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In 2020, global sales of art and antiquities reached more than $50 billion, and experts estimate illegal trafficking of cultural property may separately total up to $10 billion every year—a figure that Interpol says has risen over the past decade. 

— Inside the multimillion-dollar illegal trade in artefacts from the Middle East (thenationalnews.com) 
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More than 2,500 Indians have been chased, tortured and killed in such hunts between 2000 and 2016, according to India’s National Crime Records Bureau.

— Witch Hunts Today: Abuse of Women, Superstition and Murder Collide in India | Pulitzer Center ​

The thing about a hero is even when it doesn't look like there's a light at the end of the tunnel, he's going to keep digging, he's going to keep trying to do right and make up for what's gone before, just because that's who he is. 

— Joss Whedon

––––––––
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[I do this] because there is nobody else to do it right now.

— John McClane, Die Hard 4.0

​

Cast of Characters

Izak Kaurben:  the Indian 

Ebba Nilsson:  Swedish war photographer

Joakim Nilsson:  investigative journalist, Ebba’s twin brother
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Ivan Drago:  Croatian mercenary turned businessman

Dabria and Marko:  Ivan’s enforcers

Nikita Solane:  Indian social activist

Dr Darryl Ribeiro:  historian, Archaeological Society of India

Tyson:  Ribeiro’s German Shepherd dog

Zsofia Zoric:  Croatian Indologist, University of Dubrovnik

Josip Goran:  Chief Inspector, General Police Directorate, Croatia

Franjo Novak:  Inspector, Dubrovnik police
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Arif Hussein:  Syrian antiquities broker
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Ivan Dragoman:  Ragusan dragomanni and merchant

Capitán Francisco Fabiao:  commander of Portuguese man-o-war, São João

Renato Fabiao:  descendent of Capitán Francisco Fabiao
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Howloon & Manira:  Honk Kong junk boatman and his partner
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Old Goa, India

Hunched over the handlebars of her Enfield Classic 500, Nikita Solane pursed her lips and prayed she wasn’t too late to prevent a murder. 

She rushed the motorcycle hard over a trail in rural Goa, India. The pulse of its 499cc air-cooled engine reverberated in the dense foliage, scaring away any wildlife that had not already fled from the thrust of urbanisation. A kilometre back, she’d passed heavy road-building machinery and hordes of labourers prepping for the next phase of an elevated roadway. 

Civilisation was near, but a barbaric event was underway in the village ahead. 

She raced into the village and zipped past deserted huts. She heard the mob chanting from the village centre.

Nikita gunned the throttle. The revving engine drew the mob’s attention. She flashed her headlight, warning that she did not intend to stop. Villagers dived out of the way. She burst into the centre of the mob and leapt off, allowing the heavy motorcycle to skid away, scything villagers aside.

“Back off! Back off!” 

As the mob paused, Nikita had scant seconds to behold the woman and boy huddled behind her. 

The gruesome sight made her blood boil. 

The mother’s clothing was in shreds; she had been clubbed mercilessly. Yet her thoughts were on her son, who nursed a swollen forearm. In the unexpected interruption, the mother called to her son, asking—agonising as it was with her injuries—if he was okay.

The culprits, a band of five men, each brandishing an iron or wooden staff, were the first to recover. Their leader demanded, “Who are you?”

Nikita had given up a high-paying job as a criminal lawyer in Mumbai to devote herself to fighting crimes against rural Indian women. Thirty minutes ago, her campaign against superstition and illiteracy resulted in a phone call alerting her to a witch trial. The call was brief and the complainant feared for her own life. Nikita had called the police as she sped to the scene.

Clad in a leather jacket, faded jeans, and riding boots, with a tomboyish face framed by short hair, and a tough physique inherited from generations of farmers, Nikita made for a formidable appearance. With a flick of her wrist, a baton appeared in her hand. The rod was a new accessory for emergencies... like this one. She growled, “Get the fuck back!”

The sight of the infuriated intruder made the bullies hesitate.

But the mob was restless. It had assembled to witness a lynching and would not leave without a spectacle. Nikita knew the few instigators in the mob were led by the guy challenging her. If she dealt with him...

The chief instigator pointed with his staff at his victims. “She is daayan!” Witch. 

Nikita ground her feet firmly and clenched the baton. “The police are right behind me!” 

The man made a mockery of looking for reinforcements. “Where?” He stepped forth. “Go away!”

“No!”

He considered his subsequent actions. The eyes of his acolytes were upon him. Nikita could read his mind. One woman... alone... I have done this before and gotten away with it... 

The man telegraphed his intent: “She is protecting the witch and her spawn! She is an emissary of the witch!” 

He charged.

The baton swished. Nikita sidestepped and felt it strike flesh. To shocked silence, the bully was on his face, in the mud. He regarded Nikita, rage mixed with shame. 

Keep him down. But wait for it... 

He regained his feet and swung at her. She dodged, raising the baton to ward off the strike, and heard him emit a cowardly bellow as he clutched his injured forearm. 

“Enough!” she cried. She did a 360-degree scowl at the audience, holding the baton out. They stepped back from its deadly arc. “Enough!”

Thankfully, she heard the oncoming police sirens.

​
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Brilliant sunlight stabbed Joakim Nilsson’s eyes. He raised his forearm against the glare. When his vision recovered, he was surprised by the familiar sight of the old city, kissed by the waves of the Adriatic.

I am still in Dubrovnik.

Nilsson lowered his forearm; a scene resolved itself—the figure of a broad-shouldered man in a tailored grey suit. A mop of wavy, silver hair adorned his head, and a thick goatee hung from his chin. His cheeks were ruddy, the brow strong. He sat at a little table, one knee crossed over the other, back ramrod stiff. A breakfast table, Nilsson realised. Two cups set out, milk, creamer, sugar, croissants, and a bowl of scrambled eggs. 

A table for two, and I am the guest.

Nilsson’s memory was returning. He recalled the ambush: a car coasting alongside him, a man stepping out... 

He had awoken disoriented in a bunk in a locked room. His persistent knocking and cries for attention had yielded a response. His abductor, dressed in jeans and a black T-shirt, led him through a narrow passageway. Until then, Nilsson had no inkling that he was on a boat. With stabilising technology, the bobbing in the Adriatic was imperceptible. Out into the open. A beautiful day. 

If not for my predicament.

There was another presence on the deck: a tall, brown-skinned woman. Her braided hair was the colour of chalk and fell about her shoulders. Her body was artfully scarred, her eyes wide-spaced, big lips. She wore a loose-fitting silk blouse, open to the midriff, revealing deep cleavage. Flared silk trousers snugly encompassed her figure. Oddly, she was barefoot. But the wicked axe in her hip holster held his attention the longest. If his imagination wasn’t running amok, that was dried blood encrusted on its blade.

“Coffee, Mr Nilsson?” Grey Suit inquired. The tone was refined, polite but firm. This was a man accustomed to  obedience. Grey Suit poured out his cup and cocked an eyebrow at Nilsson. With nothing else to do, Nilsson took a chair opposite his host. The black beverage filled his cup. 

Grey Suit sipped. “Help yourself, please.” He added milk and sifted sugar into his coffee.

“You’re Ivan Drago,” Nilsson said.

“Colonel Ivan Drago.” 

The voice quivered with righteous indignation. That the Yugoslav wars were long over, and he no longer served, mattered not at all. Drago lived in the past and expected the respect he enjoyed then. Darkly, it meant Drago believed he could get away with atrocities that might be questionable even in wartime.

“You have been inquiring into my business, Mr Nilsson. I thought we should meet.” He forked egg into his mouth.

“Yes, I got the engraved invitation,” Nilsson said sardonically.

“I detest nosy parkers, Mr Nilsson, especially one with your reputation.” Drago’s cold black eyes bored into Nilsson’s. “What are you hoping to find?”

“Since I didn’t get far in my investigation before your associate picked me up, why don’t you tell me? After all, I planned to come to you and hear your side of the story. Eventually.” He patted his pockets in a mock gesture. “Oh, I must have left my recorder at the hotel. I will have to rely on my memory.” 

Nilsson sipped coffee to steel his nerves. 

Drago smiled thinly. “I am an honest man, a soldier, a patriot, who has spilt blood for my country.”

More Serb blood than your own, Nilsson thought.

“I want to make Croatia free of mines. And who better to lead the endeavour than one who fought in those same minefields?” He sat back, gauging Nilsson’s reaction.

“Is that it?” 

“There is nothing more for me to say.”

I had you at ‘honest man’. 

Nilsson had heard that so often, expressed in variety. Yet each time, the dishonesty of the statement could not be more apparent. He regarded the woman with the axe and the man who had abducted him. Nilsson had never sought a physical fight, always choosing discretion as the better part of valour. He preferred to engage his opponents with cunning and persistence. On the other hand, his twin sister, Ebba, had always preferred confrontation, even if it was not her fight. 

No wonder: he had taken up investigative journalism; she had become a war photographer.

Joakim wondered how Ebba would react in his place. Obviously, Drago meant to intimidate him. How far would the man go? He was distracted from his anxiety by a rumbling in his stomach. They had abducted him the previous night; whatever drug they had administered him had worked up a terrific appetite.  Drago slid the scrambled eggs to him. Nilsson longed for breakfast. But if they punished him for his curiosity, he somehow cared that his breakfast would end on the yacht’s deck. 

So, summoning his courage, he said, “Is this the part where you try to win me over with a hearty breakfast before beating me up?”

Drago’s response was frightening. “No, Mr Nilsson, this is the part where I attempt to discover your source while fattening you for the sharks.” His eyes flicked meaningfully to the sea. 

Nilsson’s mouth went dry. This was worse than he expected. Drago did not mean for him to leave the meeting alive. A water spray caught Nilsson’s eye, a RIB boat frolicking around the islands dotting the coastline. 

“I will not reveal my source,” he stated with bravado.

“Then I must resort to other methods of persuasion.” Drago withdrew a shiny Colt Magnum from his jacket. The former colonel set it on the table. The metal clunked solidly upon contact. The muzzle pointed at Nilsson’s chest. It looked like a canon. At close range, the round would open a hole large enough to drive a car through his torso. 

A heaving rattling sound on the deck made Nilsson snap his head about. His eyes widened at the sight of a barnacle-encrusted concrete block affixed to a length of rusted chain. A pair of Drago’s staff had deposited the deadweight on the deck. 

The meeting was staged. Drago was infamous for his theatrics. He said, “You reveal your source easily, and you get a quick death, courtesy of a bullet in the head. You take your time, and you drown. We both know which is better.”

Nilsson wet his lips. “And we both know my answer.” I am not giving up my source.

“We’ll see about that.” Drago nodded and said, “Not too much in the head, Marko. It makes them incoherent.”

The next thing Nilsson knew was a vice-like grip on his shoulder. The pain flared rapidly, forcing him to stand and attempt to turn to ease the grip—a mistake. The brutal blow to his kidney dropped Nilsson to the deck. His eyes bulged; his stomach clenched. Red drops materialised on the deck. He realised he was drooling blood. 

My blood.

In movies, there’s always a trick to cheat a beating, dive over the boat’s side, and strike for shore. But, the first blow alone had robbed Nilsson of the will to defend himself. Spots danced before his eyes; he wanted to pass out. The kick delivered to his ribs flipped him onto his back. Sun in his face, Nilsson was certain that he would die.

He thought of Ebba again. They shared the inexplicable telepathy that twins experience. He knew that wherever she was, she would sense his distress.

Drago’s goon, Marko, loomed over him. His shoe stomped on Nilsson’s knee, shattering the joint. Nilsson sent a telepathic plea to his sister through the haze of agony and over the cry emanating from his mouth.

Please don’t come for me.

Then he focused on the memory of her face because it was the last thing he desired to visualise when he departed this life.

​
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On the 19th of April, Ebba Nilsson stepped out of Čilipi airport and hailed a Skoda taxi. She tossed her carry bag into the back, folded her long frame into the seat, and the car headed off. Neither she nor the driver noticed a black Mercedes C-class sedan slipping into position and maintaining a distance, two cars behind them. The scenic road to Dubrovnik, hugging the Adriatic coast, did nothing to lighten the emotional strain that besmirched her Nordic features. Ignoring the no-smoking sticker on the driver’s partition, she clamped a cigarette between her teeth, lit it, and smoked furiously, exhaling out the window. 

The driver glanced at her in the rearview. 

She wore faded jeans and a bomber jacket over a plain white cotton shirt, its collar raised against a cascade of blonde hair. There was a firm set to her jaw. Her mouth was a thin line beneath a slim nose, framed by chiselled cheekbones. He noted her bloodshot eyes, the dark circles beneath them and her faraway gaze. Together with the fact that she’d asked to be taken to the police station, he wondered who—a family member? a close friend?—was responsible for her distress.

Ebba caught the taxi driver looking at her and, thinking it was about the cigarette, fished out five euros. He put out his hand; she patted the note into it, he refocused on the road. 

Her smoking was a sore point between Joakim and her. “As if war correspondence isn’t dangerous enough,” he’d invariably chide her. She’d retort jokingly, “I’m going to live longer; wait and see.” And now? She let out a trembling smoke-laced breath as she recalled the terrible omen in her frivolous rejoinder.

Around a meander in the road, the fortified old town of Dubrovnik came into view, spread out under a glorious evening. Sheltered in the embrace of a cove were the gently swaying mastheads of dozens of yachts. 

Barely two days ago, Ebba realised Joakim must have walked the piers looking to hire a boat. 

The taxi merged with traffic in the modern city, and soon Ebba was entering the compound of the police department building. The tailing Mercedes parked outside.

––––––––
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Ebba found a youthful officer at the reception who said, “Good afternoon.”

She nodded, skipping a greeting, all business. “My name is Ebba Nilsson. I’m here to meet Inspector Franjo Novak.”

“What’s this about?” he asked mechanically.

“Joakim Nilsson.”

The officer reached for a phone. He spoke briefly, then said, “Please wait here; Inspector Novak will be along shortly.”

While waiting, she read condolence texts from friends and family on her phone. She returned the phone to her bag and thought about how bizarre the past twelve hours had been.

She had returned from her daily 8-kilometre run around the Observatorielunden in Stockholm to find Sven Johansson outside her apartment. Sven was her brother’s editor at Den Sanna Reportern—a small team of investigative journalists. He had devastating news. Dubrovnik police had found a boat with her brother’s things adrift among the islands. They were claiming ‘accidental drowning’.  Ebba wasn’t so sure. Joakim’s expose of Sweden’s complicity in the United States rendition program had won him an award... and enemies. When she asked, Sven did not know what story Joakim was after. She grabbed her go-bag and declared, “I’m going to Dubrovnik to find out!”

“Ms Nilsson?”

She snapped out of her thoughts. A well-groomed man was standing beside her. Everything about him seemed to be in order—his hair neatly combed, his shirt and trousers impeccably ironed, his shoes polished to a shine. “I’m Inspector Novak.” He smiled politely and proffered a hand. She stood to take it; his hand was soft, the nails manicured. His grip was warm and comforting, the nails manicured. “I’m sorry for your loss.” His brown eyes were brimming with sympathy. “Please come with me.”

She shouldered her bag and followed the friendly inspector deeper into the building.

––––––––
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“Can I offer you a beverage?” Novak asked. “I’m drinking tea.”

“No, thank you,” she said, “I’d like to get right to the matter.”

“Of course, of course.” He indicated a cushioned chair. “Please sit.”

No sooner was she seated than she blurted, “The police found my brother’s effects —”

Novak raised a palm. “One moment, please. I must ask you for identification.”

“Right. Sure.” She handed him her passport from her jeans butt pocket. It was irreversibly curled from being sat upon.

Flipping it open, Novak compared her face to the likeness in the passport. He thumbed the well-worn booklet, cursorily noting the numerous stamps, before saying, “You travel a lot.”

“Yes.” 

“Mr Johansson cares about you and your brother.” She had requested the network to handle the initial liaison with Dubrovnik police while she prepared to fly down. He returned the passport; she replaced it in her pocket. “The police found my brother’s effects in the boat. His messenger bag—”

Again, he raised a palm, objecting to her rapid fire. “An Italian schooner found the boat, Ms Nilsson. The vacationing family called it in, and a search party spent six hours canvassing the sea for your brother.”

“And the islands?”

“That is ongoing. As you can imagine, a few islands are uninhabited, and searching the beaches will take time. Also, it may happen that the,” he paused, “body might not wash up when a search party is on the beach.”

“I understand all this.”

“Ms Nilsson, your brother was awarded the Stora Journalistpriset for his investigative journalism. Why was he in Dubrovnik?” 

“He didn’t confide in me,” she admitted. Novak regarded her closely, deciding if she was being truthful. “Perhaps the boatman knows?” 

“He was the first person we asked, and he does not know. Your brother paid in cash to use the boat for three days. He paid the owner a premium to ask no questions.”

Ebba grunted. “Typical. Always secretive.” He was always protective of everybody who helped him get his story.

“I was hoping there was something you could add. I suppose, for now, this is an unfortunate accident.”

From a tray, he withdrew a form. It had numerous boxes and blank spaces. A release order or something, Ebba supposed, that absolved the police department of any further investigation.

“I don’t believe it.”

He paused amid sliding the form to her. “I’m sorry, you do not believe...?”

“That this is an accident.” She elaborated, “Yes, I can add something to your case.”

“Ms Nilsson, I understand you are shocked with—”

“Please do not patronise me, inspector,” she said sharply.

He huffed. “All right. State your point.”

She took a calming breath. “You found my brother’s effects.”

“That is correct. I will hand it to you at the close of our meeting.”

“I’d like to see it now.” Anticipating his question, she added, “It’s better if I show you.”

Novak scratched his nose, hesitated for a few seconds, then acquiesced, calling for the evidence to be available. He slurped his tea; the fan rotated slowly above their heads. Novak did not attempt small talk. He was ruffled. His earlier equanimity had dissipated. Because I’ve upset his cut-and-dried case?

The desk phone rang. Novak answered. He said, “Come, let’s go to Evidence.”

––––––––
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In the evidence room, there was a viewing area. A trolley with several plastic baggies awaited them. Each evidence bag contained an item of Joakim’s rescued effects: his messenger bag, a backpack—both well-worn, a change of clothes, a few toiletries, a phone charger, a pen, a small flip notebook with pages torn off. 

“Pages are missing.”

“All through the notebook,” he replied and showed her. “We found it like this.”

“Hmm.” A battered Dell laptop, blood thinner tablets. She frowned. She was unaware that Joakim was on medication.

“We have not accessed the laptop,” Novak informed her, “we need the next of kin’s consent. Mr Nilsson may have kept notes which could shed light on his disappearance.”

“Uh-huh.” She found Joakim’s passport. It was how the police had identified him and gotten in touch. 

“May I remove it?” she asked Novak. He handed her gloves. She donned them and, extracted the booklet, showed it to him.

“What?”

“Notice: it is curled.”

“Yes.”

She straightened the booklet, and it reverted to its curled shape. She held it up for him to see, then set it down. She withdrew her passport from her jeans pocket. Novak noticed the similarity: both were curled.

“Joakim would always have his passport on his person. Like me, his passport is subjected to abuse. But it is always on him when he travels.” She raised an eyebrow hoping he would get what she was driving at. When he didn’t, she prompted, “There’s no body. But you have the passport.” A pause. She wondered if he was always obtuse. Rolling her eyes, she declared, “If he drowned, you would not have found the passport!”

Novak asked slowly, “What are you saying?”

“Somebody found the body and returned the passport to the bag to be found and identified.” She looked at the evidence. “Perhaps his laptop is already compromised, and we won’t find anything to help.”

Novak’s look said: are you sure you’re not being paranoid? “Do you have an idea who they are?”

She considered for a moment. “Are there reports of suspicious activity on any of the islands? He must have been investigating that.” The inspector sighed dramatically. “Can you get me a list of the islands accessible by a boat like the one Joakim hired? That will narrow the search radius and give us a working list.”

“Now, hold on, hold on. Aren’t you getting ahead of yourself? This is hard to accept, but we are searching for the body. If we find signs of foul play—”

She was grasping at straws with an intensity that surprised her. “Inspector, the body will be in a shark’s belly by now.” Her voice cracked at the thought. In her line of work, she had seen more than a fair share of death. The gruesome kind of death: bodies riddled by machine gun fire, missing limbs, bits that were once part of a human being. She respectfully refrained from those pictures if she could; there were other ways to capture the horror that war is. But when it was necessary to elicit a response from the powers that be, Ebba went all out. She often pitied the families of the identified dead because they had to live with the memory of those gruesome remains of a loved one. Now, just saying it aloud, she wondered if she could stomach the sight of Joakim’s remains. She wanted to remember Joakim as she had last seen him. A part of her hoped he was never found. 

She lowered her voice, her eyes steeled. “Find the person who killed my brother.”

“Ms Nilsson, that’s a serious accusation.”

“I’m making it,” she cried, drawing the attention of the evidence clerk.

Novak considered this, then said, “All right, we will review the case again from a different perspective.” He raised his eyebrows, asking, okay? She nodded, okay. “Do you have a hotel?”

“No, I decided to find one when I got here.”

“I know a nice place. Tonight, you rest and organise your thoughts. Tomorrow, we will begin. How does that sound?”

She was itching to start immediately but realised she was emotionally and physically drained. She needed a clear head. “Tomorrow sounds good.”

“Two officers will accompany you, set you up, and I will call on you in the morning.”

“Thank you.”

––––––––
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It had taken Luca Ribarević all of two kilometres driving to put it together. What were the odds? he wondered as he turned his taxi about and returned to the police station. 

His most recent passenger was a Swede who wanted the police. His passenger from a few days ago was a Swede, and he had wished to go to the pier. Luca’s family were fisherfolk, but he’d broken the mould and drove a taxi. He had friends at the piers who had informed him of a boat hired by a Swede found adrift off Molot Island. Ribarević was willing to bet the woman was the sister, girlfriend, or wife of the guy he had dropped off at the pier. Come to think of it, she wore no ring, and she bore a striking resemblance to the guy. Sister, he decided. Maybe his information would be moot; perhaps it would help. He arrived in time to see her leave the police building in the company of two officers in a patrol car. Stubbornly, Ribarević followed in his Škoda.

––––––––
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The Hotel Ariston sits on a bluff north of the old town, with a vista view of the offshore islands. The black Mercedes pulled up in the hotel’s parking, and Marko climbed out, chewing gum. 

Ebba Nilsson had not accepted an accident as the cause of her brother’s disappearance. Unknown to her, she’d even been uncannily correct when she suggested somebody had wiped her brother’s laptop clean. 

That was unacceptable to Marko’s boss, Ivan Drago. Drago conveyed his decision to Marko: End this interference. 

Marko checked his watch. Inspector Novak had notified him that Ebba would spend the night at The Ariston. Novak plotted with Marko that his police would deliver Ebba in fifteen minutes. Marko had ten minutes to prep since he’d consumed five minutes at a pharmacy en route to the hotel.

He briskly crossed the lobby. The receptionist was preoccupied with an elderly couple and didn’t see him take the stairs to the first floor. As expected, a quick search revealed a service closet, and inside: housekeeping uniforms hanging on a peg. He took one off, held it up, judged it the correct size and wore it. He got out his phone. The signal was shy of full strength. He rested the instrument on the windowsill and waited in the shadows for his cue.

Streetlights burned in the seaside city and twinkled from the offshore islands across the deep blue of the Adriatic. It was a magical sight, and Marko experienced the thrill of a hunter before the kill.

​
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Zagreb, Croatia, 23 April, 09:30 am

Chief Inspector Josip Goran of the General Police Directorate International Police Cooperation Department was a man who looked like he had been formed in a block of granite. His ill-fitting jacket stretched taut across his chest. It threatened to tear across his biceps at the slightest stress. Three subordinates jumped to their feet when he stepped into the darkened observation room. Goran was offered a cup of coffee. He frowned on obsequiousness but permitted himself this luxury. He nodded thanks, then issued a command in a voice that sounded like stones rattling around his throat.

“Bring him in.”

On the other side of the one-way mirror, in the interrogation room, the detainee was ushered in. Goran apprised the man. 

The detainee had showered and shaved—a wonder, given the beating he had endured. The bruising on the exposed parts of his face and arms was a map of blue and black and purple and crimson. He had changed into clean clothes, courtesy of Goran’s office. His head was swathed in a fresh bandage, absent a blood stain this time. He walked to a chair, not displaying the stiffness that Goran expected. Goran let him wait a few minutes, noting he did so with equanimity, his hands resting on the metal table, gazing at the mirror as if he could see through it to Goran. 

Goran regarded the dossier in his hands and flipped it open, glancing at the photograph of the detainee aligned with the top-right corner. Information on the man was mysteriously lacking.

Kaurben, Izak.

Thirty-six years.

Eighty-five kilos. None of it wasted in flab.

Indian.

Goran’s request for more information on Izak Kaurben from INTERPOL had earned him an official request from the Indian Foreign Affairs Ministry that Kaurben be afforded every comfort. Simultaneously, word trickled in from the Croatian president’s office reiterating the request. Deals, way above Goran’s pay grade, had been struck within hours of the chief inspector’s request. Goran was not cowed nor worried about the hot-shot Indian lawyer who, he was informed, had landed in Zagreb and was heading over in a police escort to settle matters.

Sources of income, he continued reading, above board. Currently unemployed, previous employment history...?

Goran sighed and closed the slim file. A chat with Izak Kaurben before the hot shot arrived would be harmless.

––––––––

[image: ]


​

“Good morning.”

“Good morning, Chief Inspector Goran.”

Goran sat. “Izak Kaurben?”

Kaurben shrugged. “It’s my name.”

Small talk. “An unusual name.”

“A play on Isaac.”

“Everything about you is unusual.” Goran gestured to Kaurben’s file.

No reply.

“I haven’t had this much excitement in a while. This affair has kicked up a bureaucratic storm.”

“You don’t strike me as one to run from a storm.”

“Good observation,” Goran said, jutting out a square jaw.

“Military?” Kaurben guessed.

“And you? Special forces?” No reply. “I think you are.” Just that steady gaze. “You know the Indian government is flying a lawyer out here.”

“Yes.”

“Handles high-profile cases. Expensive. I’ve read his resume. You’re an important person.”

“I didn’t ask for it.” 

Goran decided Kaurben meant what he said. Just then, there was a commotion outside, the door swung open, and the lawyer came in on a draft of cologne. Goran snorted. 

“Mr Kaurben, Chief Inspector Goran, I’m Dinesh Doop. I’m here to cooperate with the Croatian authorities on behalf of Mr Kaurben.”

He settled into a chair and got his stuff out. A slim laptop, two phones, a legal pad, and a Cross pen. The suit he wore cost more than Goran’s annual salary. He slipped on wireframe glasses.

Kaurben recognised Doop. He represented Indian film stars and politicians, who paid handsomely to be acquitted of charges for which, in his opinion, they should have done time. Anybody else in Kaurben’s situation would be grateful to have Doop in their corner. Kaurben’s moral compass was disturbed by the slick lawyer’s presence.

“Have you been treated well, Mr Kaurben?” he asked disinterestedly.

Kaurben caught Goran’s irritated look. “The police have been very hospitable.”

“That’s good.” Doop checked his phones a final time. “All right, we can get right down to it. I’ll record the sessions.”

“Before we begin...” Kaurben said.

“Yes?”

“How are Amara Nasser and Ebba Nilsson?

“In good hands,” Goran assured him. “UNHCR is interviewing Ms Nasser and somebody from my team is talking to Ms Nilsson.”

“Okay.”

“Anything else?” Doop pressed impatiently. Kaurben cast him a stern look. “Let’s get started, then.” He activated the audio recording app on his phone. “Take us through everything, Mr Kaurben, from the beginning. Why are you in Croatia?”

Kaurben said, “I’m here for leisure...”

​
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5 days earlier, Dubrovnik, Friday, 19 April

Rose cream from the oldest pharmacy in Europe. 

Izak Kaurben put the tub of cream in his backpack. He gave the display of medieval medicine compounding instruments a final look before strolling into the Franciscan monastery’s garden. The stragglers of a tour group followed him out of the cloister. 

His preparation for a tour of old Dubrovnik had involved immersing himself in the city’s history, studying maps, and perusing travel blogs and city guides until he was confident he could navigate Dubrovnik like a local. It didn’t escape his notice that he was calling upon skills he had imbibed from his previous calling. 

Convenient, he thought without misgivings, retain the good, junk the bad. 

He exited the monastery and looked left toward Stradun—main street—where other attractions awaited. He admired Big Onofrio’s fountain. Surmounted by a cupola, the structure had waterspouts in the maskerons on each face of its hexadecagon plan. It, and Small Onofrio’s fountain, at the far end of Stradun, were the terminal points of an 11-kilometre-long, 15th-century aqueduct that channelled potable water to Dubrovnik.

Opposite the monastery is the former convent of St. Claire. Napoleon used the convent as a munitions store. Now, it is an entertainment centre, replete with a cinema. Kaurben smiled when the tour guide suggested that the proximity of the convent and monastery allowed monks and nuns to socialise. 

He took Stradun, a typical European medieval street, the past juxtaposed against thriving souvenir shops and cafes. Swifts glided across the rooftops, settling on the eaves and bobbing their heads at the humans below. 

The Renaissance and Gothic façade of the Sponza palace captivated his attention. Originally a cistern predating the aqueduct, its name means a place where water collects. Directly in front, the spire of the Dubrovnik bell tower shot toward a clear blue sky. In the town square stood Dubrovnik’s oldest monument: Orlando’s Pillar, once the site of public proclamations and punishments. There, Kaurben beheld the church of St. Blaise, patron of Dubrovnik. 

The legend went that, in 971 CE, when Dubrovnik was a part of the Republic of Ragusa, St. Blaise warned a pastor of an imminent Venetian attack. Acting quickly, the Ragusans resisted the invaders. Every 3rd of February, Croatians carry relics of St Blaise—bits of the head, hand, and foot—in procession along Stradun. Kaurben was surprised to discover that a twin of the church exists in Goa, India, built in 1563 by the Croats. The earthquake of 1667 that destroyed most of Dubrovnik and ended the Republic of Ragusa destroyed the Croatian church, leaving the church in Goa the sole survivor of that original connection. 

Little did Kaurben suspect how that history would play into the following days’ events.

He spent an hour in Stradun before lunch near the Rector’s palace. He settled on traditional Dalmatian Crni rižot—risotto blackened by squid ink with an accompaniment of white wine. He whiled away two hours inside the cultural history museum before ducking into an alley that opened into the old town market only to find the small square deserted. A local informed him that the market was open only in the morning. Dismayed he’d missed that bit during his research, he decided to return the following morning.

Kaurben spent the rest of the day on the city’s fortifications. The walls of Dubrovnik enclose the old town, following the rise and fall of the escarpments. Between the 14th- and 17th-century, towers, bastions, casemates, and fortifications were added as needed. The fortifications have the distinction of never being breached. 

The views were spectacular, the breeze refreshing, and the water crashing against the rocks at the base threw up a fine spray. He fumbled with selfies at the tallest point, Minceta Tower, until a tourist couple obliged him. He returned the favour, and they parted with a polite, ‘Doviđenja’. 

As the night wrapped itself upon Dubrovnik, streetlights came on in the seaside city and twinkled from the offshore islands in the Adriatic. It was a magical sight; he felt peaceful, far away from the demons that had set him adrift in the world.

––––––––
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Kaurben walked the five kilometres to The Hotel Ariston—nothing for a man who’d endured gruelling runs, burdened with a rucksack filled with rocks. Before the final uphill journey, he detoured to a pizzeria for a light dinner. It was 7:20 pm by the time the hotel appeared. He didn’t think much of the police car in the lot. He greeted the doorman and smiled at a pretty receptionist, who asked, “How was your day, Mr Kaurben?”

“Very good, thank you,” he replied, waiting for the elevator. “Beautiful city.” This pleased her, and her smile grew wider. 

Kaurben alighted on the second floor and went down a carpeted corridor. He turned a corner to see a tall platinum-haired woman in the company of two police officers. One officer swiped a key card, unlocked the door, and ushered the woman in. The officer was framed in the doorway; his partner waited outside. Kaurben heard him ask, “Everything to your liking, Ms Nilsson?”

The woman must have responded positively because the officer retreated, saying, “Good night. Inspector Novak will be here in the morning,” pulling the door after him. It locked with a click. 

Kaurben squeezed past the police, exchanging looks with them, to reach his adjacent room. He glanced over his shoulder and noticed the officers milling about. Then one patted the other’s elbow, and they departed. The muted rumbling of a trolley on the carpet drew his attention to a housekeeping staffer heading toward him. Kaurben stepped aside, allowing the trolley to pass. The staffer ignored him. Unable to shake the feeling that something felt wrong, Kaurben withdrew his swipe card. The lock’s LED flashed green. He unlocked the door, stepped in, and put his card into the slot, enabling the room’s electricity. The door was swinging shut on its hinge. Outside, he heard the staffer call, “Room service,” and rap on a door.

Kaurben froze. The door to his room was nearly shut. He heard the woman opening her door. 

The police officers... the expression on their faces; the way they had regarded him.... not suspiciously, but anxiously. Anxious about something about to transpire.... And the staffer ... unlike the other staff, who were courteous to a fault... had ignored him. This guy was sternly focused... not the look for the hospitality industry. And he bore a housekeeping trolley laden with cleaning equipment, fresh blankets, and towels, yet had announced himself as... room service. And anyway, housekeeping visited rooms before new guests occupied them! 

And his eyes... Kaurben recognised the look of a stone-cold killer. 

Kaurben yanked open his door and padded rapidly to the next room. The housekeeping trolley was parked outside the shut door. He reached for the handle and hesitated. 

Am I being paranoid? More importantly: is it my business?

There was a moment of vacillation before Izak Kaurben decided. 

He kicked the door in. He could not see the woman’s torso because the bed obstructed his view. But he beheld her thrashing legs. She was pinned to the ground, the hotel staffer straddling her. The assailant probably had a hand clamped over her mouth because her cries were muffled. His other hand was raised above his head. 

In it: a hypodermic. 

Which he was plunging down.

​
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Zagreb, 23 April, 09:45 am

“You sensed that Ms Nilsson was in danger,” Goran stated.

“That’s correct.”

“Most people,” Goran observed, “can sense danger to themselves only after an overt cue. To arrive at the assessment you reached, one would need an advanced level of situational awareness.” Goran made notes, his pen scratching the paper in the silence. “That is a unique skill set, Mr Kaurben.” He put down his pen, aware that the lawyer, Doop, was peeking, and Kaurben remained unflappable. “Do you have training in close protection?”

“Yes.”

“After assessing the situation, you rushed to Ms Nilsson’s aid.”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you raise the alarm?”

Kaurben considered his answer.  “Right then, there was nobody else to do it.” He leaned forward. “It was up to me.” 

––––––––
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Ebba said, “The police officers bid me goodnight. A few seconds later, room service knocked. Without looking through the peephole, I opened the door. A man kicked the door; the edge caught me in the forehead.” Absentmindedly she rubbed the knot on her forehead. “I stumbled as he barged in. My leg struck the bed, and I fell on my back. He was on me in a flash. With his weight atop me, I was unable to breathe. I saw the hypodermic in his raised hand...”
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