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Chapter 1

Pam Bondi





The agents arrived at the Department of Justice at 10:15 AM on a Tuesday. They cleared security, took the elevator to the fifth floor, and walked past three different checkpoints where people with badges and guns asked them what they were doing there. The lead agent, a woman in her forties with reading glasses on a lanyard, showed her credentials and the order. Each checkpoint called someone. Each checkpoint let them through. 

Attorney General Pam Bondi was in a meeting with the Deputy AG and two staffers when her executive assistant knocked on the door. Bondi looked up, annoyed. The assistant’s face was white.

"Ma'am, there are ICE agents here to see you."

The room went quiet. Bondi smiled slightly, as if this were a joke she was waiting to understand.

"ICE agents?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"Did they say what this is regarding?"

"They said they need to speak with you directly."

Bondi glanced at the Deputy AG, who looked as confused as she felt. "Excuse me," she said, and stood.

The two agents were waiting in the outer office. The lead agent consulted a tablet.

"Pamela Jo Bondi?"

"I'm Attorney General Bondi, yes."

"We have an order for your immediate removal from the United States."

The words hung in the air for a long moment. Bondi's assistant made a small sound. The Deputy AG, who had followed Bondi out of the conference room, said, "I'm sorry, what?"

"Ma'am, we need you to come with us," the lead agent said.

Bondi laughed. It was a reflex, the sound someone makes when reality briefly malfunctions. "This is a joke."

"No, ma'am."

"I'm the Attorney General of the United States."

"Yes, ma'am."

"Do you understand what that means? Do you understand who you're talking to?"

The agent turned the tablet around. The screen showed a deportation order dense with official seals and case numbers. Bondi's name appeared in multiple places. Her birth date. Her social security number.

"This is absurd," Bondi said, but her voice was quieter now. "There's obviously been a mistake."

"You'll have an opportunity to contest the order through the appropriate channels."

"I am the appropriate channels!" Her voice was rising. "I oversee the entire Department of Justice!” 

"Ma'am, we have an order."

The Deputy AG stepped forward. "I'm calling the White House."

"You can make necessary calls from the detention facility," the second agent said.

"The what?" Bondi stared at him. "I'm not going to any detention facility. This is insane. This is—" She turned to her assistant. "Get Tom Homan on the phone. Right now."

The assistant picked up her phone. The lead agent said, "Ma'am, I need you to gather your personal belongings. You're permitted one bag, standard carry-on dimensions."

"I'm not going anywhere."

"We can do this the easy way or the hard way."

Bondi looked at the agent. Really looked at her. The woman's face was professionally blank, the expression of someone who had done this hundreds of times and had long ago stopped being surprised by what people said when the paperwork arrived.

"Do you know who I am?" Bondi said quietly.

"Yes, ma'am."

"Then you know this is a mistake."

"I know I have an order."

The Deputy AG was on his phone now, walking in tight circles, his voice urgent and low. Two more staffers had appeared in doorways, watching. Down the hall, someone was asking what was happening. The machinery of government, Bondi thought distantly, the enormous complicated machine she had spent her entire career inside, was waking up to the fact that something had broken.

But the agents didn't care about the machine. They cared about the order.

"Where?" she asked.

The lead agent consulted her tablet. "Lagos, Nigeria."

"Nigeria?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"On what possible basis—" Bondi stopped. The agent's face told her everything she needed to know. The agent didn't have that information. The agent didn't need that information. The agent had an order.

Twenty minutes later, Bondi was escorted out of the Department of Justice building with a hastily packed leather bag, her phone confiscated, her access badge surrendered, walking between two ICE agents while staffers and lawyers and bureaucrats stared from doorways and hallways. The Deputy AG was still on the phone, shouting now. Someone from the White House was supposedly calling someone. None of it mattered. The agents had an order.

The SUV was waiting at the side entrance. Black, tinted windows, government plates. Bondi got in the back seat because the alternative was being put in the back seat, and some distant part of her brain that still functioned understood that maintaining dignity was the only thing she had left.

They drove to a facility in Virginia. She had driven past this facility a hundred times and never wondered what happened inside. Now she knew. She was photographed. Fingerprinted. Inventoried. The processing officer was a young woman who called her "ma'am" and didn't react when Bondi explained that she was the Attorney General and this was obviously a catastrophic error and heads were going to roll.

"Yes, ma'am," the officer said, and took her fingerprints.

Bondi was placed in a holding room with plastic chairs and fluorescent lights. She was alone. She sat and waited for someone to arrive and fix this. The White House would call. The President would call. Someone would realize what had happened and the machinery would reverse and she would go back to her office and there would be a story about this someday, a story she would tell at dinner parties about the time the system went haywire for six hours.

No one came.

At midnight, an officer appeared and told her it was time to board. She was taken to Dulles, driven onto the tarmac, and escorted onto a commercial aircraft half-full of deportees. She was given a middle seat in row 34. The man next to her smelled like sweat and defeat. The woman in the window seat was crying.

"I need to speak to someone in authority," Bondi said to the flight attendant.

"We'll be taking off shortly, ma'am. Please fasten your seatbelt."

"I'm the Attorney General of the United States."

The flight attendant's face flickered with something—recognition, maybe, or pity—but her voice stayed professionally flat. "Please fasten your seatbelt."

The plane took off at 1:47 AM. Bondi sat in seat 34B and watched the lights of Washington disappear below and understood, finally, that no one was coming.



Eighteen hours later, they landed in Lagos.

The heat was obscene. Physical, wet, aggressive heat that made her gasp when she stepped off the plane. The airport was pandemonium—crowds shoving, vendors shouting, arrivals and departures mixing in a chaos that had no American equivalent. She was processed through immigration by an official who stamped her papers without looking up.

"How long am I here?" she asked.

He waved her through.

Outside, taxi drivers swarmed. She chose one at random, showed him the address for the relocation apartment. He nodded and quoted a price. She had no idea if it was reasonable. She paid.

The drive took two hours through traffic that seemed to operate on principles she didn't understand. Cars, motorcycles, buses, pedestrians, all moving in synchronized chaos. The driver said nothing. Bondi watched Lagos slide past—churches and markets and construction and poverty and wealth jammed together without zoning or sense.

The apartment was in Yaba. Four flights up, no elevator, bars on the windows. One room. A bed, a table, a chair. A kitchenette with a hot plate. A bathroom with a showerhead bolted to the wall and a toilet that ran constantly. A ceiling fan that clicked as it rotated.

She sat on the bed and tried to process what had happened. Twenty-four hours ago she had been in the Justice Department. She had been the Attorney General. She had been untouchable.

Now she was in a room in Lagos with bars on the windows and no one to call.



The first week was a kind of suspended disbelief. This would be fixed. Obviously it would be fixed. Someone would realize the error, someone would make the call, someone would send a plane. She just had to wait.

She tried calling contacts. The numbers didn't work, or they worked but no one answered, or they answered and promised to look into it and never called back. Power, she learned, was proximity. From Lagos, she had none.

The second week she began to understand that waiting wasn't a strategy. She needed money. She needed a plan. She applied for jobs—legal consultant, office manager, English tutor. She had a law degree from Stetson. She had been Attorney General of Florida and then Attorney General of the United States. But Lagos had its own lawyers and its own systems and its own hierarchies, and she was nobody. Just another American with papers that didn't matter and a story no one believed.

By the third week, the money she'd been given on arrival was almost gone.

That's when she saw the email.

She was at an internet café in Yaba, a hot room with ancient computers and a teenager at the counter who charged by the hour. Her inbox was full of spam and automated messages from systems that still thought she had a job. And then, between a LinkedIn notification and a credit card offer:



URGENT BUSINESS PROPOSAL FROM PRINCE 

ADEYEMI OGUNLESI.



She had seen a thousand versions of this email. She had prosecuted people who ran these scams. She had given speeches about consumer protection. She had an entire section on the DOJ website about identifying fraud.

But she opened it anyway.



Dear Madam,



I am Prince Adeyemi Ogunlesi, son of the late Chief Ogunlesi of Lagos State. Due to political complications, I am unable to access $30 million USD currently held in a government account. I have learned you are a distinguished American legal professional temporarily residing in Lagos. I require assistance from someone of your expertise and discretion. In exchange for your help facilitating the transfer of these funds, I am prepared to offer you 40% ($12 million USD).



Bondi read it twice.

Twelve million dollars.

She knew what this was. Of course she knew. She had prosecuted people for this. She had stood at podiums and explained to reporters how these scams worked, how they targeted the desperate and the vulnerable and the people who wanted to believe they'd been chosen for something.

But she was in Lagos. The prince—if there was a prince—was in Lagos. Maybe it was different when you were actually here. Maybe you could verify things. Maybe with her legal training, her experience, her years of navigating complex systems, she could tell if this was real.

And if it was real—

Twelve million dollars.

She hit Reply before she could stop herself.



Dear Prince Ogunlesi,



I am very interested in discussing this opportunity further. I am indeed in Lagos currently and would welcome the chance to meet in person to review the relevant documentation. Please advise on your availability.



Sincerely,



Pamela Jo Bondi

Attorney General of the United States (Former)



She added her title. They should know who they were dealing with.

The response came six hours later. An address in Victoria Island. A meeting time. And a request: please bring $5,000 USD in cash to cover initial administrative fees. Government processing fees. Notary fees. Standard procedure. All refundable once the transfer completed.

Bondi sat in her apartment and listened to the fan click overhead and calculated how much money she had left. She could scrape together five thousand if she didn't eat much and skipped rent for the next two weeks. And once the transfer went through, once she had twelve million dollars...

The rational part of her brain, the prosecutor part, the part that had spent thirty years in courtrooms, was screaming.

But that part wasn't in charge anymore.



The building was in Victoria Island, six stories, mostly empty. The elevator was broken. She climbed three flights with five thousand dollars in cash in her bag and her heart hammering and her brain cycling through rationalizations. This was due diligence. This was investigating an opportunity. This was what lawyers did—they reviewed documentation and asked hard questions and made informed decisions.

The office was one room with a desk and two plastic chairs. The man who greeted her wore an expensive suit and introduced himself as the prince's chief legal representative. He apologized profusely—the prince had been called to Abuja on urgent family business, but he'd authorized the representative to proceed.

"I'd really prefer to meet the prince directly," Bondi said.

"Of course, of course. Next week, absolutely. But the filing window with the Finance Ministry closes tomorrow. If we don't submit the fees today, we lose our slot for six months."

He showed her forms. They looked official—seals, signatures, dense legal text. He walked her through the process, using terminology that was almost right, almost convincing. He was very good at this.

"Once I pay this," Bondi said slowly, "what happens?"

"The transfer initiates immediately. Three to five business days for the funds to clear. Then we wire your forty percent directly to your account."

"And if it doesn't go through?"

He looked wounded. "Madam Attorney General, Prince Ogunlesi comes from one of the most respected families in Lagos. You can verify this. His father was a chief, a member of the traditional council. The prince is a man of honor."

She couldn't verify anything. She didn't know Lagos. She didn't know which buildings were real and which were just rooms with desks and men in nice suits.

But she knew she had $437 left. She knew she had no job. She knew no one from Washington had called. She knew she was alone in a city of twenty million people and the only story she had left was this one.

She put the cash on the desk.

The man counted it carefully, gave her a receipt with an elaborate stamped seal, and shook her hand warmly.

"We'll be in contact very soon," he said. "The prince is very grateful for your assistance, Madam Attorney General."

She never heard from him again.



Six weeks later, Bondi was working at a call center in Ikeja, night shift, helping Americans troubleshoot their internet connections. The pay was terrible but it came in dollars. She shared an apartment with two other women now, split the rent three ways, learned to cook on a hot plate and shop at the market and take the bus.

She'd stopped telling people she used to be Attorney General. It didn't matter here. No one cared. Everyone in Lagos had a story about who they used to be.

On Friday nights she sometimes went to a bar in Lekki where expatriates gathered—people who'd ended up in Lagos by accident or force or bad luck. No one asked questions. Everyone understood.

She would sit at the bar and drink Star beer and watch the ceiling fan turn and think about the call center in Tampa where she'd worked before law school, before everything, when she was nobody and trying to become somebody. Somehow she'd ended up right back where she started. Just hotter. Just farther from home.

The prince never sent the twelve million dollars.

But she'd known that the moment she handed over the cash. She'd known it and done it anyway because the alternative was having no story at all, and humans needed stories the way they needed air.



Even the Attorney General of the United States.

Especially her.










  
  

Chapter 2

Kristi Noem





The photographer wanted her closer to the vehicle. Kristi shifted her position, adjusted the Glock on her hip—real gun, fully loaded, though she'd only fired it at the range in Pierre—and crossed her arms. The angle was important. Chin slightly down, eyes up through the aviators, the look that said  I'm serious about this without looking angry. Powerful, not shrill. Strong, not masculine. She'd practiced it a thousand times.

"Perfect," the photographer said. "Hold that."

The tactical gear fit well. She'd had it tailored. The DHS windbreaker was just loose enough to suggest capability without hiding her shape. The boots added two inches. Her hair was pulled back tight, sleek, the kind of ponytail that looked effortless but had taken her twenty minutes and three products to achieve. Every detail mattered. Every photo was a message.

Six months into the job and the machinery was finally running the way she'd envisioned. Efficient. Uncompromising. Visible. The numbers were good—deportations up, apprehensions up, the message getting through. This photo shoot was victory lap material. The border secured. The Secretary in charge.

The McAllen sector. Mid-afternoon. August Texas heat. Perfect light. The photographer was someone her media team had used before, someone who understood what she needed—images that would run on Fox, on her social channels, in conservative outlets. Images that said: this woman will not back down.

She heard the vehicles before she saw them. Two black SUVs, coming fast on the access road. Border Patrol, probably. They were always moving around out here.

But then the photographer lowered his camera. "Ma'am?"

Four agents walking toward them. Not Border Patrol. The windbreakers said ICE. Her people. Well, technically her people—she oversaw ICE now, oversaw all of it, though the field agents were still mostly faces she didn't know.

She straightened, pulled off the aviators. Professional smile, the one that said I'm approachable but don't waste my time. "Can I help you?"

The lead agent was a woman, fifties, gray hair pulled back, holding a tablet. She didn't smile back.

"Kristi Lynn Noem?"

"Secretary Noem, yes." Small correction, polite but firm. Titles mattered.

"We have an order for your immediate removal from the United States."

Kristi heard the words but they didn't connect to anything. Removal. United States. Her brain tried several different interpretations before landing on the only one that made sense: this was a joke. Some kind of training exercise. A test.

She laughed. "I'm sorry, what?"

"Ma'am, we need you to come with us."

The laugh died. The woman's face was completely serious. Kristi looked at the other three agents. Also serious. She looked at the tablet the woman was holding.

"I think there's been some kind of mistake."

"Ma'am—"

"I'm the Secretary of Homeland Security." She said it slowly, clearly, the way you'd explain something to a child.

"Yes, ma'am."

"Do you understand what that means?"

The woman turned the tablet around. The screen showed a form—government form, dense text, official seals. Kristi's name in multiple boxes. Her birth date. Her social security number. Case number. Deportation order.

Her stomach dropped.

"This is insane," she said. Her voice was still controlled but something in her chest was constricting. "There's obviously been a mistake."

"You'll have an opportunity to contest the order through the appropriate channels."

"I am the appropriate channels!" The volume surprised her. She never raised her voice. She never lost control. But this was—this wasn't—

"Ma'am, we have an order. We can do this cooperatively or we can proceed without your cooperation."

She stared at the woman. At the tablet. At the three other agents standing there in formation like they'd done this a thousand times. Because they had. They did this every day. They showed up with orders and took people away and the people always said it was a mistake and the agents never cared.

But she wasn't those people. She was the Secretary. She ran this entire apparatus. She oversaw every one of these people.

Except the woman was still holding the tablet and the form still had Kristi's name on it and nothing else seemed to matter at all.

"Where?" Her voice came out quieter than she intended.

The woman consulted the tablet. "Helsinki, Finland."

"Finland?"

"Yes, ma'am."

Finland. Kristi knew almost nothing about Finland. Nordic country. Cold. Scandinavian, or maybe not technically Scandinavian but close. Good schools? Did it matter? Why Finland? Why anywhere?

"There's been a mistake," she said again, but even as she said it she could feel how useless the words were.

"Ma'am, you're permitted one bag, standard carry-on dimensions. We can allow you to collect your belongings or we can proceed without them."

Kristi looked down at herself. The tactical gear. The fitted pants. The Glock. The whole costume. She'd put it on this morning in her hotel room in McAllen, checking the mirror from every angle, making sure everything projected exactly the right message.

The photographer was backing away slowly, camera lowered. The Border Patrol agents who'd been hanging around the vehicles were watching from a distance, their faces carefully blank.

Everyone was watching her lose control of the situation and there was nothing she could do about it.

"Fine," she said.



They were taking her to the detention facility in Harlingen. The same facility where hundreds of migrants were processed every week, people she'd never thought about except as numbers in briefings. Now she was in the back of the SUV with her carry-on bag, still wearing the tactical gear because there hadn't been time to change, watching south Texas slide past through tinted windows.

She tried to think strategically. This was fixable. Obviously fixable. Someone would make a phone call. The White House would intervene. The President himself would hear about this and it would be corrected immediately.

But they'd taken her phone.

At the facility she was photographed. Fingerprinted. Asked to remove her jewelry—just her watch and earrings, nothing dramatic, but the young officer who took them treated them like he was processing a Target shoplifter. Her name went into a database. Her height and weight were recorded. She tried to explain who she was. He said "Yes, ma'am" and typed something into his computer.

They put her in a holding room with plastic chairs and fluorescent lights. Two other women were already there, both crying quietly in that exhausted way that meant they'd been crying for hours. Kristi sat as far from them as possible and waited.

Someone would fix this. Obviously someone would fix this.

At 3 AM an officer appeared and told her it was time. She was taken to Dallas-Fort Worth in a van with four other deportees, none of whom spoke English, or if they spoke English they weren't speaking. At DFW she was escorted through a side entrance directly onto a Finnair flight. Row 38, middle seat. The man next to her was already asleep. The woman in the window seat stared out at nothing.

Kristi sat very still and tried to understand what was happening. Twenty-four hours ago she'd been in DC for a security briefing. Sixteen hours ago she'd been preparing for the photo shoot. Twelve hours ago she'd been standing at the border in tactical gear projecting strength and competence.

Now she was in a middle seat on a plane to Helsinki and nobody was coming.

The man next to her snored. The cabin lights dimmed. The flight attendants went through their safety demonstration in English and Finnish and Kristi sat in 38B and felt the distance opening up beneath her like a void.



They landed at 6 PM Finnish time on a late August evening. Still light—absurdly light, the sun low and golden at an angle that looked wrong. She'd expected darkness, cold, Nordic bleakness. Instead it was pleasant. Mild. Green. Which somehow made it worse.

Immigration was a man in his thirties who stamped her papers without looking up. He said something in Finnish. She stared at him. He switched to English. "Welcome to Finland."

Outside, a woman from some relocation agency was waiting with a handwritten sign. She drove Kristi to Vantaa in near-total silence, the car's headlights unnecessary in the lingering dusk. They passed apartment blocks, identical concrete towers, parking lots, a shopping center that looked like every shopping center Kristi had ever seen but also nothing like any of them.

The apartment was on the fourth floor. No elevator. The woman unlocked the door and handed Kristi a folder.

"Stipend information is here. First month is covered. After that you need employment. Finnish language classes start next week. Social worker will contact you."

"When can I leave?"

"Depends on your case."

"How long does that usually take?"

The woman's face was professionally neutral. "Varies."

She left. Kristi stood in the apartment. One room. Kitchenette. Bathroom. A bed. A table. A radiator that looked too small. A window that looked out at more identical buildings and trees and a parking lot.

She sat on the bed, still in the tactical gear, and tried to think. The White House would call. Someone from State would call. Her lawyers would call. Someone would call.

She had no phone.

She lay down and stared at the ceiling and listened to cars in the parking lot and understood, finally, that nobody was calling.



The first week she kept expecting it to end. This was temporary. Obviously temporary. A bureaucratic error that would be corrected any moment. She just had to wait.

She found a grocery store and bought things—bread, cheese, coffee, because what else did you buy in a Finnish grocery store when you didn't know what anything was. The cashier spoke to her in Finnish. Kristi stared blankly. The cashier switched to English, repeated the total, took her money without making eye contact.

She tried the American embassy. They were aware of her case. It was being processed. Someone would contact her. She asked to speak to someone specific, anyone specific. They took her information. No one called to the cheap phone she had bought.

The second week she started to understand that waiting wasn't a plan. She needed money. The stipend ran out in September and rent was due and she had maybe three hundred euros left.

She applied for jobs online. The applications asked for Finnish language skills. She didn't have Finnish language skills. She applied anyway. No one responded.

She found a call center job listing that said "English speakers welcome." Travel insurance claims processing. Eight hours a day, minimum wage, available immediately. She applied. They called her the next day. She started Monday.

The call center was in Pasila, twenty minutes by bus. The building was generic office space—gray carpet, fluorescent lights, rows of cubicles. Her supervisor was a Finnish woman in her thirties who showed her the system, handed her a headset, and left her alone with a script.

"Thank you for calling Nordic Travel Insurance, my name is Kristi, how can I help you today?"

She said it forty times a day. Fifty times. Customers called about lost luggage, canceled flights, hotel disputes. She read from the script, filed the claims, transferred people to other departments. Eight hours. Every day. For seven euros an hour.

She took the bus home in the dark—it was getting dark earlier now, noticeably earlier, the sun setting before 8 PM in late August—and sat in her apartment and tried not to think about the fact that someone else was Secretary of Homeland Security now. Someone else was doing press conferences. Someone else was standing at borders and signing orders and mattering. 

The days were getting shorter fast. The sun was setting at 7 PM, then 6:30, then 6. The light had that slanted autumn quality that made everything look fragile.

She went to a pharmacy in Helsinki and bought face cream. Expensive stuff, the kind that promised cellular regeneration or collagen support or something. She read the label in the bathroom of her apartment, squinting at the tiny text, and realized half of it was in Finnish and she had no idea what it actually did.

She put it on anyway.

September 18th came and went. The appointment with Dr. Reinhardt. The follow-up she'd scheduled six months ago. Restylane for the lines at her eyes, the micro-dosing protocol they'd discussed, the maintenance work that kept everything from sliding. She'd had it in her calendar. She'd planned her entire fall around making sure she could be in Scottsdale on September 18th.

Instead she was in Vantaa taking calls about travel insurance.

She looked at herself in the bathroom mirror that night. Really looked. The line at the corner of her left eye—it was definitely deeper. She leaned close to the fluorescent light, tilted her face. There. No question. And the right side too. Small lines radiating out from both eyes, the kind that six months ago would have been addressed immediately and now were just... happening.

She touched the skin under her chin. There was a softness there that hadn't been there in the spring. Not dramatic. Not obvious to anyone else, probably. But she could feel it. She knew her face better than anyone and she could feel it changing.

By October the sun was setting at 5 PM. She'd leave work and it would be dark. Full dark, not twilight. The bus rides home became exercises in staring out windows at reflected lights and other buses and people who all looked like they'd accepted something she hadn't.

She tried to follow American news. Someone else was running DHS now. A man she'd never met. She watched a clip of him doing a press briefing and had to turn it off. He was standing in front of the same seal, the same flags, saying the same things she used to say. The machinery had continued without her. Without pause. Without acknowledgment.

In November someone at the call center asked if she wanted to join them for drinks after work. A group was going to a bar in Kallio. Kristi said yes because the alternative was going back to the apartment and staring at the walls.








