrivals information screen, “Our man lands in ten minutes.”
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        * * *

      

      Paul waited at the customs line in Thurgood Marshall Airport until a customs officer waved him over. If Langley had figured out Paul hadn’t boarded the Washington flight an alert would have been sent out to all border crossings and Paul would have no more outs.

      He slid a United Kingdom passport across the desk. He had used it only twice in five years, in East Africa and France.

      The customs officer adjusted the passport identifying Paul as Joshua Borden under the light, carefully examining it for what felt like an eternity. Then she stared directly at him. Paul focused on keeping his breathing steady. She swiped the passport through the reader and examined her screen. Paul swallowed hard, hoping she didn’t notice. Something beeped and she pressed a few keys on the keyboard in front of her.

      “Reason for your visit?” She looked up at Paul.

      “Visiting an old friend.”

      “How long will you be staying?”

      Forever, hopefully. “Four days.”

      She nodded and pressed a stamp on the passport.

      “Welcome to America, Mr. Borden.” she flashed a quick smile and placed the passport in front of him.

      He grabbed the passport, his hand trembling slightly, and he walked through the doors, past the customs control room, down the escalator, into the main terminal. He looked around at the scene before him. People raced around, dragging luggage and children up escalators. Others jostled for position around the baggage carousel. A lineup for coffee looped around a corner. Large flat screens displayed flight information. Computerized overhead voices delivered announcements over the buzz of passengers trying to make their flights. It was chaos. He was home.

      Paul made his way out of the terminal and hailed a cab. He stepped inside and told the driver his destination.

      “Arlington, Virginia.”
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      Paul stood on a curb, on the street side of a black iron gate flanked by bronze lions, behind which sat a sprawling home divided into two wings, surrounded by manicured hedges. He stared at the large windows that reflected the bright sun, hoping he could see if anyone was home.

      This man knew. If anyone could connect Paul to Hadad it was John Daniels. His helicopter had appeared in the middle of a desert to take Hadad and Ellen away. What dealings an oil company had with a terrorist, Paul had no idea.

      Two cars had left since Paul had been watching, and there was no movement inside the house. The distance from the road troubled Paul. He couldn’t simply hop the fence, saunter across the grass, and knock on the door. There could be a maid or a butler in the home, if not a security guard. He couldn’t press the buzzer on the gate and announce he needed to talk.

      He leaned against the trunk of the tree. He had spotted four security cameras. An eight-foot iron fence surrounded the entire property, which seemed to stretch back an acre or more. He assumed that cameras covered the entire perimeter.

      Paul walked towards the west flank of the property, lined by a row of tall ash trees and low-lying brush. Thorns scratched his legs as he passed through. Cameras perched on top of the fence, every twenty feet or so.

      Paul dug through the brush, and found a branch wedged deep in the ground. He gripped it like a fishing rod and reached towards the security camera. The tip touched the camera and swiveled it about an inch. He tried several times, the branch bending each time, but it wouldn’t budge. Sweat ran down his face and neck. He stopped for a moment to catch his breath and let his shoulders rest. Then, he took the branch and swung with all the force he could manage and connected with the camera, turning it a hundred and eighty degrees.

      Paul tossed the branch aside and jumped onto the fence. He gripped the top bar, ignoring the pain in his hand, and pushed his feet into the vertical iron bars, trying to get some traction with his loafers. He managed to wedge his foot between two of the vertical bars and pull himself up. At the top, he avoided the spears and dropped over to the other side.

      He fell hard onto the grass, rolled over, and scrambled to his feet. He glanced up at the cameras along the fence and calculated the trajectory of the blind spot he had created. Then he ran, half-crouching, towards the mansion, across the open field of grass. He headed straight for the stone patio at the back of the house.

      He stepped onto the deck, careful to not to make a sound, and looked through the back window at the kitchen. Paul’s initial plan was to wait in the yard until Daniels came home, then enter through the back door and force Daniels to talk. As he passed the patio door, he saw something he hadn’t expected—a woman, presumably Daniels’ wife, was still home.

      She moved into the kitchen, flicked the kettle on, and looked through the collection of boxed teas in the cupboard. This meant any motion sensors in the house were off, and Paul could get to Daniels sooner than he thought.

      Paul charged through the door and ran up to her before she was able to turn around. She began to yell, but Paul clamped a hand over her mouth. She stiffened in his arms.

      “I’m not going to hurt you, but I need you to stay calm.”

      Paul held her until she seemed to relax, then he released his grip. He turned her around and looked her in the eye.

      “I need your help. I promise I will not hurt you. I need you to tell me if anyone else is in the house.”

      She shook her head.

      “What is your name?”

      “Joan.”

      “Okay, Joan, I need to talk to your husband John.”

      “About what?”

      “He might be able to help me,” Paul said. “Someone’s trying to frame me, and John might have some answers as to why.”

      “What would John have to do with any of this?”

      “I don’t know.”

      A door slammed, then footsteps approached from the hallway. Paul grabbed Joan and covered her mouth.

      “Sweetheart?” a booming voice. “Forgot a report, so I had to swing ba—"

      John Daniels stopped abruptly in the doorway as soon has his eyes met Paul’s. A bolo tie hugged his neck, a neck that was craned to the side as he sized Paul up.

      “I won’t hurt her John. It’s you I need to talk to.”

      “Who the hell are you?”

      Paul stared at Daniels, trying to see if Daniels recognized him. But Daniels’ eyes seemed empty.

      “I’m Paul Alban. And you’ve tried to frame me.”

      “What in God’s name are you talking about? I don’t know who you are.”

      “I need information from you. You, or someone attached to your company, has tried to frame me. I need to know who.”

      Daniels shook his head. Paul realized that Daniels had no idea who he was. He had to give him more information.

      “I came here from Somalia where I work for the U.S. government. Someone connected to your company used National Clandestine Service channels to feed me information that I gave to Somali rebels. Now, the NCS suspects me of having conspired against the United States. I need to show them I followed protocol. I need to track down who it was in your company, so I can sort this out.”

      “My company?” Daniels snarled.

      “Yes. A helicopter registered to VeritOil picked up a known terrorist in the Somali desert.”

      “What?”

      “There’s got to be a money trail, a money transfer, or something. Flight logs, someone who authorized the flight into Somalia two days ago.”

      “You’ve just told me you’re a wanted fugitive. You’re running from the U.S. government. You have my wife held hostage. And you want me to help?” Daniels picked up the telephone sitting on the small end table beside the couch.

      “Who are you calling?” Paul said.

      “The police.”

      Paul sprung up and reached for the phone Daniels had to his ear. Daniels twisted and lifted the phone high in the air and then recoiled, the point of his elbow connecting with Paul’s nose. Paul fell to the carpet, catching himself on his palms. Blood poured out like an open faucet. He scrambled on all fours before Daniels’ foot came up into his solar plexus, knocking the wind out of him. Paul crawled to the doorway, each breath sharp and painful. When he got to the doorway, he ran into the kitchen and pulled a chef’s knife off of the magnetic strip above the countertops. He sprinted back into the living room holding the knife in front of him. Daniels saw him coming and tried to side step out of the way. Paul grabbed Daniels’ forehead from behind with his free hand, yanked back, touched the blade to his neck, and told him to drop the phone. Daniels did so.

      “Listen carefully to me,” Paul said. “You’re going to help me. We’re going to drive to your office and you’re going to go through all records until we find who is involved. If we don’t find anyone, I’ll assume it’s you, and I’ll kill you.”
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      At Dulles, Bailey Clarke flashed her identification badge at the airport security officer and then passed through a set of double doors reading AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY – ALARM WILL SOUND. She walked to the end of a dimly lit hallway and stopped in front of the customs control room. She placed her hand on the door handle and let her fingers dance nervously on the cool metal. Crilley had been short on the phone when he called her to meet him at Dulles immediately. He didn’t give her any further details. Earlier, in his office, he had told her he would debrief Paul Alban and she could take the day off. Now he was pulling her back in. The only conclusion she could come up with was that something had gone wrong. She thought of Alban’s last words to her, I’ll call you when I get in.

      Part of her knew Paul Alban wasn’t going to get on that plane, but she chose to ignore it. Her instincts told her Alban sensed a noose being wrapped around his neck and slipped away before Crilley could tighten it. She had the feeling that Alban was right. Crilley wasn’t going to let him go free, she was almost certain about that. What she couldn’t understand was why Crilley was leading her along.

      She took a breath and slipped quietly into the room. Inside, Crilley was in full tirade mode, standing in front of a group of customs officers, screaming. His forehead had turned red and sweat rings had formed through his white shirt. File folders and papers were spread across a desk in the middle of the room. Two men sat in front of a monitor, reviewing security footage.

      “I don’t understand this,” Crilley yelled and pointed at the papers on the desk. “We have records that have him confirmed for the flight from Somalia, from Egypt, and from London! And then what? Poof! He’s gone. Someone explain what the hell happened to him!”

      Crilley stared at the officer nearest him, huffing, expecting a response. The man put his head down uncomfortably. Bailey hid behind a group of officers trying to stay out of Crilley’s line of sight.

      “Um, sir?” One of the officers in front of the monitors raised his hand. “I think I have something here. It’s footage from Thurgood International.”

      The group followed Crilley and huddled around the monitor on the far side of the room. Bailey followed and stood on the balls of her feet, looking over the shoulders of the men in front of her. On the monitor she saw Paul Alban, a man she recognized from the file. He was standing at customs, handing his passport over, and walking right through.

      “Shit!” Crilley yelled, breaking through the crowd and moving back towards the table. “We’ve just let a wanted criminal back into the United States.” Crilley kicked the table with the side of his foot, sending it sliding it across the room.

      Bailey stood frozen. She had sensed Crilley had lied about Alban being allowed to come back to the United States freely. Now he referred to him as a wanted criminal.

      “You.” Crilley stomped over to Bailey. “You talked to him last. What did you say?”

      “Exactly what we had talked about,” Bailey replied. “That he was coming home. That it was over, the weapons recovered.”

      “Well he must have got spooked, ‘cause he got on a different flight and now he’s gone.”

      “I don’t know why he would do that, sir,” Bailey lied.

      “Find him and bring him back.”

      “Oh, I’ll find him,” Bailey said more to herself than Crilley. “I have to.”
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      By the time John Daniels inserted his pass card into the elevator panel, whisking Paul, Joan, and John up to the executive suites inside the VeritOil headquarters in downtown Arlington, Paul felt a flame of hope light inside him. His heart thumped with excitement. He felt as though he were on the verge of making the breakthrough that would lead him to Ellen. It didn’t escape him that part of his excitement was the chance for revenge on Kadar Hadad. A second chance.

      The elevator beeped and the doors slid open, revealing the plush carpets and mahogany furniture of the executive suites. Classical music played in the background. Paul followed Daniels into the office marked OFFICE OF THE CHIEF. Daniels flicked on the floor lamp. The office was well over five hundred square feet. An enlarged black and white photo of what Paul assumed was a young John Daniel in overalls, beside a dozen or so other men sitting at the foot of a tall oil rig, hung on the wall behind the desk.

      Paul knew he didn’t have much time. The NCS were likely already looking for him. It was only a matter of time before they tracked him down and took him into custody. He motioned Daniels to turn on his computer. Joan sat by the window and stared outside. Daniels took the leather armchair at the desk and Paul hovered over his shoulder as the computer booted up.

      “What do you want me to look at?” Daniels glared.

      “Budget information. Your spreadsheets. If your helicopter was in use, that means someone paid to use it. We’re looking for any unusual money going out.”

      “Out? What are you talking about?”

      “Come on, John.” Paul smiled. “Your company stands to get a lot if the U.S. takes over the Puntland like it did Iraq, with VeritOil owning the rights to its oil.”

      Daniels looked up at Paul, expressionless. “I had nothing to do with this whole thing, if that’s what you’re suggesting.”

      “I’m not. I don’t think you have a clue what’s happening in your company.”

      Paul looked over Daniels’ shoulder as he opened up a series of Excel spreadsheets. He scrolled through pages and pages of budget information. Paul’s vision became blurry as he tried to keep up with each row of money transfers. Each transaction had a label for the money source, destination, and the amount. Each was coded, from what Paul could tell, by country of origin.

      “Who codes this?”

      “The CFO, he codes the material.”

      “And you double check it all.”

      Daniels flashed a crooked smile and then returned to his screen and kept scrolling down the page.

      “I think he means to say that Craig looks through it all and John doesn’t bother.” Joan broke from her statuesque position by the window.

      “What?” Paul said.

      “Nothing,” John waved his hand dismissively.

      “No, not nothing.” Joan walked over solemnly. “Craig Evans is John’s advisor. He looks over all the finances because John doesn’t like to. And he trusts Craig with everything.” Joan stood at the edge of the table with her arms crossed and her face suddenly flushed. “And this wouldn’t be the first time Craig shuffled some money around. But John overlooks all that. Because Craig is, how did you put it, John? The son you never had. ”

      Paul didn’t say anything; Joan had said enough. He could tell by Daniels’ face that he had no idea what he was looking at when he examined the spreadsheets. He was a figurehead, pure and simple.

      For the next hour, Daniels scrolled through the spreadsheets, stopping when Paul pointed something out onscreen. They searched by date and then searched the spreadsheets by dollar amount, limiting themselves to transfers up to $15 million. Paul estimated that if there were a transfer related to a nuclear weapon, it was unlikely to be larger than that to avoid attention. Even with a narrowed search, there were a dizzying number of transactions each day, and there were no guarantees the transaction was recent.

      Paul rubbed the corner of each eye with his fingers, trying to refocus. Daniels kept scrolling. Then an entry caught Paul’s eye.

      “Stop. That one.” Paul pointed at an entry onscreen.

      It was a twenty-four thousand dollar outgoing transaction from a VeritOil account to an account number which was not coded by country. There were a series of them, every two months.

      “What does that mean? There’s no country code.”

      Daniels made a hmpf sound, shifted in his chair, and then shrugged. Then he continued scrolling.

      “John, what is that? I know you know.”

      Daniels rubbed his lips together, shaking his head. “Offshore.”

      “In which name?”

      Daniels glanced at Joan and then at Paul and then at Joan again. He placed his elbow on the desk and touched his forehead to his palm. “Mine.”

      “You’re stealing from the company, John?” Joan asked.

      “I borrow to invest from time to time,” Daniels spoke slowly. “Blue chip stock. I take the investments and put all the money back in a month later. No one loses.”

      “I can see it coming back right here.” Paul pointed at an entry lower down on the spreadsheet. “How often are you doing this?”

      “Once a month.”

      “What do you have in there now?”

      “Nothing from the company.”

      “What about this one, then?” Paul pointed at another entry, two weeks later, for the same amount. “It doesn’t seem to be coming back in.”

      Daniels stared at the screen. “This isn’t me.”

      “Well, it’s going to your account.” Paul scrolled down. “Every four weeks, there is twenty-four thousand going out, but these show nothing coming back in.” He kept scrolling. “There’s at least twenty of them. That would be close to half a million.”

      “I had nothing to do with it.”

      “Who else knows your account information?”

      Daniels looked up at Joan, who shook her head with her hand over her face. “Evans.”

      Daniels picked up the telephone on his desk and dialed a long distance number. He recited his account number and identification code. “Yes, I was wondering about transactions made from my account in the past forty-eight hours… Is that it?... No?... How much?... I see.” He fumbled placing the phone back in the cradle. “Four hundred and eighty thousand. It’s gone.” Daniels slumped into his chair like he’d been sucker punched.

      “Where’d it go?”

      “It’s been transferred to another account.”

      “A payment.”

      Daniels sat slowly shaking his head side to side. “You were right, Joan. You were right about him all along.”

      “You have to call him in now,” Paul said.
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      John and Joan sat in silence in the chief executive officer’s office while they waited for Craig Evans to arrive. Paul paced across the plush grey carpet, stopped occasionally in front of tall, elegantly carved bookcases, and ran his hand across the books, squinting to read the titles in the dark.

      Daniels had called Evans an hour ago and asked him to meet in the office under the pretext of setting up a press conference to discuss the state of the company stock. It was the best story they could come up with. Daniels assured them that nighttime meetings between himself and Evans were common. Evans agreed to come without any hesitation, saying he would break dinner plans with his fiancée. Daniels was satisfied Evans didn’t suspect that anything was out of the ordinary.

      It didn’t sit well with Paul. If Evans were involved, he could know Paul had entered the country. And Daniels’ voice sounded wooden and rehearsed on the phone.

      There was a confident knock on the door and then Craig Evans poked his head in. “John?”

      “I’m here, Craig. Please come in.”

      “Sitting in the dark, John? That’s a little creepy. Mind if I turn on the lights?” He flicked the light switch beside the door.

      Evans looked younger than thirty-six, clean-shaven, in a striped shirt and khakis. When he saw Joan and Paul, his confident smile melted away. He gave a limp wave towards Joan and then turned back to Daniels.

      “What’s going on here, John?”

      “Have a seat, Craig.” Daniels pointed at an armchair in front of the desk. “We need to talk.”

      Evans stepped over to the chair and flashed a quick glance at Paul, who sat down in the armchair next to him. Evans sank in the plush leather cushions and placed his leather briefcase on his lap.

      “Do you know this man?” Daniels pointed at Paul.

      Craig looked at Paul for a long moment and then shook his head, frowning. “I don’t believe I do. I’m Craig Evans—how do you do?” He offered his hand. Paul stared at it until Evans withdrew uncomfortably.

      “I didn’t think you’d say ‘yes’.” Daniels picked up a stack of printed spreadsheets from his desk and put on a pair of reading glasses. “Can you explain this transaction?” He drew a circle on the paper with a red pen and pushed it across the desk.

      Evans lifted the paper off of the desk, placed it on his lap, and carefully followed the entry with his finger. He looked up at Daniels. “I don’t know if you want me to say in front of this guy.” He pointed at Paul with his thumb. “IRS, I assume?”

      “Go ahead; it’s okay.” Daniels nodded.

      “It’s what we’ve been doing for years—borrowing to invest.” Evans turned towards Paul. “We take money from the company and invest it briefly, then cash it in. We then return the money to the company. Illegal? Technically, yes. Uncommon? Definitely not.”

      “It’s not the same. I called the bank and that amount has already been withdrawn. Not by me, but by someone else with another numbered foreign account. And you authorized it.” Daniels folded the arms of his glasses and then hung them from his collar. “Please tell me that you had nothing to do with one of our helicopters plucking a terrorist from the middle of a desert in Africa. Please tell me this transfer had nothing to do with funding terrorism in Somalia.”

      “Wait just a minute here.” Evans showed his palms. “Where is all this coming from? I made a transfer, that’s it. I don’t know where it went.”

      “The transfer was made by you, Craig. The bank confirmed it.” Daniels rose from his seat, walked around the desk, and faced Evans. “They’re looking into who the recipient was. We’ll know in a few hours. We’ve contacted the authorities.” He reached down and patted Evans on the shoulder. “Son, it’s best you come clean now.”

      Evans’ breaths became deeper and faster. He squeezed a clump of hair in each fist until the pink drained from his knuckles. “This is not right. This is not how this is going to go!”

      Evans flipped open his briefcase, pulled out a Glock, and pointed it at Daniels. He rose slowly and stepped backwards, nearly tripping over one of the chair’s legs.

      Paul lifted his hands up and spread his fingers apart. He sidestepped towards the window beside Joan, who stood frozen at the sight of the gun. Daniels kept his hands up.

      Evans’ hand trembled and he kept changing his target as his eyes darted between John, then Joan, then Paul.

      Evans cried, “I’ve watched you wait for this company to right itself, to come back from near bankruptcy. Waiting, waiting, waiting. But no action. You’re finished, John. The company’s almost dead. One more quarter and we’re done. Your plan has been to wait it out. Someone had to do something. So I did it. To help you.” He waved the gun around indiscriminately, taken over by anger and fear. Evans’ bony finger tense on the trigger.

      “What did you do, Craig?” Daniels suddenly stood straight with his chest pushed out. He moved slowly towards Evans. “Who did the money go to?”

      Evans stepped backwards until his heels hit the doorway. He kept the gun pointed at Daniels. “It went to funding a project that’s going to bring our company back from the dead.”

      “Did it go to terrorists?” Daniels inched closer to Evans, whose back was now pressed against the back of the door.

      “No,” Evans said, “it went to a contact of mine. He liaised with men in special forces and the NCS to set up a mission.”

      “What was the mission?” Daniels kept closing in on Evans. His voice lowered and he stared sideways at him. “Was it to get nuclear weapons smuggled into Somalia?”

      “Nuclear weapons?” Evans scanned the room, surprised. “What are you talking about?”

      “I think you do, Craig.” Daniels was only a few feet away from Evans. “How could you do this to me? I’ve treated you like a son.”

      “I did this for you, for us, for our company. You said it yourself in the speech today—Somalia is our only hope. I did what you didn’t have the guts to do. I made the tough decision.” The gun’s muzzle was two inches from Daniels’ sternum.

      “A decision to smuggle weapons into Somalia?” Daniels boomed. “And then into the United States?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Evans shook his head.

      “I think you do, Craig.” Daniels pointed at Paul, who stood beside the window. “This is Paul Alban. I think you know who he is.”

      “That name means nothing to me.”

      Paul piped up. “I’m the operative in Somalia. Or, I was.”

      Evans’ eyes widened. He extended his trembling arm and took aim. In that instant, Paul recognized that Evans had made the decision to fire. Paul lunged to the side, pushing himself face down, on top of Joan. Two rounds went off, and the window behind him shattered, glass showering on top of them. Wind rushed in through the twenty-ninth floor window.

      Paul saw the blur of Daniels pummeling Evans, putting the smaller man in a bear hug on the floor. They jostled for position and slammed into the wooden bookcase beside the desk, tipping it over, books flying everywhere. Daniels pinned Evans’ wrist to the ground and tried to wrestle the gun out of his hand. He swung Evans’ hand against the wall, sending the gun skidding a few inches along the carpet.

      Paul exploded to his feet and dove for the gun, which was a mere inch from Evans’ extended fingertips. Daniels straddled Evans and tried to get hold of his thrashing upper arms. Paul bent down and got his fingers on the gun. Evans rolled out from under Daniels, sending the larger man sprawling, cutting Paul’s legs out from under him, the gun slipping out of Paul’s hand.

      Paul stretched for the gun with his free arm. The tip of his middle finger slid across the handle. Daniels rolled, freeing Paul, but as he reached for it, Evans’ hand scooped it up. He stepped on Paul’s wrist and put his full weight down on it.

      Evans had the gun pointed at his head. Paul squeezed his eyelids. He heard a thud and then a pop! The pressure on his wrist was gone. He opened his eyes. Daniels was lying face down on top of Evans. Paul rolled over onto all fours and rose. He stared at Daniels’ back. Then, Evans slithered out from underneath, panting, with a dark red circle on his shirt. He swallowed hard and ran his hands over the red circle.

      Joan let out a shriek at the sight of the blood and ran to Daniels, kneeling beside his body.

      Evans looked at Paul, briefly paralyzed, as if to ask what do I do now? Then, he turned and ran out of the room.

      Paul pulled Joan off Daniels and rolled him over. His blue shirt had turned purple. Paul tore it open and ran his hand along Daniels’ chest and abdomen, his fingers finding the dime-sized hole in his belly. Blood leaked out onto the floor. Paul took off his blazer, bunched it together and pressed it over the bullet hole. “Put pressure,” he said to Joan as he placed her hands over the jacket.

      He set his fingers just below Daniels’ jawbone. After a few seconds, Paul felt a fast, thready pulse and breathed a quick sigh. He put his hand on Daniels’ forehead and lifted his eyelid with his thumb. He ran to the phone and dialed 911. They would be there in ten minutes. With Daniels’ weak pulse, Paul wasn’t sure that was quick enough.

      Paul pulled a stack of books off the floor and lifted Daniels’ feet on top of them, allowing some blood to return to his brain. Joan’s arms vibrated as she pressed on her dying husband’s abdomen. Slowly, Daniels’ eyes opened, life barely left inside them.

      “Where’d he go?” Daniels barely got the words out.

      “He ran.” Paul shook his head. “Ambulance is coming right away. You’ll be okay.”

      “Go get him,” Daniels said.

      “What?”

      “Get Evans. Get whoever is behind this.”

      Paul nodded and picked up the Glock that Evans had dropped on the floor.

      He sprinted out the door through a narrow hallway. Elevator doors stood on either side of the leather sofa against the wall. He scanned the flashing numbers above the elevators. None of the elevators were moving. Both were parked on the fifteenth floor. Evans didn’t have more than a ninety-second head start . He must have gone down another way. Or he was still hiding on the twenty-ninth floor.

      Gripping the pistol with both of his bloodstained hands, Paul walked to the far end of the foyer, in front of the walnut reception desk. Behind it, a dark corridor split into opposite directions. Beside one of the doors, a red fluorescent sign marked STAIRS. On the door itself were four red fingerprints.

      Paul pressed the push bar gently, poked his head into the stairwell, saw that it was empty, and stepped inside. He heard faint footsteps, but because of the hum of the air vents above, he couldn’t be sure they were coming from above or below. He held the gun by his thigh, walked over to the railing and looked up and down. About ten flights below, he saw the blur of a hand sliding across the railing.

      Paul jumped down the first flight, skipping all of the stairs, his knees nearly buckling under him as he hit the landing, Pain shot up from his knees to his hips. He gathered himself and ran down, taking stairs four at a time, holding onto the metal railing to keep his balance.

      Evans’s footsteps became louder and clearer. He could hear Evans panting over his own heavy breathing.

      Paul kept sprinting down the stairs, ignoring his aching knees and burning lungs. He had the target in his sights; he was only a few flights away from him. He circled down two more flights and then heard a door on the bottom floor squeak open and slam shut.

      Paul arrived at the ground floor landing a moment after Evans, flung open the door, and stumbled out into the dark atrium. Evans raced to the gold-framed revolving front door, before yelling to the security guard in the corner of the room, “Stop that man. He tried to kill me.”

      Paul was halfway across the atrium when the security guard jumped up from his station in the corner and ran directly at him. Paul tried to twist out of the way of the large guard’s tackle, but the guard’s shoulder rammed into Paul’s hip, sending him twisting to the ground. The gun flew out of Paul’s hand and skidded along the ground towards the windows. Paul lifted himself up, his thigh already tightening up from the impact. The security guard stood up, ready to charge again. Paul made for the window and slid, scooping up the gun. The guard slammed into him, and the two of them crashed into the front window. Paul righted the gun in his hand and pointed it at the guard, who lay on the floor, holding his hands up.

      Paul kept the gun pointed at the guard while he looked for Evans, who he saw descending the front steps towards the street. Paul said to the guard. “Call the police, tell them what happened, now!”

      Paul spilled out of the VeritOil building. His muscles burned, starved for oxygen. He spotted Evans crossing the road, narrowly avoiding an Escalade. At the other side of the street, men in sleek suits and women in tight dresses lined up behind a velvet rope, in front of a building that vibrated with bass music and a flashing sign advertising Coconuts Nightclub. Evans weaved and pushed his way through the crowd, handed the large bouncer a handful of cash, and walked into the club.

      Paul ran down the stairs to New York Avenue, wincing with each step. He clicked the safety on and shoved the gun inside his belt, the handle still showing. He wound through the crowd, toward the entrance.

      Then something resonated with him. If the bouncers got to Evans, he wouldn’t be able to pry him out of their hands. The police were on their way, and the security guard at VeritOil would point them toward the club. If the bouncers saw Paul come at Evans, they would intervene. Paul needed to get Evans to a different location. One where he could interrogate him alone.

      The bouncer had a ponytail in a braid and three rings on each hand. He didn’t say a word, just shook his head and pointed at the back of the line. Paul glanced back. A guy in a white blazer tossed a string of profanity at him, while his bleached blonde arm candy had both middle fingers pointed at him. The bouncer dropped a hand on Paul’s shoulder and squeezed.

      Paul snapped around, releasing from the bouncer’s meaty grip and took a step back. He pulled the gun out of his belt and aimed it towards the line-up. A few hit the deck, others ran toward the street and took cover behind parked cars. Paul fired a round into the brick wall of the building so people would know he was serious.

      The bouncer had his hands up, and Paul walked right by him into the club. Red, pink, and yellow lights spun around the room. Music blared. People inside must had heard the gunshot and the crowd flowed out into the street, right past Paul. As he fought his way upstream, he scanned the faces funneling past him and didn’t see Craig Evans. Hopefully, that meant that Evans was inside.

      At the back of the nightclub, Evans slipped into a hallway. Paul continued forward. Evans slid through another narrow hallway and slammed past the VIP door. Paul caught the door before it closed and burst out into a back alley. A motion sensor above the door provided the only lighting. Rotting garbage overflowed from bins that lined both sides of the street. He didn’t hear footsteps or doors opening or closing. That meant Evans was close, very close.

      Paul stood in the middle of the alley where a small puddle formed around a sewer drain. The motion sensor light turned off, and the alley was almost completely dark. Paul looked up and down the street.

      Then he heard the hollow sound of an empty can rolling along concrete. The light came back on above the door and there was a rustle behind the garbage bins. Evans burst out of the shadows and sprinted up the alley. Paul gave chase and when he was less than twenty feet away, stopped, raised the gun and took aim. His forearm tensed but he couldn’t pull the trigger. He couldn’t be sure that the shot would only injure Evans. If a stray bullet ended up in Evans’s head, his only lead would become a dead end.

      Instead, Paul went into a full sprint. Evans turned the corner at the cross street and went right through a large puddle that wrapped around the corner of a building. His foot skidded out from under him, and he slipped into the puddle. Paul stood over Evans who lay in the puddle on his back, propped up on his elbows, panting.

      Paul tucked the gun in his pants and lifted Evans up forcefully by his skinny arm. Paul glanced around and saw a gas station up the street, half a block away. The orange GULF sign wasn’t lit, but all he needed was a semi-private venue to get information from Evans. He kept a tight grip on Evans’ upper arm and directed him forwards.

      “Where are you taking me?” Evans said, his body rigid.

      “To that gas station over there,” Paul pointed.

      “Just do me in already,” Evans said, with a false bravado in his voice, “put one in the back of my head.”

      “Not yet. Not until you tell me what I need to know.”

      Paul reached in his pocket and pulled out James Wright’s cell phone. He dialed the number he had written down on a piece of paper in Ceerigaabo and put the phone to his ear. Bailey Clarke answered.

      “I told you I would call you when I got in.”

      “Alban? You weren’t on the plane.”

      “I didn’t think I’d be let in the country so easily. It sounded like a set-up to me.”

      He heard a long sigh on the other end. “They are looking for you. I should say, they’re scouring the eastern United States for you.”

      “I’m sure they are.” Paul steered Evans towards the gas station kiosk. “I have information about what is going on. I have a man named Craig Evans with me. He’s involved with this whole thing and he’s going to tell me who’s behind all of this. I’ll call you back in five minutes. You need to record the call. Have someone you trust there with you, because if I’m right, someone inside your department is involved.”

      There was a long pause on the phone and then Bailey lowered her voice. “Paul, you cannot torture him. I’ve read your file. Tell me where you are and bring him in and we’ll put it together.”

      “You’ve read my file? Then you know the last time we let someone go before getting a confession, my whole life fell apart.” Paul gritted his teeth. “Get the recording equipment. Be by the phone when I call back.”

      Paul ended the call. They were in front of the gas station kiosk. The lights were off inside, except for a small desk light at the counter under which an old man in a Red Sox hat read a paperback. He hadn’t noticed them at the door. Paul tugged the cold metal door handle, but it was locked. He knocked loudly, startling the man, who rose from his chair and squinted at the window. He slid a pair of thick-rimmed glasses on and looked at Paul.

      The intercom by the door came on and old man spoke through the static. “Can I help you?”

      “My friend here is injured,” Paul said. “Can we come in?”

      “You want me to call an ambulance?”

      “No, but can we come in?”

      “Can’t let no one in after hours.”

      Paul pulled the gun from his belt and punched the glass door twice with the gun, shattering it to pieces. He pushed Evans underneath the handrail into a rack of potato chip bags and pointed the gun at the old man. The old man stepped back from the counter and raised his hands.

      “Take whatever you want.”

      “I’m not taking anything from you,” Paul said, lifting Evans up to his feet. “Do you have a back room?”

      The old man nodded and opened a small metal door beside the counter. It creaked on its hinges. Paul grabbed Evans and pushed him into the room. The old man flicked the light switch. A solitary forty-watt bulb on the ceiling blinked. The room was tiny, eight-by-ten feet at most, and felt smaller because of the boxes of canned soda stacked along the walls. Paul slid a plastic chair to the center of the room. He grabbed a roll of packing tape from atop one of the boxes and found the end. He pointed for Evans to sit.

      Paul pulled Evans’ arms back tightly and wrapped them in the tape, using multiple figure eights before cutting the tape with his teeth. He then worked around Evans’ ankles, and after securing them to each other, taped them to the chair. He then wrapped the tape around Evans’s torso and the chair back, making it impossible for Evans to move. He would be able to breathe, but barely.

      Paul looked up at the old man, who stood in the doorway, aghast at what was happening in his store. He had removed his ballcap, showing his thin white hair and liver spots. He turned to leave the room.

      “You stay here.” Paul pointed to an upturned crate in the corner. “The last thing I need is you calling the police.”

      The old man took a deep breath and sat.

      Something occurred to Paul. “Did you already ring it in?”

      The old man said nothing but his haunted eyes looked at the floor. He looked close to tears.

      “Did you ring the silent alarm?” Paul yelled.

      The old man nodded. “I did.” he put his hands up, asking for mercy. “When you broke the glass, I pushed the button.”

      Paul heard Evans exhale. He knew the police were minutes away. He knew whatever pain was going to come would be time limited. All he had to endure was a few minutes of physical pain and then Paul Alban would be taken away in cuffs. This had to happen quickly, no games.

      Paul dialed the phone and Bailey picked up. He turned the speakerphone setting on and placed it upright on a box beside the wall.

      Paul slammed the door shut and turned the deadbolt. He moved the palette of soda cans and stacked them against the door, six feet high.

      Evans sat with his head up, now making eye contact. He sat with a newfound confidence, knowing that police were on their way. Without hesitating, Paul pressed the gun’s muzzle into Evans’s kneecap and fired. Blood shot up from the hole in his knee. Evans’s face squished together before he screamed.

      “I know what you’re thinking, Craig.” Paul grabbed a clump of Evans’s hair in his fist and held his face inches away. “All you have to do is put up with me until the police arrive. You will talk in the next five minutes. I guarantee it.”

      “You might get me to say something. But there’s no way you’ll know if I’m telling the truth.”

      “Let me tell you something about me. I’ve already lost just about everything in my life. You’re the one person keeping me from the possibility of getting the one thing left in my life back. But I am at my end. So help me God, if you don’t tell me what I need to know, I will kill you and then I’ll kill myself. There is no way that both us are leaving this room alive without you giving me some information.”

      “I’ll put up with it.”

      Paul fired a bullet into Evans’s other kneecap. Blood sprayed up and kept spraying, “That’s the popliteal artery, in case you’re wondering. You have…” Paul shrugged and looked at his watch, “about twelve minutes before you bleed to death.”

      “I’ll be in an ambulance before then.” Evans smiled through the pain, his eyes wild. “And you’ll be in jail where you should be.”

      “Who’d you give the money to?”

      “What money?”

      “You know damn well what I’m talking about.” Paul felt hot sweat was dripping down his forehead. “The money you transferred to John Daniels’ account. We’re tracing it, Evans. That much we know.”

      Evans shook his head. He was turning pale; he was losing blood. It pooled underneath him. He needed a tourniquet. Paul took the packing tape, wrapped it tightly around his thigh and tipped him over onto his back so blood would return to his brain. His eyes opened slowly, weak, but alive.

      “Who is your contact in the NCS? Who is it? Give me a name!” Paul stepped on Evans’ neck, pressing as he gagged. He tried to yell out but only a faint wheeze came out. He tried moving his head back and forth but Paul kept his foot firmly on Evans’ trachea. He waited until he was almost unconscious before he released his foot a little.

      “Look, I know you paid someone to orchestrate this. Someone gave me a fake manifest for the ship and gave that information to Kadar Hadad. So, someone inside NCS is involved. You already told me that. Who’d you give the money to?”

      There was commotion outside the door. Two voices yelled for him to come out. They repeatedly pushed at the door, causing the deadbolt to rattle. He didn’t have much time and Evans knew that. Paul didn’t have any leverage to use against him.

      Except pain. Fear.

      Paul grabbed the metal mop bucket from the corner and slid it beside Evans’s head. It smelled of ammonia. He tossed the mop against the wall, narrowly missing the old man. Evans leaned his head to the side, trying to see what Paul was up to.

      He heard a metallic crack at the door and more rhythmic thuds. The deadbolt had split. Each one of the police officers’ body checks slid the stack of cans over a sliver. By now, the door was open enough for a gun to fit through. He saw the face of one of the officers. Paul raised the gun, deliberately making sure the policeman saw it and had enough time to get out of the way and then pulled the trigger, firing two shots at the now empty doorway. Paul shut the door and slid the stack of drinks back over.

      Paul turned Evans face down so each knee and his forehead touched the ground. Paul slid the bucket next to Evans’s head and then rocked him up just enough to get his head above the rim before dropping his whole head in the bucket, gravity holding him underwater. Paul held the bucket between his hands as Evans thrashed around, trying to rock himself out of a shallow drowning.

      Paul stared at Evans as he progressed through the stages of drowning. He stopped thrashing and had a moment of calm. Then, the muscles in his neck contracted, followed by his chest wall expanding and further bubbling inside the mop bucket. He inhaled the water. Then his neck stiffened.

      Paul lifted Evans head out of the bucket. He gasped for air, limp and weak. Evans opened his eyes. Small, red dots formed on the whites of his eyes, signs of extremely forceful breathing. Paul knelt down and looked at Evans.

      “That was a test. One more time and then I leave you in there.”

      Evans looked at the door. The police were again banging. There were more of them, and they had already opened the door an inch. As it was now, they had no angle to shoot at him, but if they opened the door any wider, they might manage a shot. That’s what Evans was waiting for.

      “You think I’ll let them get to us. We’re both going to die before they lay a hand on me. First you, then me.”

      Evans closed his eyes.

      “You don’t believe me?”

      Paul pressed the gun on Evans’ thigh, making sure it was pointing away from his femur. He fired it. He groaned as the shot tore through his flesh and into the muscle, exiting the other side.

      Evans’ eyes rolled up.

      Paul didn’t give Evans a chance to say anything. He forced his head back in the bucket and let him progress through the stages again. The second go was many times worse. His body was still depleted of oxygen and he had less reserve. Everything would happen more quickly.

      He lifted Evans out and turned him over.

      “Who is your contact?” Paul yelled. The shouts from the police outside the door were intensifying. Put your hands up! There’s no way out! We have the building surrounded!

      Evans’ eyes rolled in the back of his head, but he formed words. “Armand Senechaux.”

      “Who is that?”

      “An arms dealer. I never met him. He contacted me.” Evans looked exhausted, his face was pale as he drifted in and out of consciousness.

      “What did he say?” Paul slapped Evans’ three times, trying desperately to bring him back.

      “That he could stage a problem in Somalia. Make it look like a threat. Another Afghanistan. Get the U.S. in a war again.”

      Paul nodded. “Because your company owns drilling rights there.”

      “It’s good for business,” Evans said.

      “You gave him the money?”

      “Yes. Once it was done. I paid him.”

      “What about the weapons? Where did they go?”

      “You know that. We arranged it so they’d be picked up, never get to U.S. soil. All we wanted was a threat.”

      “Who got me involved? Who’s working for you in the NCS?”

      The police were hammering at the door, louder and louder; the opening was nearly big enough for them to fit through. Evans was almost unconscious. Paul slapped him awake. “Who is the NCS contact?

      “Jim Crilley.”
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      At 6:00 the next morning, Bailey Clarke sat on a stone bench in front of the koi pond in Langley’s memorial garden. She sipped green tea from a paper cup and read through the morning’s intelligence summaries from the folder on her lap. She decided to avoid the NCS floors as much as possible while internal affairs combed through Jim Crilley’s office, gathering evidence of his role in the Somalia fiasco. She had told herself it was out of respect for her old boss, but she knew that part of her reluctance was to avoid the gossip that would be going on amongst the workers in the NCS. The rumor mill was already grinding. Bailey heard that in the early hours of the morning, internal affairs came to Jim Crilley’s office and knocked three times. After he didn’t answer, they broke in and found him hanging from the doorknob with his belt tied around his neck, still alive, his face as red as a beet. He was sent to the hospital for observation and psychiatric evaluation.

      Part of her felt sorry for him. She had heard that Crilley had been given almost half a million dollars for his role in the conspiracy and he had already used the money to purchase a condominium in Palm Springs in preparation for an imminent retirement, one that would never come.

      Bailey put down the folder and picked up another one, marked P.A. Inside were the key pieces of the Paul Alban investigation. She skimmed the eleven-page transcript of Craig Evans’ testimony and a copy of the agreement of immunity from any charges related to the case. As a result of that document, both Jim Crilley and General Robert Kaczmareck were in custody. The only man still at large that Evans had implicated was Armand Senechaux.

      Bailey put the folder down, took a sip of her cooled tea, and stared as a white and black spotted koi sucked fish flakes off the water’s surface. She was filled with a feeling of calm, one that relaxed the tightness in her shoulders, one that made her breathing slow. It was a feeling so foreign she briefly felt uncomfortable.

      She got up and collected the folders into a pile under her arm. She walked through the cafeteria, past the lineup of people picking up their morning coffees, to the main elevators and went down to the second-level basement. She walked into the area marked INFIRMARY and stopped at the end of the hall in front of a large one-way mirror.

      Inside, she saw Paul Alban lying on a gurney in a johnny gown with his head slightly elevated and his wrist handcuffed to the bed. A heart monitor beeped slowly, and a nurse inflated the blood pressure cuff around his arm.

      In so many ways, she felt like she knew Paul Alban. She knew all of his demographics, his age, his place of birth, his favorite foods, his relationship history, his IQ. There wasn’t a detail in his file she had not committed to memory. Now he was in front of her, in the flesh, alive.

      Bailey turned to leave, to get to the debriefing scheduled with internal affairs. Alban was no longer an active operative, so her professional relationship with him had ended. But a wave of curiosity came over her, one that pulled her towards the closed door.
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      “Blood pressure’s good.” The nurse flashed a smile at Paul, removed the cuff and recorded the number on a chart at the end of the bed, then left the room.

      Paul tried to smile, but it quickly turned into a wince, as any movement felt like needles being jabbed under his skin. His left thigh pulsated. His hand was the worst. It had ballooned to the point where it felt like his skin was going to explode. The doctors had examined it, saw the spreading redness and pus, and immediately ran antibiotics through his intravenous. They said he was close to losing his hand, and at this point, the pain was so severe an amputation seemed merciful.

      Lying on the gurney, alone in the room, Paul was forced to think. He thought of Hadad, the man who had re-entered his life, teasingly, and escaped again. While Hadad was free, Paul was the one handcuffed in the basement of the NCS. Even though he had obtained Evans’ confession, there was a labyrinth of red tape to get Evans’ admission used in any court. It could easily be dismissed as a forced confession and if Evans had a half-decent lawyer, it would be thrown out immediately. Which meant that Paul was still the number-one suspect.

      It was as if all of the actors from a decade ago had emerged for an encore to implicate him in an illegal weapons transfer. All working together to conspire against him. While he sensed this was true, he couldn’t pull all the pieces together. While he would have most wanted to pack all of it away and forget about it, there was one piece with which he couldn’t part.

      Ellen was still missing.

      Hadad had taken her onto the helicopter, presumably to be used as some sort of leverage. What leverage? Paul, you’re going to jail. Maybe you should just accept the idea that Ellen’s go—No, Ellen was fine. She was a survivor. But a niggling doubt crept in with more force after each passing minute.

      The door swung open and a woman entered, carrying a stack of folders under her arm. She wore a grey pantsuit with a white collared shirt and her glossy brown hair touched her shoulders. She walked over slowly, wobbling on her heels a couple of times. She stopped a few feet in front of the bed and bit her upper lip but didn’t say anything.

      Paul looked at the identification badge hanging off the lanyard around her neck.

      “Bailey Clarke,” he smiled, the pain suddenly less intense.

      “Hi, Paul,” she replied. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’ve been better. I could do without these, though.” Paul raised his hand that was cuffed to the bed.

      “Sure.” Bailey unlocked the cuffs. “Are you okay to talk?”

      Paul nodded and sat up in the bed. Pain shot through his stiff joints. He pointed towards the one-way mirror. “Who’s watching?”

      “No one right now. I’ve been behind there for the past few minutes.”

      Paul nodded. “Well, I guess you’re here to get my statement or something like that.”

      Bailey shook her head. “I think…” she hesitated, unsure of what to say. “I just wanted to meet you. Thank you for that.” She stood for an awkward moment and looked as though she wanted to say more, but didn’t know where to start. She abruptly started towards the door as though she’d made some sort of mistake. Then she stopped, clicked the pen in her hand for a moment and turned her head around. “I’m not sure what to call you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Do you go by Paul or Marshall?”

      Paul stared back blankly.  “I don’t know...” Paul trailed off, then frowned. “I guess I’ll go with Paul.”

      “Okay.” She smiled. “It was nice to meet you, Paul.”

      She walked to the door, lighter in her footsteps, at ease.

      “Officer Clarke.” Paul stopped her. “Can I ask you something?”

      She gave a quick nod, her fingertips resting on the doorknob.

      “What happened with Craig Evans?”

      “He’s at the hospital right now, in custody. But he’ll be in the hospital for a while.” She sighed. “You did quite a number on him.”

      “I had to.” Paul shook his head, hardly looking like a man who had nearly tortured Craig Evans to death six hours earlier. “Any truth to what he said?”

      “Unfortunately, I can’t confirm or deny--”

      “Please, Officer, tell me what happened. Don’t give me the official line.” Paul stared intently at Bailey. “I’ve spent a decade working for this organization. Now I’ve been framed. My life’s been torn apart, again. And yes, it’s largely my doing, I know that. But I need to know if anything’s going to come of this. I need to feel some sort of justice.”

      Bailey looked down at him with sympathetic eyes as if to say go ahead, what do you want to know?

      “Was Evans telling the truth?”

      “It appears so. We were able to get a signed statement and confession from Craig Evans and that--”

      “In exchange for what?” Paul sat up an inch.

      “Immunity against charges for conspiracy or treason.” She saw Paul’s scowl and continued. “He was our key to getting details on people in our own department. We had to.”

      “So he goes free?”

      “No federal charges.”

      “And what did he give you?”

      “He gave us information on people in the NCS and special forces. We’ve used his statement to issue a search warrant against high-level men in my department and D.O.D.”

      “Anything turn up?”

      “It did. We have two men in custody. We have evidence linking them to you—phone records, money transfers. They’re being brought to justice, Paul.”

      “So Crilley, he’s one of them?”

      “Yes, he was involved. The other is a General Robert Kaczmareck at AFRICOM.”

      Paul nodded, thinking about all the people involved. He felt some relief, but a weight still sat on his chest. He exhaled deeply.

      “Internal affairs is working out a deal, Paul. You’ll be honorably discharged. You’ve done amazing work. They just have to clean up a few things you did.”

      Paul nodded, barely relieved. He thought of James Wright staring up at the ceiling in his apartment.

      “What about Kadar Hadad?”

      “He’s dead. His body was found floating off the New Jersey coast.”

      Paul froze like he’d been hit by an arctic wind. Something inside him shattered and left a hole inside his chest. He had fantasized about Hadad’s death ever since he had been released in 1998. Every time he thought about Dennis Hildebrand burning alive in the embassy, he countered it with a thought of the relief he would feel when Hadad died.

      But for some reason, the excitement and vindication he had expected was nowhere to be found. It just felt empty.

      “Are you sure the body’s his?” Paul said, realizing the stupidity of his question as it came out of his mouth.

      “It’s been verified.”

      There it was: verified. He didn’t want to believe, but there it was. The anger that lived in a deep place inside of him rose up from his abdomen but petered out. Then a thought popped up, covering him like a wet blanket.

      “Were any other bodies found?”

      Bailey furrowed her brow. “What do you mean?”

      Paul shook his head slowly.

      “Are you asking about Ellen?”

      Paul nodded.

      “We have not located her, Paul. But at this time we presume that--”

      “Okay,” Paul cut her off. He didn’t need to hear what she presumed. They hadn’t found Ellen. There was still hope. A chance. A possibility.

      “I’m very sorry.”

      Paul ignored her. Ellen could still be alive and he clung to that. That was all he needed.

      “Do you know why they did this? The general? Crilley?”

      “We still haven’t been able to finish our interviews with them.”

      Paul stared, expecting more.

      “It looks like they were conspiring to create a perceived threat coming out of Somalia. They used you to get the pirates to capture the ship. They tipped Hadad off about the ship so he would hijack the hijackers. Then, they told Hadad they would provide an escape route from Somalia via boat but ambushed him instead and recovered the weapons. They figured that they could use the situation to show that nuclear weapons are coming out of Somalia. But this is all conjecture at this point.”

      “You recovered the weapons?”

      “All twelve accounted for.”

      “But what about the helicopter? Hadad getting away?”

      “That part we don’t know. Perhaps they were going to capture him and bring him in as the terrorist plotting against the United States. Show him to the media?”

      “That doesn’t make sense.” Paul frowned.

      “Like I said, they haven’t finished the interrogations yet.”

      “What about Senechaux?”

      “We have very little on him. He’s an arms dealer and he’s popped up every now and again. Only one known photo of him and it’s not of very good quality and it’s a couple of years old.” She pulled an eight by ten photograph from the files under her arm and held it between her fingertips.

      “Evans said Senechaux planned it all.”

      “That’s what we’re thinking. He may have known about the Ukrainian shipment and somehow contacted these guys on the inside. Money was transferred to an offshore account that we can’t trace yet. So it might be his.”

      “Can I see the picture?”

      Bailey hesitated and then handed the photo to Paul.

      Paul glanced at the blurry black and white picture. Three men surrounded a small private jet, which had the stairs down. The three men wore all black and looked like bodyguards. He assumed that Senechaux was the burly white man walking up the steps. His face was almost completely obscured by large aviator sunglasses and a thick goatee. He wore a khaki vest and shorts.

      As he passed the photo back to Bailey, his eye was drawn to Senechaux’s hand gripping the railing. He followed Senechaux’s wrist to his forearm where he saw a thick scar wrapping around past his elbow. A scar he had seen before. Paul felt dizzy; the bed felt like it was rocking under him. His heart raced, and that seemed to make his hand throb more.

      “What is it, Paul?” Bailey put her hand on his shoulder.

      “This man, I know him. Senechaux.” Paul swallowed hard, his tongue felt tied. “It’s Sidwell.”

      “What?” Bailey looked at the photograph, not understanding.

      “My old partner from Addis Ababa, the Hadad interrogations. You’ve read my file. That’s him.” Paul tapped quickly on the photo.

      “The sergeant that you were prosecuted with? Are you sure?”

      “I know that scar, it’s from an injury he got in Bosnia, when a land mine exploded nearby and took out his partner. I know that profile. It’s him.” Paul looked at the photo again, holding it close. “No question about it. It’s Steve.”

      “That’s not possible.” She shook her head and took the picture back, placing it in the folder.

      “You’re the one who gave me the photo. I’m telling you that’s him.”

      “That would be quite a coincidence.”

      “Really, would it?” Paul asked rhetorically. “You read the file. Steve and I didn’t leave on such good terms. I testified against him. You said that Senechaux set it all up and Senechaux is Steve Sidwell.”

      Paul started making connections. Crilley had given up Paul’s name and contact information and Ellen switched the SIM card on his phone, so Sidwell would have been able to send Paul the manifest while making it impossible to recognize that it came from a different source. The man-portable nuclear weapons were likely an illegal arms deal so they never would have made it onto the manifest. Hadad was brought on as the errand boy. Evans provided the funds to make it all happen.

      He painfully swung his legs over the side of the bed so they dangled while he tried to place all of the events in a logical and coherent sequence.

      “Look at the facts, Bailey,” Paul’s voice rose; he spoke quickly. “I unknowingly give detailed information on a ship secretly carrying nuclear weapons to a group of pirates. Somehow, the man I had interrogated for the Nairobi embassy bombings ten years ago is tipped off and steals them. The man I used to work with, my ex-partner, is behind it all. This is no coincidence. This was all done to set me up.”

      “Paul, relax,” she spoke calmly. “We have all the weapons. Hadad is dead. All the responsible people are in custody. Senechaux, or if it is Sidwell, is gone, and we don’t know where. What we need to do right now is to get you healthy and build a case against the men we have in custody.”

      Paul didn’t relax. “How did he get away?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Sidwell. I testified to the things the team did in Addis, the torture. They thought he’d be in for twelve to life. How is he out?”

      Bailey stared back at Paul blankly. “He went underground before a trial even started, he is still at large.”

      A part of his mind was suddenly activated, one that sent cold sweat dripping down the back of his neck and made the hairs on his arms stand stiff. His heart thumped against his ribs. Paul narrowed his eyes as his mind groped for something, something Bailey had said.

      “You’ve saved a lot of lives, Paul,” Bailey continued in her steady voice, “by helping us get the nuclear weapons back.”

      Something in the back of his cranium screamed so loudly that he thought he heard it echo. He squeezed Bailey’s arm so tightly she let out a squeal.

      “Wait a minute. How many weapons did you say were recovered?”

      “Twelve,” Bailey winced, trying to get out of Paul’s hold.

      “No, that’s not right. There were thirteen.”

      “What?”

      "Thirteen weapons. I’m sure of it.” Paul noticed his knuckles turning white around Bailey’s arm and released. The image of Hadad running from the Navy SEALs, carrying a duffel bag, rose in his mind.

      “There’s another weapon. Hadad had it. When he got into the helicopter, he was carrying a bag. I remember that now.”

      “You saw him with it?”

      “My own eyes.”

      “And Hadad washed up in a New Jersey harbor which means that…”

      Paul’s eyes widened. So did Bailey’s. “The weapon is in the United States.”

      Bailey nearly fell into the plastic chair beside Paul’s bed and then reached for the cell phone in her jacket pocket.

      “Who are you calling?”

      “The FBI. We need to report this.” Bailey began speaking into the phone, describing the information they had about the nuclear weapon.

      Paul sat up on the stretcher with his head in his hands. What could the FBI do? A single weapon the size of college student’s backpack somewhere in the United States was next to impossible to find. Sidwell had arranged this for him. Paul was certain of it. He wanted Paul to do something, to figure it out. Evans’ words ran through his head.

      I’m trained to make people believe what I say.

      Did Evans know more? Did he know where Sidwell was? Did he know where Ellen was?

      “I need to go and debrief on this.” Bailey placed the cell phone back in her pocket.

      “We need to go to the hospital.”

      “We can treat you here.”

      “No, we need to see Craig Evans. He knows more.”

      “I don’t think he knows any more than you got out of him. Let the FBI meet with him.”

      “You listened to the whole thing. At the beginning of the interrogation, he told us he was going to lie. He said he could lie and no one would know the truth. He knows more.”

      “Even if he does, we can’t go. He’s in custody, surrounded by guards.” She looked at Paul, incredulous. “You’re in custody right now. You can’t leave.”

      “I need to interrogate him. He’s scared of me. He’ll talk the second he sees me because he knows I have nothing to lose. You’ve already given him immunity from prosecution; the only thing left to threaten him with is his life. I’m the only one he believes will deliver on that threat. You know I’m right.” Paul slid off the gurney, pain searing through his leg and up his right side as his feet touched the cold floor.

      Bailey took a step back. “You’re here. We have to leave it to them.”

      “You can help me get out of here, I know you can.” Paul started walking toward the door, holding the ends of his johnny shirt closed behind his back.

      “If I let you out of here, I’m going to jail myself.”

      “The quickest way to figure this out is to go through Evans. He knows where the weapon is.” He stared, his eyes piercing. “We’ve come this far, Bailey. Let’s finish it.”
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      Thirty miles away, at the Lakeview Motor Inn on Highway 214, Steve Sidwell sat in a flimsy plastic chair outside of room 104, sipping a Dunkin’ Donuts coffee. The parking lot was deserted, aside from an orange Dodge Charger at the far end of the lot beside the Coke machine and his grey van. The hotel sign flashed VACANCY. Morning traffic was picking up on the twisty highway to his right, leaving the smell of exhaust in the air. It was still a bit crisp and the fine dew on the van’s windshield hadn’t burned off yet. The sky was clear, save for a few wisps of cloud. 

      It was going to be a fine day. 

      He could almost see the supporters carrying their signs over their shoulders and books under their arms, converging on the university twenty miles away. He could almost hear their cheers when she walked on stage, hand waving, holding up a copy of Better Angels ready for the ignoramuses to buy and get signed. Then, up to the podium, announcing her candidacy to wild cheers.  

      Sidwell lifted himself out of the chair, took another sip of coffee, and put his hand on the doorknob to room 104. He jiggled the handle a few times before he managed to get the door to open, but what could you really expect for $59 per night? Even though all three floor lamps were turned on, the room was still dim. 

      Razman worked underneath the desk lamp, at a long desk opposite the two double beds. He was busy twisting wires together and securing them to a larger device with a screwdriver. Razman wore a red and blue tracksuit and sandals, so he looked more like a local mobster than an explosives expert. Sidwell had known Razman for well over a decade and there was no one he could trust more to build a detonator quickly and efficiently. Now Razman was putting the finishing touches on the electrical detonator that Sidwell could activate from four miles away, using the keypad on his BlackBerry device. 

      He always sensed it was inevitable that he and Ramsey would come head to head at some point. After Somali pirates hijacked three of his shipments in the Gulf of Aden in fewer than four months, Sidwell decided to do some digging. He was not surprised when he discovered that a physician working in the Puntland was feeding shipping information to pirates. The physician was likely an undercover operative for the United States government. 

      He was surprised, though, when he saw the photo of the operative. He could hardly believe it. Marshall Ramsey, back from the dead. 

      Shortly after he discovered Ramsey working in the Puntland, Sidwell commissioned several boxcars, which he referred to as a “sensitive” shipment, from Odessa to Nairobi, on a ship named the Stebelsky. Man-portable nuclear weapons. These were thought to be unattainable and were worth an obscene amount on the black market.

      Soon the plan fell into place. He immediately contacted General Kaczmareck at AFRICOM to inform him of the shipment of thirteen nuclear devices and his idea to stage a hijacking under the pretext of making a perceived threat coming out of Somalia. Unsurprisingly, the general immediately agreed and contacted his man in the NCS to give contact information to his operative in the Puntland. 

      But he didn’t tell the general the rest. 

      Sidwell watched Razman work for a good minute and then went through the connecting door to room 105. Ellen Al-Hamadi sat on the edge of the bed nearest the door with her elbows on her knees. Her leg was handcuffed to the bed frame. 

      He had to admit Ramsey had done well for himself. She was more than ten years younger, curvaceous, and had beautiful, exotic eyes. Eyes that were piercing at the moment.

      “Why are you doing this?” Her head shook as she spoke. “To get back at Paul or something?”

      “This isn’t about him. He’s a symptom of bigger problems, that’s all.” Sidwell sat down on the bed beside her and took a loud sip of coffee. “It’s because of this country. It’s changed. A bunch of protestors can get together, chant for something they know this much about…” he pressed his thumb and index finger together, “and make the policymakers back out of tough decisions. They have all the power in this country, this democracy. They protest war without ever having held a gun, or ever had a gun held against them. They’ve never seen the destruction some of these dictators or terrorists are capable of. They only care what their government does in return and they fight them every step of the way. For what? A principle? Because war is bad, because torture is morally wrong?” He smirked and looked at Ellen. “What they don’t realize is that when we go to war, or interrogate someone, we’re doing a tough job, but we’re saving lives. Their lives.”

      “So you’ll blow up a book signing.”

      “America needs to see war on their doorstep, feel war, see terrorism and destruction, so it can see why we fight abroad, why we do the tough job. Doing this here will only show what not fighting terrorism has done. A blast on American soil. Imagine.”

      “By an American, an ex-military official. That’s not what we fight abroad.”

      “Is that what people will hear? Or will they hear that a notorious terrorist responsible for the Nairobi embassy bombings smuggled a weapon into the United States. A weapon used to kill the very woman who set him free.” He put his hand on her shoulder. “And that a man the U.S. was supposed to prosecute but instead sent to work as an undercover operative set the weapons off.”

      She squinted and shook her head. “Paul won’t set it off. He’s still in Somalia.”

      Sidwell shook his head. “No, he isn’t. He’s here. He’s come looking for you, honey.”
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      Before the Honda came to a complete stop in front of the Virginia Hospital Center, Paul already had the passenger-side door open, dragging his foot along the pavement. They crossed the parking lot, passed a group of hospital workers in green scrubs puffing on cigarettes, and walked underneath the glass archway that covered the entrance to the seven-story complex. The overhead security lights were still on, sending fans of yellow against the sidewalk. Paul stayed in the shadows, hoping no one would notice his serious limp and the oversized trench coat he had on. Underneath, he wore the pants and shirt that had been stained by John Daniels’ blood. Bailey had taken the coat from a coatroom in the NCS. According to the identification badge, the coat belonged to a man named Evan Rice.

      They had left the NCS headquarters with relative ease. They waited until the nurse returned to take another blood pressure and pulse, which she did every fifteen minutes. Once she left, they packed up quickly and left the infirmary. Bailey knew that, although a security camera was filming him, no one was monitoring it. The officer assigned to monitor the cameras would check in later and simply assume Paul was being escorted by Bailey to another room. They left through the front entrance, and Paul used the identification tag that was inside one of the jacket’s pockets. It looked nothing like him. Rice was twenty years older, bald, and had a beard. Paul signed out using his identification number and luckily, the security at the front did not check the photo. They estimated they had at least fifteen minutes before anyone noticed he was missing and another fifteen to review the security tapes. Then they would have to find out where Paul and Bailey were heading, which could take several hours.

      The automatic doors slid open before them and they walked into the atrium. Against the far wall, a mural depicted a doctor sitting beside a patient’s bed. Below the mural was a semicircle reception. Behind it, a large woman with a tight perm smiled at them.

      “Can I help you?” She was far too perky for this hour.

      Bailey and Paul approached the desk. Paul kept his hands in his pockets.

      “We’re looking for a patient,” Bailey announced. “His name is Craig Evans.”

      “Certainly.” The lady swiveled around in her chair and clacked a few keys on the keyboard in front of her.

      The perma-smile on her face dissolved and she slowly turned back towards them.

      “Umm. We’re not able to give information about--”

      “We’re with the CIA,” Bailey said, flipping open her badge. “We’re here to speak with the prisoner.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry, he’s on the fourth floor, room forty-three-fourteen. I can call upstairs so they know you’re coming.”

      “That’s not necessary.”

      Paul followed Bailey around the desk to the main elevators. Evans likely had a note next to his file that he was in federal custody and no details on his condition were to be given out. Without question, no visitors would be allowed.

      They stepped into the elevator and pressed the button for the fourth floor. The elevator labored its way up. Paul looked at Bailey, who ran her hand nervously up and down the metal railing on the elevator wall. Paul winced at the idea that Bailey was having second thoughts. That she would decide this had gone far enough and she wanted no part of it.

      But she didn’t. The elevator stopped and before the door had completely slid open, Bailey had already walked out to the nursing station. She didn’t waste any time showing her identification to the two nurses at the desk. One of them pointed down the end of the long corridor.

      As they walked down the dimly lit corridor, Paul’s thigh throbbed underneath the bandages. He kept moving forward at the expense of letting a grunt out with each step. Most of his mind was preoccupied with hope that Ellen could still be alive and Craig Evans could hold the key to finding her.

      There was thick silence in the hallway, broken only by a beeping heart monitor and the sound of someone vomiting around the corner. To his right, Paul saw a medical cart stocked with intravenous bags and vials of medications parked in front of a room. He stopped and looked both ways and only saw one nurse with her back towards him at the end of the hall, penciling something onto a clipboard. He bent over and quickly rummaged through the cart, his hands moving until he found three vials of the cardiac medication adenosine.  He slipped them into his pocket.

      At the end of the hall, they found two uniformed city police officers sitting in front of a closed door, sipping coffee. The two officers kept talking, sharing a good laugh, and didn’t notice Paul and Bailey until they were a few feet from them. When they did see them, the officers stopped talking abruptly and stood on either side of the doorway.

      “I’m Officer Bailey Clarke, from the National Clandestine Service and this is Officer Rice,” she said without pause. “Is this where Craig Evans is? We need to speak with him.”

      “Yes it is. He’s sleeping right now, though,” the officer who was already graying, said. “We need to check identification.”

      Paul exchanged glances with Bailey. If they looked at Paul’s identification, they would instantly know he was an imposter. He looked over the officer’s shoulder at the closed door, with a small PRIVATE sign on the front. A tall, narrow window beside the door had the blinds drawn closed so no one could see inside.

      Paul looked the officer up and down and inched closer to him. “How do you know he’s sleeping?”

      “We check on him every few minutes.”

      “Right. And you’re concerned about identification, because you were told. I’m sure you were also told that high-ranking businessmen who get charged with serious federal crimes are at high risk of suicide and need to be constantly monitored. Or do we pick and choose what we do?”

      The officer looked at the ground and Paul pushed his way between them and pressed on the door. The corners of Bailey’s lips curled up slightly as she too passed.

      Inside, Evans was on the bed with his eyes closed. Paul hardly recognized him. Nasal prongs fed oxygen into his brown-purple-splotched face and his finely styled hair was now matted down on his forehead. Bruises had formed on his neck. Both of his legs were covered in thick layers of bandages. Intravenous fluid dripped into each arm.

      Paul looked at the heart monitor. He pushed the armchair next to Evans’ bed. He quietly turned the deadbolt on the door and then walked beside the bed. Bailey didn’t move from her position next to the door. Paul pressed his thumb into the bandages above Evans’ kneecap.

      Evans shot up and twisted in agony, letting out a weak scream. His eyelids flipped open and when he saw Paul hovering over him, he recoiled like an injured animal.

      “You lied to me, Craig.” Paul smiled.

      “What are you talking about?” Evans crawled up the bed slightly, grasping the handrails.

      “I know about the weapon.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “The missing weapon, Craig. I know about it and you’re going to tell me who has it.” Paul pressed down on his kneecap again, eliciting another squeal.

      “You monster,” he cried through the pain. “You can’t get blood from a stone.”

      “You’re no stone and you’ve held out on me,” Paul kept his voice steady. “You need to be aware that I will take this as far as is necessary to find out where that weapon is.”

      “What if I don’t know anything?”

      “There are three possible scenarios here, Craig: the first is that you cooperate and tell me who has the weapon and where it is. The second is that you lie and I torture you until you speak. The last is that you don’t know anything and I torture you and you die.” Paul shrugged. “I think all parties will be satisfied with the first scenario.”

      “She’ll never let you torture me the way you did.” Evans let out a nervous chuckle and nodded at Bailey. “These are scare tactics.”

      Paul pretended to consider for a moment. “You’re right in some ways. But we’re not the FBI here, Craig. We’re the National Clandestine Service and there’s a nuclear weapon loose within this country’s borders. So let’s just say she’s willing to break a few international treaties to let this happen. And I won’t be torturing you the way that I did earlier. It will be much quicker.”

      Evans’ breathing became more labored. The heart monitor beeped rapidly. Suddenly, he began to scream, “Help! Help! Officers!”

      Paul smothered Evans’s face with both of his hands and pressed his head down into the mattress. Evans tried to twist free of the muzzle, but Paul only pressed down harder. Paul said to Bailey. “Tell them that everything’s okay.”

      Bailey nodded and opened the door a crack and whispered something to the officers outside. Then she shut the door.

      “Now come over here and twist that blanket up and tie it around his mouth.”

      Bailey hurried over, her shoes clicking along the linoleum floor. She picked up the pile of extra blankets on the chair beside the window. She twisted one up in a roll, shoved into Evans’ mouth and tied it tightly behind his head in a double knot.

      Meanwhile, Paul held Evans’ arms down. Evans flopped on the bed, moving all of his limbs, trying desperately to get out of Paul’s hold. He managed to free his right arm and he swung it wildly, connected squarely with Paul’s jaw, jarring him. Paul tightened his grip on Evans’ other arm and then swung the point of his elbow into Evans’s nose, stunning him for a moment. Paul took the chance and pinned down his other hand.

      “Tie his hands to the bed.”

      Bailey tied a blanket around each of his hands, again in a double knot.

      “I can’t waste any more time.” Paul reached in his pocket and dropped the plastic vials onto the tray table beside him. He picked one up and held it between his fingers. “This is a twelve milligram vial of adenosine. It’s used to slow rapid heart rates. It’s a life-saving medication. I have three vials here. To slow the heart, about one vial is usually needed, at most two. Three vials will stop your heart permanently.”

      Evans’s eyes darted around the room and he made a grunting sound through the blanket stuffed inside his mouth. His chest rose up and down in shallow little breaths. The heart monitor beeped rapidly.

      “I’ll inject the first twelve milligrams.” Paul pressed the syringe into the IV tubing and watched the rhythm strip on the monitor above Evans’s bed steadily decrease. The rapid beeping slowed to a crawl. Evans’s eyes fluttered closed. His chest became motionless.

      Bailey slapped Evans gently on the cheek. His eyes opened. He shot a glance at each of them and began groaning through the cloth in his mouth.

      “Do you have something to say?” Paul pulled the blanket to Evans’s chin.

      “You can’t do this. I have immunity.” Evans looked over at Bailey, hoping for protection, but she stared right through him.

      “She might have given you a no-prosecution agreement but you didn’t get one from me. No one will protect you, not even the pretty lady from the NCS.” Paul leaned in, pressing his index finger on Evans’ chest. “Trust me, immunity agreements are void when you’re dead.”

      “You can’t let him do this,” Evans’ voice raised an octave and pointed at Bailey. “It’s your duty to protect me.”

      Bailey nudged Paul out of the way, grasped the handrails tightly, and leaned over Evans. “My duty is to protect the United States. And your agreement was contingent on your full disclosure of the events. So now that we know you withheld crucial information, for the security of this country that agreement is null and void.” She cocked her head sideways and squinted. “So in the interest of the safety of the American people, I’m going to let him do his thing.”

      Evans’ brazenness wilted as Bailey spoke. His shoulders slumped to the side and he folded his hands in front of him.

      “People are going to die if you don’t help us stop this. The man who has the weapon will use it and he will use it to kill thousands of innocent people. For nothing.”

      Paul’s words hung in the air.

      “It wasn’t supposed to be for nothing.” Evans exhaled and looked up at Paul. “You already know about the one guy in the NCS who gave us your information and General Kaczmareck, too. They had planned out the military side of things. You see, they had dealt with the terrorist on the side, keeping their identities secret so they could recover the weapons. But the guy who came up with the whole thing I never met. He’s an arms dealer and he came to me with this offer.”

      “Senechaux,” Bailey said.

      “Yeah. All he wanted was a fee, a big one, too. But we took it too far. We figured: was the government really going to do anything because of a clandestine Special Forces operation? It took Nine-Eleven for the U.S. to finally go into Afghanistan and Iraq even though they knew they were involved in all sorts of crazy smuggling operations for decades. I needed results right away.”

      “So you smuggled the weapon into the United States.”

      “Senechaux wanted a helicopter because we knew of the planned ambush by the military. We tipped Hadad off and he managed to get a suitcase out. We were going to frame him, essentially. Get him to bring in the suitcase and then notify the authorities and media that a nuclear weapon had come onto U.S. soil.”

      “So where is it?”

      “I think it’s too late.” Evans frowned.

      “What are you talking about?” Paul boomed.

      Suddenly there was a bang at the door. Paul turned and the loud knocking at the door continued. “This is the FBI. Open the door immediately.”

      Paul exchanged glances with Bailey. They had come more quickly than they had thought.

      “Why is too late, Craig?” Paul screamed.

      “I lost contact with Senechaux yesterday. He has the weapon. He said he was going to set it off.”

      More banging. “We will break this door open!”

      “Set it off where?”

      “I don’t know.” Evans shook his head. “That wasn’t the deal. We were supposed to just make it look like a threat.

      “Where was he going to set it off?”

      “I don’t know. But he said he had to do it today. He said he was going to take out the people that prevent the military from getting things done.”

      “Which people?” Paul said.

      “I don’t know! He said there were people who screwed him years ago and he was going to get them back. He was ranting, something about how the fallen angels will have their revenge.”

      It felt like a hand reached up inside Paul’s abdomen and twisted his intestines. Something crept between the layers of his skin. He just heard something that his initial, split-second reaction was to dismiss as hallucination.

      His mind was thrown back the inquiry. Lincoln told us to appeal to the better angels of our nature, but there are fallen angels that need to be cast out of our military played on REPEAT.

      “Janet Carter,” Paul blurted out.

      “What?” Bailey looked at him.

      “The target. It’s Janet Carter.”

      “The senator?”

      “Yes, she referred to us as ‘Fallen Angels’ when launching the inquiry.”

      “Her book signing is today,” Bailey said. “She’s expected to announce her candidacy for the presidency.”

      More banging at the door.

      “I have to go there,” Paul said. “He’s expecting me. He might have Ellen.”

      “Who?” Bailey said.

      “Senechaux, Sidwell. I know he’s waiting for me.”

      “You’re never going to get through them.” Bailey pointed at the door, a door that was bending with each body check by the agents on the other side. “We’re going to jail, Paul.”

      “Not yet,” Paul said. “Give me your car keys!” Bailey reached in her pocket and tossed her keys to him. “Bailey, you have to tell them to clear out the book signing. He’s going to set it off there.”

      “I’ll be going to a holding cell when they come in.”

      “Then you’ll have to convince them.”

      Paul picked up the armchair beside the window and raised it high above his head. He launched it at the window, shattering it to pieces. In that instant, the door opened and FBI officers flooded into the room. Paul ran across the room and jumped out of the window, dropping the four stories onto the lawn below. As he landed, his knees buckled and he fell forward, rolling three times. Pain seared from his ankle up to his lower back. He dragged himself along the grass, around the corner of the building, so he was out of sight of the window.

      He got to his feet, his left ankle already swelling. He dragged his ankle along the ground, nearly hopping on one foot to the car. He swung the door open, started the car, and drove to D.C.
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      The FBI agent who arrested Bailey had placed the handcuffs on her wrists so tightly her hands were going numb. She looked up at the clock on the bland wall inside a basement office of the J. Edgar Hoover Building and realized she had been sitting alone for over half an hour. The only other item of décor in this room was a framed lithograph of the Counterterrorism Division seal, an eagle in full flight over which the slogan PROTECTING AMERICA was superimposed.

      Bailey scanned the room, looking for any sign of life. The computer monitor on the desk across from her was turned off, and the door was closed. The ceiling was devoid of any surveillance cameras. Why were they leaving her alone? She needed to tell someone there was a nuclear weapon at George Washington University.

      She had tried, but so far, it had fallen on deaf ears. After the FBI agents had piled into Evans’s hospital room, she was promptly read her rights and herded into one of the cruisers parked in front of the hospital. She had pleaded with the agents, begged them to put an alert out that the university was an imminent terrorist target. But the agents responded to her the same way each time you have the right to remain silent… and why shouldn’t they? As far as they were concerned, she had accompanied an in-custody rogue clandestine operative on U.S. soil. She was an accomplice.

      Bailey’s only hope now was that her interrogator would listen, and he would get there soon.

      The door swung open and a thin, middle-aged man in a dark suit with a slicked three-quarter part walked in. The musky scent of his aftershave followed him. He placed a can of 7-Up on the table in front of Bailey and dug into his pockets, removed a set of keys, and unlocked her handcuffs. He sat on the corner of the desk and faced Bailey.

      He pulled out a small digital tape recorder and placed it on the desk beside him. “I’m Special Agent Mike Russo. State your name, please.”

      “Bailey Clarke.”

      “Thirsty, Mizz Clarke?” He pointed at the can of soda.

      Bailey shook her head.

      “Okay, I have a few questions for you. You have been arrested for aiding a suspected terrorist and are under suspicion of conspiracy to commit a terrorist act against the United States of America. Do you understand?”

      “I understand that, but you have to listen to--”

      “I’m sorry, Miss Clarke, but the only words I need coming out of your mouth are those that directly answer my questions. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, but if you just give me a second--”

      “I’m not sure you do,” he raised his voice and stood up with his arms crossed. “Because what you say here will affect your prosecution. So it’s in your interest to cooperate with what I say because the maximum penalty for the charges you face is death by lethal injection. Do you understand that?”

      Bailey put her hands over her face. She was going to prison, if she was lucky. What else could she have done? She had uncovered a conspiracy and at least two high-ranking NCS and military officials were going to be prosecuted. Then she had learned more. A nuclear bomb was set to explode in the United States. Maybe she shouldn’t have let Paul out of the infirmary. But they wouldn’t have got the information from Evans the way Paul did. Was she supposed to have sat idly by and pretended she knew nothing of the bomb?

      She needed to convince this man. It could still be stopped. But he wouldn’t believe her. So far as he was concerned, she was the problem. He wanted a confession. Tension filled up in her muscles, traveling up through her chest and down her arms.

      “I understand,” Bailey said sheepishly. She put her head down. “This wasn’t supposed to happen like this.”

      Russo leaned forward. “What wasn’t?”

      “The operation. Alban. Senechaux.”

      “Listen, Bailey, it’s never too late to do the right thing,” Russo’s voice softened, now using her first name.

      Bailey sat up and wiped her eyes. She could tell that Russo thought he was on the verge of a confession. He sat there pleased with himself.

      “I can’t.”

      “I’m sure that anything you say now can only help your case. Whatever charges may come, judges usually look kindly upon people who come clean.”

      “Really?” Bailey said, making eye contact with Russo. “Crilley and General Kaczmareck set it up. They wanted to create a perceived threat coming out of Somalia, so they got nuclear weapons into terrorist hands and they were going to recover them.”

      

      Russo sat with his hand on his chin, listening intently. “Nuclear weapons?”

      “Man portable,” Bailey nodded. “Suitcase nukes. But one got through, taken by Kadar Hadad and brought to the U.S. And then…”

      “It’s okay, Bailey, you can tell me.”

      “There is a man named Armand Senechaux, an arms dealer. He has the weapon. And Alban. I trusted him…” Bailey doubled over again, shaking her head.

      “What happened with Alban?”

      “He convinced me that he was on our side. That he was going to stop Senechaux.”

      “Stop him from what?”

      “He lied to me.”

      “Where is he now?” Russo stood, wringing his hands.

      “I think it’s too late.”

      “You must tell me.”

      “They were going to set it off. They said they wanted revenge.”

      “Where?”

      “At the book signing. Janet Carter’s.”

      Russo stared at her for a moment and ran out of the room.
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      The drive from the hospital to the George Washington University campus passed like a blur. The whole way Paul thought of Evans’ words, of Fallen Angels. Senator Carter had to be the target. It was Carter who picked up on the Vanity Fair article and ran with it. Carter’s relentless pressuring of Congress led to the launch of the inquiry led to Kadar Hadad’s freedom. It led to Paul’s purgatory.

      But if Sidwell had the weapon, he could have Ellen.

      Traffic swelled and slowed to a trickle until he came up to the police barricade, which prevented vehicles from getting near the entrance. Crowds of people, most carrying signs with phrases ranging from OUT OF IRAQ NOW! to JANET FOR PRESIDENT flowed up the sidewalk, underneath the row of elm trees to his left. Paul slammed his fist into the steering wheel, the honk joining the orchestra of car horns already blaring down the street. He thought to roll down his window, scream out for protestors to turn back, that there was a bomb set to go off. Panic vibrated inside of him; every second he wasted could mean the difference to stopping Sidwell.

      The university buildings loomed in front of him. Would Sidwell really wait for Paul to arrive? Maybe all he wanted was for Paul to know he had set him up. Maybe the book signing was a diversion, one used to set Paul marching along on the wrong path. Sidwell had left him clues, ones that only he could have pieced together. Janet Carter had to be the target. Sidwell had to be close. Ellen had to be there.

      Paul’s gaze traveled across the sea of supporters around him, stretching down the sidewalks on either side of the university building.

      Paul put the car in park, took out the keys, and flung the door open. He tried to take a step, but as his left foot touched the ground, a cutting pain shot up from his left ankle. He rolled up his pant leg to his knee and saw that his ankle had become scarlet and puffy. He pressed on his ankle and the joint felt intact underneath, which meant he probably hadn’t broken it, just a bad sprain. The university entrance was a half mile ahead. He could make it.

      He walked as quickly as he could with the pains in his thigh and ankle, weaving and pushing his way through the people collected on the sidewalk. He passed a blonde woman with each arm outstretched, holding hands with two identical boys who couldn’t be a day over seven. They each wore homemade T-shirts that read Carter Cares.

      As he approached the University, the crowd became thick, with barely enough room to push through. He saw that crowd control barriers had been set up in a wide perimeter around the entrance to the convention center, herding people into three lines. Four police officers directed people in. Paul weaved his way to the barrier and put his hand on the metal fencing. He yelled for the nearest officer to come by.

      A firm hand clasped down on Paul’s shoulder, and something hard and blunt pressed into his spine.

      “You are right on time,” a voice in an eastern European accent whispered in his ear. “Do not try to run, or I will shoot you. We will walk to your right, side by side.” A large, hairy hand reached over Paul’s shoulder and pointed northwest, towards a service entrance.

      Paul started walking. He didn’t recognize the man with the hairy forearms in a blue and red tracksuit, but he knew the man must work for Sidwell.

      As they crossed a driveway, they passed a police officer in riot gear and tracksuit slipped the gun into his jacket pocket. Paul thought of yelling to the officer the man next to him had a gun and was going to bomb the signing. That would only cause a diversion. His best chance of stopping the weapon from exploding was getting to Sidwell.

      They crossed 22nd Street and walked about two hundred yards down Pennsylvania, until they came upon a faded grey utility van with rusted holes around the wheel wells. The rear windows were painted. A worn sign on the side advertised SUPER CITY ELECTRICAL INC. The only things about the van that could seem out of place to someone passing by were the blacked-out windows.

      Tracksuit pressed the rear door handle, swung it open, and pushed Paul inside. The door slammed behind him.

      “For god sakes, Marshall, for a minute there I thought you weren’t going to show up.”

      The twang in the voice stuck in Paul’s ears and took him back to last time he had seen Sidwell, in Addis Ababa. Paul stood hunched over at the edge of the van. Sidwell squatted on a bench behind the front seats. A navy Adidas duffel bag sat on the floor in front of him. Ellen sat next to Sidwell, her hands shackled to an eyehook in the floor. Her face puckered as her eyes met Paul’s, and she burst into tears.

      Paul batted away every impulse he had to run over and take Ellen into his arms, to tell her he loved her, that he was sorry. Sidwell sat on the bench with his arms crossed, a grin beaming through his thick beard.

      Paul didn’t move. He stood there, fixated on Sidwell, part of him curious as to what this crazed man wanted with him.

      “I thought I was going to have to blow this thing without you.” He pointed at the duffel bag.

      “You knew I’d come,” Paul said. “You made it happen that way.”

      “Correction, I made it likely that you’d come.” Sidwell stood up, his head touching the ceiling. “When it comes to Marshall Ramsey, one can never be certain whether he’ll run away.”

      Paul didn’t say anything.

      “Come on there, Marshall, can you honestly deny that? Internal Affairs starts smelling blood in the Kadar Hadad torture. And what do you do? You run. You testify against me and you run away from any consequences. You leave your family behind. But now it all comes crashing back on you, doesn’t it?”

      Paul saw his fist shoot out. He saw it touch Sidwell’s jaw and send his head snapping to the side. He felt Sidwell’s coarse beard scratch his knuckles. Then, he felt two hands clamp down on his shoulders and twist him to the floor. A swift kick came up into his ribs sending a paralyzing pain through his chest, one that made his breathing shallow and wheezy. He heard Ellen scream something. The man with the pockmarks pressed his knee into Paul’s back and forced Paul’s face onto the cool metal floor.

      “Get up.”

      Paul flipped over onto his back, propped himself onto his elbows and looked up at Sidwell, who licked the blood dripping down from his upper lip.

      “Kill me then,” Paul said softly. “You did this for me, kill me. There’s no need to go and set a nuclear bomb off and kill all those civilians.”

      “You actually think the weapon is nuclear?” Sidwell laughed. “C’mon, Marshall. Suitcase nukes are an urban legend, one that intelligence agents use to scare each other.”

      “It isn’t?”

      “No, no, but it sure got a lot of people scared. Funny what slapping a few yellow stickers on a bomb can do.”

      “So, it’s not a bomb?”

      “Oh, it’s a bomb all right. Just not nuclear.”

      “Where is it?”

      Sidwell looked at Paul and then at Ellen.

      “Do you honestly think we went too far with Hadad?”

      “Where is the weapon now?”

      “Don’t you think he deserved it? He was a terrorist that killed thousands of innocent people. He killed children and Americans. He almost killed you--”

      “He deserved it,” Paul said. “He deserved everything we did to him and more.”

      “You’re damned right! And the people down there got him released. And that woman made it happen.”

      “You really think those are the same people? Most of the people out there weren’t out of diapers in ninety-eight.”

      “Janet Carter is the same. She’s running on ruining us. This will show them.”

      “Show them what, Steve?”

      “It will show them they cause their own destruction. The same terrorist they got freed has now smuggled in a weapon that killed them. The woman who let him go was killed by him.”

      Paul shook his head. “You’ve gone mad, Steve.”

      Sidwell’s eyes seemingly floated above his cheekbones. He rolled his eyes as if to say you haven’t seen ‘mad’ yet. He shook his head, still chuckling, reached in his pocket and held out a BlackBerry device.

      “Here’s how this is going to work.” He reached out and put his right hand gently on the back of Paul’s neck, as though he was going to pull Paul in for a hug. Paul could smell the coffee aroma emanating from his mouth as he spoke. “I’m going to activate the device on my BlackBerry once Razman and I get to our car. That will give it eight minutes until the device explodes. I will be well out of the blast radius by that time.”

      “So what, then? Everyone dies?” the words came out calmly, even though his heart was pounding away.

      “Not necessarily everyone.” Sidwell smiled wide, like a game show host saying let’s see what’s behind door number 3!

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You might survive. Eight minutes is more than enough time to get yourself out of the blast radius.” Sidwell shrugged. “You can run, Marshall. You can save yourself, again.”

      Before Paul said anything more, Sidwell patted him on the back of the neck, swung the rear doors open, and he and Razman hopped out. They slammed the door behind them.

      It took more than a second for Paul to process what had just happened. He stood at the back of the van, his head touching the ceiling, dumbfounded. Sidwell had given him a chance to run. He could live.

      Ellen cried hysterically, unable to bring her hands to her face to wipe away her tears because they were shackled to the eyehook in the floor. He recognized this would be the last image he would have of her, one that would be burned into his brain forever. A portrait of helplessness.

      He crouched down next to her. He ran his hand down the side of her face and pressed his lips on hers. It only lasted a moment because by this point the tears were coming so fast that she sputtered. She tasted salty, and her whole face was wet. Through her short breaths, she whispered something.

      “It’s okay, Paul. It’s okay.”

      He didn’t say anything. He turned, swung the rear door open, and ran out of the van.

      He ran out into the street, ignoring the sharp pain in his ankle. He scanned the scene around him. People continued to flow past the van on the sidewalks towards the University. He saw the backs of Sidwell and Razman stepping into a black SUV.

      Paul darted through the crowd of people. On the sidewalk underneath a cherry picker, he saw two construction workers chipping away at a section of sidewalk. One of them ran the jackhammer in repeated bursts, while the other shoveled away the debris.

      He ran at them and grabbed the spade out of the worker’s hand. Before the worker reacted, Paul already had a five-second head start.

      He ran back to the van, ignoring the pain in his leg. He jumped inside, lifted the spade over his shoulder, and thrust it down into the eyehook at the bottom of the van, making a loud clang! He kept hitting the eyehook repeatedly. Clang, clang, clang! A spark shot out from the metal on metal contact.

      The eyehook bent slowly and he kept pounding away, harder and harder. The hook broke open a touch and he reached his fingers inside and pulled it apart about half an inch. He unhooked the chain. Ellen was free.

      “Where is the weapon?”

      “I don’t know.” Her hands shook as she spoke. “Somewhere inside. Inside the theater.”

      “Okay. Now go,” Paul commanded and pointed at the open door.

      Ellen stared at him, confusion etched on her face.

      “Just go! And tell the police to evacuate the building!” he turned her around and pushed her out the door before he slammed it shut. He pressed the lock down and heard her slap on the door a few times.

      In his rearview, Paul saw Sidwell’s black SUV, driving down the road, away from the University. He had no idea where Sidwell had placed the bomb, but Sidwell had to have the detonator. What other option did he have? Paul looked at the steering column. He felt underneath the seat for a set of keys. He put the key into the ignition and twisted. It did not start. He tried two more times, pressing the gas, and the third time the van sputtered to life.

      Paul threw the van into drive and cut off a car to get onto the one-way street. He tore up the street toward the last sighting of Sidwell’s SUV. He picked up speed.

      Paul swerved around the corner. The SUV was two cars ahead. Paul pushed into the next lane, running a Honda Civic off the road. He pulled up adjacent to the SUV and cranked the wheel. The van smashed into the SUV, sending the vehicles into the parked cars by the curb. The SUV accelerated, plowing past Paul’s van. Paul floored the accelerator and the van lurched forward, hitting the SUV’s bumper.

      Paul looked up. A red light ahead. Bumper to bumper traffic. The SUV’s brake lights flashed but Paul accelerated, plowing into the rear of the SUV. Smoke rose up from the hood.

      Paul grabbed the shovel from the back and stepped out of the van. He moved to the driver’s side door of the SUV. He swung the shovel at the window, smashing through it, hitting Razman in the head, stunning him. Paul wound up and swung again, this time feeling the end of the shovel crack through Razman’s cheekbone.

      The passenger side door opened and Sidwell stepped out. In one hand he held a gun. In the other a BlackBerry with a timer. 0:32.

      “It’s happening Marshall. You’re going stand with me here until this thing goes off.”

      Paul held the shovel, trying to catch his breath. They heard sirens in the distance. Maybe Ellen had notified police. There were thirty seconds left. There must be a disabling mechanism, but how long would it take to figure that out. He didn’t have time for the standoff with Sidwell, no time to play it smart.

      As Paul’s leg tensed to lunge forward, another car smashed into the pile-up, shooting the SUV forward. Before Sidwell could react, the SUV struck him, knocking him off balance. Paul lifted the shovel and dropped the edge on Sidwell’s skull, knocking him to the ground. The gun and BlackBerry dropped to the pavement. Paul swung again, with all his strength. This time blood poured out of Sidwell’s head and he fell face down onto the pavement.

      Paul tossed the shovel aside and grabbed the BlackBerry.

      0:24

      He stared at the screen, the numbers descending. The screen had a stop button. He selected it.

      0:15

      The digits continued to drop. A prompt for a password.

      0:09

      Paul looked at Sidwell unconscious on the ground. He had come so close, but he was too late. Maybe Ellen got the police to evacuate the building. Maybe everyone was okay. Maybe Janet Carter had been spared.

      Paul slowed his thinking down. Janet Carter. He took a deep breath and punched in the password.

      0:02

      The timer stopped.

      Paul stared at the frozen timer in his hand. He felt someone’s hand on his and looked up. Ellen was there, police officers behind her. Two police cruisers were t-boned into the SUV.

      The officers instructed Paul to place his hands behind his head.
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          Three Days Later

        

      

    

    
      Ellen woke up to the sun's glare through the dusty hotel window. She squinted and rolled over to the digital clock on the nightstand beside the bed and saw it was 10:23 a.m. She had overslept.

      The place was a Holiday Inn Express on the outskirts of Arlington. The FBI covered the bill while they continued their investigation into the botched attack on George Washington University. It wasn’t a bad place; the mattress was soft, the linens clean, and the bathroom had been recently updated. The problem was they wanted her to stay until all the initial interviews were done, which could take up to two months. A long time to live in a hotel room.

      She sat up in the bed, reached for the remote control, and turned on the national news. Three former officials of Homeland Security debated about how an unknown terrorist managed to enter the United States, build a homemade “dirty” bomb and nearly set it off without the FBI getting wind of it. They hailed the brave men and women in the FBI who had stopped the explosion, short circuiting the detonator and saving hundreds of lives. Then they segued into a debate about the merits of preemptive strikes against countries like Iran and Syria and Somalia to stop terrorism.

      There was no mention of Paul Alban, Craig Evans, or Steven Sidwell.

      No mention of Kadar Hadad.

      Ellen smiled a crooked smile and shook her head.

      She turned her head towards the tangle of blankets in the space on the bed beside her, the side that Paul had slept on. She hadn’t heard him get up, which was no real surprise since she had slept like a rock the past three nights.

      She got up and walked to the bathroom. The door was open, and the lights were off. She turned and opened the closet and saw that Paul's shoes and jacket were gone.

      She initially felt a twinge of panic and thought maybe he had run away, that maybe he didn't believe he would be pardoned for any offenses he may have committed during the Somalia affair as the people at Langley had promised. Why should he trust anyone? But she quickly reassured herself that he had probably only gone for a walk, maybe to get a newspaper, maybe to get some food, maybe a coffee, maybe.

      Ellen got up, made her way to the bathroom and brushed her teeth. She stared in the mirror. Has he changed? She wondered. Or are there more secrets? She rinsed her mouth and spit into the sink. Next to the soap dish was a note, in Paul’s handwriting.

      Be back soon. Had to go see an old friend.
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        * * *

      

      At 5:35 a.m., there was a knock at the hotel room door. Paul startled awake, thinking it was a dream. Another series of taps on the hard wood told him someone was there. He looked over at Ellen, who continued to sleep, motionless. She was the deepest sleeper he’d known.

      Paul rolled out of bed, slid on his sweat pants and T-shirt and walked to the hotel door. He looked through the peephole. A man in a suit, short military haircut, with a wire poking out from under his collar to his ear.

      Paul slid the chain off the door and turned the deadbolt.

      “Interviews aren’t scheduled for another six hours,” Paul said.

      “Sir, I’m sorry to bother you at this hour. But I’ve been asked to take you to meet someone.” He cleared his throat. “Off the record.”

      Paul rubbed his eyes, trying to reorient himself. “At this time?”

      “It was thought that this could be a breakfast meeting.”

      “With who?”

      “Sir, I work for Senator Carter.”

      Paul looked at his feet and scratched his ear. For years he had thought about how he would respond to Janet Carter if he ever came face to face with her. He wondered if he could control himself from throttling her. “She wants to see me?”

      The secret service agent nodded.

      Paul thought he should decline. He didn’t think he could hear her thank him for saving her life. If he was only able to see a flicker of regret in her eyes, maybe he would feel vindicated.

      “Just give me a minute to brush my teeth.”

      Paul went to the bathroom and brushed his teeth and wrote a note to Ellen. He changed into his jeans and plaid shirt and found the cell phone he bought the day before on the vanity. He turned it on and saw that he had two bars left. In his jeans pocket he found the phone number and sent a text message hoping that he would get a response. Thirty seconds later, the phone buzzed and he looked at the screen.

      I’m ready when you are.
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        * * *

      

      Paul sat on a Victorian armchair inside Janet Carter’s living room across from an oil painting of a hunting scene. His hand shook as he took a sip of coffee from a bone china cup, waiting for her to appear.

      Paul realized that he should feel calm. He was about to be discharged from any active duty in the National Clandestine Service; he was to be given his identity back; he could continue living with Ellen.

      But the woman who was responsible for all of it was going to be sitting in front of him, wanting to say something. She had sent an agent for a reason. A pang of fear hit him. He hadn’t told Ellen where he was going, only that he would be back. He touched the cell phone in his breast pocket.

      The French door opened, and Janet Carter stepped inside. She hesitated at the edge of the rug. She rubbed her hands against her beige skirt and swallowed before walking forward, arm outstretched.

      “Dr. Ramsey.”

      He didn’t take her hand. “Call me Paul.” If not for her he wouldn’t have the name, he thought.

      She brought her hands together and sat on the chair across from him.

      “It’s probably appropriate for me to thank you for what you did for me.”

      Paul didn’t react. His involvement in the disabling of the weapon was labeled classified. His, Sidwell’s, and the NCS involvement was not yet disclosed to the public, and it was unclear whether it would be.

      “As a senator, I’m privy to some classified information. As I’m sure you’re aware.” She cleared her throat and continued. “What I’m not here to do though, Paul, is to apologize for having identified you as complicit in the enhanced interrogation of Kadar Hadad. The ends don’t justify the means. No matter how important the outcome is. No matter how personal.”

      “In your world, sure.”

      “What world would that be?”

      Paul shifted his gaze to the floor. “Why did you call me here?”

      “I agree. Let’s not debate worldviews. That could go on forever.” She reached forward and poured herself tea. “As you’re aware, I’m going to be announcing my candidacy for the presidency. I’m aware that my popularity has come at your personal expense, however justified. I would not be in this position if it were not for you.”

      “Frankly, you wouldn’t be here at all if it weren’t for me.”

      “It isn’t lost on me, Paul.”

      Paul sat upright, wondering what the senator was getting at. If early polls were to be believed, he was sitting with the next president.

      “The CIA is recommending that we keep certain matters about the conspiracy confidential.”

      “Which information?”

      “Specifically, that members of the NCS and military were involved in creating a threat coming out of Somalia. They worry that it may impact public trust in the organization.”

      Clandestine operations were one thing. But suppressing information about corruption within the organization itself?

      “How would that look if it ever got out?”

      “We have agreements that can take care of that.”

      “And they get to escape consequence?”

      “Nonsense,” she smiled. “There are consequences that can be administered in a clandestine manner.”

      She meant military prison, or any of the various black sites around the world where the U.S. justice could be administered at the discretion of the site leader.

      “So much for transparency, eh Janet?”

      “That too isn’t lost on me. This bomb threat against me will only increase my popularity. But, of course, if it is revealed that Kadar Hadad had smuggled a weapon into the country, questions will be asked. And of course if it is learned that Steven Sidwell manipulated the military and CIA to facilitate this threat, then more questions will be asked.”

      Paul began shaking his head. “You’re worried that when the story gets out, your judgment in persecuting us for Nairobi will be questioned. What about Sidwell? Evans?”

      “Steve Sidwell is in the neurosurgical intensive care unit in a coma. Because of what you did to him it is unlikely that he will ever come out of it. Craig Evans has disappeared.”

      He was the loose end. John Daniels only knew VeritOil’s involvement. And who knows how he was already threatened?

      And Ellen.

      “What do you want from me?”

      Janet Carter ran her fingers across her lips.

      “Or?”

      “There is no ‘or’.” She smiled. “At this point.”

      Paul considered protesting. Considered saying no and walking out. Then what? Looking over his shoulder again.

      He took a deep breath. “What do you want me to sign?”
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        * * *

      

      Paul’s heart raced as he stepped out of Janet Carter’s Georgetown house. He looked both ways and the street was quiet at that early hour. The CIA agent offered to drive him back to the hotel, but Paul said he wanted to walk.

      Paul turned east, toward the rising sun. It was a façade. Janet Carter’s persona, one of integrity and transparency, was nothing more than a way ahead. His stomach felt in knots. She’d sacrificed him for her own advancement. She let Kadar Hadad go. She wrote a book about it. She was going to win the presidency because if it.

      Paul smiled and shook his head.

      He walked at a steady pace enjoying the smell of blossoms in the air. He knew that there was likely a car on him, or perhaps a person, following him, though when he looked around he didn’t see a soul.

      When he was three blocks away, across from a Dunkin’ Donuts, he stopped again. A few people passed on foot, and traffic was starting to pick up. Paul reached in his breast pocket, pulled out his cellphone, and looked at the screen.

      

      Current Call

      32:13

      And counting.

      He put it to his ear. “How much of that did you get?”

      Bailey Clarke answered. “All of it.”
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        * * *
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        Border of Croatia and Bosnia-Hercegovina

      

      

      Natalia did the only thing she could: she prayed.

      In her mind she groped for the words Mama had patiently taught her two weeks ago, but she couldn’t remember them, so the prayer turned into an incomprehensible mumble. But she didn’t dare stop. Anything to distract from the sounds outside.

      Her knees ached against the wood. Her sore muscles begged her to adjust from her crouching position. Her body vibrated. But she didn’t flinch. Mama had squeezed her, her panicked tears wetting Natalia’s cheek, and whispered that The Bad Man wouldn’t find her here.

      Dead silence encased the pitch-black bathroom. No more gunshots. No one pleading for mercy.

      Was there anyone left to beg?

      She raised her hand and pushed the vanity door open. She poked her head out and scanned the empty bathroom. Mama and Tata must have gotten away. The Bad Man couldn’t hurt them, Mama swore it. The quiet meant The Bad Man was gone. She just had to stay put under the sink and they would come back for her. Mama promised. She promised.

      For a full minute she knelt, staring at the door in the darkness, waiting. Footsteps scratched along the concrete floor. She held her breath as the steps thumped louder. The line of light underneath the bathroom door disappeared. He was standing outside. She closed the vanity door and squeezed Pipa so hard she thought the doll’s stuffing would burst.

      The bathroom door opened.
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        * * *

      

      Sergeant Luka Pavić floored the gas and thought only about the yellow house on the outer edge of the village.

      “This is impossible. There’s no way there’s enough time,” his passenger, Private Ante Čapan, said.

      Luka glanced at his watch: 06:17. Eighteen minutes until the offensive. The violet sky would be ablaze, torrents of shells pounding from both sides. Luka kept his eyes on the dirt road. “There’s time.”

      Čapan grabbed a box of Marlboros from his breast pocket and brought a trembling cigarette to his mouth.

      “Put that away,” Luka said without looking over. It was best to ignore pussies, but he couldn’t help himself. “If you’re too chickenshit you can jump out here on the hillside and I’ll get you on the way back.”

      Čapan rolled his eyes and flicked the cigarette out of the Jeep. “We’ve warned them. No point in us risking our lives if they want to be stupid.”

      “Well that’s the difference between soldiers and civvies, isn’t it?”

      “What’s that?”

      “We’re expendable.”

      Yesterday, Luka had ordered the evacuation. He had knocked on doors, peered through windows, taped leaflets to the front gates of the twenty-two concrete houses painted canary yellow or stark white and capped with orange clay roofs built in two twisting rows along the banks of a brook. He had marched through olive and fig groves that connected the homes. He stopped and spoke with an old woman wearing a black babushka and supporting herself with a flimsy cane, ambling up a hillside path surrounded by a flock of sheep. She couldn’t leave, she explained; yes, she understood what was happening, but her husband was too ill in bed—the flu, she assumed—and she wouldn’t go anywhere. She’d lived her whole life here and she would die here. But if Luka arranged transport for both of them? She could never leave her sheep! Luka pleaded with her until she agreed to leave for forty-eight hours. He strode up rocky foothills to two homes on the outskirts and stood enchanted, briefly, at the stillness of the village nestled in the valley.

      Little would be left of it in a couple of hours.

      Just before daybreak, while reviewing plans with his artillery gunmen a half-mile up the mountainside, he noticed the subtlest of movements inside the house: the green shutters on the window drawing closed. A civvie was in there.

      Čapan was right: they could reasonably ignore it. They’d done their due diligence.

      But Luka knew that rationalizations like that meant little when faced with a dead civilian.

      Never again.

      He parked in front of the one-story house beside a rusted VW Minibus, underneath a vine-strangled pergola.

      Čapan hopped out and slung an M70 over his shoulder. He made for the door.

      Luka stepped in front of him. “Put that back.”

      “My weapon?”

      “You’re planning on walking into someone’s home holding an assault rifle? You’ll end up giving some old lady a heart attack.”

      “This is war, last time I checked.”

      “And you’re going to fight it in here?” Luka grabbed the machine gun and heaved it back into the Jeep. He pointed at the pistol holstered on Čapan’s belt. “You have that.”

      Luka knew that all of Čapan’s eyebrow-raising and head-shaking had more to do with their closeness in age than Luka’s decision-making. The fact remained that Luka had toiled to reach the rank of sergeant at the age of twenty-five. Čapan hadn’t.

      Luka stepped up to the front door. He raised his fist to knock but paused. An Orthodox cross hung on the middle of the door. A Serbian home. He heard Čapan huff behind him.

      Before Čapan could comment, Luka pounded on the door, shouting for someone to open it. They waited for a moment. More shells rumbled, closer this time. Čapan stepped in front of Luka and slapped the door. “Open up right now; we have to get you out of here!”

      No answer.

      Luka pressed the handle, but it was locked. They circled the house, checking for an open window, but they were all sealed tight and the shutters were closed. They climbed the back terrace and Luka looked through the patio window but couldn’t make anything out. No lights on.

      “It’s empty. Let’s get back,” Čapan said.

      “Someone’s here. I saw them.”

      Luka removed a small case from his breast pocket and took out a lock pick and torsion wrench. He crouched at the front door and inserted the pick, gently pushing it forward, feeling his way through the lock. He took his time, concentrating on the task at hand, ignoring the vibrations of bombs falling and Čapan’s panicked breathing. When he felt the spring release he used the torsion wrench to turn the lock. The door creaked open.

      The entry was dark. Hints of mildew and diesel.

      As he looked around, he realized that someone had recently been there. The place was ransacked. A table was smashed, drawers were pulled out of a chest and the contents dumped on the floor, pillows were torn open. The kitchen cabinets were all opened and emptied of their plates, mugs, and bowls. Except for the crunch under Luka’s boots as he stepped on fragments of vases and glassware, the place was silent.

      “Looters?” Čapan whispered, surveying the place.

      Luka shook his head and brought his index finger to his lips. He pointed at the large flat screen that sat untouched in the living room. That would have been first on the list. Someone had been looking for something.

      He gripped his Browning, flicking off the safety and motioning for Čapan to do the same. They moved into the hallway that led to the bedrooms. Luka provided cover as Čapan went through the three bedrooms, emerging from each one shaking his head.

      Someone had been inside. They hadn’t left, at least not through the front door. Then there was the basement. People had been building bunkers, some with tunnels joining houses so that they could escape like gophers underground. When did people decide to hide instead of fight for what was theirs?

      Fear made people crazy.

      Luka wiped sweat from his forehead with his sleeve. He moved to the bathroom while Čapan walked into the final bedroom. Luka stood in front of the door and took a breath. In a fluid motion he twisted the handle, swung the door open, flicked on the light, and scanned the bathroom. It was pristine: towels left hanging on the racks, soap in the dish, and sparkling white tiles.

      He stepped to the sink and splashed a handful of cold water on his face. He stared at himself in the mirror. His eyes looked droopy. He hadn’t slept more than three hours a night in a week.

      A squeak beneath him. He turned the water off and stared at the sink vanity.

      Luka raised his weapon and with his left hand opened the vanity door.

      Curled up inside he saw a young girl of about six clutching a doll. Her hair was done in two French braids. She wore a pink flowered dress. Eyes big. Blue.

      Luka holstered his gun and lifted her stiff, shaking body out of the vanity by her arms. He drew her in and held her. She didn’t make a sound, but she didn’t resist. She was in shock. No point questioning her now about where her family had gone.

      “Luka, come here!” he heard Čapan say, his voice breaking. Then even louder, gasping, “Now!”

      Luka lifted the girl onto his hip and moved to the staircase that led to the basement. A rectangle of grey morning light filtering through a far window illuminated an otherwise dark room. Diesel fumes burned his nostrils. At the bottom of the stairs, Čapan stood motionless, the color drained from his face. Luka followed Čapan’s stunned gaze to the orange tarp stretched along the concrete floor. He twisted his flashlight on. The light scanned the tarp, moving along bump after bump. He felt his heartbeat in his throat. The beam kept moving towards the tarp’s edge, where something was poking out, something that Luka initially convinced himself was yellow hay. But no, it was too wavy, too smooth. Too shiny.

      Luka put the girl down, his hands shaking. He took her by the hand and walked her to the stairs, then crouched in front of her.

      “I want you to sit here for a moment.” He attempted a reassuring smile. “You can’t move. It will be like hide-and-seek; you like that game?”

      The girl nodded stiffly.

      “So you have to close your eyes and count to fifty. Okay?” He smiled at her again as she nodded and covered her eyes. “No peeking allowed.”

      He walked down the stairs towards the tarp, then turned around and faced the wall, running his fingers through his hair, working up the courage to look underneath. He glanced at Čapan, and from the cringe on his face, it was clear that the private wasn’t taking the lead. Luka took a stuttered breath and peeled the tarp back.

      “Jesus, fuck.”

      He crouched down and stared. The smell of diesel was so strong he had to turn away to take a breath. Waves of nausea circulated between his head and stomach as his eyes shifted along the lineup of corpses, taking inventory. Fourteen. He counted fourteen bodies. Eleven women. Were they even old enough to be women? Three men. Each one of them with a maroon hole in their forehead. He looked at Čapan, who seemed to be asking the same question: was someone planning on torching the place?

      Luka stayed on one knee, trying to focus on how to get fourteen bodies out of the basement without thinking about why eleven girls had been executed. Torn from their families. And with that thought, tears trickled down his face.

      “Sarge, you okay?”

      Before Luka could answer, before he could turn and look at Čapan with scorn, before he could pick him up by the throat and say, “Should I be okay with fourteen dead innocents?” he was interrupted. First, his eye caught the flicker of white light coming through the basement window. Then a sunburst of white cracks radiated across it, pierced at the center by a hole the size of a dime. The second and third shots shattered it entirely, sending shards raining onto the concrete floor. The three shots in quick succession thudded into craters against the concrete wall.

      Before the second series of shots roared through the open window, Luka was on all fours, moving towards the stairs. He heard the four bullets pffft into the wall above him, showering him in a cloud of concrete dust.

      At the bottom of the stairs, the girl was doubled over, whimpering and frozen in the chaos. Luka lifted her onto his waist as another series of shots peppered the basement. He dove and crawled with her behind an old dresser. Luka gripped his weapon. The shots had come from the backyard, and there were several windows on the main floor facing the woods. This meant that the shooter must have seen them coming, then waited to see if they discovered the bodies. When they made it to the basement, he had a clear sight line to ambush them. Only one weapon was fired. One assassin. Hopefully.

      Luka poked his head above the dresser. Čapan took cover in an alcove fifteen feet away, his back to the broken window. Luka raised his index finger, indicating to Čapan that he believed there was a lone gunman. As Čapan nodded, a wine bottle spraying blue and orange flames flew through the window. It smashed against the back wall, spreading liquid fire all over the floor.

      The room was instantly engulfed in flames. The newspaper covering the bodies curled and turned orange. Tarry smoke billowed through the basement. Luka coughed and wheezed, staying low, trying to suck in the last bit of oxygen in the room.

      The little girl wiggled out from behind the dresser and ran up the stairs, clutching her doll. Luka reached for her, but his fingers slipped off the edge of her ankle. He saw her reach the staircase and then evaporate into the smoke.

      The girl had good instinct—best to get out before they all suffocated in that death chamber. But whoever was outside wasn’t going to let her run out of the building. Through the smoke, he saw the bottom stair and estimated its distance from him to be four meters. He held his breath and jumped up with his eyes squeezed shut to keep the corrosive air from burning them. More shots hammered the wall behind him like a snare drum.

      Luka dropped onto his back. The fire raged. He inhaled more smoke and the sickening smell of burning flesh. The edges of his vision blackened.

      He saw his pistol lying on the floor a few feet from the bodies. If he was going to have any chance against the assassin outside, he needed it. Čapan was still crouched in the alcove, eyes red from the smoke, covering his mouth with his collar and clutching his gun. Luka made eye contact and then held up three fingers, counting one, two, three. Čapan fired at the window. Luka pounced, sliding across the floor and grabbing his gun. A barrage of bullets from the assassin reduced the dresser behind them to splinters.

      Then the shots stopped.

      The basement fell silent except for the sizzling and popping of the fire. If the shots stopped, the shooter might be moving. And the girl was missing. Every second he spent in the basement was a second the shooter had to find her. Luka army-crawled to the stairs and dragged himself up on all fours, coughing and gasping. His lungs felt like they were filled with acid.

      At the top of the stairs, Luka crouched and scanned the hallway. The little girl was nowhere to be seen. Čapan emerged from the basement. The main floor contained three bedrooms and a kitchen. Four possible exits. The shooter could cover three at most, if he was working alone. Less than a fifty-fifty chance of getting out unscathed.

      “You go out the back,” Luka gasped to Čapan, barely able to get the words out, “and I’ll take the front door. There’s only one shooter, I think.”

      “Or we can both go out the back and cover each other.”

      As he weighed the options, Luka heard a squeak ahead of him. He stared at the front door. The handle was slowly turning. Luka pointed his gun. The handle moved down and the door opened a crack.

      A fist reached in, holding a dark object. He noticed the tattoo on the inside of the wrist: a tiger’s head with a snake protruding out of the mouth. The insignia of the White Tigers, a ruthless paramilitary group.

      By the time he caught a glimpse of the black metal and recognized the object in the hand as a grenade, Luka was already in a full sprint. He slammed into the door with his shoulder, crushing the assassin’s forearm. The grenade dropped, bouncing on the ceramic floor with a hollow thud.

      Luka turned and ran the other way, grabbing Čapan by the collar and pushing him towards the kitchen. He willed himself forward, but his legs couldn’t seem to move fast enough or take steps large enough to outrun the blast. He had only made it ten yards when he felt a sear in his thigh before a force lifted him off the ground; his head was thrown back, arms whipped wide, air blown out of his lungs. He felt weightless. And just as quickly, he dropped to the ground, sprawled on top of Čapan.

      His head pulsated and he couldn’t hear a thing. Čapan’s mouth was moving, and he was wincing and holding his shoulder, but Luka heard nothing other than a single tone, louder than any noise he’d ever heard before. He took a deep, painful breath, trying to pull air into his lungs.

      Through the hum he heard an echo, a knocking sound, like someone was hammering underwater.

      Raising his head was painful, and it sent jolts down the back of his neck. He lifted his head just enough to see another grenade spinning in the hallway.

      Luka forced himself up, everything stiff, and dragged Čapan into the kitchen. He closed the door and turned the knob just as a wave of heat rose from underneath the door. Then a moving mass thrust the door off its hinges, tossing Luka backwards, weightless again. This time, he didn’t feel pain, or hear a sound, or see himself collapse across the room like a rag doll.

      This time, his eyes shut.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INDICTED: Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Natalia ran barefoot up the hill. She ignored the pain of rocks and thistle cutting her feet. When it got too steep, she dropped on all fours, hands grabbing, propelling her forward. Her legs felt hot and wobbly. But she had to go higher and higher. As far from the burning house as she could.

      Her home.

      Tata had warned her not to play in this field. Soldiers buried bombs here. But she wasn’t playing now. This wasn’t a game.

      The Bad Man was down there. He had big, wide steps. She had to move faster. She glanced behind her, panting. Her foot caught something hard, her ankle bent, and she collapsed on her belly. Her cheek scraped against the ground.

      She turned over, wincing from the pain in her foot. She wanted to cry, but why? Mama couldn’t kiss it better anymore.

      She looked down the hill. No one was there. It was quiet except for a distant rumble. The Bad Man wasn’t chasing her. She felt a surge of energy. She could make it over the hill. She might be safe.

      She got up on one leg, and as she put pressure on her sore foot, she stopped. She heard a noise. Holding her breath, she focused on the sound: crunch, crunch, crunch. Faster, louder.

      Cresting the hill was a man all in black, holding a gun. Sprinting directly towards her.

      No. She wouldn’t let The Bad Man get her, too.

      She scrambled up to a standing position and ran down the hill. Lances of pain shot up her leg with each stride. She sped up, her feet barely touching the ground. She was flying.

      By the time she realized that her feet couldn’t keep up, she was already doubled over, her head smashing onto the gravel. She felt her legs whipping over her head, her back skidding along the ground.

      The Bad Man appeared beside her. Glancing up at his dead eyes as he held his rifle over her, she prepared herself for her fate. He stared at her, eyes moving from her head to her toes, studying. She shut her eyes.

      “Alive?” he said.

      She said nothing, keeping her eyes closed. She heard him shuffle, and then felt his warm body near hers. She could smell his body odor. Two thick fingers pressed her neck, just below her chin. She sensed a shadow looming over her.

      Natalia opened her eyes and saw his ear a few inches from her mouth, listening.

      No, she wouldn’t be scared. She wouldn’t let him hurt her like he’d hurt her parents. She opened her mouth and clamped down on his ear. The man screamed in pain, but she pressed her teeth together harder.

      Natalia could taste his blood. Now he felt pain too. His head thrashed back and forth until part of his earlobe tore off in her mouth. She spit it out on the ground and leaned to run again when she felt his powerful hand grab her throat.

      “Little bitch.”

      He flipped her around, and she was face to face with The Bad Man, his dead eyes now alive and wild. She didn’t flinch as he cocked his head back and then thrust it forward.
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        * * *

      

      Sitting in the backseat of the car, squished between the woman wearing a long, flowing dress and the window, Natalia listened. The two men in the front seats used the language of the people on television. Rough voices. Soldier voices.

      She had been in the car for a long time, so long that it was now dark outside and the wind that came in through the open windows was cold and raised gooseflesh on her arms. She didn’t mind, though. The cool air soothed her scrapes and throbbing head. The headlights illuminated a brush-lined, crumbling road. The black mountains in the distance cut through the indigo sky.

      Over those mountains, she tried to convince herself, her parents were safe. They’d escaped the house and were roaming the fields, looking for her. They were looking for The Bad Man with the gun, who had set the house on fire. They knew that he had run after her up the hill and that she couldn’t outrun him. Tata would know. He would follow the footprints to the house that The Bad Man had carried her to, where he’d handed her over to the woman in the dress in exchange for a thick envelope. The woman had said she would take Natalia to her home instead of an orphanage. “You don’t want to go to an orphanage, do you?” she’d said.

      The woman now wrapped her arm around Natalia and pulled her closer. She smelled like strong perfume and cigarettes. She ran the back of her hand down Natalia’s cheek. Natalia stiffened and closed her eyes. She made a picture in her mind. It was her beautiful Mama holding her, not the lady with the wrinkles on her face. She pretended that the coarse fingers on her cheek were her mother’s gentle touch. Tata was driving the car. They were driving to the coast to go swimming in the Adriatic Sea. Just like last year.

      “Don’t worry, beautiful girl,” the woman said, her voice deep. “We will keep you safe.”

      Natalia kept looking straight ahead. She didn’t believe the lady. The soldier with brown eyes had promised he would keep her safe when he pulled her out of the bathroom. Before that, when The Bad Man had come to the house, Mama had whispered to her that everything was okay, right before she pushed Natalia under the sink. That was when she folded the photograph and stuffed it in Natalia’s dress pocket.

      “Give this to someone you trust,” Mama had said, her face wet with tears.

      Natalia didn’t trust the lady, so the picture stayed in her pocket.

      The woman placed her fingers under Natalia’s chin and lifted it until Natalia made eye contact with her.

      “I want you to know that we are your family now. You can call me Aunt Azra. I will take care of you. What is your name?”

      Natalia said the first name that came to mind.

      “Filipa.”

      The lady smiled.

      “A beautiful name for a beautiful girl. But I’ll call you Pipa. Do you have sisters, my dear?”

      Natalia shook her head.

      “All of the beauty was taken up by you.” She let go of Natalia’s chin and turned towards the window. “You will meet your new sisters when we get to your new home. You will be the prettiest one of all.”

      The car slowed down and vibrated over the potholed road. Bright lights were on ahead, and they joined a line of cars. At the front of the line, Natalia saw soldiers walking from car to car. Each had a machine gun hanging over his shoulder. Some of the men had sky blue helmets.

      Natalia sat up. Her heart fluttered. When soldiers had come to her village last year, during the first bombing, Tata had said that she could trust the men in those helmets. They were there to help.

      The lady who called herself Azra pointed ahead.

      “These are dangerous men, Pipa. We must be quiet as they ask the drivers questions or they will kill us.”

      One of the soldiers with a blue helmet came to the window and asked for documents. The driver passed the soldier a handful of little papers and booklets. The soldier then removed a flashlight from his belt and shone it through the car. When the light landed on Natalia, it stopped. Natalia squinted and put her hand in front of the light.

      The soldier with the blue helmet said something in the language that the two men in the front were using, but Natalia couldn’t understand. They spoke too quickly. The man in the passenger seat opened the glove box, removed an envelope, and passed it to the soldier. The soldier folded the envelope and put it in the pocket on his sleeve.

      He took two steps back from the car and waved to the men beside the fence. They opened up the gate, and the car drove through.

      Natalia felt her eyelids become heavy as they drove down more highways. She only saw one street sign, blue with an arrow and the word Tuzla on it, before she allowed herself to close her eyes.

      When Azra woke her up by stroking her face, it was light outside. Natalia rubbed her eyes and looked out the window. The car pulled into a gravel driveway outside a two-story concrete house. A concrete fence that was too high to see over ran along the perimeter of the yard.

      She heard laughter and turned towards the front yard, a patch of asphalt. Two girls, both in flower-patterned dresses, chased each other on bicycles. Three men sitting in plastic deck chairs, sipping coffee underneath the shade of a trellis, watched them. Two of them smoked cigarettes. They talked loudly.

      At the sight of the car, the two girls dropped their bicycles and ran over to it, giggling. Azra stepped out and hugged both of them, lifting them up in the air.

      “Mateja, Julia, meet your new sister.”

      The two girls waved for her to come out, but Natalia hesitated. She watched as one of the men—the oldest one—lifted himself out of the deck chair and lumbered over. He wore brown pants, sandals, and a white sleeveless shirt. He held a cigarette between his lips. He didn’t smile. The driver and the passenger walked around the car and shook his hand.

      “Debeli,” the driver said to him. Fat Man.

      Debeli pointed to the car.

      “Anyone know who she is?”

      The passenger shook his head. “Parents are dead. Caught her running from the house in a mine field.”

      Debeli nodded and looked through the windshield at Natalia. He turned to the driver again. “How old?”

      “Not a day over seven.”

      Debeli nodded, walked over, and opened the car door. He crouched down in front of Natalia and smiled.

      “Do you like ice cream?”

      Natalia stared but didn’t respond.

      “You can call me Uncle. And when you’re at Uncle’s house, you can have as much ice cream as you want.”

      Mateja and Julia clapped their hands together at the mention of ice cream. The man offered his hand for Natalia to take.
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        Split, Croatia

        Six Years Later

      

      

      “Do not answer the door,” the voice on the line said.

      Luka stood with his back to the wall in the hallway of his apartment beside the door, pressing the phone to his ear and holding a newspaper in his other hand. He stayed corpse-still in the dark hallway, remaining in the shadows, away from the fan of blue moonlight.

      Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! The door rattled with each knock.

      He placed the phone down on the tile floor, got down on all fours, and crawled over to the door. He saw four rectangles of light under the door. Four legs. Two people.

      He looked towards the bedroom at the end of the hall. Inside the second drawer of the nightstand, atop the Bible, was the gun. He pressed his eyes closed at the thought. The gun wouldn’t help.

      He rose slowly, face pressed to the heavy oak door near two steel deadbolts and a heavy chain latch. His eye found the peephole. One of the figures was tall and notably wiry, even though the fish-eye distortion made him seem round in the middle. The short one was older, rounder, and balder, and under his partly zipped jacket that read INTERPOL on the chest were the bulges of a bulletproof vest. The tall one shrugged and then raised his fist to pound another four times against the door.

      Luka dropped to the ground and took a deep breath. A moment later he heard murmuring and shuffling on the other side of the door. The shadows disappeared, and when he stood again and looked through the peephole, the hallway was empty.

      He picked up the phone, then swallowed hard and said, “I think they’re gone.”

      “Not for long,” the voice said. “We have to meet now.”

      “Right now? I thought that—”

      “This is happening more quickly than I expected. You don’t have time.”

      As the voice gave him instructions, Luka nodded, listening to every detail and committing them to memory. He put the phone down on the hallway table beside the glass ashtray overflowing with cigarette butts. He picked up Jutarnji List, the day’s newspaper, and flipped it over. His eyes darted across the page as he scanned the headline for the umpteenth time that day, each time desperately hoping he’d read it incorrectly.

      “MORE HEROES INDICTED”

      He stared down at the black and white photo of a younger, thinner version of himself standing in front of a dozen troops, with the caption: Luka Pavić, speaking to his troops prior to the Oluja offensive, is now wanted by The Hague.

      The newspaper trembled in his hands as he was sucked into reading through the first paragraph again.

      Two more Croatian officers have been added to the list of people wanted by The Hague for war crimes related to the Croatian War of Independence. An indictment was issued by Nicole Allegri, the chief prosecutor at The Hague, on May 30th, at 8:00 a.m. Greenwich Mean Time, for Luka Pavić, age 29, a retired sergeant in the Croatian military, and Ante Čapan, age 27, a retired corporal. The document cites, among a few other offenses, the executions of fourteen Serbian civilians in a house in Nisko as the primary reason for the indictment. Both men are to report immediately to the nearest local authorities for extradition to The Hague...

      Luka looked up from the newspaper, staring out the window in the living room towards the black night sky, into nothingness. He remembered the day the picture was taken. He had just made staff sergeant, ahead of two older, more seasoned soldiers, and a handful of reporters wanted a feature on this rising star in the Croatian military. How had the picture now become this, a poster for the reviled?

      He looked at the indictment date. Statehood Day, of all days. His jaw tensed and his hands contracted, crumpling the paper into a ball. Then he stopped himself, letting his arms drop and pushing the thoughts away. He flicked the ball onto the floor.

      Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! “Luka Pavić, open up!”

      Luka bolted upright. He cocked his head to the side, listening to the murmurs. They couldn’t possibly think he was inside. It was Independence Day. No one in the city stayed home tonight.

      He moved through the darkness to the balcony door at the back of the apartment and slid it open an inch. The street was deserted. Cars were parked along both sides, the road and low-rise buildings awash in the glow of orange streetlights. The faint cheers of a crowd singing and the vibration of a bass guitar in the distance broke the thick silence.

      Footsteps clicked on the sidewalk below. The tall officer stepped into the light, looking towards the balcony window. There were only two ways out, and the officers had now blocked both. Luka knew it would take a reasonably fit individual twelve seconds running at full sprint to get from the back of the building, where the young officer now stood, to the front entrance. That didn’t account for a delay in reaction time, which would add another four. Sixteen seconds.

      Luka slipped through the shadows to the bedroom, opened the nightstand’s second drawer, and pulled out the gun. He shuffled through the hallway and grabbed a set of keys from the table. Standing in front of the door, he silently turned the two deadbolts, then lifted the chain a millimeter off the guides and dragged it across to the opening. He lowered the free chain, leaving it hanging. Ever so slightly, as though moved by a draft, the chain swung and tapped against the door. Click.

      Luka stepped three feet back, revolver pointed squarely at the door, and waited.

      Bang! Bang! Ba—

      With his left hand, Luka twisted the handle and swung the door wide open. At the sight of the gun, the short officer immediately raised his hands. Luka grabbed him by the shoulder and pulled him into the apartment. He pushed the man forward until he was facing the bedroom, his back to Luka.

      “On your knees. Hands behind your head.”

      The man’s hands shook, and he interlaced them behind his head before lowering himself onto his knees.

      “Kiss the floor.”

      The man tipped forward, groaning as his face hit the floor.

      Luka began counting.

      One.

      He ran out the door and down the hall to the stairway.

      Two.

      He flew down the three flights of stairs four steps at a time.

      Three. Four. Five.

      Luka knew that the round man was now realizing that he was alive and alone. Radioing his partner.

      He slammed his way out the door and into the alley.

      Six.

      He sprinted up the street, where his motorcycle was parked between two Fiats.

      Seven. Eight. Nine. Ten.

      He hopped on, inserted the key, and turned the choke on.

      Eleven. Twelve.

      He pressed the kick starter twice. Nothing.

      Thirteen. Fourteen.

      Again, he pressed. Harder, more forcefully.

      Fifteen.

      He heard footsteps around the corner. “Hey, stop there!”

      He pushed once more. The engine revved. He looked over his shoulder; the tall officer was approaching, hand on his belt, reaching for his firearm. Luka shifted the bike and cranked the throttle; the tires spun, squealing against the pavement before launching him forward and around the corner.

      Luka picked up speed, staying focused on the road. He had at least a thirty-second head start; there were only two Interpol officers, and he could have gone in a dozen different directions.

      As he crested the hill, he saw the meeting place: The Riva, Split’s waterfront promenade. Tonight, the marble walkway that stretched between Roman-era stone buildings on one side and the palm tree-lined Adriatic on the other was packed shoulder to shoulder with people celebrating Croatia’s independence. Two stages were set up, drums and bass guitars thumping away while a light show illuminated the sky in emerald, white, and electric blue.

      It was here that Luka dreamed of living out his days, sipping Karlovačko beer under a white canopy at one of the dozens of outdoor cafés and periodically cooling off in the crystal-clear sea.

      He pushed those thoughts aside. He could no longer stay.

      Dropping his bike at the end of The Riva, he pushed through the sweaty mass of limbs: proud locals draped in red, white, and blue Croatian flags, lanky teenage boys in shorts and flip-flops with red and white checkers painted on their faces, young women in too-short skirts singing patriotic tunes and dancing atop benches, tourists holding cameras tightly, taking in the spectacle of Croatian Statehood Day.

      He crashed into a young woman yelling into her cell phone, nearly knocking her over. He ignored the glance she gave him as he rushed to the meeting place.

      As agreed upon, sitting at the third bench next to a couple locked in an embrace, was Tomislav Rukavina, Advokat. He wore a navy jacket with brass buttons and khakis with pleats that were razor-crisp.

      “Were you followed?”

      Luka shook his head. “There were only two. Interpol.”

      Tomislav picked up a newspaper from the bench and they made their way through the crowd, deeper into the old town, where the spaces between the maze of stone buildings created a network of narrow alleyways, giving them more privacy.

      They passed a bookshop, and Tomislav handed Luka the sports section. “You have everything you need inside.”

      A police siren wailed behind Luka, followed by the flashing blue and red lights of two approaching police motorcycles.

      Luka turned towards the window so that his back was to the police officers. Tomislav didn’t react. Luka craned his neck as the police raced right past him, surrounding a red BMW parked beside the open-air market.

      A parking ticket.

      Tomislav laughed and put his arm around Luka like he was an old friend. “Stop being so paranoid. The local police aren’t going to arrest you here, Luka. They wouldn’t dare. You’re a hero to them.”

      Tomislav lit up a Du Maurier and offered one to Luka, who cupped his hands, lighting it up. Then he exhaled and unfolded the newspaper, revealing a yellow envelope. He pulled out two passports, both with his picture inside: one Croatian, with the name Ilija Srna; the second German, with the name Mladen Šimić.

      “You might try to get another one when you have a chance. There are also birth certificates inside. We should hurry.” Tomislav glanced at his Rolex. “The boat leaves at ten.”

      “Today?” Luka swallowed. “I thought maybe I’d have a few days to—”

      “Listen carefully to me,” Tomislav said, his expression grave. “You don’t have time. They’ve sent a couple of low-level officers to bring you in. They haven’t sent the cavalry yet, for a few reasons. One, The Hague has three or four generals that they want to bring in first. The big fish. But after that, you’re next on the list. Two, they want to see if you’ll come in on your own. If you don’t, they’ll put a bounty on your head, and then there’ll be nobody you can trust. They’re already surrounding your apartment and notifying the airports. They know as well as we do that with each passing day you’ll get further and further away. The best chance you have is now.”

      Luka felt a knot in his stomach. Tomislav had worked a desk job for UDBA, the Yugoslavian secret police, prior to the war, and then he worked for OBS, the Croatian Secret Service, before starting his own law practice. He knew how things worked. And since the Croatian military’s initial internal investigation into the murders in the village, Tomislav had been Luka’s advisor, and he hadn’t led him astray.

      But as it stood, all The Hague wanted was for him to appear and go through a trial. He was charged with murder, but he wasn’t guilty. The internal investigation had cleared Luka of any wrongdoing, citing a complete lack of evidence that he murdered the fourteen individuals in the home. He could turn himself in and explain to the prosecutors at The Hague that there was another assassin, a White Tiger.

      Could he? The Hague was a separate animal. They had their own investigators, lawyers, and judges, all with the same mission of righting all the wrongs of the war.

      He stopped in front of a store window displaying local paintings of the islands off the coast. He pulled another drag on the cigarette and blew smoke on the glass.

      “What if I stay?”

      Tomislav’s face puckered. “Stay where?”

      “Here.”

      Tomislav forced an incredulous laugh and then shook his head.

      “I didn’t kill them, Tomo, I didn’t.”

      Tomislav put his hand on Luka’s shoulder and looked him in the eye. “I know you didn’t, Luka. It was war, and there are casualties.”

      “If I’d gone to the village sooner, they’d still be…”

      “Stop thinking like that. You have to think about yourself now.”

      “I could’ve saved them,” he said, then swallowed hard. “Has anyone heard anything about her… Natalia?”

      He’d learned the girl’s name two months after she’d slipped away from him. It made things worse. Luka had spent the past six years searching for her. He’d tracked down cousins once, twice, and thrice removed, searched through church archives and hospital records, but turned up nothing. Twice a month he drove to Nisko, the village where she had run away. He walked the fields surrounding the now-abandoned home, hoping to find a clue that could lead him to her.

      But she had vanished.

      “There’s nothing you can do now,” Tomislav said. “Are you going to keep searching for her, going back to the same place, asking the same questions? Luka, my heart bleeds for her. But she’s gone. Maybe she’s okay. Maybe she’s not. But it’s been three years.”

      “I just don’t understand why?” He wiped his glassy eyes with his palm.

      “No one does.” Tomislav stuck out his lower lip and shook his head. “It’s war. But someone wanted them dead for a reason—something that had nothing to do with you or me.”

      “But if I’d—”

      “God’s will is greater than ours.”

      Luka paused for a moment at that, his vision becoming blurry with tears.

      Tomislav continued, “Luka, you have to forgive yourself. You were doing the right thing, freeing your country. There’s nothing nobler than that.”

      “But Tomo, maybe if I turn myself in, then—”

      Tomislav grabbed Luka’s shoulder. “Have you been looking at the papers? Do you think The Hague is interested in innocence? The only innocent people, as far as they are concerned, are the dead ones. It’s about getting even. Revenge. And they don’t care who it is. An indictment is as good as a conviction. Twenty years minimum, Luka.”

      “But maybe if we find out what happened. We could find Čapan, and if our testimonies are consistent, then—”

      “Are you listening to me? It’s a goddamned witch hunt. Čapan’s already gone underground; who knows where he is? And you’re on their list. Not very high, luckily, so you can escape and live out the rest of your years somewhere in peace, knowing that you’ve given your countrymen freedom. And if you think that being punished by them will somehow make you feel better, then you’re stupider than you look.”

      Luka threw his cigarette on the ground and put it out under his foot.

      “Are we done with this?”

      Boom! Boom! Boom! Luka startled, then scanned 180 degrees. He looked up at the sky. Fireworks rained down; the crowd cheered.

      Luka and Tomislav picked up the pace, walking around the back of old town and up Sustipanski Put towards the marina. The crowd was thin here; a few people sat outside a café where a folding sign advertised spit-roasted lamb as the special of the day. Luka scanned each person, but none of them glanced his way. The café was quiet. Safe. He looked at Tomislav.

      “If you could do me a favor, my father…”

      “How is your father?”

      “Holding up,” Luka said. “He mostly sits outside, reading the newspaper, waiting for someone to visit. Memory is getting worse. The doctor said he has to stop smoking or he’ll have another one.”

      “We should all quit, really,” Tomislav said, and cleared his throat. “Maybe your brother could—”

      “What brother?” Luka turned his head towards the islands in the distance.

      “Well, if it’s like that, then…”

      “It’s like that.”

      Tomislav took a last drag on his cigarette and flicked it onto the road. “He was a brave man, Nikola was. But it’s been eight years. Sometimes we need to know why people make the decisions that they do. Maybe then we can understand.”

      Nikola had left a handwritten note in Luka’s mailbox on a rainy day four months to the day after war broke out, the same day that the Yugoslavs fired up bulldozers to reduce the city of Vukovar to rubble. The note offered no explanation as to why Luka’s big brother had traded sides, leaving Luka to suspect it was all because of Nikola’s blind love for a woman.

      I wish I could explain my actions. I know you’ll be confused and disappointed. He had crossed out the word “ashamed.” I don’t expect forgiveness. Luka had read the letter only once before striking a match and burning it.

      “I know who he was,” Luka said. “But that’s not who he is. Not who he chose to be. A brave man doesn’t choose to fight his own countrymen. His own brother.” He bit down on his lower lip before looking at Tomislav with sharp, stern eyes. “Can we stop this now?”

      “I’ll visit your father every Sunday.”

      They entered the marina, where hundreds of sailboats bobbed up and down in rows along stone wharfs. They stopped at number sixty-two, where a small yacht with its lights on was tied up, humming. A shirtless man with sun-bleached hair stood on the deck, polishing the wheel. He nodded.

      “He’ll take you to Ancona. From there, take the train to Nice. There’s a man named Laurent Petit; his address is in there. He’ll set you up with a one-bedroom apartment and a job at a fish cannery. You should move from there in a few months, but wait for me to contact you first.”

      Luka pulled several printed sheets out of the envelope as Tomislav continued, “There are also documents with basic information on your new identities: where and when you were born, etcetera. Memorize them and make up the rest. But be consistent.”

      The last item in the envelope was a blue Bank of France bankcard. The passkey was written on a note taped to the front.

      “There’s forty thousand euros sitting in that account right now. You can withdraw from any bank, anywhere in the civilized world. It will be replenished periodically.”

      “Where did you get this money?”

      “Let’s just say there are people that are appreciative of what you’ve done. They want you to be rewarded. You’d be wise to stay anonymous, under the radar. You never know how long this investigation will go on. If you’re not careful, you’ll have agents from The Hague following you, and by the time you notice them it will be too late.”

      “So, I guess that’s it,” Luka said. “Until I hear from you again.”

      Tomislav nodded and pursed his lips. “One other thing, Luka. Don’t get too personal with anyone. It won’t end well.”

      They shook hands and Luka stepped aboard the yacht. The shirtless man untied the vessel, and they floated out into the marina.

      Tomislav yelled, “Don’t ever forget: you’re a hero.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Continue reading Indicted:

        Get your copy today at TomSaric.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Indicted

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
        Click here to purchase INDICTED now

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      While writing a book can often feel like a lonely endeavor, the reality is that it is anything but.  I had assistance from people at every stage, and this book would not have materialized if it were not for them. 

      My mother gave constant feedback, including spotting plot hole after plot hole.  My wife read one chapter at a time as I wrote the first draft. She remains my greatest critic and biggest fan.  My sister in law lived in various places in Africa and her input allowed for more realistic depictions of the setting that the characters inhabited.  Any deviations from reality are due to decisions made by me alone.

      My editor Randal Klein worked tirelessly and patiently with me, allowing a polished version of the story to emerge.  I am grateful to the Severn River Publishing team for their efforts in taking this book from its early stages to a finished product.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Tom Saric is an author from the Canadian prairies. He spent the summers of his youth on the Adriatic coast. During half of the week, he provides treatment to people affected by war. During the other half, he writes thrillers. He also watches hockey, drinks beer, and barbecues a mean beef brisket.

      
        
        Keep up with Tom at TomSaric.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Twitter] Twitter

        [image: Instagram] Instagram

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
OVPROMISED

THRII.LER
1

TOM SARIC





images/00002.jpeg
>

Severn River
P UBLI1TS I I1ING





images/00001.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg
INDIGTED

RRRRRRRR

TOM SARIC





