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People sleep peaceably in their beds at night
only because rough men stand ready to do violence on their
behalf.

 


George Orwell (attributed)




Chapter
One


 


Even before the sun broke across the horizon, the
Nigerian air was thick and hot. A feeble breeze only occasionally
rustled the banana leaves. It was deceptively calm and, at least
for the moment, Joe Brac had managed to carry himself away, far
from Africa. He was remembering the highlands of Vietnam, the
jungles and mountains of Central and South America, and the high
desert of Afghanistan. He was thinking about how many other
clandestine missions there had been. He was wondering if this might
be the last.

Snap! The sound of a twig breaking shattered
Brac’s reflection. He froze, breathless as he peered through the
bushes that concealed his position. A bead of sweat trickled down
his camouflaged face. A terrorist, or "Tango," as most Special
Operations Forces referred to them, broke through the dawn shadows
only a few feet away, and proceeded to relieve himself. The short
African stood, one hand on his hip and the other holding himself,
with the unsteady look of someone who had just awakened a few
minutes earlier from a ganja-induced sleep.

As Brac stared, he carefully and silently
eased his MP5 submachine gun up to the ready position. It was still
thirty minutes before first light and the scheduled kickoff of the
raid. This unexpected event threatened to compromise his team and
jeopardize the mission. Brac waited, tense with alarm.

Three days earlier, in the darkness of night,
a Russian MI 17 HIP helicopter had air-landed Brac's eight-man team
several miles from a village in northern Nigeria where Nate
Gregory, an American humanitarian worker, was being held captive.
After landing and regrouping, the team had made their way
cautiously but steadily toward the village. Always moving under the
concealment of night and holing up during daylight hours, they had
finally reached a place commonly referred to in military lingo as
the Objective Rally Point or ORP. The spot was concealed, easily
defendable, and located away from natural lines of local travel.
Most important, it was close enough to the village to minimize
control problems, providing the team with a good, secure extraction
point.

At the ORP, Brac had repeatedly gone over the
plan with the entire team to ensure that each man knew his role.
Then, accompanied by the sniper and machine gunner, he had
proceeded on to the village to conduct his Leader’s Recon. Once
that recon was complete, the two team members had been left on site
to "keep eyes on target" for approximately 24 hours.

Brac had returned to the ORP, where further
preparation and coordination had been carried out. The night
before, prior to the scheduled morning raid, Brac and three other
men had cautiously traversed, in total darkness, the remaining
half-mile to the village. They had linked up with the two gunners
already on-site and positioned themselves strategically around the
village.

By now the team had thoroughly rehearsed
every aspect of the operation. They had done a complete map recon,
and they had maintained a visual on the village for a full day and
night. Each warrior would be armed with an array of weapons—a
pistol, grenade launcher, rifle, the works. Every one of them would
be outfitted with smoke, fragmentation, and stun grenades, Claymore
mines, a CamelBak day pack, a combat vest, night vision optics, an
advanced communications system, and a GPS device. The sniper would
do his work with a Colt 5.56mm M4A1 assault rifle fitted with an
advanced laser hologram site. The machine gunner would rely on an
M249 Squad Automatic Weapon (SAW) to get his job done. And finally,
just because you never knew what might happen next, a Vang Comp
12-gauge Remington combat shotgun would be slung across one man’s
back.

Yes, Brac’s team was armed to the teeth. They
were trained, focused, and eager. Edgy as he felt, he still knew in
his gut that they were ready to roll.

The Tango finished his business, buttoned up
his pants, yawned, stretched, all the time staring with unseeing
eyes at Brac's hiding place. When he casually turned, sauntered
back to a nearby hooch, and disappeared inside, Brac exhaled in
relief and lowered his weapon. Twenty more minutes and all hell
would break loose. Brac began the countdown, keyed his boom mic,
and radioed back to the pilot, who was waiting in a secure location
nearby. “Crank it up and prepare for a hasty extraction,” he
ordered.

Twenty minutes later, it was time to rock and
roll. Brac again keyed the mic and all the team members plus the
pilot heard the keyword: "Let's party." The sniper was the first to
fire, taking out two sentries as they sat half-awake at their
posts. A dog barked. The village was just starting to awaken as
Brac and his cohort Angel began to move toward the targeted hooch
where the American was being kept hostage. Except for the sniper
and machine gunner who remained stationary in their posts, the rest
of the team crept into the village.

Now other Tangos—some Arab, some
African—appeared seemingly out of nowhere. They emerged from
doorways and from the windows of huts, from broken-down cement
block structures, and from dugouts throughout the village. Someone
shouted. Several Tangos got off wild shots, but the rat-tat-tat of
the SAW quickly rose above the din. Three Tangos dropped, riddled
through, paying with their lives for lax security.

Brac, Angel, and the rest of the team
systematically kept moving and taking down “targets of
opportunity.” The bad guys had been totally taken by surprise and
overwhelming firepower. Before long, the Tangos’ return fire was
practically nonexistent and Brac and Angel charged into the cement
structure that imprisoned Nate Gregory.

“Stay quiet!” Angel told the American hostage
in a hoarse whisper. “We're going to get you out of here. Can you
walk?'

Speechless with shock, Gregory sucked in a
deep breath and nodded in the affirmative. Brac and Angel grabbed
him by both arms and hurried him through the door while two team
members waited outside the door to provide cover. Brac keyed his
mic. “Boogedy, Boogedy!” he said. “Let's get the hell out of
here!”

The team charged back the way they had come,
each member tactically rolling back while providing cover to the
others. Brac’s men threw several smoke grenades into the village
and tossed out a few more along the escape route to further conceal
themselves during their exit. Several Claymores had also been
placed on the route when the team traveled to the village. Now the
last man in the group armed the trip wires as he passed by. The
Claymores had been set in a particularly deadly manner, on a tree
to detonate shoulder high, and also at ground level, set to blast
off additional mines a second or two later.

It was only a matter of time before
reinforcements rushed in to take up the pursuit. Time was of the
essence. Brac and his team were still a couple of hundred yards
from the RP when they first heard the whap-whap of their
helicopter. Their pace quickened and just as suddenly they heard
the first of the Claymores go off, followed by the screams of men
cut to pieces by hundreds of steel balls.

One team member quickly shot two smoke
grenades from his grenade launcher in the direction they had just
come from, and then immediately followed with a CS grenade. The
smoke would conceal the extraction. The CS would water a few eyes
and keep the Tangos occupied as they stumbled through the
booby-trapped killing field that Brac and his boys had left in
their wake.

Brac, Angel, Nate Gregory, and the rest of
the team burst into the RP just as the helo appeared over the trees
and came in low and fast. Even before it touched the ground, Brac
and Angel threw Nate unceremoniously onto the floor, clambered
aboard, and within seconds the rest of the team piled in. The pilot
wasted no time lifting off. He turned sharply and headed south,
smoothly heading back to a safe place.

With any luck, Brac smiled to himself,
satisfied with a job well done, there’ll be a nice cold
beer waiting for us.

 


* * *

 


The humid air in the cramped cell pressed
against Jumoke like a heavy hand. The mud walls seeped with
humidity; the prison smelled of garbage and human waste. The
temperature was more than 100 degrees. Sweat dripped from her
carelessly braided black hair to her temples, mingling with tears
that trickled down her dark cheeks. She held her infant daughter
tenderly, the child’s head pressed against her left breast. Jamoke
tried to focus her mind on the child, tried to will a surge of milk
into the baby’s mouth.

The baby fussed and tugged on the dry nipple.
“Abeo,” Jumoke whispered, “be patient. It will come.”

Jumoke was nineteen-years-old, and not much
more than a child herself. She knew that her fear was blocking the
flow of milk. To fight the fear away, for the moment, she chanted
the child’s name over and over. “Abeo, Abeo, Abeo…” she sang.

In their language, Abeo’s name meant “Happy
she was born,” and nothing could have been truer, even though the
child’s birth was destined to cost Jumoke her life.

In another setting, the graceful form of
black Madonna and child would have been beautiful. But in the dank
confines of the cell, flies buzzed around the two, drawn to their
sweaty faces. Eventually, to Jumoke’s relief, she felt the tingling
sensation of milk moving into her breasts. Within seconds, Abeo
calmed and began to make the gentle sounds of suckling. Jumoke
groaned aloud. She was trying not to think about yesterday’s
courtroom scene, but it refused to leave her mind.

She could still see the judge’s hard, angry
face as he spat out the words: “In the Name of Allah, Most
Gracious, Most Merciful. All praise and thanks are due to Allah,
and peace and blessings be upon His Messenger…”

She had been the only woman present, she and
her baby girl. Like today, her face had been drenched with sweat
and tears. The room had been unbearably hot, made even more
stifling by a crowd of Islamic law students, hostile to her case,
who filled every available seat in the room. Some stood against the
walls, and all of them had rumbled “Allahu Akhbar! Allahu Akhbar!”
as the sentence was declared. The judge’s voice, which was loud and
harsh by nature, had lashed into her body as he spoke:

“I bear witness that you, Jumoke Abubakar,
have sinned. You have offended Allah, the gracious, the merciful,
by committing adultery. You have disgraced your father, your
brothers, and your community. I admonish you that you must repent
to Allah for having a sexual relationship with a married man. Turn
to Allah and express your remorse to Him. Do not take this issue of
repentance lightly, and do not delay in seeking the forgiveness and
guidance of Allah.

“Now, in the presence of my brothers, who
have taken to heart the Word of Allah, spoken through his messenger
Mohammad—peace be unto him—I sentence you for your sin of adultery,
Jumoke Abubakar, to death by stoning.”

Jumoke had relived the courtroom scene a
thousand times in the last 24 hours and she knew very well how the
sentence would unfold. As soon as Abeo was weaned, the local
Islamic authorities would take the child away. Jumoke would be led
to a public square, where she would be buried in the earth, with
only her head and chest above the ground. Executioners would
assault her with stones. If she was lucky, she would be knocked
unconscious early in the process. But in her imagination, she could
already feel the blows of rock after rock, striking her head, her
nose, her chin. She caught her breath, trembled, and held the child
more tightly.

Jumoke was guilty—she had never denied that.
She had committed adultery with Abeo’s father, who was married to
another woman. The child’s father was a family friend, and Jumoke
had been in love with him all her life. He loved her too, but his
parents had arranged his marriage with a woman from a “better”
family. The two had tried not to see each other, but late one
evening they had unexpectedly run into each other. They had talked
excitedly, and wandered off to what they’d thought was a solitary
place. Before long, the temptation to make love had been too strong
for them.

A few months later, when Jumoke’s pregnancy
became evident, the wronged wife was informed about the illicit
liaison by a village gossip. The wife’s brother was a Muslim
jurist, and Shari’a law, which governed Abuja State where Jumoke
grew up, demanded the ultimate price for such behavior. She
wouldn’t be the first woman to die for her sexual impropriety, and
as long as Islamic radicals controlled the legal system, she
wouldn’t be the last.

But Jumoke wasn’t concerned about legalities.
She was a mother with a beautiful daughter—a child who looked so
much like her father, the man Jumoke still loved, that she was
doubly cherished. He would pay no price for their liaison; in most
cases the law punished only the guilty woman. And yes, she was
guilty. For years, she had been willing to die for love—nothing
else had mattered to her. But now, with this beautiful, amazing
child in her arms, Jumoke wanted to live more than she’d ever
wanted to live before.

She brushed the flies away from Abeo’s face
and wiped the sweat and tears from her own. She wanted to pray, but
she knew Allah would not hear her—she had offended Him. Another
wave of fear rippled through her. She clutched Abeo, cried out in
her misery, and wondered—again—what the first stone would feel like
when it struck her body.

 


* * *

 


Westbound on the Santa Monica Freeway,
traffic was crawling from Los Angeles toward Beverly Hills, and it
was unusually slow that April morning. An energetic spring storm
had blown through over the weekend, leaving behind a rain-washed
sky, broken by huge silvery clouds and an occasional squall. It
was, for all its inconvenience to rain-wary California commuters, a
spectacular morning, the kind of day that announces spring has
arrived.

Nonetheless, Karen Burke, acquisitions editor
for the fledging New Spirit Press, was in no mood for either rain
or rainbows. She had overslept, and as she checked her make-up in
the rearview mirror, she confirmed that her eyes were still swollen
with sleep. She wearily navigated the Robertson Blvd. off-ramp and
pulled into an underground parking structure beneath a high rise
bank building.

Karen caught a glimpse of herself in the
bank’s wall of glass as she waited for the elevator. She smoothed
her dark blue dress and readjusted the striped scrunchy that was
supposed to confine her wild-looking mane of reddish hair into a
business-like knot. It wasn’t working very well, but who would
care?

“Hi, happy Monday,” Karen mumbled to Stephie,
the middle-aged receptionist, who doubled and tripled as clerk,
intern, and gopher. Her formidable pink-clad bosom loomed
authoritatively over a desk-and-computer arrangement. Not exactly
what the head-hunters called “front office appearance,” but Stephie
got the job done, whatever it was.

“Hi yourself,” Stephie shot back. “Good
morning, New Spirit Press,” she continued, answering line one.

New Spirit Press was an imprint of Henry
Weiss Book Company, a venerable publishing house in New York. It
was a two-year-old experiment, trying to make a profitable foray
into the ever-expanding “Faith and Inspiration” book market. As
acquisitions editor, Karen Burke was responsible for locating ten
or twelve new titles a year, with the hope of expanding to twenty
if enough dollars were turned in the process. So far, since the
beginning, business had grown steadily. No great best sellers had
been launched—no new Prayer of Jabez had been discovered;
nothing quite like The Purpose-Driven Life had appeared over
the transom. Still, there was profit, and where there was profit,
there was a temporarily satisfied board of directors in New
York.

As for the “Faith and Inspiration” side of
things, Karen was a cradle Catholic who had on three or four
occasions in her life seriously thought that her prayers had been
answered. She wanted to believe there was a benevolent Force at
work in the world, and it was second nature for her to fit that
Force into the grid provided by the Nicene Creed.

On one hand, she often felt defensive when
non-believers assaulted the “holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church.”
She was, however, equally disturbed by religious types who went too
far with their assumptions about God and humanity, heaven and hell.
She found it difficult to cope with mortals who thought they could
understand all mysteries—it seemed a little too pat for her
spiritual digestive system. And did she believe the stories she
read in the books New Spirit Press published? She wanted to. At the
core, she really wanted to. But, at least for now, that was about
the best she could do.

She unlocked her office, flipped on the
lights, and opened the vertical shades to the cloud-strewn sky. She
sighed, wishing she could walk outside. For the first time that
year, it felt like spring. There would be no L.A. smog today. She
turned on her computer and while waiting for it to boot up, she
thumbed absently through a handful of pink message notes on her
desk.

Once the server was connected, Karen checked
her emails. Nothing from Sid, her erstwhile boyfriend, who, as
usual, was on the road with his band. It was no wonder he hadn’t
written. He was not only computer illiterate, but he was careless
about keeping in touch with her when he traveled. In fact, he had
only sent her about four emails in his entire life, but she always
liked to think there might be another one. Charming as Sid could
be, however, and musically gifted as he was, Karen had known for
weeks that her interest in him had flickered and was all but
extinguished. Too bad, but who needed a relationship anyway?

Pulling her thoughts back to the screen, only
one email caught her attention. It was from Frank Goldberg, the
Corporate Vice President for Acquisitions in New York: “Let me know
what you think of the proposal, Thanks, Frank,” it said.

“What proposal?” she answered aloud, shaking
her head. “Frank needs to go on a nice long vacation.”

“Say what?” A too-cheerful voice drifted in
from the next room.

“Just talking to myself,” Karen replied to
the invisible Jason Prescott, another jack-of-all-trades New Spirit
employee who did almost everything except write books himself. “I
just got a mysterious email from Frank in New York, that’s
all.”

“Oh, yeah, there’s a package for you from
him. Hold on, I’ll get it.”

Jason, a twenty-something black man from West
Los Angeles, breezed in and, with a flourish, dropped a large
envelope on Karen’s desk. “Enjoy,” he smiled. Oh God, how I hate
Mondays, Karen mused as she watched him saunter away like a
waiter who had just served up the chef’s special.

Something about that email from New York felt
like trouble.

Karen ripped the package open and pulled out
the contents. It was a neatly printed, sixty page-book proposal,
with a hand-written note from Frank Goldberg, V.P., attached. “Find
out if this story is legitimate. If so, I think it has legs. Do a
site visit if necessary. It’s not us because of the religious
material, but it may be a big find for you. Check it out. Thanks.
Frank.”

Quickly scanning the synopsis and sample
chapters, Karen felt a faint ripple of alarm. The non-fiction,
news-related story took place in Ogbu, some remote, god-forsaken
village in northern Nigeria.

Did he say site visit? In
Nigeria? Dear God!

The book proposal was written by an American,
Nate Gregory, who had recently been rescued from captivity after
being held as a hostage in West Africa. Karen had seen the news
reports, and vaguely remembered that Nate had given credit for his
rescue to God and some Southern California televangelist. He had
also claimed that the U. S. government had completely failed to
acknowledge his plight or to assist him in any way during his year
and a half of imprisonment.

Noting that the would-be author had been
working as a short-term missionary at the time of his abduction,
Karen was pleasantly surprised to also note that he had some talent
as a writer, and seemed to be well-read, judging from his carefully
chosen quotes from other books. She was troubled, however, with his
description of his Muslim captors, his somewhat, in her view,
colonialist attitude toward the Christian community in Africa, and
his eloquent but relentless verbal assault on something called
“Shari’a law,” the Islamic religious system under which he was held
captive. Even a quick scan of Nate Gregory’s proposal revealed what
seemed to her like outrageous and incredible claims of
court-ordered amputations, absurd violations of women’s rights, and
the burning alive of Christians in their churches.

Great. A religious fanatic finding fault
with other religious fanatics. Karen shook her head sadly. What
on earth was Goldberg, a notoriously left-of-center New Yorker,
thinking?

Staring out the window behind her desk, she
debated for a few minutes about trying to contact Frank. She
glanced at the clock and calculated: 8:15, so it’s 11:15 on the
East Coast. She put her hand on the phone, hesitated, and then
remembered the email. It would be easier to broach the subject that
way.

“This seems rather extreme,” she typed.
“Surely situations like this would be front page news in the Los
Angeles Times.”

After clicking “Send” she shoved Nate
Gregory’s proposal aside and started going through her messages.
They were boring, but certainly not as disturbing as the Nigeria
material. Surely Goldberg wasn’t serious. Within minutes, the email
chime drew her eyes back to her computer screen. A rather cryptic
response appeared. “KB, Human rights stories don’t sell newspapers.
Find out what’s going on. The book could be huge. FG.”

Karen stood up, still staring at the screen,
and headed for the office coffee pot. After filling a large I Love
LA mug, she headed back to her desk and tried to formulate a
strategy. Her first thought was to call all the people she knew who
were involved in international affairs, but she was uncomfortable
with the story and wasn’t ready to talk about it. Much of it was
too outrageous to be true.

Instead, she logged on to Google and started
checking links with words like “Shari’a” and “Nigeria.” There were
more than enough postings over the past two years to make her
wonder—again—why she had never heard about the threat of so-called
militant Islam in West Africa. Of course she knew about ongoing
terrorist threats to the United States and various European cities.
That hadn’t changed since September 11, 2001. And she’d heard
occasional rumbles from Sudan and its endless civil war, and from
minor blow-ups in Indonesia. But she really hadn’t made much of a
connection between Islamists and the rest of the world. Now she was
a little disconcerted by the number of references to Nigeria,
especially on human rights websites. Typical of the reports was one
from Humanity.com,

“Islamic militants burnt down four churches
and a hotel in the northern Nigerian town of Dutse after a
magistrate denied bail to a Muslim youth charged with setting
another church on fire, police said on Thursday. Police in the
predominantly Muslim state of Jigawa said irate youths went on the
rampage late on Wednesday in the provincial capital, southeast of
Kano—Nigeria’s second largest city where hundreds have died in
religious clashes in the past three years.”

One horror story led to another, and after an
hour or so Karen was feeling a little shaken. By now her phone was
ringing with Monday morning urgency. She intercommed Stephie. “No
calls, please,” she snapped, and hung up abruptly before Stephie
could question her.

So maybe Frank Goldberg isn’t completely
duped after all, she thought, vaguely aware that a rain shower
was pounding almost horizontally against her window. I should
know by now that the media usually overlooks Africa. Still this
seems pretty important. Did I miss it because I wasn’t
interested?

In actual fact, she really wasn’t very
interested now, except for the fact that the Nigeria story was
quickly turning into an assignment, and that meant she not only
needed to be interested, she needed to become an expert as quickly
as possible.

Karen sighed and looked out the window again,
and for some random reason wondered why things hadn’t worked out
with her and Sid. Her friends, of course, thought that the two of
them were completely mismatched—and claimed that she was “superior”
to him in intellect and drive. But Sid was talented, and she was so
proud of him. Why couldn’t he have at least kept in touch while he
traveled? There were so many things she’d like to talk about with
him. For example, what would Sid say about the strange story in
Nigeria?

She shook her head. She could already hear
him: “Oh God, Karen,” he would scowl, “you should know by now that
money, sex, and hate make the world go round. Africans have more
than their share of sex and hate, and they’ll do anything for
money. You know how they are…”

Sid wasn’t exactly a racist, but the phrase
“small minded” might fit his profile. He certainly was
disinterested in international intrigues, and was proud to say that
he had never subscribed to a daily newspaper or watched CNN. He
liked to think that he kept his creativity unfettered by living in
a simple world made up of his musician friends, the crowds that
showed up for his performances, and, if it was convenient,
Karen.

“What a colossal waste of time he’s been,”
Karen muttered bitterly, picking up Nate Gregory’s book proposal to
see if his contact information was on the title page. Of course it
was—he was Mr. Perfect. She hadn’t seen a single typo on the pages
she’d read. Faintly disgusted with him for being anal, she also
noted that he lived only a couple of hours south of Los Angeles, in
Carlsbad.

She was about to call Nate and interview him
by phone when the idea occurred to her that perhaps she should
arrange a face-to-face conversation with him. It might be a nice
change of pace to drive down the coast and meet him somewhere. She
could get an idea about his personality, and maybe a better sense
about his believability. She opened her date book, assured herself
that she had nothing scheduled Wednesday or Thursday, and picked up
the phone to call. She punched in his phone number, and after a
brief but pleasant conversation, was scheduled to meet with Nate
Gregory, aspiring author, in two day’s time.

Minutes later, she was printing a map from
Yahoo and was about to start a list of questions about the
proposal. It might be a good idea, she reminded herself,
for you to finish reading it before you make a fool of yourself
with the author. With that, she went to the kitchen to refill
her coffee cup, settled into her chair with a stack of Post-Its, a
pen, and the proposal, and started through it, line by line. With
any luck, she’d find enough holes in the story to sabotage the
whole project. She’d get to the bottom of it. Because anything,
even temporarily pissing off Frank Goldberg, would be better than
making a site visit to, of all places on the planet, Nigeria.

As it turned out, Nate’s story was a
page-turner. The biggest question mark surrounded his rescue, which
he claimed had been masterminded by a San Diego Evangelical pastor.
How could such a strategic, perfectly choreographed rescue that
seemed to have involved American personnel and a helicopter, be the
handiwork of some unknown California preacher? Karen could not
comprehend how such a mission could have unfolded. Precise, and not
done on the cheap, if it had happened the way he said it did, it
was no amateur performance.

Besides, she still thought Nate Gregory had
to be exaggerating about the rigorous Islamic law enforcement in
Northern Nigeria. She tried to think of a way to tell Goldberg
about her skepticism, but knew exactly what he would say: “I told
you to find out what happened. That’s your job.”

In the couple of days preceding her visit to
Nate, Karen researched Ken Wilson, his San Diego pastor. His
on-line photograph revealed a pony-tailed, portly middle-aged
yuppie. Transcripts of his sermons were posted, but as she looked
over one of them, to her theologically untrained eye, he seemed to
be parsing some obscure Old Testament Scripture while trying to
spin it into a motivational speech. Naturally a touch of morality
was thrown in on the side, and the whole thing seemed to go on
forever. She shook her head. Although she was anything but a devout
Catholic, a fifteen-minute homily by an anonymous local priest
seemed far more palatable to her.

“Pastor Ken”—as the website called him—was
the senior pastor at an independent evangelical church called
Bethany Temple, with a congregation of around 3,000. Judging by
posted information, the church seemed to be deeply involved in
community work, and also had a message board on international
persecution of Christians. As Karen scanned a few threads, she once
again found herself reading about events that seemed completely
removed from any news stories she had ever seen. How could there be
multiple atrocities in places like Burma, Indonesia, Sudan and,
yes, Nigeria, with virtually no press coverage? In any case,
whatever his game was, Pastor Ken seemed to have his San Diego
congregation more than involved in matters beyond their own local
sphere.

Two days later, she steered her Rabbit
convertible south on Interstate 5, past the last Orange County
off-ramp, and through the rolling hills of Camp Pendleton Marine
Corps Base. Two Sea Stallion helicopters hovered over a small bay
where complex military maneuvers were being enacted, including
amphibious landings. A U.S. Navy ship was anchored a short distance
away, and Marines were being transported ashore in what appeared to
be inflatable Zodiac boats.

Karen’s mind flashed back to her father who
had served in the Marine Corps during the Vietnam War. He had died
the year before. A victim of quickly-moving cancer, he had been a
great hero in the eyes of his family and friends. Patrick Burke had
been a quiet, intensely private man, and although his many medals
and ribbons were still on display in the Burke home, he had rarely
discussed his war-time experiences with anyone.

Karen knew her dad had seen hard combat, and
at times she had wondered exactly what he’d been through and why he
was unwilling to discuss it. He had kept in touch with a handful of
veterans, most of whom had settled in the Washington D.C. area and
were still involved with the U.S. government. Pat Burke had
finished his education after the war and had found a career as a
professor of history at California State University.

Karen impulsively picked up her cell phone
and pushed the autodial to reach her mother. “Hey, Mom. Yeah it’s
me,” she began. “I’m driving through Camp Pendleton, and they are
doing some maneuvers with helicopters and it made me think about
Dad…”

“Oh God, Karen. It’s always like he’s in
the next room, isn’t it?”

There was silence on the line. Karen’s eyes
blurred. “I know, Mom. Just wanted to say hi.”

“I’m glad you called, honey. But why are
you driving through Camp Pendleton? I thought you were at work
today.”

“This is work, Mom. I have to talk to a guy
who wrote a book proposal. He was a hostage in Nigeria, and he got
rescued. I have to find out if it’s a real deal.”

“What’s his name?”

“It’s Nate Gregory. Why?”

“Because I think our women’s group was
praying for him when he was still a hostage. Wasn’t he doing some
kind of missions work?”

“Yeah, he was. Your . . . what group? You
mean at St. Vincent’s?”

“No, I’ve been going to a, well, it’s kind
of a local women’s prayer group. Kind of a…Bible study
group.”

“Are you kidding? You’ve always hated that
kind of stuff. Why on earth…?”

“Karen, when your dad died I started
thinking a lot about, well, you know, other things. Spiritual life.
That’s all. It’s not a big deal. Actually, this group prayed for
our family while he was sick, and I really appreciated it.”

Karen’s eyes blurred again. Patrick Burke’s
death had been a devastating blow to them both. But a women’s
prayer group? Time to change the subject. “Mom, I’ll tell you more
about it after I meet with this guy. I’m glad you’ve heard of him
at least. I should get off the phone now. Love you…”

Karen turned onto a freeway off-ramp and
headed for King’s Fish House, where she and Nate had agreed to
meet. Mom is still grieving, she thought as she drove down
Paseo del Norte, searching for the restaurant among what seemed
like a thousand car dealerships. But a women’s prayer
group?

She shook off her concerns along with the
sadness she always felt when thinking about her dad. Instead, she
summoned her mind to focus on the meeting at hand. She grabbed her
handbag and the leather tote she used for business and hurried
toward the door. A man about her age stepped forward. “Karen
Burke?” he asked.

“That’s me.” She smiled. Nate Gregory was
considerably taller than her five-foot-five height, and somewhat
better looking than the news photo he had included with his book
proposal. He had close-cropped brown hair, greenish eyes, and a
self-composed style that put her immediately at ease.

They settled into a booth and for some reason
Karen was tempted to have a glass of wine. She decided, however,
that it was a little unprofessional, not to mention the fact that
she might fall asleep driving home. They both settled for iced tea.
“So how long have you been back in California?” Karen began.

“I’ve been home about six months,” he
explained. “I started writing about two weeks after I got here—I
really wanted to tell my story so people would know more about how
precarious the situation in Nigeria is.”

“You mean politically precarious.”

“I mean precarious in every way,” he
answered. “I assume you’ve read the proposal. I hope I made the
situation clear.”

“Yes, you did. Look, I don’t know much about
Africa or Islam,” Karen said. “I’ve got a lot to learn. To be
honest, this book was sent to me by our New York office. Frank
Goldberg, our VP back there really thinks it has promise, but
wanted to direct it toward our Faith and Inspiration imprint. I’m
the acquisitions editor at New Spirit Press, as I told you on the
phone, and I want to talk to you a little more about the
circumstances surrounding your experiences in Nigeria.”

“Of course. What would you like to know?”

Karen Burke was a confident and professional
woman, who had interviewed many a prospective author. She also took
some pride in her awareness of current issues—she cared about
international tensions in the Middle East, confident in her
balanced view of that irksome situation. She had worked as an
editor on a book about the homeless, and had puzzled ever since
about the legal implications of allowing mentally ill people to
wander around the streets on their own. She was sensitive to those
who pleaded for peace on earth, but because of her father, she had
a strong sense that there were times when peace had to be achieved
through military conflict—not always a politically correct view,
but, she thought, a sensible one. She felt like a reasonable,
well-informed person.

But Karen was puzzled about Nigeria. She
couldn’t equate the horror stories she’d seen in Nate’s manuscript,
and in some on-line reports, with the silence in the media. She
couldn’t believe that a great religion like Islam—wasn’t it revered
as a peace-loving “religion of the book?”—would be violent enough
to mutilate burglars, behead blasphemers, or stone adulterers. Was
this man crazy? Was he ignorant? Was he part of some weird
anti-Muslim movement? Or was he an eye-witness to something
unconscionable?

“I hate to admit this,” Karen began, her eyes
fixed on Nate’s face, “but I am kind of in the dark about your
situation. My mom told me today that her women’s group—God
I can’t believe I’m saying this!—was praying for you during
your captivity. But I didn’t really know about what happened to you
until I got the manuscript, and I still am kind of baffled by the
political situation in Nigeria…or is it a religious situation?”

Nate laughed involuntarily. “Sorry,” he said.
“I’m not laughing at you. I knew next to nothing about the
situation when I went over there a year and a half ago. I was
between jobs, and to be honest, I was just trying to do something
worthwhile for six months. Boy, did I get an education!”

Karen’s questions tumbled out over each other
in no particular order. “But what about all the things you wrote?
The stuff about whatever it’s called…Shari’a law? Do you really
believe all that? And how could some preacher in San Diego be the
brains behind a military rescue? How would he know what to do? More
to the point, how would he pay for it?”

Nate shook his head and smiled. “Good
questions, Karen. Seriously. Let’s just put it this way, if I’d
been in your shoes a year and a half ago, I wouldn’t have been
nearly as tactful as you are. I would have said, ‘Okay, Nate, let’s
be honest. Are you crazy?’”

After a huge gulp of iced tea, which she
wished more than ever had been a huge gulp of wine, Karen stared at
Nate. “But seriously…”

“Karen,” he replied, “I couldn’t be more
serious. Nigeria is a terrible, complicated situation. And if I can
make sense of it in this book, I will. I sure hope, if your guys do
decide to publish it, that they’ll give me some help with editing.
I have no idea how to do this right. But I know…I mean I
know…that the book has to be written. And if you don’t publish
it, I can promise you, somebody else will. It’s a story that has to
be told. And the sooner, the better.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because the longer it takes, the more people
will suffer and struggle and eventually die horrible, gruesome
deaths.”

The two talked for more than two hours. The
bottom line was that Nate was actively involved in the defense of a
young woman named Jamoke who had been sentenced to death by
stoning. “I became aware of the story a few weeks ago,” he
explained. “I know people who know her, and because of my
experiences, I’m in touch with a lot of activists who are trying to
help her. There’s a lot going on, and I’m not even sure about all
the details.”

Karen nodded. “That’s good, although it’s
still hard for me to believe something like that could happen in
today’s world.”

Nate’s face tightened slightly. “What makes
you think that ‘today’s world’ is a humane or safe place? Do you
have any idea how many people died horrible deaths at the hand of
others in the twentieth century? And let’s face it, the
twenty-first century isn’t looking much better.”

He wasn’t exactly angry, but Karen could see
that she’d hit a nerve. Well, he’d been through a lot, so it was
understandable. “Sorry, I just meant…”

“I know, I know. I used to think the same
thing. Look, why don’t you find out if your boss will send you over
to Nigeria so you can see for yourself.”

Oh God, here we go. “I think he
actually wants me to do something like that,” she answered
honestly. “He’s calling it a ‘site visit.’ But it would be pretty
hard to figure out where to go and who to see.”

“Well, as a matter of fact, I’m going back
over there myself in a few weeks. I know exactly where you should
go, and could introduce you to people who know a lot more than I
do. Why don’t you meet me in Nigeria, and I’ll take you into the
North with me? It means flying into Lagos, connecting in Abuja, and
driving a couple of hours into the bush. You’ll find out everything
you need to know and more.”

Karen’s heart sank. The words Worst Case
Scenario were flashing on and off in her mind like a neon sign.
“Would it be safe?” she asked lamely, then caught herself. “Well, I
know it’s not exactly safe, but, you know?”

Nate shook his head again. “No, Nigeria isn’t
at all safe, and you need to know that up front. But we would have
people along to keep an eye on us. And if you’re interested in
international affairs, it certainly will be interesting.”

 


* * *

 


As first light began to break across the
Alabama woodlands, a shadow moved slowly and silently through the
trees until it reached one particular spot and eased into position.
The shadowy figure might have looked like a random shrub but for
the two eyes that peered out near the top, searching the clearing
beyond the tree line. As dawn brightened, a doe and two yearlings
broke out into the open, their ears erect, sniffing the air. The
hunter surveyed the scene, motionless, waiting.

Several more deer appeared—a young spiked
buck and two more does. One of the deer lifted its nose and tested
the air. Detecting no human scent, it lowered its head and
continued to eat. Just then, a huge nine-point buck appeared at the
edge of the woods. The does and young bucks had assured him it was
safe to enter the field, and he did not sense what awaited him. The
shadowy “bush” tensed a little at the sight of the buck, cautiously
easing the safety off his weapon and waiting for a close shot.

The huge buck moved within 15 yards of the
hunter. The weapon was lifted to a firing position. Again the buck
stiffened, ears alert, sniffing the air. The man in the suit had
sprayed himself down with a Hawg's scent killer and strategically
planted a vial of buck urine in the hunting area; no human odor
could be detected in the still morning air.

The hunter gradually squeezed the trigger and
suddenly the morning stillness was broken by a muffled pop. At the
sound, the buck tensed and jumped straight up. It was too late. A
big red splotch appeared just behind the left shoulder. The buck
bolted to the right and ran into the woods, leaving behind a trail
of red. The hunter remained fixed in his place, waiting motionless
for a few minutes until he was certain the large buck was gone.
Finally, still clad in his ghillie suit, the man stalked across the
distance between himself and where the buck had been shot. He
reached down and touched a small red stain on the ground and then
lowered himself to one knee. The hunter was satisfied that he had
just made a perfect kill...with a paintball gun. The big buck would
live to be hunted another day during the regular Alabama deer
hunting season. The paintball "kill" would be repeated, but with a
more lethal conclusion.

Still edgy and alert, the hunter felt the
imperceptible presence of something else. He didn’t move, but he
knew. He could feel it on the back of his neck. Gradually, he
turned his head. The man and a large male coyote locked eyes. For a
long moment they stared, transfixed, as each one recognized the
other for what he was: a predator.

Two hours later, after cleaning up his
paintball gun and placing his ghillie suit in a Scentlok bag, Joe
Brac settled down in front of the massive stone fireplace in the
lodge’s great room, enjoying the scene outside. Leaded windows
opened onto 5,000 acres of pristine forest. David Levine’s hunting
and fishing camp—nicknamed “The L Farm”—was a welcome haven to Brac
and his team, who had an open invitation to take advantage of its
isolation; not only to hunt but to plan the paramilitary missions
that Levine financed and launched from time to time.

To prepare for just such a mission, Joe and
the others had just returned from a site survey in northern
Nigeria. Later that day, they would gather in a large meeting room
and review the information they had gathered. For the next week,
they would make painstaking preparations for their next mission.
But for now, Joe checked his watch a little impatiently. Just as he
glanced at the door for the third time, Kate Slagle appeared—tall,
brown-eyed, and as graceful as ever. Kate was a busy lawyer who
worked out of Atlanta. Somehow, however, she always seemed to find
time to see Joe when he returned to the States. His face brightened
at the sight of her. He jumped up and gave her a big hug.

“You made it!” he grinned.

“Of course I made it! I couldn’t wait to see
you. I’m so happy you’re back—and you’re here to stay for awhile!
Aren’t you?”

He chuckled, “Well, you never know about me,
do you?”

She looked at him suspiciously. “Are you
teasing me or trying to tell me something?”

He kissed her softly. “We’re here right now,
and that’s what’s important, right?”

“Right,” she nodded, smiling into his
eyes.

While she sank into the big leather couch,
Joe poured her a glass of chardonnay and popped the cap off a
Heineken for himself. He marveled at the way it always seemed as if
they’d never been apart. Kate intuitively knew what to ask about
and what subjects to leave alone. She genuinely cared about Joe’s
well-being.

As for Joe, he might be a predator on the
battleground and in the woods, but he was no such thing at home. He
knew all about the quick flings, the cute tricks in foreign lands,
and he longed for something far more substantial. In recent months,
he thought maybe he’d found what he was looking for in Kate. She
was beautiful, and in wit and wisdom he seemed to have met his
match. Laughter came easily to them, as did lovemaking. They were
good friends, Joe thought, but so much more. In the six years since
his second divorce, Kate was the one woman who had managed to stay
on his mind, even though he couldn’t always keep in touch with her
the way she wanted him to.

Kate had been divorced for several years,
too, and she was more than ready to remarry. Joe wasn’t at all sure
he wanted to go through all that again—his divorces had been
painful, prolonged, and costly. He had tried to say so before, but
to no avail. Right now, however, the warm glow of their reunion
wasn’t about to be dampened by talk of an uncertain future.
Instead, after catching up for awhile, the two of them responded to
an unspoken cue and walked hand in hand to the suite of rooms Joe
claimed as his own during his private visits to the lodge.

Behind closed doors, their passion was
breathtaking. The frequent separations, if anything, only sharpened
their craving for one another. And everything that happened between
them that spring afternoon was wonderful. There was no
disappointment, no game-playing, no bad timing, and nothing to
worry about.

At least not yet, Joe couldn’t help but think
afterwards, as he felt Kate’s naked warmth pressing against him in
relaxed satisfaction. He blocked from his mind how soon he would be
leaving, where he would be going, and what he would have to do
before they were together again.

Focus on the moment, he reminded himself, and
let the rest go.




Chapter
Two


 


Alexis Schofield sat with her face in her hands,
staring at a poster on the wall of her Washington DC cubicle. Her
tiny workspace was cluttered, floor to ceiling, with manila
folders, piles of papers, torn-out newspaper stories, and yellow
legal pad sheets scribbled over with nearly-indecipherable notes.
The walls were covered with poster-size photographs of
Africans—most of them graphic and disturbing. Alexis’ eyes were
fixed on a close-up—a woman’s bleeding and swollen back, evidence
of a severe lashing. On another poster, a man held out to the
camera the stump of his right arm, the hand removed at the wrist;
the wound was unbandaged and clearly unhealed. On yet another
poster, the head of a man, his eyes still open in horror, lay next
to his beheaded body.

It was nearly 10 at night and Alexis had been
working since 8:30 AM, tirelessly emailing and faxing press
releases, and calling contacts. Her day’s focus had been on the
impending execution of a young Nigerian woman, Jumoke Abubakar, who
had been found guilty of adultery and sentenced by an Islamic
Shari’a judge to die by stoning as soon as her infant daughter was
weaned. Alexis, who worked for Humanity.com, a human rights group,
was trying to publicize Jumoke’s story. She and her boss, Emil
Carlyle, were hoping to put together a group of activists that
would, depending on funding, travel to Nigeria to protest the
sentencing and seek Jumoke’s release.
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