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PART ONE: RED FLAGS 

 

“Mars is not an aesthetic God.” 

– Confederate Commander John Brown Gordon, at Shiloh. 
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CHAPTER ONE – Mini Puka Boy 

 

 

Somewhere on the Gulf of Aden 

Abdi was sure he was dying. 

His head was dizzy, loose on his neck like a door with one hinge. 

His stomach clenched with every wave, every jump and roll the boat 

made. He had nothing left to throw up. He felt empty, as crumpled as 

a paper sack. Surely the angel Azra’il stood ready to escort his soul 

above the skies. 

Thirteen years old, he couldn’t remember ever feeling this bad 

before. 

It had started the second day out at sea. He’d spewed hard bread 

and goat over the rail, and after that, he couldn’t keep anything 

down. The older soldiers, all SPLM men, had laughed, dubbing him 

“Mini Puka Boy.” Now, they sang out the name whenever he came 

near and wouldn’t let him sleep in the bunks below. Instead, they 

shoved him toward the ‘puke nest’, a makeshift tent on the bow 

made from an old tarp and big coils of greasy rope. There, they said, 

he could vomit over the side whenever he wanted. 

Veteran pirates, the older fighters were full of advice, telling him 

it would pass on the fourth day, that he must stare at the sky not the 

ocean, claiming that smoking jaad or chewing khat would make him 
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hungry, make the seasickness stop. 

But nothing helped. The shakes, the weakness, only grew worse 

the farther out into the Gulf they went. Three days later, all he could 

do was lie on the deck like a limp rag. 

Last night, one of the SPLM men, the one with the dirty pink 

rubber hand, brought a bowl of mishaari and spooned the corn mush 

into his mouth. Abdi managed five bites before it went all over his 

boots. Pink Hand gave up in disgust, and the older soldiers had 

cackled even louder. Abdi didn’t even have the strength to get mad. 

He simply curled up and bit his lip when he wanted to moan. 

He had felt better, briefly, earlier that morning. He’d woken from 

the metal stock of his old AK-47 digging into his ribs. Shifting, groping 

in the dark, his fingers had found a half-filled tin cup beside him. One 

of the younger boys must have brought it sometime in the night. The 

water smelled dusty, but Abdi sipped its coolness and managed to 

keep it down. 

The world was silent save the low wind and the soft lapping of 

waves. He’d actually managed to stand for a minute or two, steadying 

himself on the rails at the very front of the boat. 

The Gulf had been spread out around him like a great dark field 

while the stars shone like hard, bright sparks; a thousand thousands 

of them spilled across the dome of heaven. Wobbly and stretched 

thin, Abdi had nevertheless sensed something vast in that moment. 

Perhaps that was what the Hand of Allah felt like. 

He must have fallen back to sleep because the sun was high when 

he opened his eyes again, and the water tasted like boiled sweat. His 

gut was in knots once more, so he lay there under the tattered blue 

tarp and tried to muster up hatred for the captain of this torturous 

voyage. 
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His cousin Ghedi had lied to get him on board; Abdi was sure of 

that now. 

Ghedi had found Abdi at Dhubbato with their grandmother. Like 

most other members of the Isaaq clan, the massive U.N. refugee 

camp was the last safe place in Somaliland. Teeming, filthy, filled with 

crime and poverty though it was, at least the Hangash, General Dhul-

Fiqaar’s secret police, or roving units of elite Duub Cas, the Red Beret 

Regiment, couldn’t come and slaughter them at night. Not with so 

many Peacekeepers watching. 

Abdi’s cousin was shahiba, a gangbanger, and Ghedi ran with a 

crew of other Somali teenager boys, all of them orphans, angry, and 

Isaaq. A year ago, they’d gotten their hands on some old army rifles 

and started calling themselves the “Harimacad,” the Cheetah militia. 

Soon after, they’d disappeared into the bush to join Professor Hamid 

and his rebel Somaliland People’s Liberation Movement. 

Then, all these months later, Ghedi had barged into their tent as if 

he’d only been gone a day. Mouthing big talk, he claimed he was no 

longer shahiba; Professor Hamid had made him a very important 

man. A captain. Abdi was suspicious, but Ghedi wore tiger-striped 

fatigues and had two gold pins on his shirt collar. And he flashed a 

huge wad of Euros. That was very different. 

His cousin boasted that he and his militia had been ordered to go 

on a secret mission for the SPLM. But he needed more men. Was 

Abdi interested? Ghedi promised a handful of bills and an AK-47 if he 

came. A real gun, a man’s gun, all for a quick boat ride, he’d said. 

Abdi hesitated. Then Ghedi had pulled out a nice red shirt. Almost 

new. It could be Abdi’s right there and then as a bonus. 

That clinched the deal. 

Abdi looked down at his new shirt now, all foul and puke-stained. 
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Ghedi had bedeviled him. If he’d known the truth about being a 

budhcad badeed, he’d have grabbed that shirt, kicked his cousin in 

the stones and run as fast as he could. 

Now it was too late. 

His cousin had promised those things because this was his first 

time pirating, and he wanted to impress the SPLM men by bringing 

his own fighters along. Lying wacaal. 

Abdi was going to tell their grandmother about this swindle the 

second they got back to shore. May Allah bring that day quickly. The 

thought of their grandmother beating Ghedi with her old belt strap 

like she used to raised a smile on his cracked lips. 

A sudden wind shook his little tent, and he peered out across the 

deck of the pirate ship. 

It was one of four that had been towed out to the deep water by a 

much bigger boat. An old twelve-meter, Italian fishing boat whose 

name was long-buried under layers of paint, the nets and winches 

had been replaced with battered Dushka 12.7 heavy machineguns. 

The motors were new and strong, however, and Abdi had heard them 

growling in the back. Originally meant for fifteen men, almost two 

dozen were packed in for this trip—thirteen SPLM veterans and ten 

of Ghedi’s Cheetah militia. 

Twenty-three fighters, five days, the hot sun, endless slapping 

waves, the stink of diesel, bodies, and vomit… this was misery. The 

Dhubbato camp was better. 

Waiting made everything worse. Abdi couldn’t understand why 

they didn’t just attack one of the big cargo ships right now. The SPLM 

men said there were dozens of them passing through the Strait of 

Hormuz every hour. Pick one, fire the engines, and converge on the 

massive target like jackals on a buffalo. Problem solved. 
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Unless the Russians or Indians had a frigate nearby, all a pirate 

had to do was circle a few times, fire off a RPG, then go aboard. The 

men said the shipping companies paid most ransoms within a week. 

The trick was not to ask for too much. The executives figured pay-offs 

were cheaper than delaying the cargo. That way, no one suffered. 

Abdi couldn’t have agreed more. Even getting shot at was better 

than getting bounced around and roasted like peanuts. 

But no. Ghedi insisted his mission had come from SPLM 

headquarters, from Professor Hamid himself even. They’d wait, 

starving, vomiting, baking, until a certain ship came by. The Mashona 

Breeze. No other would do. Ghedi even had a laptop that sent him 

messages and pictures from planes high in the sky. 

Abdi doubted the commander of the entire rebel army was 

emailing orders to his cousin, but he was pretty sure the dozen 

fighters had come along to make sure Ghedi carried them out to the 

letter. 

The boat jumped, and Abdi swallowed sourness at the back of his 

throat. No more after this. Insha’ Allah, he prayed. Please. Only dry 

land from now on. 

Abdi shut his eyes and let his head roll with the motion of the 

Gulf. He’d dozed off when a burst of rifle fire stuttered loud and 

close. He sat up, his heart in his throat. 

Ghedi stood on deck, rifle in hand. 

“It is time!” he shouted. “The commanders has sent the signal to 

me. The ship is close. We must go—go now.” 

Ghedi ripped another burst into the sky for effect. “Crazy fast. 

Quick. Quick!” he screamed. “The revolution needs us, and we will 

not be late.” 
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Abdi heard ammo belts clinking and the clatter of bullets being 

chambered. Brown, shaved heads scurried to pull the anchor. The 

motors throbbed deep and low. 

Thank Allah, Abdi thought and sank back. Then he saw Ghedi 

staggering towards him. 

Abdi tried to stand, but a wave hit, and he fell back, tangled in his 

frayed blue tarp. He flailed, swept it aside and looked up. A shadow 

was there; his cousin standing over him, red eyes and little captain 

gold badges shining. 

The fat muzzle of Ghedi’s AK-107 was pointing down at his chest. 

“As Captain Boss, I order every badass gangsta have his finger on 

the trigger.” A grin, filled with stained and crooked teeth, decorated 

his face. “A dog that refuses a bone is not alive. Are you alive, little 

soldier?” 

Abdi nodded. 

Ghedi jerked his gun up and fired into the air. Abdi flinched. His 

cousin laughed. 

“We are the fierce lions of the sea!” he screamed. “We will bring 

this Mashona Breeze down. Strike a blow for the people of 

Somaliland.” 

The motors roared from the back, and as the boat swung north, 

bucking in the waves, Abdi’s stomach knotted tighter with each 

passing second. 
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CHAPTER TWO – Tinker Bell Payload 

 

 

Merger of Baltic Nations. Latvian Coast. 50 kms south of 

Ventspils. 

Pitch black at two a.m. A winter storm was shrieking off the Baltic 

Sea. Swarms of ice chips pinged off my faceplate like glass slivers, 

their abrading note keening through the skeletal, metal frame of the 

crane I was hanging from—upside down. 

Fifteen meters of empty, angry air below, a single I-beam at my 

back, and I couldn’t move a muscle. Just dangle there, tucked and 

tight like some giant origami bat battered by the wind. 

Shit. 

We had twenty minutes to extraction. Tam had me climbing up to 

provide top cover when this Russian KA-50 ‘Werewolf’ assault 

chopper materialized right above me. Evil bastard dropped out of the 

sky so fast I slipped in my rush to disappear. 

That’s why I was hanging off a rusty ladder with all my gear 

slipping down, blood rushing to my head, clutching eight clunky kilos 

of Vychlop .50 caliber sniper rifle to my chest and trying my 

damnedest to look like a piece of machinery. 

Sometimes I hate my job. 

Rotors snarled over the wind, suspicious and sadistic. The prying 
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white of a searchlight snapped on. Hard shadows lurched all around 

me. 

One minute. 

I blinked away eyespots and exhaled slowly. Devious gusts pushed 

me back and forth. My armored vest slipped another inch and 

gathered under my chin like it wanted to choke me before it slithered 

over my face and fell off. 

Two minutes. 

My arms started trembling, and my knees protested from being 

locked around the ladder rung. 

Three minutes. The searchlight still probed. 

My shoulders were glazed stiff with ice, and my stomach muscles 

burned. Despite the cold, sweat ran inside my helmet off my neck and 

into my eyes. 

The shadows expanded, and the shredding sound closed in. 

Loitered. 

Four minutes. Five. 

Sometimes I really hate my job. 

Then, as fast as it came, the ’copter darted off and started hunting 

over the trees lining the dirt road from the town. The engine roar 

faded, the wind came back, and my heart started again. 

“Oh, oh. Oryol is sumamente pissed,” Poet9’s voice sang in my 

headset. 

“The explosion woke up the whole damn place,” Tam snapped. 

“You told Mopsy to stop the van.” 

“I didn’t mean with a rocket launcher.” 
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“Well, there must have been eight Ivans in it.” Poet9 tried to 

sound reasonable. 

Tam sighed. “Which is why that Werewolf will be back. They’re 

not sure we’ve left yet.” 

“Hey,” I gasped. “Can I… move now?” 

“Oh… yeah. Sure,” Tam answered. 

I unfolded and climbed up to the platform I’d been standing on a 

few minutes before. I wiped the ice off my faceplate and tugged my 

armor back into place. “Up or down?” I asked. 

“We’ll need the Finger of God if we get company calling again,” 

Tam answered. “But with that beast flying, you should find cover on 

the ground. The Triplets have rockets. They can watch the road. Be 

ready to help Curro hustle the ladies onto the boat as soon as it 

arrives.” 

“Roger that.” I started climbing down. “Speaking of the ladies…” 

Curro’s Spanish lilt came over my headset. “They’re safe under 

the dome with me. Daughter’s a bit scared, but Mom’s got it under 

control. We’re ready when you are.” 

Curro was hunkered down under a thermal-masking pop-up in a 

clump of trees about twenty-five meters from the beach. The ladies 

were our mission objective: the wife and young daughter of a 

Ukrainian micro-robotics engineer named Gratsev. He’d slipped his 

RSC Energia minders two weeks before while attending a Microsoft 

Systems International symposium on nano-systems in Washington 

State. Seattle must have looked like the Promised Land after a five-

year posting on the Siberian steppe, because Gratsev vanished into 

the Olympic Mountains without a trace. His defection blew the 

Russians’ fuse. Part of Gratsev’s exit package was assurances he’d be 

reunited with his family, so they’d shunted his family off to an 
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abandoned Baltic resort under guard as chips for hard bargaining to 

get him back. 

A good reputation isn’t always good to have because the 

Americans came to our employer, the U.K. multinational Dawson-

Hull, and requested Eshu International specifically. Gratsev was a 

keeper, they said. Could we get his family out? 

They must have paid a steep price for our services. The bonus 

money was absurd, the incidentals allowance huge, but that’s how 

Eshu International had ended up hiding on a Latvian beach near an 

abandoned fishing pier in the middle of the night during a winter gale 

being hunted by Russian security services. 

Things were perfectly smooth until an unscheduled patrol had 

turned our swift and silent extraction into a smash and grab. 

I stepped off the last rung, my boots crunching on gravel. A siren 

started wailing in the distance. Campus security must have seen the 

van, checked the apartment, and connected the dots. I jogged along 

the beach, away from the crane, keeping one eye on the road from 

town. “The Ravens up?” 

“Oh yeah,” Poet9 breathed. “All three. Carrying surprises too.” 

“Not again,” I heard Tam say. “Modifications void the warrantee.” 

“You’ll love it. Pure genius,” Poet9 answered. 

I took shelter behind a tin-roof shed near the longest of the three 

piers. “So where’s our ride?” 

More sirens, and lights came on in distant windows. “Coming,” 

Tam said. “I sent the ‘ready’ signal.” I could almost hear his finger 

stroking the trigger. 

“Oh, muy bueno,” Poet9 snorted. “Can anyone say ‘blue screen of 

doom’? D-H should have let us do our own exit instead of relying on 
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the Microsofties. We have a perfectly good STAB of our—” 

“You’re not helping,” Tam interrupted. “Curro, I’ll call once we see 

the boat. Stay under wraps until then. No heroics.” 

“Si,” he answered. 

I’d just wriggled into a decent spot out of the knifing wind when 

Cottontail’s voice sounded out. “Contact. Two vehicles approaching 

on the dirt road. One truck and one SUV.” 

“Raven Two has three more vehicles less than a kilometer behind 

’em,” Poet9 added. 

Tam was up and sprinting toward the Triplets. “Activate mines. 

Engage vehicles when ready,” he ordered. “Poet9, maintain the 

Raven feeds. Jace, watch the road, but be ready for that boat.” 

“Roger that,” I replied. 

Tam plunged into the tree line. I ran to a small rise next to a 

garage. More like a trash pile, it wasn’t the best position, but it gave 

me a little height, and some sickly scrub brush provided a hint of 

cover. Most important, I had a clear shot up the road. I watched 

Poet9, his massive Walther in one hand, lug the Ravens’ boss box 

over to where Curro was hiding, then flicked on my rifle’s optics and 

sighted on the approaching headlights. 

A small Korean cheap-jeep blossomed in my scope. Light-colored, 

it charged toward us, bouncing and swerving like a thing possessed. 

The Russian muscle wanted their principals back. Behind it, an old 

Mercedes panel truck struggled to keep up. The jeep slewed around 

the bend spraying sand, righted, then shot forward straight towards 

the first pier. 

And exploded. 

Mine one. 
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The Mercedes slammed to a halt. With the washout 

compensators in the scope, I could see body shapes swimming in the 

green-white glare of the burning jeep. Figures leaped out of the truck, 

fanning out to either side. They ran forward, then scuttled back from 

the flames. No survivors there. 

If we were very lucky, and the Russians very stupid, the jeep had 

been carrying their officers. 

The men from the truck assumed defensive positions and dropped 

out of sight. Ten seconds. Thirty. No shots, no motion. No one 

wanted to go first and knock on our door. 

Then someone started barking orders. Either there’d been an 

officer in the truck or some alpha-type wanted a promotion. So much 

for luck. Eventually, six of the Russian security soldiers appeared, 

wary, staying near the protective bulk of the Mercedes. 

I found the loud one in the back and settled crosshairs on his 

torso. Real commissar type, he was bellowing, urging the rest of them 

forward with big slashes and chops of his arms. My finger took up half 

the slack, and I waited for Tam’s signal. 

There was motion on both sides of the road—things scurrying 

through the grass. I squeezed the trigger as the spider mines went 

off; the boom covered by a rapid crack-hiss. The officer tumbled back, 

and suddenly there was screaming. 

Smart mines. Claymores with legs, Tam called them. With the 

brain of a gerbil, Poet9 always added. 

Screams turned to moans turned to wind again. I swept the area 

through the scope. Flames were the only thing moving on that road. 

Ten, maybe twelve men had just died, and I’d only fired one shot. 

Poet9 updated us. “Raven One has zero movement in killbox, but 

Raven Two has those three other vehicles coming fast. There’s a 
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fourth one leaving town. The Cossacks are riding hard.” 

“Raven Three?” I asked. 

“No contacts on the water.” 

“Helicopter?” Tam demanded. 

“No sign of it.” 

“Screw the helicopter. Where’s the damn boat?” I demanded. 

“It’s coming!” Tam snapped back. 

“Three vehicles have stopped half a klick out. Figures 

dismounting,” Poet9 said. “Carajo. Fifteen. No, twenty-plus coming 

our way. And we’re out of mines.” 

Tam muttered something nasty in Korean then ordered the 

Triplets forward. Cottontail spoke one phrase—something short and 

sharp in their Zulu combat argot—and the three big clones ghosted 

into the woods. 

I chinned the video from Raven One, and Oryol’s boys popped up 

on my helmet’s HUD. Twenty-one of them were spread out in a 

skirmish line, trotting along the road in a hurry. These guys wanted 

the ladies back something fierce. Most sported compact AK-9 assault 

rifles, but I spotted at least four Pecheneg LMGs and a RG8 40mm 

grenade launcher. What Oryol security lacked in finesse they made up 

for in blunt force trauma. 

The Ivans were about a hundred meters from the curve in the 

road when three grenades exploded. The deep stutter of H&K G46s 

followed. 

“Contact,” Cottontail said simply. 

The Russians’ response was immediate. Definitely not mall 

security wash-outs. They reacted fast and vicious, opening up with 
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everything they had. Continuous muzzle flash washed out the UAV’s 

video, so I cut the feed and waited. The chainsaw growl ripped 

through the night for a full minute then fell silent all at once. 

Cottontail’s voice sounded in my helmet a second later. 

“Repositioning to beta.” 

I smiled.   

I brought up Raven One again, and this time the view was from 

behind the Russian troopers. Sixteen figures were now creeping 

toward the bend. 

Not bad. Not good, but not bad. And they were heading straight 

to our Nightingale. 

An old trick out of the Spec-Ops black bag, a Nightingale device is 

a one meter by one and a half meter mesh net rigged with 

firecrackers and cherry bombs. Add a remote detonator, press ‘play’ 

and it looks and sounds like a platoon unloading on full auto. 

The Russians were around the bend, four teams leapfrogging 

down the road in angry spurts. They had blood in their teeth, and 

they knew we were still here. 

Seventy-five meters from the first pier, Cottontail spoke again. 

“Beta position. Engaging.” 

First, the Nightingale erupted on the right, and the Oryol teams 

swung into it like it was another ambush, unloading furiously into the 

woods again. I saw bushes and small trees collapsing. Thirty seconds 

later, the Triplets hit them from behind. Five went down, and the rest 

scattered like leaves in a gale. 

One team made the mistake of taking cover near what was left of 

the jeep. The Vychlop slammed into my shoulder twice before the 

rest scurried back to the Mercedes. 
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The Triplets stopped firing as the Nightingale went out. Off-

balance and angry, the Russians regrouped. The no-neck with the 

grenade launcher was thumping out 40mm rounds into the trees, but 

Tam’s Tavor 24 coughed sharply, and he stopped. 

Things were definitely looking better. Now if that boat would just 

show up … 

Eyes back on the road, I spotted the bounce of approaching 

headlights the same moment Poet9 sang out, “Fourth vehicle coming 

fast. He’s charging.” 

A large black van swung around the Mercedes truck and blew past 

the burning jeep. 

“Kill it,” Tam ordered. 

A Bumblebee rocket screeched out of the woods and caught the 

square-back vehicle in the rear doors. It exploded Hollywood-style, 

flipping end over end, and tumbled to a halt, blazing in smaller 

pieces. 

Each of the Bunnies carried a single-use RPO-M thermobaric 

launcher. Made to crack hardened concrete bunkers, using them to 

radically disassemble vehicles was definite overkill. Whatever works 

though. 

“Raven Three has water contact coming our way,” Poet9 spoke 

up. “Our ride’s here.” 

“Better late than never,” Tam murmured. “Disengage and fall 

back to the third pier. Curro, Poet9, get the women into the boat.” 

I stayed on my garbage heap, eyes glued on the road. Once again, 

no one was moving up there. That last display of fireworks must have 

gutted Oryol’s Slavic zeal. 

The thrum of outboard motors grew behind me. Poet9 emerged 
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from hiding and ran across the road. He was still jacked in, cables 

running from the side of his helmet to the UAV’s controller. He waved 

his oversized pistol and Curro emerged, following slowly. The young 

Spaniard was sheltering the mother with his body. He’d given her his 

jacket, and she was carrying her young daughter in her arms. The four 

of them went past me out towards the end of the pier. 

Almost there. 

Tam and the Triplets loosed a final flurry of grenades and tri-

bursts. Still no response. Not like Ivans to widdle their knickers, but 

far be it from me to interrupt when my opponent is making a 

mistake. 

Tam and the Triplets broke from the tree line at a dead run 

straight towards me. I kept my eyes on the road. Nothing. 

The Triplets settled into position around me, and Tam tapped my 

shoulder as he ran past. I got up and followed him down the pier. 

The Microsoft exfiltration boat was a Code X clone: a long, low 

chiseled shape with a cabin bulge at the rear. It was covered in 

mimetic smart-camo, so its surface flashed with the heave of moonlit 

waves. Curro and Poet9 had already helped the two women down 

the ladder. 

Still jacked in, the wiry Mexican flashed a smile up at me. “Home 

free, homie.” 

I gave him a thumbs-up. I was spending my paycheck already. 

“We’re leaving,” Tam called over the radio. The Triplets rose out 

of the shadows and ran towards us. 

They were halfway down the pier when the Werewolf returned 

and all my sugar turned to shit. 

“Drop it!” Tam ordered. 
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Flopsy skidded to a halt and tugged the launcher tube off his back. 

A thread of fire lanced up into the sky straight toward the helicopter. 

And missed. 

That Russian pilot executed one of the most incredible feats of 

flying I’d ever seen. The twin-rotor assault chopper literally spun in a 

three-sixty and sidestepped the rocket. It came around facing us head 

on again, fifty feet from its original position. I’d never been so 

impressed and horrified at the same time. 

The searchlight snapped on again, this time accompanied by a 

quick belch of a 30mm chain gun. The water geysered directly in front 

of us. 

“Остановка! Halt.” 

God. Damn. It! 

Tam, the Triplets, and I froze like mystics with a peek at 

apotheosis. Between the roar of the storm, the helicopter’s engine, 

the bright light, and the threat of instant death, it was as if God were 

speaking doom out of the whirlwind. 

All of a sudden, another sound barged in on that weirdly sacred 

moment, so normal as to seem profane—the loud buzz of fans. It 

seemed to swoop in from all around us, and I heard three tiny pops 

before it left. A split second later, there was a soft grinding noise. 

The grating grew louder and louder. 

The searchlight dipped. Righted itself, then dipped again. 

The grinding morphed into a rasp. The Werewolf’s nose dropped, 

and its engine began to shriek. 

The five of us stared, still rooted in place, watching the pilot 

struggle for control. The helicopter dropped down and wobbled back 



SHIFT TENSE 
 

19 

and forth like a drunk. The shriek became a grating howl, then the 

Werewolf reeled up and away, lunging toward land. 

“Go, go, go!” Tam shouted, and the five of us jumped into the 

boat. Twin Ilmor Formula One engines purred, the deck jumped, and 

we shot into the frigid darkness on the Baltic Sea. 

The shoreline fell away, and I started breathing again for a second 

time that night. 

“What just happened?” Tam asked. “What was that?” 

I stared at Curro. “Your mom praying again?” 

He only laughed. 

“All you need is trust and a little bit of pixie dust.” Poet9 laughed. 

“Knew it would work.” 

The Triplets turned in unison. “Peter Pan!” they boomed out, big 

grins on their faces. 

Tam blinked twice. “Whiskey Tango Foxtrot is ‘pixie dust’?” 

“Mostly sand, with metal shavings and chaff to spice it up. Slight 

drag on the Ravens’ aerodynamics, but when that chopper came 

back, I stuka-ed it and blew all three at the rotor assembly.” 

My jaw dropped. “Sorry?” 

“I was worried RSC Energia might have their own drones over the 

facility, and seeing as missiles are obvious, I rigged each of the Ravens 

with a Tinker Bell payload,” Poet9 explained. “Each Raven had two 

kilos of pixie dust in a fiberglass canister. Stuff will wreck any drone 

engine.” 

“You knew it would work on the chopper?” I asked. 

“Not really. No.” He shrugged. “But I figured it was worth a shot.” 
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“Holy shit,” Tam said slowly. 

I looked over at Curro again. “Your mom is definitely praying.” 

“For God’s sake, don’t tell her about tonight, OK?” Tam pleaded. 

Curro laughed again and handed the mother a mug of tea. 

I looked over at the two women. Both of them were wrapped in 

blankets. The daughter was fast asleep, and her mother was brushing 

hair out of her round little face. She saw me looking and smiled back. 

Everything was right in their world now. They were warm and safe, 

going to be reunited with a loved one in a better country, working for 

a better company. 

This one turned out all right. 

Sometimes I love my job. 

Seven hundred and fifty horsepower throbbed steadily under our 

feet, carrying us farther into the deep black of the Baltic night. 

Finding a Code X stealth boat anytime was a task; throw in a storm, 

and the Russians would never trace us. Ever. This run was over. 

Poet9 had jacked into the boat’s main console. “I told Rao we 

were clear, and he’s relayed that to the Microsofties. Balance will be 

in the bank tomorrow.” 

He unplugged the cable from the interface unit on the side of his 

head. “And he says not to get too comfortable. D-H is sending Hester 

around tomorrow to brief us on our next job.” 

I looked out at the fat snowflakes swirling past the windows. “I 

hope it’s somewhere warm.”  
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CHAPTER THREE – The Great Satin 

 

 

Port city of Berbera, Republic of Somaliland 

Despite the wind off the Indian Ocean, Berbera stank. A reek of 

sweat, sewage and bio-diesel clung to the city like a sepia shroud. It 

yellowed stucco and concrete, smeared windows with a grimy film, 

and lingered sullenly among the vendors’ stalls in the spice-filled 

markets off the Hargeisa Road. It stung eyes, tainted every bite, 

fouled every breath. 

The once-proud Ottoman city that had dominated the waters of 

the Gulf of Aden for centuries had been reduced to a teeming squalor 

governed on the whim of warlords, shipping magnates, and radical 

clerics. Commerce still thrived in the deep-water port, billions of 

dollars worth of goods moving every week, but only the smallest 

trickle ever filtered down to its filthy streets. Five hundred thousand 

people crowded into its sixty-square kilometers; half of them 

unemployed, a quarter of them starving, all of them armed. 

Boom times of slaves, guns, diamonds, and oil had fueled 

cancerous spasms of urban growth in the ancient city of frankincense 

and myrrh. Egos, AKs, and suitcases full of hard currency had raised 

monuments of steel and polished glass among the stretches of 

cinderblock tenements. Swiss modernist offices towered over a sea of 

tin roofs. Exiled Columbian narco-chiefs competed with Singapore 
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data-thieves for the flashiest mansions. Walled complexes sported 

aircraft-carrier-sized security masts while platoons of armed guards 

patrolled past automated defense pods nestled among traditional 

English gardens. 

Somalilanders cobbled their own edifices; hundreds of scrap wood 

shacks sprouted like barnacles on the crumbling brick and flaking 

concrete walls. In many parts of the city, the riot of architecture 

trampled the already narrow streets down to a maze of alleys barely 

wide enough for a single battered taxi. 

The element that tied the city together wasn’t the smell, or the 

architectural clutter, or the crowds. It was graffiti. 

Only mosques were spared. 

In a rampage of color, elaborate gang tags, militia icons, even 

corporate logos, were sprayed, slathered, or stenciled on every flat 

surface throughout the city. These urban hieroglyphics marked 

territories, directed the flow of traffic and goods, and provided up-to-

the-minute news on everything from which shop had the best price 

on corn meal to the latest developments in the civil war. The key was 

knowing how to decipher it all. 

If the red fist of the SPLM—Somaliland People’s Liberation 

Movement—suddenly pimpled on mailboxes, phone booths and bus 

stops, it was a safe bet Professor Harun Hamid’s rebels were closer to 

the capital. If President General Goma Dhul-Fiqaar’s face appeared on 

the billboards, then somewhere tractors were scraping out another 

mass grave. 

A new ten-by-twenty-meter holo-board was perched over the 

Burco Highway portraying the general flanked by soldiers in hulking 

SARKOS suits. 

With the red-berets and the Duub Cas tiger-head insignia 
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blazoned on their ceramic chest plates, the exo-armored soldiers 

were a not-so-subtle reminder of Dhul-Fiqaar’s personal army, as well 

as his government’s corporate backing. The Great Man himself gazed 

confidently out over the city, jowly, grinning at a Somaliland he saw 

as flourishing under his fatherly guidance and high-tech coercion. 

There was little doubt in anyone’s mind that prosperity was 

imminent. At least for General Dhul-Fiqaar. 

Some brave but linguistically challenged SPLM sympathizer had 

hacked the sign’s video feed and spliced in flash text. “Bloody man. 

The Great Satin will not save you.” 

It was two in the afternoon when a trio of black Mercedes SUVs 

turned south under that sign and disappeared into the warren of side 

streets. Universal transportation for foreign executives and high-end 

warlords, no one looked twice as the little convoy snaked its way 

among the cramped buildings to finally stop outside an anonymous 

six-storey edifice. 

Wedged with a bit of cosmic irony between a Dutch landmine 

clearing outfit and a Vietnamese sweatshop cranking out knock-off 

Hong Kong prosthetic limbs, the office was the former headquarters 

of one of a hundred relief agencies that had cycled through the 

region’s misery in the last decade. The flaking sky-blue paint and 

ornate, rust-orange window grills made a vague attempt to look 

colonial but only succeeded at appearing exhausted. 

The sweltering heat had emptied the street, but six men burst 

from the front and rear vehicles like shrapnel. Wearing bad suits, buzz 

cuts and mirrored optics, they cradled stubby Herstal assault rifles 

and froze in a five-meter perimeter-like display of CIA statuary. Only 

their heads moved as they surveyed surrounding buildings and 

rooftops. After a full three minutes, one of them touched his ear and 

spoke. Immediately, a side door opened on the middle vehicle. Two 
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more bodyguards with briefcases and large automatic pistols 

appeared. They stood at attention until two Arab men emerged from 

behind them. 

Crisp linen ghutrahs completely concealed their faces, and the 

two men glided across the filthy street swathed in brilliant white 

robes and the chill of Freon. Then, like apparitions, splendid and 

remote, they disappeared with their bodyguards into the green glass 

entryway of the narrow façade. 

Once inside, the four men rode a creaking elevator to the top 

floor. The smaller Arab hissed in displeasure as it lurched to a stop. 

The other merely shrugged. The doors slid open, and the two 

bodyguards drew pistols before leading them into a large room 

directly across the hall. 

Inside, four Somali men waited. Two were SPLM soldiers holding 

hatchet-shaped PP2000 sub-machineguns. They stood, lean and alert, 

facing the door—another species of bodyguard. The other two 

Somalis were seated at a long table, one of them old, the second a 

soldier, but middle-aged—an officer. 

The older man wore western clothes—slacks, a collared shirt and 

suit jacket. He had close- cropped, frizzled white hair and purple-

black skin. His face was deeply creased by care and time. He looked 

up as they entered, his eyes shocking silver and pupil-less. The 

sockets were filled with cyber-optics—nuggets of mercury set in iron 

root. 

The younger man was race-hound thin, with olive-drab military 

fatigues and a pinched, nervous expression. He glanced up as the 

door opened, then back down at his hands. A single paper file sat on 

the table in front of him. 

An ancient air-conditioning unit wheezed in the window, 
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struggling to keep the temperature at an acceptable level. An air 

freshener and ionizer battled the city smell. At the sight of the pistols, 

the two guards leveled their submachine guns. The Arabs halted in 

the doorway, suddenly cautious. 

The older Somali man rose and waved the guards’ weapons down. 

“Assalamu alaikum.” He bowed. The officer beside him rose and 

followed suit. 

The taller Arab recovered first. He pushed his guard’s pistol down 

and nudged him onward. The man stepped forward, holstering his 

gun before placing his briefcase on the table. It snapped open to 

reveal the brushed aluminum and sparse lines of German electronics. 

He punched several buttons and scrutinized a small screen as a low 

electronic hum filled the air. He nodded after a moment, closed the 

briefcase, and stepped back. 

Only then did the taller one remove the white cloth ghutrah. “Wa 

‘Alaykum Asalaam,” he answered. A round, pleasant face smiled at 

the Somalis. “I am Muran Mufrih Jamal, and this is Hashim Al-Faazi.” 

The smaller Arab inclined his head and uncovered a dark, sharp 

face as fierce as a hawk. “I greet you in the name of the Prophet, may 

peace and blessings be upon him.” 

The older African bowed again. “Charles Ghotta, secretary to 

Professor Hamid. This is Major Tokpah Sajiid, commander of the 

Muharib Guard. Thank you for coming. Please, sit.” 

Al-Faazi and Jamal sat, leery as Secretary Ghotta placed two 

glasses in front of them. “Something to drink? Tea or mineral water, 

perhaps?” 

The Arab delegates didn’t touch the glasses. Al-Faazi leaned 

forward, scowling. “Your eyes—” 

“They are unusual,” Jamal interrupted. “We were unaware of 
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your… disability, Mr. Ghotta. Your remedy is most unusual.” 

“Unorthodox, you mean.” Secretary Ghotta poured himself a glass 

of water, nodding. “I apologize if I offended you. I was a second year 

university student when Dhul-Fiqaar came to power. During the 

Purge, he ordered the Somaliland National Army to drop phosgene on 

Isaaq villages. Mine was one of them. My eyes were burned away.” 

He set the pitcher down and smiled. “I was one of the lucky ones. 

These are actually my third pair. Yagi implants courtesy of Médecins 

Sans Frontières.” 

Jamal dismissed the thought of offense with a wave of his hand, 

but Al-Faazi stared with an equal measure of horror and contempt. “I 

would rather be blind than allow infidels to install their devices in 

me.” 

Ghotta inclined his head. “Life is fraught with testing and sorrow,” 

he said levelly. “But it is Allah’s will that I serve Him in this capacity. 

These devices have enabled me to do so. I can only pray to remain 

faithful and endure all the trials that come before me each day.” 

“I admire your resolve, Mr. Ghotta,” Jamal said cheerfully. “Allah 

is indeed merciful.” 

“They are an abomination,” Al-Faazi muttered. 

“A necessary evil perhaps,” Jamal spoke over him. “It is an honor 

to meet with you in person, Mr. Ghotta, Major Sajiid. The Muslim 

Brotherhood only regrets we must do so secretly.” 

“By the will of Allah and the Brotherhood’s generous support, the 

time of secrecy is nearly over.” Major Sajiid finally spoke. 

Jamal smiled. “May it be so. How may we be of service?” 

The major looked at Secretary Ghotta before continuing, “The war 

is coming to a successful conclusion, Masha’ Allah. I need to confirm 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&source=web&cd=3&ved=0CDsQFjAC&url=http%3A%2F%2Fen.wikipedia.org%2Fwiki%2FM%25C3%25A9decins_Sans_Fronti%25C3%25A8res&rct=j&q=doctors%20without%20borders&ei=Ea-8TcuwIoGXtwfJy7DaBQ&usg=AFQjCNFwHN-L9t9vdei9Zb_1vu9_4IVhNQ&sig2=FIhFlOOLhFoedJ5ndEVQDA&cad=rja
http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&source=web&cd=3&ved=0CDsQFjAC&url=http%3A%2F%2Fen.wikipedia.org%2Fwiki%2FM%25C3%25A9decins_Sans_Fronti%25C3%25A8res&rct=j&q=doctors%20without%20borders&ei=Ea-8TcuwIoGXtwfJy7DaBQ&usg=AFQjCNFwHN-L9t9vdei9Zb_1vu9_4IVhNQ&sig2=FIhFlOOLhFoedJ5ndEVQDA&cad=rja
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the extent of the Brotherhood’s tactical support for our final 

offensive.” 

“We also need to discuss the matter of diplomatic recognition and 

financial assistance during the regime transition,” Secretary Ghotta 

added. 

“You couldn’t go through the usual channels?” Al-Faazi 

demanded. “What was so vital that you insisted on a face-to-face 

meeting?” 

Charles Ghotta turned to the smaller Arab. “I also have some 

questions about the last mission we undertook for you.” 

“You failed to get the ship?” 

Liquid silver eyes rested on Hashim Al-Faazi. “No, not at all. Our 

men control the Mashona Breeze—for the moment.” 

“For the moment…” the small Arab said. “We told you to hold that 

ship for seven days.” 

“I understand that.” 

Al-Faazi sneered. “Then what is the problem? Did we not track it 

for you? Did we not relay the precise coordinates once it reached the 

Gulf? Are we not allowing you to keep the ransom for your cause?” 

“Allah’s graciousness springs through you.” Ghotta smiled calmly. 

“Now that you mention it, the ransom is an issue. The company is 

refusing to offer a settlement.” 

“And that is our concern?” Al-Faazi asked. “You Somalis are the 

pirates.” 

“That vessel was bound for Chennai, but rather than hearing from 

an adjuster at Lloyd’s, yesterday, the Indian government demanded 

its immediate release. All cargo and crew intact.” 
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“Paah,” Al-Faazi scoffed. “Hindu xawalaat. One week is too much 

to ask?” 

“I’m told no less than three Indian Navy frigates are on their way,” 

Major Sajiid interjected. “Our soldiers are brave, but a handful of 

them won’t be able to hold a giant cargo ship against such firepower. 

And the frigates undoubtedly carry Special Operations boarding 

teams. It appears the Indian government wants that vessel back—and 

quite urgently.” 

“As I said, that is not our problem.” Al-Faazi snapped his fingers. 

“What is your next question?” 

The two Somali guards tensed at the insult, but the secretary 

spread his hands and continued, “The SPLM diverted military assets 

to take the Mashona Breeze for the Brotherhood. We did so out of 

respect and recognition for your generous support over the last three 

years.” 

Jamal interrupted before Al-Faazi could answer. “We are God’s 

humble servants, duty-bound to help the faithful wherever they are 

in the world, Mr. Ghotta.” 

“Truly God is good. Indebted as we are to you, you must 

understand how damaging it is for the SPLM to openly engage in acts 

of piracy, particularly now when we’re seeking international 

recognition. This single act provoked such a strong response from 

New Delhi that Professor Hamid is concerned we have been thrust in 

to a very precarious situation.” The secretary paused. “That we are 

completely in the dark as to why troubles him even further.” 

“And what does Professor Hamid expect us to do?” Jamal asked. 

“The Brotherhood responds to the needs of the ummah wherever 

they can, but responsibility is a two-way street.” 

“If you want our men to hold the ship for seven days, they need a 
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deterrent,” Major Sajiid declared. 

“A deterrent?” 

“A show of strength,” he continued. “Tooth to give the Indian 

Navy pause. A series of Royal Saudi naval patrols. Or several pods of 

Egyptian amphibious drones? Anything to delay them until your 

deadline has passed.” 

Jamal shook his head. “No. Our support, while hardly covert, 

cannot be perceived to cross certain boundaries. As it is, how your 

men intercepted that particular ship raises certain questions.” 

It was Secretary Ghotta’s turn to lean forward. “Then I have 

certain questions myself; what is so important enough to make the 

Brotherhood demand we hold the Mashona Breeze to the point of 

death?” 

“That is none of your concern,” Al-Faazi snapped. “If Allah wills 

your soldiers die, they die shahid. Is that not enough?” 

“It is not unreasonable to ask what would make martyrdom so 

enticing,” Major Sajiid retorted. “This is war. I send men and boys to 

their deaths, but I will not throw their lives away.” 

“Unreasonable…” Al-Faazi sputtered. “If it were not for the 

Muslim Brotherhood and Riyadh’s money, your movement would be 

buried in a shallow grave somewhere in the bush,” Al-Faazi stated. 

“You owe us. Not the other way around.” 

Muran Mufrih Jamal placed a hand on Al-Faazi’s shoulder before 

he could speak again. “Our intelligence services knew the shipment 

was important, yes. But they did not know exactly why. Who can 

divine the minds of reprobate infidels?” 

“I find it hard to believe the Mukhabarat could pinpoint the ship in 

the middle of the Gulf of Aden, but be in the dark as to its cargo,” 



PART ONE: RED FLAGS 
 

30 

Charles Ghotta countered. 

Jamal rolled his eyes and heaved a sigh. “My friend, our agents 

are superb, but they are not omniscient. Do not lose sight of your 

noble goal, brother: a nation freed from the grip of Western 

decadence and corruption. Dedicated to the glory of Allah. The 

Dawson-Hull Conglomerate would make Somaliland a British colony 

once again, with General Dhul-Fiqaar as their puppet. Trust Allah 

when we tell you your men have struck at the heart of their plans.” 

Ignoring Al-Faazi’s glare, Major Sajiid focused on the taller Arab 

man. “Right now, our plans are for an all-out offensive that, by the 

will of Allah, will end this war. All our effort, all our resources, are 

bent to that, not single cargo ships in the middle of the ocean.” 

“Allah is ever a provider,” Jamal spread his hands beneficently. 

“Order your men to be strong and keep the ship moving. Give us as 

much time as you can, Major. I assure you the Brotherhood will 

compensate the SPLM for any diverted resources.” Jamal moved on. 

“Tell us more about this final offensive. Your reports indicate the SNA 

is on its last legs.” 

Secretary Ghotta and Major Sajiid weighed the Egyptian’s 

statement for a long moment before the major finally answered, “Yes 

and no.” 

He made a complicated gesture with one hand, and the Arab 

bodyguards started as a 3D holo-map bloomed across the table 

surface. “The Somaliland National Army has all but given up the 

countryside. Instead, consolidating in four main cities—Hargeisa, 

Boorama, Berbera, Burco—and patrolling the roads that connect 

them. Here, here, and here.” As he pointed, small red flags appeared 

and several highways were highlighted vivid yellow. “Of course, they 

control their bases, the naval academy, police stations, and the 

airports. Only the vile Duub Cas—the Red Berets—and Hangash 
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secret police units venture out in strength. And only then to attack 

Isaaq towns.” 

“What is the Professor’s strategy?” Al-Faazi demanded. 

“Two fold,” Major Sajiid answered. “Half the SPLM militia will 

concentrate outside Hargeisa and Berbera.” Green flags started 

appearing outside the capital and the seaside city. “We need the port 

intact, as well as the Internet, television, and radio stations. Once the 

signal is given, these militia cells will strike to seize them. At the same 

time, our remaining units will launch on two axis of advance from 

staging areas inside Ethiopia.” A pair of wide green lines moved 

across the map from a table edge. 

“We want to isolate Dhul-Fiqaar as quickly as possible. Lock him in 

place,” Secretary Ghotta added. 

“Will that not make him desperate?” Jamal asked. 

Secretary Ghotta pointed to a spot outside the capital of Hargeisa. 

“We expect him to make a final stand at the Presidential Palace.” 

Al-Faazi arched his eyebrows. “Why?” 

The secretary’s silver eyes tightened. “They always do.” 

“And the military bases?” Jamal pointed. “The airports? What 

about these Red Berets? The Duub Cas?” 

“And the Hangash death squads?” his partner added. 

“Both remain a threat,” the major agreed. “Our concern is with 

Dawson-Hull satellites providing real-time intelligence and advanced 

weapon platforms like tactical drones and SARKOS suits. SPLM 

regulars won’t dislodge them.” 

“So you have no answer.” Al-Faazi curled his lip. “Your offensive 

isn’t final.” 
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Major Sajiid leaned forward. “Professor Hamid has made them a 

priority target.” 

“But how will you eliminate them? You said your regular troops 

aren’t up to the job.” The small Arab smirked. 

The major opened his mouth to respond, then caught himself. 

Secretary Ghotta answered for him. “Professor Hamid understands 

they are a priority. That’s why we have hired private military 

contractors, ones with high-tech combined arms combat experience. 

They’ll be the sharp edge that pries Dhul-Fiqaar’s murderers out of 

their holes.” 

Al-Faazi glared at the highlighted locations on the map display. “I 

care nothing for such dogs, but hiding behind infidel mercenaries 

won’t bring victory.” 

Both Secretary Ghotta and the major stiffened. Jamal blurted 

something in Arabic—short, sharp. Al-Faazi sneered and didn’t 

answer. 

Jamal spread his hands toward the two Somali men and dipped 

his head in apology. “My brother is zealous for Allah’s victory over the 

unbelievers. How can you trust mercenaries? The general will make 

counter-offers.” 

“We have engaged Global Strategic Solutions to coordinate all 

foreign military personnel,” the secretary replied. 

“The Dutchman, Deer Voort?” 

Both Sajiid and Ghotta nodded. Jamal and Al-Faazi exchanged a 

look that held both grudging respect and a hint of concern. 

“Is there a problem?” Major Sajiid asked. 

“No,” Jamal answered quickly. “GSS is a… wise choice.” 
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Major Sajiid swallowed before going on. “We think so too. That is 

why we have requested another seventy-five million in financial 

assistance. Colonel Deer Voort insists we need more firepower if we 

are to stand a reasonable chance of success.” 

Both Arab’s frowned. “Always more money? Do you think we 

conjure it from a lamp like some genie?” Al-Faazi asked. “Your 

revolution is getting expensive.” 

“More than you realize,” the secretary countered and held his 

gaze. 

“If we provide these additional funds, what is Professor Hamid’s 

timetable?”Jamal asked. 

Major Sajiid made another motion with his hand. The holo-map 

blinked off, the expanse of blank table suddenly stark and large. “You 

understand I cannot go into detail, but if additional funds and 

supplemental weapons are provided soon, we will move to the final 

phase of operations in thirty days.” 

Jamal grimaced. “What ‘supplemental arms’? Are the regular 

shipments through Djibouti not on schedule?” 

The Somali major placed a flash stick in front of him. “This is a 

complete list, but aside from the extra money, we will need real-time 

satellite reconnaissance of all SNA positions forty-eight hours prior to 

the jump-off.” 

Al-Faazi eyed the flash stick as if it were a bug or rotten vegetable 

peel. “What else?” 

“Dawson-Hull has been sending new types of robotics and remote 

systems as part of their military assistance program. Somaliland is a 

testing ground. With corporate security “advisors” providing 

command and support, this technology gives even SNA conscripts an 

edge against our troops. The Duub Cas slaughtered the entire town of 
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Taleh last week. They used robots from ten kilometers away, laughing 

as they watched it all on screen.” 

Intent on convincing the two Arabs, Major Sajiid continued, “My 

field commanders need active countermeasure arrays—frequency 

jammers, short-term communications viruses, decrypters, even chaff 

and flare dispensers. Anything that will disrupt the drones’ tactical 

network. We also need more shoulder-fired Igla-S MANPADS for the 

aerial drones and RPG 32s to take out the tracked gun platforms, and 

SARKOS-suited troopers.” 

Jamal nodded to one of his guards, who leaned in and scooped up 

the flash drive. Then the two men stood up, signaling the meeting 

was at an end. 

Jamal wagged a finger at the Somalis. “The Western infidels are 

cowards, sending machines because their men cannot face you. I 

fought against them and know this in my warrior’s heart.” He placed 

his hand on his chest. “I will relay your requests to the Shura Council,” 

he continued. “Tell Professor Hamid, may Allah bless him with 

victory, the longer your men hold the Mashona Breeze, the more 

favorable the council’s response will be. I pray Allah shields them 

with his Hand, but whatever happens, they must not lose courage. 

Remember, the Muslim Brotherhood stands with you in this jihad.” 

He turned toward the door. “Now you must weigh which is more 

important; a handful of men or your nation. Fi amaan-illaah.” 

The Somalis bowed. “God’s protection to you as well.” 

Jamal leaned over the table and shook hands with Secretary 

Ghotta and the major, but Al-Faazi merely nodded once before 

wrapping the ghutrah over his face. 

Major Sajiid turned to speak with the two Somali bodyguards, but 

Charles Ghotta watched as the two Arabs departed bearing the future 
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of his country. His eyes were luminous and unblinking, and he knew 

in his bones that if he survived the war and the Professor won, he’d 

have to work twice as hard to keep it out of their clutches. 
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CHAPTER FOUR – Red Flags 

 

 

The Presidential Estate, Hargeisa, Somaliland 

Hugh Brenton was growing more troubled by the minute. 

He stared out the limousine’s window as the pearl-white Audi 

eased through the gates into the Presidential Estate. There were no 

less than eight black T98 Kombats surrounding them. The chunky 

Russian SUVs had met the two Dawson-Hull limos at the airport and 

herded them on the highway. Equal parts blatant and unnecessary, 

the general nevertheless insisted on making a big show whenever his 

“British friends” came to visit. With continuous drone support 

overhead, Brenton knew his security detail could fend off anything 

short of an armored assault. The escort added nothing except 

unwanted attention. Today, the massive slab-sided jeeps thundering 

alongside brought to mind the image of a pair of Victoria’s Secret 

models thronged by Russian mobsters: a little convoy of pale curves 

flanked by brute intimidation and barely concealed lust. Hugh found 

the display tedious and immature. 

It wasn’t the last-minute urgency of the meeting that bothered 

him. As a director, and his corporation’s designated “cultural 

attaché,” he’d met with Dhul-Fiqaar and his cronies a dozen times in 

the last four months. Like a recurring migraine, there was a constant 

need to reiterate the finer details of the assistance package to the 
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Somaliland government. Carrot-and-sticking obstinate associates, 

unpleasant as it was, was part of his job. 

It wasn’t that this would be his first visit to the dictator’s 

compound either. He’d been briefed in-flight on the layout and knew 

things about the house and grounds the general himself wasn’t aware 

of. 

No, his anxiety didn’t stem from tiresome repetition or the new 

location. It was Hugh Brenton’s imagination that tormented him; a 

sort of mental chain reaction that was gradually ratcheting his blood 

pressure through the roof. 

Each new demand, reservation, or evasion out of Hargeisa forced 

the executives on the London board to add stipulations—provisos to 

the agreement. That was diplomacy. The real dilemma was that in 

juggling the general’s latest round of spectacularly pretentious 

demands, Hugh couldn’t stop imagining conclusions to the upcoming 

meeting. Given the tenor of previous negotiating sessions, “surreal” 

was the best word he could come up with. Most of his current 

projections ended with lots of shouting, gunshots and severed limbs. 

He looked up at the driver. “Stay close. This could turn sour. A 

rapid egress might be in order.” 

The small man caught his passenger’s eye in the rearview mirror 

and nodded. 

Vaguely satisfied, Hugh turned back to watch emerald-green 

lawns slide by, all as meticulous and flat as a billiard table. There were 

soldierly rows of exotic trees. Flowerbeds pruned with digital 

precision. A giant shrub was shaped like an elephant. Another like a 

unicorn. He swore he saw a giraffe’s head bobbing among the palms 

for a second. Hugh calculated he was looking at a double-digit 

percentage of his company’s investment right now. 



PART ONE: RED FLAGS 
 

38 

No wonder they’re losing the war, he thought. Rebels are on the 

doorstep, and he’s spending good money on Belgian landscape 

architects. Brenton imagined the grounds pocked with shell holes, the 

trees smoldering, chopped down by machinegun fire, but it only 

made it worse. 

Another moment, a clever S-curve in the road, and the 

Presidential Palace came into view. 

Dubbed Qasr al-Salam, the “Palace of Peace” looked like a 

colonial fortress with delusions of opulence. Stretching up and back, 

the rising rooflines, bay windows and iron balconies sat smugly 

behind thick duracrete walls that were blistered with surveillance 

nodes. 

The Audi glided to a stop, and as Hugh stepped into the protective 

cordon of bodyguards, a grand fountain on his right sprang to life. 

The water began spurting in time to the Dawson-Hull anthem. One of 

Penderecki’s more dreary neoclassical pieces, Hugh recalled. A waste 

of perfectly good notes. The musical fountain struck him as odd 

though; General Dhul-Fiqaar seemed more of the type who’d keep a 

swimming pool filled with sharks. 

A triple-row of Palace Guards waited at rigid attention. Except for 

the gold-plated M-19 assault rifles, the sight of their tall, plumed hats 

and purple uniforms made Hugh think of a marching band. The 

fountain music didn’t help matters. 

Hugh waited as a flock of presidential secretaries rushed down the 

red carpet. 

Christ almighty, he thought as he plastered a smile on his face. 

Dhul-Fiqaar isn’t here. The gauge on his likely scenarios trembled 

toward “hazardous.” 

The oldest of the secretaries, Jalambie? Jalemdie? started 
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gushing. “Greetings, Mr. Brenton. How wonderful to see you again so 

soon. The general extends his best wishes and regrets being unable to 

greet you personally. Affairs of state are pressing. He is prosecuting 

the war most vigorously.” 

“I understand perfectly.” Brenton nodded gravely. “Weighty 

matters on broad shoulders.” More like, he guessed, I’m not bringing 

an approval for more money. But if he’s displeased now, just wait 

until the meeting is over. 

As they mounted the broad marble steps, the Palace Guards 

snapped to and began firing a twenty-one-gun salute. The four British 

bodyguards tightened around Hugh in a blur of neural fibered speed, 

machine pistols materializing in their fists like magic tricks. 

The secretaries all tittered nervously. “No worries, gentlemen. No 

worries. The general honors you with the salute. It’s not aimed at 

you.” 

He hasn’t heard my proposal, Brenton reflected. The group 

entered the villa. 

No one paid any attention to the driver of the second Dawson-

Hull limo. Staff security waved him up the driveway, and the man 

called Hester touched the brim of his cap in thanks. He pulled the 

limo off to the side in front of a six-car garage and disappeared out 

the passenger door. 

 

*** 

 

The general’s ‘war room’ occupied the entire second floor of the 

main house. Filled with spindly French antiques and floor-to-ceiling 

mirrors studded with gilded sconces, Hugh took it for a casino—until 
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he spotted the dais. 

A giant, carved wood and ivory chair sat on a raised platform in 

the middle of the room. In it, General Goma Dhul-Fiqaar, the current 

President-for-Life of the Republic of Somaliland, was holding court 

with a bevy of servants and advisors and looking on the wrathful side 

of regally displeased. 

A holo-projector displayed a 3D map of Hargeisa and the 

surrounding countryside onto the surface of a huge Rococo desk. 

Before it winked out, Hugh Brenton spied a lot of little red flags. 

Seeing him, the general’s entire visage transformed from an 

ominous frown to a beatific smile. All in a mercurial instant. 

“Welcome! Welcome, my dear friend, Director Brenton.” The general 

snapped something in Somali, and liveried servants scurried across 

the room. 

Satan to Santa in under a second, Hugh thought as he approached 

the desk. 

Thickly built, wearing a sporty Brutini-designed field marshal’s 

uniform with a color-coordinated mosaic of chest medals, the 

President of Somaliland didn’t bother to rise in greeting; he simply 

leaned forward and shook Hugh’s hand. 

It took thirty minutes to wade through the usual opening barrage 

of inane pleasantries and flattery. When the conversation finally 

turned toward business, it took less than three minutes for the 

general to shift from effervescent to petulant. The servants and 

secretaries stood to one side, silent and skittish. Hugh Brenton felt his 

bodyguards move a half step closer. 

“How can my gracious business partners deny me such a small 

request? A few million more. What is such an amount between 

friends?” The general wagged a thick finger. 



SHIFT TENSE 
 

41 

“The Board isn’t denying support, General. Fifteen million in 

weapons and munitions will be delivered directly to the bases in 

Berbera, Hargeisa and Burco. We understand as the revered leader of 

this nation, there are incredible demands on your time. You don’t 

want to be bothered by trivialities, which is why we’ll undertake 

transportation costs as well. Your commanders will have immediate 

access to the supplies.” 

Jowls twitched. Dhul-Fiqaar sat not listening, not speaking. 

Brenton spread his hands. “Don’t forget, this is in addition to a 

wing of Nemesis prototypes with full support personnel.” 

“I don’t need your new machines!” A scowl darkened the man’s 

face and spread. “My soldiers have this skirmish well in hand. We are 

rounding them up all across the countryside even as we speak.” 

“But you requested additional money, citing field reports of 

enemy units near Burco and Berbera. Satellite imagery shows them 

seventy kilometers from the capital itself. You stated emphatically 

that your field commanders needed more materiel to prosecute the 

war.” 

“Units? What units?” the general raged. “They are gangs of 

bandits. Nothing more. Roving thugs who cause this trouble. Your 

BBC always exaggerates, sensationalizes the trials of my nation. It is 

demeaning, I tell you, your patronizing, colonial mindset. You must 

speak to those newscasters not to do that anymore. We Africans run 

our countries just as good as you Europeans. Better, in fact. Am I not 

right?” He looked at his secretaries, who nodded vigorously. “You 

see? My government is very capable. The people of Somaliland 

themselves rise against this criminal element. Is it too much to ask for 

money to reward their loyalty?” 

Hugh Brenton answered carefully. “Loyalty is a prized virtue these 
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days, General. One which should be rewarded. I assure you the 

Dawson-Hull Conglomerate has the utmost respect for the citizens of 

Somaliland. Professor Hamid’s forces—” 

“Professor Hamid is a fraud. He has no forces—no army. He is a 

malcontent propped up by my enemies to discredit me. Always they 

spread rumors, vicious lies everywhere. A bit more money and we will 

flush this professor away.” General Dhul-Fiqaar banged a meaty fist 

on the marble top. “Flush. Him. Down. The. Toilet! Do you 

understand?” 

Hugh Brenton sensed his bodyguards shift their balance ever so 

subtly. He inclined his head, keeping his gaze on the general’s shoes. 

“I understand perfectly, your Excellency.” 

Like an accidental magic trick, the sound of that title worked like 

flipping a switch. General Dhul-Fiqaar’s plump features broke into a 

wide grin, and Hugh felt the tension leak out of the air like a ruptured 

balloon. 

An African Santa Claus on his French Renaissance throne, the 

general chortled, then winked slowly at Hugh Brenton as if he’d 

caught on to some practical joke. “You test my resolve. I see this 

now.” The dictator steepled his fingers into a pudgy little tent. “This… 

This is something only a true friend would do. I am humbled by your 

faith in me, Director Brenton.” Glancing at the cluster of servants and 

secretaries, he gestured toward the corporate director and his 

bodyguards. “Not only is this man a comrade in arms in our struggle, 

but he is a friend to all Somaliland. Let us recognize him as a boon 

companion to our great nation.” 

The group broke out in spontaneous, almost frantic, applause, 

large smiles etched over wide eyes. Hugh Brenton released a breath 

he didn’t know he’d been holding, and as he waved off their 

acknowledgments, he saw the shadow of a small man flit past outside 
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the window across the room. 

The general’s chuckling erupted into a rumbling laughter. “Ho ho, 

my friend. Now that I have passed your test, we can get down to 

business. Fifteen million is such a paltry amount—” 
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CHAPTER FIVE – A Few Genes Shy of a Midget 

 

 

Belfast Metro Zone 

I palmed the lock’s biometric pad and heard the bolts thunk back 

in their housings. The steel doors hissed open. Eshu Export. We were 

home. 

The Americans had picked up Gratsev’s wife and daughter—and 

their boat—three hours earlier. They’d met us on the shore and 

bundled the ladies into a straight-out-of-Hollywood black van with 

tinted windows, while one very Borg-ed Microsoftie patched into the 

Code X consol and piloted it away handless. CIA posers left us in the 

dark on the beach at Donaghadee, well outside Belfast, and five 

kilometers from our truck. They threw our gear in a pile and motored 

off without a word of thanks. 

Poet9 gave them the ‘you’re number one’ hand gesture as they 

drove away. “Wankers.” 

Dawn was leaking into the sky when we finally reached Belfast. 

The city was waking up. The seven of us were pissed and twitchy on 

adrenaline and Dex patches. The bumpy ride back from the coast 

hadn’t helped. Mission memories flitting in my brain like muzzle 

flashes. Poet9 almost shot up an automated street sweeper when it 

rumbled by, swishing broken glass across the cobblestones. New job 

in the queue or not, there was an obvious need to ramp down. 
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Inside, warm lights blinked on. The smell of mint disinfectant, 

dirty socks and Hoppes No. 9 greeted my nostrils. 

Die Nerdschanze. 

A sigh of relief. We safetied our weapons, set them aside, and 

began unstrapping our body armor. 

Curro was with the Triplets, grinning. “Another job well done, eh, 

boss?” 

Tam turned around. “Just because I let you tag along on a mission 

doesn’t mean you’re on the payroll.” 

“Third mission.” 

“Whatever. You know what I mean.” 

“That security door trick at the apartment was smooth.” Poet9 

looked at Tam. “You gotta agree. I mean, I’d have spent two, three 

minutes mugging the alarm system.” 

Curro shrugged. “It’s an old delivery-boy trick. The door thinks it’s 

locked.” 

“Now I know a hundred and one uses for duct tape,” I said. 

“He’s still not hired,” Tam called from across the room. 

Cottontail spoke up in a soft, even voice like satin. “But he did 

good. A simple, direct solution increased our time window. He even 

went in and retrieved the mother and daughter himself.” 

“Yes,” Tam said. “He did very good. But if his mom and dad ever 

found out he pulled that kind of stunt, they’d get very upset.” 

Flopsy’s pale, thick face furrowed with concern. “We won’t tell 

them then. I don’t want Mr. Alejo or Ms. Carmen to be mad.” 

“Me neither,” Poet whistled. 
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A door opened behind us and Jaithirth walked in, a bright smile on 

his tan face. “The wife and daughter are on their way to the States to 

join the husband. London sends their regards for a job well done. 

Gratsev’s defection sets the Russians back a year to eighteen months, 

and now Microsoft owes D-H a big favor. MacKinnon was so pleased I 

thought he might actually smile.” 

“And the balance?” Tam asked. 

“Transfer went through ten minutes after Microsoft confirmed 

they had the wife and daughter in their corporate embassy. If nothing 

else, Dawson-Hull is very prompt about bookkeeping.” 

“Keep the hired help happy,” Tam said. 

“Keep the hounds fed,” Poet9 countered. 

Jaithirth ignored him. “There was a message with the transfer: 

‘Don’t get too comfortable. The next job is in the queue. Full 

deployment, deep cover.’” 

“They say where?” 

“Somewhere warm.” 

Tam looked at me. “Careful what you ask for.” 

“What did he ask for?” Jaithirth was puzzled. 

“Nothing,” I said. “Anything else?” 

“Hester will be here tomorrow with specifics.” 

“Oooh! The leprechaun is really coming to visit?” Poet9 snickered. 

“Think I’ll set some spider mines; keep the little bastard on his toes.” 

“Devante…” Tam used Poet9’s real name. “Just don’t. Let it go.” 

“Sure thing, boss. After all, it’s nothing personal—” 

“—it’s just business,” Curro finished. 
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“You’re still not hired,” Tam said. 

Jaithirth was totally confused now. “Why do you call him the 

leprechaun?” he finally asked. 

“Because he’s Irish and he’s short,” Poet9 explained. 

“He’s not that short,” I said. 

“You kidding me? He’s a few genes shy of a midget.” He looked at 

Tam. “One mine?” 

“No.” 

‘Gas capsule?” 

“No.” 

Jaithirth glanced at his watch. “I’m getting out of here. It’s nearly 

seven now. Get some breakfast. Sleep. I’ll come back and help with 

the weapons and gear post-haste.” 

“Post Hester,” Poet9 quipped. 

Jaithirth looked at the little Mexican and shook his head. “You are 

deeply strange.” 

Poet9 looked up, beaming. “I know, right?” 
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CHAPTER SIX – In for a Penny 

 

 

UNHCR IDP Camp, Dhubbato, Somaliland 

Alejo Garcia hoisted the young Somali boy off the exam table and 

watched him toddle away. Big eyes, mahogany skin, knobby knees, he 

held up his bandaged wrist to his mother, who scooped him up in a 

sweep of bright cloth and kisses. She turned to Alejo and chattered 

singsong thanks in Benadiri, then backed out of the tent holding her 

son to her chest. The boy, shy but smiling, peeked out and waved 

good-bye with his good hand. 

Alejo flashed a big grin and waved back. 

The mother is still a child herself, he thought. Young enough to be 

his sister. But that was par for the course when sixteen percent of the 

population didn’t live past middle age. 

It had taken a week for him and his wife Carmen to realize life was 

stuck on fast-forward in Somaliland. Three generations of violence 

and starvation had honed an edge into the people, made them leap 

into life earlier. They blossomed with a fast, almost feverish beauty. 

But the hard scrabble also made them brittle, fragile, so that they 

vanished like frost in the high desert. 

Seeing as Somaliland’s current state of affairs was a nationwide 

train wreck, Alejo figured the odds were dead even that the little boy 
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would be dead from malnutrition, disease, or war by this time next 

year. 

He let out a long sigh. Best not to go there. “Sufficient unto the 

day is the trouble thereof.” Leave tomorrow in God’s hands, he 

reminded himself. Do the next right thing. 

He looked up at the next face in line. The day’s queue of sick and 

injured stretched out of the tent, so his little slice of today had 

enough trouble already. He and his wife had started taking patients at 

sunrise. They’d tended sixty so far. Another two hundred waited, and 

it wasn’t even noon. 

The next right thing, he said to himself again. He motioned to the 

next refugee, an elderly man with an old skullcap and a bright beard 

dyed carrot-orange from henna. He hobbled forward, holding a dirty 

bandage on one knee. 

Carmen sat next to Alejo at the medical station. She was checking 

an older woman’s teeth with a tactical flashlight. She flourished it 

towards the line. “They saw the plane land. They’re queuing up for 

whatever they can get.” 

“I don’t know if they’ve even unloaded it yet, Carmencita,” Alejo 

replied. 

“That was two days ago. Colonel Chutani promised he’d push the 

next medical drop straight through to us.” 

“Did he now?” Alejo cut away the old gauze and swabbed at a 

deep cut on the old man’s knee. “That’s new. Half the time, I’d swear 

our favorite U.N. commander doesn’t know whether to scratch his 

watch or wind his butt.” 

“You insult him; it’s no wonder he isn’t helpful.” 

“The truth will set you free,” Alejo intoned solemnly, “but it does 
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hurt sometimes.” 

A roll of Kerlix bounced off his head. He grunted and winked back 

at her. 

A year ago, he and Carmen had been forced to flee their home in 

Barcelona during a messy episode with some old friends over a 

cloned child; an incident that had added another chapter to their 

already interesting lives. When it was over, he and his family had 

found themselves in the Belfast Metro Zone, United Kingdom citizens 

sponsored by the massive British multi-national, Dawson-Hull. No 

worries, the smiling corporate reps had said. All part of a package 

deal. 

Carmen lasted nine months in the D-H Lisbum housing campus. 

They had a clean flat, well-stocked shops, quiet neighbors, knitting 

circles, monthly stipend and transport pass. To be honest, Alejo was 

surprised she’d put up with it that long. But with their son Curro out 

of the house and their girls safe at corporate boarding schools, he’d 

watched her grow increasingly restless. Everybody was so white, she 

complained. So safe, so homogenized. 

One night over hot tea and a hotter argument, she’d declared it 

was time the two of them made amends. “Give something back,” she 

said. “Make a difference.” And he’d agreed. After all, he’d let the 

crew of Eshu International hide out in their apartment, so he felt 

responsible for what followed. And more important, he loved his 

wife. They decided on mission work overseas. 

In more ‘post-Barcelona’ weirdness, they’d received notice that 

an anonymous source had gifted them a substantial amount of Asian-

Pacific stock. At first, the two of them thought it was a bizarre joke, 

some kind of clerical error. After all, neither of them had ever 

invested in the Asian corporation, and the donor source was 

strangely untraceable. 
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They demanded APAC’s Financial Office confirm the transfer’s 

authenticity. After the third time, an exasperated accountant told 

them to stop calling and enjoy their wealth. 

Wherever it had come from, money was no longer an issue for 

Alejo and Carmen Garcia. 

So, one week after the ‘discussion,’ the Garcias informed their 

children, gave notice at Lisbum Housing Central, and signed on for a 

one-year stint with UNHCR, the United Nations Humanitarian Crisis 

Relief agency. Although they lacked formal training or medical 

degrees, two decades of smuggling all over the Mediterranean had 

given them a hefty amount of practical experience. They were 

snatched up as temp medical aides for a hospital in Morocco after 

they showed the examining physician how to treat a sucking chest 

wound. 

Alejo was overjoyed. In his mind, this meant twelve months of 

filling out forms, passing out aspirin and candy, maybe changing the 

occasional dressing. Couscous, lamb, fresh air and sunshine. And 

loads of smiling children. Practically a vacation, he’d thought. Carmen 

would be happy, and that made him happy. No worries. 

Wrong. 

When Carmen had told the U.N. functionary they would go 

“wherever the need is the greatest,” the thin man had smiled 

indulgently. Alejo suspected all the upper-middle class New European 

Union volunteers said that; most of them would faint if they came 

anywhere near real desperation—actual poverty. The poor districts in 

Casablanca were foreign and muddy enough for most Euro-liberals 

without any genuine danger. 

Things were fine right up to the day before their flight. An over-

nighted Change in Assignment notice had appeared by courier at 



PART ONE: RED FLAGS 
 

52 

their front door. Straight from the UNHCR headquarters, it was 

twenty-one pages of forms written in bureaucratic speak. It wasn’t 

until the middle of page seventeen that the name “IDP Camp: 

Dhubbato” appeared prominently. IDP—Indigenous Displaced 

Persons. People who were refugees in their own country. People who 

definitely needed help. He’d never heard of the place. 

Google Maps showed a dot by a highway near a mountain. 

Carmen only shrugged. “God knows what he’s doing,” she’d said and 

gone back to packing. 

Nightfall the following day found them in the shattered, semi-

nation in the Horn of African known as Somaliland. A country in the 

second year of its third civil war in a decade, ethnic hatred between 

the current government’s Gadabuursi clan and the rival Isaaq had 

given Somaliland the largest population of Indigenous Displaced 

Persons on the African continent. Seventy percent were Isaaq clan 

survivors. 

Nearly one quarter of the country’s population was homeless in 

their own country, and the UNHCR IDP camp at Dhubbato was the 

largest of three permanent refugee camps that struggled to alleviate 

the suffering of those 700,000 people. War, wounds, starvation, 

disease, poverty, crime… the need was enormous and never-ending. 

The Dhubbato medical clinic was a spit in the ocean. 

So much for the vacation. 

The camp was indeed nestled in the shadow of the Buur Dubbato 

Mountain, and it straddled Highway Three, which ran between the 

capital city Hargeisa to the southwest and the port city of Berbera on 

the coast to the northeast. Some clever U.N. bureaucrat figured the 

location would ease transport problems and guarantee timely 

delivery of supplies. All it really did was ensure lots of ugly, unwanted 

attention from troops on both sides of the country’s current civil war. 
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Colonel Chutani and his Pakistani Peacekeepers had a full-time job 

staving off roadside robberies, not to mention shutting down the tire 

stack and tin roof tollbooths the refugees set up across all six lanes in 

both directions. 

This messy situation went from the pot to the frying pan less than 

a month later. After two days of ugly street fighting, the SPLM rebels 

had taken the town of Cadaadley, just forty kilometers east of the 

camp. The next morning, the Garcias watched all the Italian doctors 

drag their mistress nurses onto last flight back to Rome, leaving the 

two of them and ten Somali volunteers to tend seventeen thousand 

plus permanent refugees. 

Carmen dredged up some parable about a little Dutch boy with his 

finger in a dike. Alejo felt as lost as an octopus in a garage but figured 

he should keep that image to himself. It was time for courage. God 

was in control. It always came down to trusting Him, so Alejo figured 

he’d start there and dispense with worrying. In for a penny, in for a 

pound. 

That was two months ago. The camp’s medical tent had become 

their new home. 

Alejo shot a glance into the supply crate on the floor between 

them. Sixty, 500mg CiproD one-shots, eight boxes of band-aids, four 

bottles of aspirin, a jug of chewable multi-vitamins, and several bags 

of half-melted lollipops. Next to it sat three huge cases of travel-sized 

toothpaste with hundreds of brightly colored toothbrushes—Blue for 

the men, pink for the women. 

The little boy he’d just seen had a fever of a hundred and one and 

osteomyelitis due to “traumatic amputation.” The bones in his wrist 

had become infected after a SAF soldier lopped off his right hand with 

a machete. What he needed was a regimen of broad-spectrum 

antibiotics and a myoelectric prosthesis. Not a color-coordinated 
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dental care package. 

At least the toothpaste relieved bug bites. The toothbrush would 

end up scrubbing out AK chambers fouled by cheap Chinese ammo. 

Not the intended uses but certainly practical. God knows there were 

enough bugs and AK-47s in Somaliland. 

Carmen saw him inventory the box. “When you go, get more 

CiproD. The latrines in Area B are overflowing again. We’ll be needing 

antibiotics.” 

“Who says I’m going?” he demanded. “Chutani has a severe case 

of Paki Male Insecurity exacerbated by Short Man Syndrome. He’s 

threatened by larger men he can’t order around.” 

“I’m going to threaten him if he doesn’t release our supplies,” 

Carmen growled. 

“Fine with me.” Alejo replaced the bandage. 

“I don’t see what the problem is. Why can’t we get our supplies 

on time?” 

“You know a U.N. emergency parcel’s not a priority unless there’s 

at least six manifest copies and a committee report.” 

“Summer’s only beginning, and we’ve got dysentery outbreaks. I 

say it’s a priority.” 

“Not for them, Carmencita. Ben and Jerry’s and Amazon.com are 

the only packages that get through fast.” 

“Well then, the doctors should package the meds in old 

Amazon.com boxes.” 

“That might actually work until they got rifled through…” Alejo 

mused. 

“How about you pay the monthly visit to Wonderland,” Carmen 
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proposed. “Bring Wonli and some of the boys with you.” 

“No, that’ll only make it worse. You know he’s easier with women. 

Besides, Wonli needs to keep an eye out around the camp. Visser has 

been sneaking again, stopping people at the dump, asking lots of 

questions about the SPLM.” 

“Now there’s a pest Chutani and his Blue Caps could do something 

about,” Carmen said. “Use a couple of those big exo suits to boot him 

out of the area for good.” 

“You never know which way he’s going to go, that one. Visser 

might cringe or he might snap. He believes the mantle of that 

American in Sudan fifty years ago is on him now.” 

Carmen snorted. “Visser is nothing like Sam Childers. Sam rescued 

children from that Joseph Kony nut. Visser is a goalie for a dart team.” 

“Now who’s being insulting? What happened to ‘He’s sincere, just 

misguided’?” Alejo asked. 

“That was then, this is now. And now I know he’s a nut with a gun 

who thinks he’s on a mission from God.” 

It was Alejo’s turn to snort. “We say we’re on a mission…” 

“Stop right there. We’re helping people, giving out medicine, not 

kidnapping children.” 

Alejo patted the old man on the shoulder and gave him two of the 

CiproD packets. 

“Visser is right though,” Carmen mused after a moment. 

“About what?” Alejo blinked. 

“About the SPLM using the camp again,” she replied. “More and 

more boys are popping up inside the fence. A couple hundred came 

though to get shots last week. I recognized a few, but most I’d never 
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seen before.” 

“General Dhul-Fiqaar is on the ropes. The only thing propping him 

up are the Duub Cas, the Hangash thugs, and British robots. It’s gun 

drone diplomacy.” 

Carmen looked into her husband’s eyes. “There’s going to be 

more fighting. Soon. Isn’t there?” 

Alejo pursed his lips and nodded. “Wonli says the market stalls are 

low on everything—grain, yams, chickens… They’re stockpiling food. 

He’s heard rumors of trucks sneaking over the Djibouti border at 

night. And foreign soldiers camping in the bush. They’re planning 

something big.” 

Carmen set her jaw. “We’re going to need those supplies.” 

“So, you going to talk to the colonel or am I?” 

“I’ll go,” she said. “And if he gives me the brush off, I’ll beat him 

with that swagger stick he carries around.” 

Alejo smiled. He’d seen that look before. God help Colonel 

Chutani if he tried to stop her.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN – The Ultimate Zergling Rush 

 

 

Eshu Export, Belfast Metro Zone. 

The seven of us sat in the briefing room, a huge map of 

Somaliland projected on the wall. Hester was speaking. “General 

Dhul-Fiqaar might be a psychotic nutter, but he keeps things wrapped 

up tight.” 

“What, like a straitjacket?” Tam asked. 

“It’s stable, and stable is workable. All that matters really,” Hester 

declared. 

“Charming.” 

I looked up from swabbing the barrel of my Vychlop. “And 

London’s not worried about PR back blast from associating with a 

brutal dictator?” 

“Cost-benefit analysis. Some bleeding-heart journo connects the 

dots, the media department will spin it until it drops out of the news 

cycle. Legal can tie up anything that slips through the cracks with legs 

enough to get in front of a U.N. committee or world court. Between 

slap suits and liberal applications of cash, whistleblowers with any 

lung power will be few and far between.” 

I changed out the dirty patch and squeezed three drops of oil on a 

clean one. “But what’s so important in the bloody nose of Africa that 
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D-H is willing to throw around that kind of weight?” 

“Yeah, what’s the benefit in that analysis?” Poet9 sat in the 

corner, jacked into our servers running post-mission diagnostics on 

his brain box. “Corporations aren’t in business to be nice.” 

The man called Hester nodded. “Of course not. The dark heart of 

the matter is the coltan mines in the interior—here.” He pointed to a 

portion of the map in the southeast of Somaliland, near the border 

with Puntland. “They must remain open. London needs operations 

and shipments to continue on a regular schedule. The mineral is too 

important.” 

“Named after a jazz musician?” I asked. 

“Coltan,” Hester sighed. “Coltan. It’s actually two minerals 

combined—columbite and tantalite.” 

“Dawson-Hull is backing this psychopath for his rock collection?” 

Tam asked. 

“Those ‘rocks’ are the vital component in microprocessors, which 

means it’s the vital component in everything: cell phones, ePads, 

computers, communication and surveillance gear, robotics, GPS, ABS 

brakes, artificial hearts… You name it, every electronic or computer 

network uses them. No coltan, no technology.” 

“Follow the money,” Poet9 sniped. 

“Remember when the PS9’s were released? The price of coltan 

went from ninety-six USD to three hundred seventeen the day after 

the announcement. That was just a game console.” 

“Nice, but that doesn’t explain why London has such a keen 

interest in those mines,” Tam pointed out. “Why not invest in 

alternatives, or stockpile the mineral until new sources are 

developed? Or wait until one of Dhul-Fiqaar’s generals retires him to 
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an unmarked grave.” 

“Coltan is in short supply, and even worse, there are very few 

deposits with operating mining facilities over them. Next ones are 

under Egypt and Saudi Arabia.” 

“Great, another natural resource the Middle East can blackmail 

nations with.” Poet9 didn’t look up. 

Hester frowned, ignoring him. “The Board has made a significant 

investment in the Dhul-Fiqaar regime over the last five years. London 

wants their own supply for research and development, not to 

mention the high-tech manufacturing interests under their umbrella.” 

“Under their umbrella. You make it sound almost paternal,” I said. 

Hester raised one eyebrow. “I’d remind you that Eshu 

International is under that covering as well.” 

I nodded once and looked away. 

“You say this mineral is used in computer processors, which 

means it’s essential to security and military.” Tam crossed his arms. 

“All the Mil-sites have been buzzing with rumors of a new tactical 

drone network that Ballard United is due to roll out next year. Aren’t 

they a Dawson-Hull subsidiary?” 

Hester remained silent, but I raised my hand. “New drone 

network? Do tell.” 

“Latest chrome for the corporate security geeks.” Tam looked at 

me. “It’s a new gen series of modular, multi-environment military 

drones. ‘Nemesis’ I think they’re called. Variants are sea, land and air 

capable, linked not just to a remote operator, but networked to each 

other.” 

The swab came out clean. I flipped the rifle over and unpinned the 

lower receiver. “Gimmick chassis, multiple bots on a network. So 
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what?” 

Poet9 piped up. “Right. But the real flash is supposed to be radical 

code. Rumor net says it’s bleeding-edge software—autonomous and 

adaptive. Their little droid brains not only act on their own but can 

self-upgrade. They share the data with any other drone on the same 

tactical net.” 

“They can talk to each other and learn?” 

“Yeah,” Poet9 enthused. “Without human control. The system can 

analyze opponent actions in real time, then update and communicate 

tactics to the other robots in their tac-net. That means the second 

wave can adapt to the threats, disposition and location of enemy 

units based on the mistakes of the first. A third wave is even smarter. 

All this is processed by a central synthetic intelligence. It’s swarm 

theory with a hive mind—the ultimate Zergling rush.” Poet9 was 

looking steadfastly at Hester. “Feel free to jump in if I miss anything.” 

“And this is a Dawson-Hull company?” I asked. “Where’d you hear 

this?” 

“I know a guy,” Poet9 replied. “Fixer in L.A. named Artemis Bridge. 

He heard there’s even a central computer, a mother hub that will be 

capable of coordinating every tactical sub-net in the battlespace. Kind 

of like a cybernetic commander-in-chief. A digital Napoleon or 

Ghengis Khan.” 

The Mexican hacker typed a series of update codes into his brain 

box. “It’s one thing to be hunted by men; it’s scary as hell to be 

hunted by a smart machine. No pity, no remorse, no fatigue. Only kill 

orders.” 

“The semi-official name is ‘BEECH’ for Battlespace Enhanced 

Engagement Command Hub, but the boys in the dark room are trying 

very hard not to call it ‘Sky Net,’” Hester acknowledged. 
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“So London wants to have their coltan and keep it too. Keep it in 

the family,” I stated. 

“Son of a …” Poet9 smirked, turned back to the server screen. “I 

bet that’s what they really call the drones.” 

Hester ignored Poet9 but raised his hands in mock surrender. 

“Ballard United is indeed a conglomerate subsidiary. They cook up 

everything from infantry small arms and special munitions to 

armored vehicles and tactical drones. London wants to make sure 

they bring the Nemesis system to production before the end of the 

fiscal year.” 

Tam threw a Spock eyebrow back at him. “Why the deadline?” 

“Politics or money,” Poet9 guessed. 

Hester acknowledged with a grin. “Politics. Elections are coming 

up and with constituents’ tolerance for military causalities at an all-

time low; politicians want to say they voted to minimize human 

anguish. Proxy is all the rage. With ‘remote command force 

multipliers,’ the only casualties are robots.” 

“The only friendly causalities you mean,” Tam pointed out. “No 

such thing as a bloodless war.” 

“They want war by X-Box.” I shook my head. 

“And we’ll give it to them.” 

“Or die trying.” Poet9 cocked his head toward Hester. “You sure 

have all the milgeek-speak down. ‘Platform, network, modular, force 

multiplier’… you sound like an arms dealer with a PowerPoint sales 

pitch.” 

Hester cleared his throat. “Yes… I spent some time in Brussels 

recently with the Conglomerate delegation at the World Arms Fair.” 
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“Spend your downtime taking in the sights?” 

“Taking in things, yes.” Hester smiled. 

“So, what’s the real problem?” I interrupted. “Why bring us in at 

all? Toss your corrupt warlord a bigger piece of the pie and have his 

henchmen rough up the miners to make sure they keep breaking 

rocks in the hot sun. That’s the easy solution.” 

“As you might have heard, General Dhul-Fiqaar, illustrious leader 

of the Republic of Somaliland, isn’t noted for his social graces. There’s 

trouble among the population.” 

“Wouldn’t be Africa if the natives weren’t restless.” Tam looked 

over at me. 

“Right. They are so restless, in fact, that an armed rebel faction 

has sprung up, threatening to overthrow the government and bring 

reform.” 

“What’s the world coming to when people these days just don’t 

have the decency to stay oppressed by their betters?” Poet9 sighed. 

I sprayed lube in the Vychlop’s chamber and racked the bolt back 

and forth. “Who’s leading the rebels?” 

“More importantly, who’s backing them?” Tam asked. 

Hester thumbed through to another tab and a collage of images 

snapped up on the screen. “The SPLM—Somaliland People’s 

Liberation Movement—reportedly receives substantial support of 

weapons and funds from their Islamic brethren out of Egypt and the 

Saudi peninsula, specifically from the Muslim Brotherhood. Solidarity 

against the infidel and all that. The support goes beyond munitions 

and money. Lately there have been reports of high-tech intelligence, 

including satellite reconnaissance, encryption codes and 

communication.” 
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“Petroleum and hatred. Middle East’s two main exports,” I 

snorted. 

Tam ignored me. “That shows a very serious commitment. Looks 

like the ‘Caliphate Council’ is up in arms over their oppressed Muslim 

brothers in Africa.” 

“I doubt it,” Hester frowned. 

“So do I,” Tam answered. “Who’s the bush demagogue?” 

“The SPLM is led by a charismatic nobody. A former university 

professor named Harun Abdul Hamid. Profile says he grew up in the 

veldt being brutalized by his neighbors during the current 

Isaaq/Gadabuursi blood feud. His entire village, including his family, 

was wiped out when he was in his mid-teens. He fell in with Al-

Shabaab, fell neck deep in the horseshit of the Prophet’s winged 

mount and saw the light. Went to a madrassa, graduated to terrorist 

camp in Yemen, then Medina University. All on the Saudi dime. He 

endured the racist vitriol Arabs and Persians usually level against their 

brown brothers. Studied two years at Oxford, then returned to 

Somaliland saying Mohammed had sent him to bring his country into 

the greater Islamic fold. Real Bin Laden complex. It’s all in his profile.” 

“So again… what’s the problem here?” I asked. “A sudden influx of 

cash is usually sufficient to cool most religious fervor, especially the 

third-world impoverished type.” 

Hester shrugged. “Wagged that bone already. General Dhul-Fiqaar 

offered him a ministerial post and a share of the mine profits. He sent 

the government delegation back with their hands and feet chopped 

off.” 

“Ouch. Talk about coming back empty-handed,” Poet9 muttered. 

Tam looked over. “Really? You went there?” 
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Poet9 raised his hands. “Sorry, mano, it’s the anti-virus software 

talking. I’ll shut up now.” 

Hester continued. “I’m told London then approached him with a 

luxury, self-imposed exile package on the French Rivera. He almost 

killed our delegation. Bottom line is that Abdul Hamid won’t be 

bought. Typical fanatic’s logic: death is a promotion, and until that 

glorious day, he won’t rest until the general is toppled and the people 

are free to serve the Prophet.” 

“Shari’ah law is so liberating,” I said. 

Tam looked at me. “Oh, you’re starting now?” 

Hester clicked on a map of Somaliland and expanded it. Color-

coded areas were filled in around the cities and along the Ethiopian 

border. “The SPLM has been gaining momentum over the past year. 

They have with pirates in the Gulf of Aden, which only adds to their 

reputation. And their funds.” 

Another series of images popped up on the monitor, this time a 

satellite view of the Gulf of Aden, along with several pictures of a 

massive ocean-going freighter. Hester pointed to the ship. “There’ve 

been a string of boardings recently, despite the U.N. patrols. The 

pirates strike at specific vessels when the U.N. security is farthest 

away.” 

“Luck?” Tam suggested. 

The compact Irishman shook his head. “Once is an accident, twice 

is coincidence, third time is actionable. Someone is feeding them real-

time intel. This ship—” he expanded an image “—the Mashona 

Breeze out of Yemen, was captured four days ago. The pirates are 

making the usual ransom demands, but what has the Board’s knickers 

in a twist is that the ship was under contract to us, Dawson-Hull 

Conglomerate.” 
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“Someone at the port is selling the manifest data to the pirates. 

I’m shocked,” I deadpanned. “Your point is…?” 

“The Mashona Breeze is carrying a major shipment of coltan for 

Ballard United in Chennai. This is the fourth such interception.” 

“So much for secrets,” I noted dryly. 

“Exactly,” Hester replied. “We’ve got the Indian Navy chasing the 

bloody thing all over the Gulf.” 

“And you think it was the Muslim Brotherhood that tipped off 

Professor Hamid and his buccaneers to the shipment?” 

“Yes,” Hester said. “No other way those pirates could pull a stunt 

like that four times in a row.” 

“So, we going to the Medieval Kingdom?” Poet9 asked. “The 

Egyptian sand plays hell with my brain box.” 

“Not the Sandbox… Somaliland, East Africa. Nicking that freighter 

was the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back. Regime change 

interrupts business. It’s been decided the Professor is getting too big 

for his boots. On the verge of winning the war, being hailed as a 

savior, he’s too much of a nuisance. London wants you to shift tense 

on the problem.” 

“Sorry?” Tam asked. 

“Render Professor Abdul Hamid a former nuisance.” 

“Why not nuke ’em from orbit? It’s the only way to be sure,” I 

asked. 

“London wants a scalpel, not a jackhammer on this one.” 

“Why? Wouldn’t be the first time a mega-corporation has 

interfered with a country’s internal affairs,” I countered. 

Hester accepted that. “I’m all for Major Eames and Corporate 
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Security Services giving the SPLM a good kicking, but the world media 

has gotten wind of General Dhul-Fiqaar’s hatred for the Isaaq. 

Rumors abound—genocide, forced relocation, cholera at the U.N. 

refugee camps. Ethnic cleansing exposés win Pulitzers, and London 

doesn’t want blood on their diamond cufflinks.” 

“So how does Eshu fit in this jihad versus McWorld death match?” 

Tam crossed his arms. 

“You’re going to usher in a change in leadership.” 

“Really?” I laughed. “You make it sound easy.” 

Hester held up a hand to explain. “Our agents have been in 

contact with one of Sajiid’s lieutenants. He’s willing to step up.” 

“Who?” Tam asked. 

Hester shook his head. 

“Come on,” Tam said. “You’re not going to tell us?” 

“Dark Room thinks too much information would distract you. 

Concentrate on slotting Hamid; let them worry about the heir 

apparent.” 

“I don’t like that,” I said. “Blind sides invite trouble.” 

“It can’t all be bunnies, hugs and muffins, Jace.” Hester winked at 

me. “Once you’re there, I bet you’ll figure it out.” 

“So London has found someone they can bribe, but do they trust 

him to stay on his leash?” Tam asked suspiciously. 

“No,” Hester answered. “But one thing at a time. Right now, the 

Board thinks he’s their best option.” 

“So you want us to stroll in, put two in this cleric’s turban and slip 

out. While there’s a war on? Walk in the park, this is.” I turned to 

Tam. “I’m thinking ‘no’ on this one. Too many ways to be hung out to 
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dry.” 

Hester interrupted. “A bit of credit, please.” An image of the arid 

Somaliland countryside popped up on the screen. “The war is at a 

standstill. The SPLM is prepping for a final offensive they can’t lose, 

but they can’t win either.” 

“The Professor knows his fighters can’t go toe to toe with the 

National Army’s heavy weapon systems. So he’s contracted Global 

Strategic Solutions to do the heavy lifting.” A picture of a soldier 

appeared on the monitor. 

I’d have put his age at sixty, but the man looked like he’d stepped 

straight out of a Boeremag Aryan Nation promo-vid. Even weighed 

down by body armor, he stood tall, ramrod straight. He had a tan, 

chiseled face set under a blonde high-and-tight, and he gazed into the 

camera with blue eyes that were as bright and clear as a targeting 

reticle—and about as sympathetic. 

Poet9 sat up. “¡Caray! That’s Deer Voort.” 

Colonel Lars Deer Voort was the most famous soldier on the 

planet. 

During the North American Narco-Wars of 2051-52, the Dutch 

colonel’s unit had been contracted by the U.S. Department of 

Homeland Security to guard a stretch of the Texas border. A week 

into their deployment, narco-terrorists attacked a Corpus Christi 

elementary school, killing twenty-eight adults before fleeing back 

across the border with forty-nine hostages—all children. 

While the Waller Administration held a press conference 

denouncing the kidnapping, Deer Voort went after the kidnappers. 

After four days of bloody fighting, the colonel and his men had 

rescued all the children unharmed. Half his company had died doing 

it, but they’d wiped out over three hundred cartel gunmen and 
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leveled the Mexican town of Piedras Negras. Deer Voort and every 

surviving member of his outfit was given honorary U.S. citizenship by 

a unanimous act of Congress. 

The Mexican government declared them PNG and secretly issued 

shoot-on-sight orders. 

So much for the International war on terror. 

Hester let the image soak in. “To win, the SPLM needs to take the 

cities, specifically the capital Hargeisa and the port at Berbera. They 

know that, which is why Deer Voort has been on a hiring spree. GSS is 

paying big money for experienced crews.” 

“Experienced crews like Eshu International,” Tam said. 

“Right, and that’s your in. There’s a lot of E.U. and former eastern 

bloc outfits like Pistris, Oryel, and Alpha heading to Somaliland for a 

slice of the pie. London wants you to mingle with the herd and get in-

country.” 

I raised my hand again. “We just went a couple rounds with Oryol, 

remember? And we’ve got serious history with Alpha.” 

“Where was this? How long ago?” 

“Black Sea, about three years back doing a blow and go for Asian 

Pacific. Several oil platforms went up, took a bunch of Russian byki 

with them.” 

“They ID’d you?” Hester looked puzzled. 

I shrugged. “Yeah, well, they didn’t take all of them when they 

blew.” 

“So let’s just say we didn’t part on the best of terms,” Tam 

finished. 

“Well, that’s just one of those things you’re going to have to deal 



SHIFT TENSE 
 

69 

with—if it arises. The contract truce should keep down the obvious 

attempts to knife you in the back.” Hester looked back at the screen. 

Tam looked at me. “What are the chances we’ll run into any of 

those no-necks?” 

I rolled my eyes. “With our luck? It’s almost certain.” 

Hester pressed on. “Once you’re in-country, you’ll have to work 

your way close to the rebel command.” 

“Then what?” Poet9 asked. “The Savile Row suits have any 

preference as to this professor’s final disposition?” 

“London stipulated Professor Hamid should have a fatal accident. 

What that looks like is left to your imagination.” Hester glanced at 

each of us in turn. “In case you’ve got a bad case of ‘thick,’ you realize 

the rest of the command structure needs to stay intact, right?” 

“So carpet bombing is out?” Poet9 asked innocently. 

“What if your Somali Judas is playing you?” I demanded. “Waiting 

for the right moment to spill everything and win Hamid’s undying 

gratitude? Got a back-up plan?” 

“Imagination and initiative—two of the most prized qualities in 

skilled operators,” Hester smiled. 

“That means we’ll be on our own,” Tam translated. 

I looked over at him. “Of course. ’Cause if this were easy, then 

anyone could do it.” 

Hester unplugged his data-pad. “Oh, I’ll be around, but I’ve been 

given my own ‘to-do’ list. I’ll lend a hand if I can, but…” 

“You’re always a big help,” Poet9 commented without feeling. 

“So let me get this straight…” Tam spoke up. “We’re staging the 

death of a fanatic rebel leader so his traitorous second-in-command 
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can cozy up to the brutal dictator and enable him to continue a 

genocidal war on his own people while raping his country of natural 

resources. Am I right?” 

“Absolutely spot on,” Hester said. “It’s the lesser of two evils.” 

“What’s the greater evil in this equation?” I asked. 

Hester thought for a moment. “For us? That anyone other than 

Dawson-Hull gets their hands on the coltan mines.” 
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CHAPTER EIGHT – Certainty 

 

 

Riyadh, Saudi Arabia 

The Burj Buraq was more Disney palace than office building; sixty-

eight arched and elaborate stories of soaring white steel and green 

glass walls ornamented with enormous laser-cut aluminum Islamic 

calligraphy. Each letter four meters tall, the Prophet’s scimitar-edged 

words wrapped the top fifty floors in a filigree of industrial-sized, 

sacred graffiti that shimmered silver against the mirrored jade of 

insulated glass. 

The tower had sprouted up on premium city-center real estate in 

the late thirties, bankrolled by then Saudi heir apparent, Mutaib bin 

Abdul-Aziz. The last gasp of a dissolute dynasty and their dwindling 

petro-empire, Mutaib was killed nine months after its completion, 

stoned by a Hajj-mob in Mecca while his bodyguards looked on. 

Flashy, modern, largely empty, it was a monument to the House of 

Saud’s self-indulgence and grandiose denial. 

Downtown Riyadh spread out around the Burj Buraq with a 

bleached, desiccated organization, as if someone had blasted a 

modern interpretation of dinosaur bones clean with a flamethrower. 

The noon sun was high and furnace hot. Bentley and Lexus SUVs slid 

silently on the roadways, scurrying out of its blast. Heat djinns 

shimmered in the skyline. Inside on the tower’s fiftieth floor, Sa’ad 



PART ONE: RED FLAGS 
 

72 

Aziz Haamad looked out a window and waited. 

His agents were late. 

He rubbed his tired eyes underneath his glasses. Patience, the 

Turks said, was the key to Paradise. All things come in time, and that 

included his men. He sighed and considered the window again. 

A huge metal slash divided the pane in front of him. It was the 

back of the fifth letter of the second verse of the eighty-second Surat. 

Al-’Infiţār. The Cleaving of the Sky. The passage had anchored him in a 

time of severe trial decades ago, hiding in Afghanistan’s Korengal 

Valley. 

In the name of the merciful and compassionate God. 

1 When the heaven is cleft asunder, 

2 And when the stars are scattered, 

3 And when the seas gush together, 

4 And when the tombs are turned upside down, 

5 the soul shall know what it has sent on or kept back! 

6 O man! What has seduced thee concerning thy generous Lord, 

7 who created thee, and fashioned thee, and gave thee symmetry, 

8 and in what form He pleased composed thee? 

The air around Sa’ad was lemon cool, scented with jasmine, but 

the Prophet’s words scorched his mind like a desert wind. 

Yawm ad-Din. The Day of Judgment; that great and terrible day 

when Allah (praise be to Him) separates the just from the wicked. 

Sa’ad had clung to the absolute finality of the vision all those years 

ago, had prayed fervently that he’d witness its coming with his own 

eyes. Now, as a much older man, he understood it was another thing 
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that would come in its time. 

But Sa’ad had to be honest with himself; he had to admit he’d 

been hungering for that day in ever-increasing measure these last 

few years. Not simply as a good Muslims should. Of course, he 

wanted to see all creation finally bow to the One True God. He’d 

often pondered what it would mean when Allah finally banished evil 

and restored Paradise. Like any true believer, he desired the ultimate 

vindication of his faith. All that was well and good—a pillar of his 

devotion. 

No, most of all, Sa’ad yearned for it because that would be the 

day the Almighty made things simple again. 

Simplicity. Certainty. That was his craving. 

Gone would be the nagging doubts. Gone would be the weak and 

unbelieving, the gray areas and compromises. The whisperer’s 

incessant fog of confusion and deceit would be swept away. No more 

would Allah’s servants stumble in the shadows, scraping, begging, 

waiting, wondering, hoping, praying. No more humiliation, 

frustration, and complications. 

This was the deep ache that had driven him these last few years—

a restoration of certainty. 

The way it had been before the Paris bombing. Before the Purge. 

Every current member of the Shura Council had fought jihad in 

the old days, first against the Americans, then against the mongrel 

U.N. They’d rejoiced together when Na’ilah Aswad had detonated her 

nuclear bomb in Paris outside the American Embassy, bringing ruin 

and judgment to the Great Satan and its allies. How they’d shouted 

praises, falling on each other, weeping for joy. Far more devastating 

than the felling of the Twin Towers, the “Bride of Allah” had delivered 

a crippling blow to the Adversary. Surely final victory was at hand. 
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Less than twenty-four hours later, they were fleeing for their lives; 

weapons discarded, trousers soiled, eardrums broken and bleeding, 

the taste of dust and bitter shame in their mouths. The West’s 

reprisals came down like the Fist of God. Their fury was 

overwhelming. Sa’ad and the others cowered in caves, crept into 

cellars in city slums, skulked on rural melon farms wearing laborers’ 

rags. For months, they lived in constant fear of cruise missiles and 

commando raids. They saw their captured brothers tried for war 

crimes at The Hague and executed. Sa’ad never learned the exact 

death toll, but he knew the Mujahideen had been decimated. The 

few survivors threw away their turbans, shaved their beards, buried 

their rifles, prayed in secret, and hated. 

In the years immediately following the Purge, they watched the 

Westerners build nuclear power plants, scores of them. The Japanese 

rolled out new electric engines, solar, wind, geo-thermal technology. 

Within ten years, the Western nations cut their oil addiction by half. 

Another decade, by half again. No longer did scores of Congressmen 

and parliament members line their pockets and toe the line when 

OPEC spoke. The flow of oil slowed to a trickle. So did the flow of 

money. 

Old debts and favors forgotten, the bureaucrats who’d lapped like 

dogs at their feet refused to let them in their offices, stopped 

returning phone calls. Gifts, pleas, threats were returned, denied, 

denounced. When the former fighters finally got together again, no 

one cared. Gone was the pride, the wealth, the power of former 

years. It all vanished like a ghost at dawn. 

The jihad had crumbled. 

Now, years later, Sa’ad’s fellow council members pounded their 

fists at the monthly meetings. They shouted the right verses, but the 

only real accomplishments were incessant accusations. It was the 
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Jews, the Americans, the Russians, the corporations, the U.N., even 

the Crusades… They bickered, gossiped, blamed. To Sa’ad’s ears, the 

Teachers of Islam sounded like a bunch of old women. Worse, any 

time he, Sa’ad, proposed an actual course of action, they pecked it 

apart like a brood of chickens. 

It had been two years earlier, in the midst of one such meeting, 

that Sa’ad was struck with a revelation as swift and sudden as 

lightning. 

Once these men had been chosen instruments, burning with the 

Prophet’s zeal, but they’d forgotten God now. He’d looked around 

the table into each of their faces and understood this in his bones. 

They’d grown old and fat, siphoning lucre from Swiss accounts, 

content in their French villas with their German cars, English liquor, 

and Russian whores. This was all posturing and nostalgia—their 

counsel nothing but wind. 

Sa’ad realized in that moment that if anything was going to get 

done, he must be the one. He would restore certainty to their faith—

his faith. 

The plan dropped into his mind as neat and clear as a blueprint. 

God would give them new treasure. 

Insha’Allah. 

The next morning, Sa’ad had begun to work. He’d contacted 

scientists, geologists, miners—dozens of them. He’d paid their 

salaries, paid for exploratory missions, for advanced computer 

models and sonar mapping. All their expenses from equipment to 

security, to hotels and hookers, came out of Sa’ad’s accounts. He’d 

sat through hour after hour of presentations, pouring over their 

charts and diagrams. He’d learned everything he could about 

extraction, refinement, distribution. It was as demanding as the 
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training camps of his youth—worse because he was much, much 

older, and this expertise required so much more study. 

But as before, by the will of Allah, he’d persevered and prevailed 

until those same scientists were asking him questions months later. 

He hadn’t strayed from the path of the obedient, and today, 

provided the two men brought good news, the second phase of the 

plan would begin. 

Very soon, things would be simple again. 

A soft chime interrupted his thoughts. The agents had arrived. 

Sa’ad turned around and watched Hashim Al-Faazi and Muran 

Mufrih Jamal sweep into his office. “Assalamu alaikum.” 

“Wa ‘Alaykum Asalaam,” they replied in unison. 

“We bring good news,” Muran continued. “The Professor’s men 

hold The Mashona Breeze.” 

“God is truly great,” Sa’ad exulted. His patience had been 

rewarded. He held his outward composure. “You are certain of this?” 

he demanded. “I’ve heard reports of Indian Navy ships in the Gulf. 

Will they be able to keep it under their control for the full seven 

days?” 

Hashim Al-Faazi made an unpleasant noise in the back of his 

throat. “They give no guarantees. I’m surprised the little monkeys 

didn’t blow a hole in the bottom of it by accident.” He crossed the 

office and poured himself a glass of water from a silver pitcher. 

“You’re positive backing Hamid and his ragged peasants will work?” 

Hashim’s tone was respectful, but Sa’ad noted his sharp eyes 

glittering, ready to pounce on the answer. “The plan is sound. We’ve 

gotten this far. We will continue,” Sa’ad replied evenly. “Can we push 

up the date on the offensive?” 
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Muran shook his head. “Major Sajiid refuses to attack until the 

foreign mercenaries arrive. And they’re demanding more of 

everything: heavy weapons, ammunition, electronic jammers… and 

always satellite intelligence. The blind one, Ghotta, went so far as to 

ask for an additional seventy-five million to hire more contractors. 

They whine like children and complain we aren’t doing enough.” 

“We are emptying ourselves for his foul little country. Is he afraid 

to spill blood?” Sa’ad asked. 

“Just that of his countrymen,” Hashim scoffed. 

Sa’ad frowned. Back in his younger days in Afghanistan, they’d 

made do with old Russian hardware and captured U.N. equipment. 

Every fighter under his command could turn a 152mm shell into an 

IED in under fifteen minutes. Now they wanted robots and spaceships 

to do the fighting for them. War was not won by women watching 

television screens. 

Still, one had to work with the tools Allah provided. 

“Tell him I will send the money on the condition his men continue 

to seize the ships we designate. There will be one final delivery of 

small arms and munitions, and we will provide satellite imagery 

eighteen hours prior to his final attack. Beyond that, he must make 

do. I do not want to risk giving the United Nation or the British more 

evidence against us.” 

“Surely they’re aware,” Muran noted. “It’s not difficult to put the 

pieces together. And the ships—” 

“Of course,” Sa’ad interrupted. “They would be more suspicious if 

we didn’t send aid. However, disrupting the flow of coltan is critical to 

our plan, and I’m trusting so long as we meet the U.N.’s intelligence 

estimates, they will be much less inclined to look past them.” 

“I wouldn’t even send him the final shipment,” Al-Faazi said. 
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“What do we care if a few more brownies get killed? Less we have to 

deal with after the coup. The more his forces are reduced, the more 

dependent he’ll be when the smoke clears.” 

Sa’ad had considered this many times. The Hand of Allah (exalted 

be His name) was guiding these events, so that meant the Professor 

and the SPLM were part of the plan as well. “Abeed or not, Hamid is a 

follower of the Prophet. He knows his place. Besides, he will be 

reeling with victory and swamped by the rivers of blood that have 

been spilt to get him there. He will jump at the opportunity to invite 

Islamic Nation forces to help him maintain order and begin rebuilding 

his shattered country.” 

Muran inclined his head. “That is the strategy, honorable one. But 

can you really trust the man? He’s not only a black, but he was 

westernized at Oxford. Perhaps his dream is to build universities, not 

mosques. A little more insurance wouldn’t hurt.” 

Sa’ad slapped away the question with a wave of his hand. Now 

was the time for certainty. “I trust in Allah, Muran. Professor Abdul 

Hamid is far too indebted to us. We will have our forces in Somaliland 

seventy-two hours after General Dhul-Fiqaar is toppled.” He paused. 

“Besides, we have the pieces already in place should he re-think his 

debts. I’m not worried.” 

Tension silted up in the room, but both men nodded. The decision 

made, there was no further discussion. 

Muran broke the silence, trying to bring the conversation on to 

comfortable ground. “And the mining operations? Will they be 

complete?” 

“God has blessed our labor. Initial excavations here and in Egypt 

are ahead of schedule. Once they’re operational, and we have the 

Somaliland mines, we’ll control two thirds of the world’s coltan 
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supply. Keep faith, and Allah will use us to write a new chapter in the 

history of Islam.” 

At that, both Muran and Hashim bowed their heads reverently. 

Sa’ad watched them and smiled at the simplicity of it all. 
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CHAPTER NINE – Bet or Fold 

 

 

UNHCR Camp, Dhubbato, Somaliland 

Abdi was fat and happy. 

He leaned back, sleepy, his belly stretched full of food. It was 

worth it, he yawned, all that puking into the rolling ocean, being 

chased by the Indian Navy. He didn’t think so at first, but the moment 

he’d climbed aboard the big ship and pointed his AK at those sailors, 

he knew he’d crossed a line. Sick, dizzy, smelling of filth, it didn’t 

matter. He was no longer a simple a militia-boy; he’d become a 

budhcad badeed—a pirate of the high seas. 

No one could dispute his manhood now. The roll of Euro bills he’d 

buried under the rugs in the tent said so. As did the new AK-74 with a 

wire stock that folded to one side. Ghedi was keeping it for him at the 

SPLM camp at Biye K’obe, along with a Chinese chest pouch for the 

clips that was so new the canvas was still bright green with dye and 

smelled of chemicals. Only a real fighter had those things. 

A mob of new recruits had swarmed them when they got back to 

land, fighting to be noticed, begging for food, bullets, some souvenir 

from the mighty warriors. Abdi remembered when he’d done such 

childish things. He shoved past and stared over their heads the way 

he’d seen older fighters do until a new boy pushed his way to the 

front of the pack and started popping and strutting like a little 
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rooster. 

His name was Dalmar. He was from the Burco slums. His parents 

had been taken for questioning by the Hangash, the secret police. 

Three weeks later, they hadn’t returned. There was no news, no food, 

no sign of them. No hope. 

Neighbors and relatives had long run out of pity and extra meals, 

so the ten-year-old had slipped out of his shanty one morning and 

walked into the bush. He’d wandered around for five days, living off 

berries and rainwater, until he’d stumbled upon a squad of militia. 

The SPLM captain gave him a hot meal and put him on the first truck 

west for training. 

After hearing his story, Abdi handed him his ancient AK-47. 

It took Abdi a full day to get from the port of Berbera back to 

Dhubbato, hitching rides on Highway Three. It was the middle of the 

night when he finally squirmed under the double fence near the east 

gate. 

He wandered for two hours in a dark maze of rustling plastic and 

rope, dodging muggers and watchmen, looking for his grandmother’s 

tent. When he finally slipped inside, she woke up, looked at him, then 

grunted and rolled over back to sleep. So much for a family reunion. 

When Abdi awoke this morning, he found the stains washed out 

of his new red shirt and a warm wedge of canjeero next to a pot of 

sweet tea. 

He was a dangerous pirate and freedom fighter, but his abooto 

still loved him. 

Later that day, he gave her a handful of brightly colored bills, the 

ones with the woman’s picture on them. She bought beef, rice, sugar 

and coffee, and made a feast as if he were the man of the house. 
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Abdi burped and looked around the smoky tent. 

Yes. He was Epic Win. 

His grandmother was humming a tune while chopping vegetables, 

and Abdi watched her through half-closed eyes. He smelled the pot of 

maraq, beef stew, simmering over the cooking fire and was suddenly 

worried. 

“Abooto, close the flap. We must keep the tent closed.” 

“Why, Abdi?” 

“I don’t want begging neighbors.” 

“But we have plenty, Abdi. Allah has blessed us. Why not share 

with them?” 

The boy shook his head. “Grandma, the smell will bring them like 

flies, and once they find out we have food, they’ll rob us. They’ll cut 

our throats for a handful of rice.” 

“Paaah! Our neighbors do no such things. They’re nice, and we 

are supposed to live at peace with those who dwell beside us. 

Besides, the Blue Hats protect us.” 

“The Blue Hats are all calooleey—lazy fatsos. They have tanks and 

big turtle suits, but all they do is lie in the shade like dogs. Do they 

stop the Jabibbi gangs or the Al-Shabaab recruiters? No. When the 

Sahra sisters were molested, they screamed, but no Blue Hats came 

to rescue them. Only the Professor’s men keep order here.” Abdi 

thought about his rifle and puffed out his chest just a little. “I keep 

order here, and I say we shut the tent.” 

His grandmother huffed as if it were nonsense but nevertheless 

shuffled over and zipped the flap shut. “The Spanish doctor and his 

wife are nice. They give out food and medicine, and no one bothers 

them.” 
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“They aren’t U.N., and besides, if it weren’t for Wonli and his 

crew, all his food and medicines would have disappeared like the 

Italian doctors. The Blue Hats don’t like him or his wife. He has to pay 

them to get the supplies. No. Only the Professor can save 

Somaliland.” 

His grandmother waved a big wooden spoon. “Hush, child. Not so 

loud. Don’t invite trouble.” 

“I am trouble.” Abdi flexed his arm muscles. “No one better mess 

with me.” 

His grandmother harrumphed, pointing to the water jugs. “Well, 

Mr. Trouble, these won’t fill themselves. Go wrestle with a spigot and 

bring back some water.” 

Abdi flopped back onto his cot. “That is woman’s work. I’m a 

soldier.” He half-closed his eyes and stretched out his feet. “I have 

another mission tomorrow. Very Important. I have to rest now,” he 

said airily. 

“Hai!” His grandmother came at him. “You, a soldier… soldiers 

look after their family. Now go before I fan your biscuits.” 

His grandmother came after him, thick wooden spoon trembling 

over her head. “You are a soldier, eh? I’ll give you a fight…” 

Abdi jumped up and skittered away. 

He circled around the edge of the tent, staying out of reach until 

he bumped into the empty containers. He was at the tent flap. His 

grandmother winked, lowered the spoon and turned back to the 

cooking pot. “Use the number six spigots on the south,” she said over 

her shoulder. “They’re at the edge of the camp, past the latrines.” 

Abdi planted his feet and stuck out his chin, daring her to say 

something else, but she crumbled spices, stirred, and went back to 
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humming her song. 

He glared at her back one last time, then picked up the battered 

yellow plastic containers. 

Outside, dusk had set the sky glowing in molten bronze. Huge 

fingers of dark cloud stretched in from the north while the warm 

wind was heavy with cooking smoke and rotting vegetation. An early 

moon chased the setting sun, peeking over the eastern hills, as pale 

and thin as rice paper. 

“Great,” Abdi grumped. It wasn’t safe to wander the camps alone 

after dark. To do so weighed down like a donkey by water jugs was 

even worse. 

Abdi started walking, holding the big plastic containers as if they 

were outhouse buckets. 

I am a soldier now. A pirate, he thought to himself. Not some 

fetch-boy. I shouldn’t have to do this. When I’m a commander with 

my own militia, I’ll have three boys around at all times to get me 

whatever I want right away. 

He put his head down and trotted faster, weaving his way south. 

He charged through whirlwinds of playing children, around the bright 

knots of chatting women, and steered clear of the clouds of cheap 

cigarette smoke surrounding the men crouched over their Shax 

boards. He pretended he was on a vital mission and no one could 

stop him. Ten minutes later, he arrived at Water Station Six. 

Abooto was right; it was at the very edge of the camp, beside the 

double fence, and a grenade’s throw from the highway to Hargeisa. 

To Abdi’s eye, it looked exposed, strange and naked. Not safe at all. 

A bright white U.N. pre-fab shed housed the purification 

equipment, and next to it, five thick metal pipes jutted up out of a 

concrete slab, each with a heavy spigot nub at the top. The whole 
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station was in the open because the Blue Hats wouldn’t let anyone 

pitch a tent within ten meters of the shed. 

Nearly nightfall, the queues were short. Abdi counted maybe two 

dozen others wanting water. Mostly girls, he huffed. At least he didn’t 

recognize any of them. He set the containers down and sidled a 

couple of steps away so as to not stand directly next to them. He 

tugged his red shirt flat and smoothed his hair. “Always best to 

impress,” Ghedi had told him. A soldier must be the hawk—as fierce 

as he is handsome. 

Abdi looked for the pair of Blue Hats who were supposed to be on 

guard. No luck. Probably knocked off early or in a nearby tent making 

a “fast trade” with a couple of girls who needed extra water. He 

listened briefly for telltale panting and moans, but if it was there, it 

was drowned out by the shuffle and coughs of those waiting their 

turn at the spigots. He sighed and kicked the jugs as the line inched 

forward. 

Half an hour later, he was halfway through filling his second jug 

when someone yanked on his shoulder. 

Abdi stumbled, and warm, chlorinated water splashed all over his 

legs and crotch. Now it looks like I pissed myself, he fumed. People 

will think I’m a baby. 

Abdi wheeled, fists up. “Get off! I am a freedom fi—” but a bony 

hand clamped on his shoulder a second time, harder this time. He 

yelped, tried to twist away, but froze when he saw that the 

sunburned, dirty hand was white. 

It began to claw his shoulder like a spider, wadding up his shirt. 

Abdi looked up. 

The man was tall with dusty, threadbare fatigues draped on his 

skinny frame. He had an old, Type 86 Chinese assault rifle slung 
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across his hollow chest and a faded booney hat that kept the top half 

of the face in shadow. The lower part was pinched into long sharp 

angles with a tart little line for a mouth. Behind this grubby 

apparition, two skinny teenagers pointed AKs at the rest of the water-

gatherers. Not a Blue Hat in sight. 

A twitch, and the tall man bent forward like a stick breaking. Abdi 

found himself looking into two fever-bright blue eyes. Something like 

a smile quivered across the sour mouth. 

“Don’t be afraid,” the pale man whispered. “The Lord has sent me 

to rescue you.” 

Abdi screwed his eyes shut. It was Visser, the crazy Dutchman. 

Fear iced his belly. Please God, he prayed. Send Abooto. 

The moment teetered on edge, enormous. Abdi couldn’t move or 

speak. He stopped breathing. 

A shout. “Let him go, Visser!” 

Abdi blinked, and everything crashed back into motion. 

That wasn’t his grandmother’s voice. 

It was the Spanish doctor. 

Short and as thick as a bulldog, he stood by the white shed, 

leaning on a cane. He was alone, unarmed, but Visser’s two skinny 

boys swiveled and aimed their rifles anyway. His mint-green scrubs 

proclaimed he was medical personnel, but the look on his face wasn’t 

a doctor’s look at all; the old Spanish man’s eyes were tight and hard. 

And he wasn’t smiling. 

It took Abdi several seconds to recognize that look; older soldiers 

had it right before they opened fire. 

The Dutchman didn’t turn around; he continued to stare at Abdi. 



SHIFT TENSE 
 

87 

“This is the Lord’s work, Mr. Garcia. I am called to rescue those who 

are led away to death. And not to cease from delivering those who 

are dragged away to slaughter. You mustn’t hinder me.” 

“That boy doesn’t need rescuing, Visser. He’s carrying water jugs, 

not a rifle.” 

The hand released the shirt and clamped Abdi’s jaw. The 

Dutchman leaned closer, breathing in his face. “But you have carried 

a rifle, haven’t you, child? I see death in your eyes.” 

“That’s your reflection,” the Spaniard yelled. “Now get out of here 

before Chutani’s men show up and haul you and your boys off for 

having weapons in the camp.” 

Visser released Abdi and turned around slowly, one hand raised. 

“Suffer the little children, Mr. Garcia. Isn’t that what the Lord said?” 

“‘Blessed are the peacemakers’ is in there too, Visser.” 

“Ahh, but ‘there is no peace for the wicked, saith God,’ and 

wickedness is consuming this land. The war proves it.” The hand 

landed on Abdi’s shoulder again. “Innocents like this one are caught 

in the crossfire. Deceived, exploited, into a short, brutal life of rape 

and murder. Steeped in such sin, how shall he escape judgment? I 

have answered the Lord’s call to be a watchman on the wall. I 

shepherd the lost, guide the straying. What about you? Will you give 

account for his eternal soul, Señor Garcia?” 

The Spanish doctor didn’t reply right away but walked slowly past 

the huddle of cowering Somalis, between the two gun boys, onto the 

concrete slab. He stopped inches away from the Dutchman. 

Abdi took a step back. A peculiar ferocity was coming off the little 

man in waves. It wasn’t like a doctor at all, but it was reined in tightly. 

“I’m not going to give account for any soul except my own. I’m 



PART ONE: RED FLAGS 
 

88 

ready. Whenever that time comes, Visser. But right now, I’m not 

going to fence Scriptures with you.” His voice was low, rumbling. 

“This boy isn’t some brainwashed, beaten child soldier from 

Kony’s Lord’s Resistance Army. He’s inside a U.N. refugee camp 

fetching water for his family. From where I stand, you’re the only 

armed lunatics who look like they’re about to kidnap someone.” The 

short man glanced scornfully down at the Dutchman’s rifle. “Now, in 

Jesus’ Name, either bet… or fold.” 

Visser held the shorter man’s gaze for several moments. For a 

split second, Abdi thought he was going to yank that old Type 86 

around and gun the doctor down, but instead he blinked and stepped 

back with a mocking bow. 

“His blood be on your head, señor.” 

He whistled, and the two skinny boys put up their AKs. A minute 

later the three of them had been swallowed up by the gathering 

night. 

Abdi remained by the spigots with the Spanish doctor. The anger 

was gone. Turned off or submerged, Abdi wasn’t quite sure which. 

Mr. Garcia put his hand out and smoothed Abdi’s wrinkled shirt. 

“You must be careful from now on. Watch out for him,” he said softly. 

He looked down into Abdi’s face. “And I’d stay away from Biye 

K’obe, if I were you.” 
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CHAPTER TEN – Gross and Improbable 

Mischief 

 

 

Gulf of Aden, ten kilometers off the coast of Djibouti 

An M-106 Stiletto boat is a forty-five-foot, M-keel spearhead of 

carbon composites and smoked armorglass. Open up the two, three-

hundred-horsepower engines, and twelve thousand pounds skips 

across the water like grease on a hot plate. Tam and I had added a 

stealth package and lost a few knots with the extra weight, but the 

photo-mimetic cells mirrored the ocean around us so perfectly it 

looked like the boat’s surface was heaving with moon-silvered slate 

and shadow waves. Stare at it long enough and you’d swear dream 

winds were bearing you naked over open seas. It was mesmerizing 

and eerie as hell. 

The seven of us were crouched below the gunwales as the boat 

sliced through the night. Poet9, the Triplets and I were up front. Tam 

and Curro were double-checking our gear in the stern. Above us, the 

sky was alive with stars, diamond chips scattered in ink. Ahead, the 

charcoal smudge of the Djibouti coast was fast approaching. 

Mission up: Somaliland. Another episode of gross and improbable 

mischief. 

Poet9 was tapping something on a keypad, green-screen glow on 
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his face. “So far so good. No coastal surveillance grid. Worst case is a 

boat patrol, but even then, with a war on, everybody’s got their 

hands full. So probably not. We’ll be on the beach, duty-free, in 

twelve minutes.” 

“Not to mention most sane people are trying to get out of East 

Africa right now,” I said. “You validate those IFF tags Hester gave us? 

Things’ll be sketchy enough without D-H bots shooting at us.” 

“He says they work. I ran ’em through diagnostics. But the only 

way to know for sure is when we’re staring down the barrel of one.” 

I looked over at him and raised an eyebrow. 

“No worries,” he winked. “I scripted a nuke code, call it 

‘Snowcrash’. Little bastard will crisp any network it touches.” 

“We start glassing tac-nets, we’ll attract all kinds of unwanted 

attention.” 

He shook his head. “It’s a one-time use, so we need to be in full 

panic mode before I push that button.” 

“Sure as hell better not come to that.” 

The little Mexican threw me a grin. “Relax… this job’s a walk in the 

park. Or, in this case, a stroll through the lion preserve.” 

“Barrel of laughs, you are. Hester ever say how many other outfits 

have been contracted?” 

“His guesstimate was a couple dozen. Hefty chunk of that military 

dropouts from the ’Stans. They work cheap. Some of them might 

have a few notches on the handle from pacification duty in Krasnodar 

or Tbilisi, but my guess is they’re coming to be vodka-soaked meat 

shields for the veteran crews.” 

“And that would be us.” 
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“Bet your culo, it is,” he agreed. 

“Well… everybody’s gotta start somewhere,” I said. “Earn as you 

learn.” 

“Hell of a lot better than pay as you go,” Poet9 answered. 

I kept eyes on the horizon, chewing on my next question. 

“Speaking of veteran crews,” I finally asked. “Any word on Oryol or 

Alpha Group?” 

“I can neither confirm nor deny. That’s another ‘wait and see’. I 

sure as hell hope not.” 

I had nothing to say after that. Only a bad feeling. Poet9 went 

back to his screen. 

I was scanning the horizon for the twentieth time when Curro’s 

voice came over com-link. “Seven minutes to landfall.” 

“You sure of that, Gunga Din?” I asked back. 

“Sure I’m sure. I’m watching the 3D mapper. And don’t call me 

‘Gunga Din’. Do I get a rifle now?” 

“No,” Tam cut in. “Jace, you ready up front?” 

“Yes, Mom. We’re smart and strapped.” I thumbed over to a 

private channel. “Curro going to be all right? This is quite the field 

trip,” I whispered. 

“Couldn’t talk him out of it,” Tam said. “Poet9 will stick to him like 

underwear. You, me and the Triplets will be doing the shooting. 

We’re at the sharp end. They’re strictly tech-support.” 

“You going to tell Alejo and Carmen?” 

“Was gonna pass on that. They’re off somewhere playing Mother 

Theresa. I don’t want to spoil their mood,” he answered. 
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Seemed like a reasonable answer as far as our line of work went, 

so I let that sit. “He getting a rifle?” I asked. 

“Nice little Kriss Super V. Sexy optics. He’ll love it.” 

“Good. Full-auto forty-five leaves a mark. Devante will watch 

him.” 

“I know,” he said again. 

Curro called over the throb of the motors. “You guys are talking 

about me. I can tell. Five minutes.” 

Tam, Poet and I chuckled. The Triplets burst out laughing. 

Flopsy, Mopsy and Cottontail sat in the bow, their broad, pale 

faces covered in camo-grease and Oakley Elite Quad Eight visors. 

Billed as ‘Variable Condition Optical Systems,’ Quad Eights are 

capable of four-by magnification, night vision and thermal 

enhancement with digital micro-displays for the built-in laser range 

finder and windage meter. Oakley V-COS are the ultimate in tactical 

ninja-vision. 

Our Killer Bunnies were running final weapon checks. They had 

their regular G-46s slung across their backs. The German assault rifles 

were almost like teddy bears, the Triplets practically fell asleep 

snuggling the damn things, but the chunky Pelican crates at their feet 

meant they’d brought some big toys along for this trip. 

Flopsy and Mopsy were both unpacking General Electric XM214 

miniguns. Capable of 4,000 rounds per minute, you could cut down 

small forests with them. The slogan, “G.E.—we bring good things to 

life,” took on a whole new meaning. I watched Cottontail secure a 

rack of HEDP rounds for an M2GC 84mm recoilless rifle. Big lads with 

big guns. 

I leaned over. “You guys expecting trouble?” 



SHIFT TENSE 
 

93 

“Victory loves preparation,” Cottontail quoted quite seriously. 

“OK, but you preparing to arm your own militia?” 

The three of them looked at their crates. I could see the wheels 

turning as they considered the question. “We could supply four—” 

Cottontail began. 

“I’m kidding,” I interjected. “I’m wondering about the firepower. 

The SPLM isn’t the Sofex Arms Fair, but I’m sure they have plenty of 

gear kicking about. Why come so heavy?” 

Mopsy was gently folding belts of 5.56 ammo into a rigid-frame 

backpack. “This is the first time we’ve been back to Africa since Mr. 

Alejo and Mrs. Carmen rescued us in their boat. We thought we 

should be prepared.” 

I suddenly felt like shit. These three were the last of their kind: 

illegal combat clones known as “Series Sevens.” 

Developed a decade earlier as shock troops for then-president of 

Zimbabwe and megalomaniac sociopath N’Kosa Mambi, his army of 

Sevens blew through the plankton-standard grunts of the Zambian 

and Mozambique military like linebackers at kindergarten recess. 

U.N. Rapid Response troops fared little better. 

Mambi’s delusions of empire were finally quenched ten months 

later by a massive overkill of U.N. and Corporate forces in a pitched, 

six-day battle with the Series Seven main contingent at Victoria Falls 

on the Zambezi River. 

By then, humiliated field commanders had convinced their bosses 

the clones were so lethal and unpredictable that their existence was 

prohibited by a unanimous United Nations mandate. The in-vitro labs 

were razed, the surviving science team divvied up among the 

Corporates, and the gene-template destroyed. Extermination orders 

were issued. Harboring a Seven became an international felony. 
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Back when Tam and I had just founded Eshu International, one of 

our first contracts was as a protection detail for a small mom and pop 

maritime transport firm out of Barcelona. 

The four of us—me, Tam, Alejo and Carmen—had found the 

Triplets starving, shocked, and near-death in Eritrea. After a couple of 

hair-trigger moments, we snubbed the bounty and smuggled them to 

safety in the hold of Al’s boat, the Balius. 

The Triplets weren’t pets. Or property. They were friends, and 

they’ve been half of Eshu International Private Security for eight 

years now. 

This, however, was a major screw-up on my part. Tam and I were 

so used to our Killer Bunnies being silent, loyal, and deferential that 

we never asked them, let alone thought, about what it would be like 

for them to go back to where they’d been bred, fed into a meat-

grinder of a war, then hunted like animals. A real brain-dead move. 

The three of them were looking at me with a simple confidence. I 

crumpled a little bit, then mustered a little false cheer. 

I mumbled a congratulations for their forward thinking. “No 

worries. A little rumble in the jungle, and we’ll be back home in no 

time.” 

“We’re not worried,” Cottontail said. “Where you go, we go. 

Where you die, we die.” 

I clapped him on his bowling-ball shoulder and felt even more 

shitty. 

I was about to radio Tam again when the Triplets looked up and 

snapped their weapons to their shoulders. Their heads swiveled like 

targeting-lasers to port. 

“Contact left. A thousand meters,” Poet9 murmured half a second 
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later. “Surface vessel on parallel course.” He looked up at me. 

“Coming early to the party. Looks like someone had the same idea as 

us.” 

Tam’s voice. “They being loud and rude?” 

“If they’re stupid,” Curro interrupted. “How come you’re not 

giving me a weapon?” 

“Gimme, gimme never gets…” Poet sang. “They’re running 

sneaky-devious like us, but I’ve got one of our Falcos keeping an eye 

on them. We’ll know if they wander into our yard.” 

The Falco Evo UAV was an old Italian-made aerial drone we’d 

bought from a Pakistani connection. Kashmiri separatists and Indian 

military incursions had made the Pakistani military wild for robots a 

few years back. Guess they’d gotten tired of foot patrols in the 

Himalayas. At the time, Finmeccanica robotics were all the rage, and 

Rome had flooded the international arms market with thousands of 

military drones. 

Now the Pakistani armed forces were addicted to robo-tech, 

dumping old gear at bargain prices every eighteen months, fending 

for the latest, the shiniest. We had a dozen of the things in storage 

back in Belfast. Poet9 called it ‘Mafia-surplus’. No matter, that kind of 

gear was perfect for this mission—old, rugged, nothing fancy enough 

to arouse suspicion. 

Poet9 tapped his screen. “They’re avoiding us, staying on course. 

They can stay on station another twelve hours before they have to 

land at Ji Jiga for refueling and maintenance.” 

“Turn-around time?” Tam asked. 

“Twenty-four hours.” 

“A full day?” I exclaimed. “A day without God-view is like a day 
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without sunshine. What the hell? Ji Jiga is just over the Ethiopian 

border.” 

Poet9 put up his hands, exasperated. “Be happy we got them 

down to twenty-four hours. That was another ten grand.” 

“Snake charmers and cattle thieves,” I muttered. 

Our big motors cut to trolling speed about two hundred meters 

from the beach, and I could hear waves now. We fell silent, flipped on 

our Oakleys and crouched even lower. Tam and I scrutinized 

landward, paying special attention to the scrub line that ran along the 

stretch of dunes above the beach. Curro and Poet9 scanned for 

sensors, robots, mines, and good old-fashioned human beings. The 

Triplets had weapons up and ready for the slightest twitch of hostility 

from the other boat. 

We waited the obligatory five minutes, then brought the Stiletto 

forward in little squirts, waiting and watching every few meters to see 

if we’d stirred anything up. Another twenty minutes of that, then the 

hull rasped on gravel. 

Tam and I waded ashore. Poet9, Curro and the Triplets started off-

loading our gear. 

Forty minutes later, five little Polaris all-terrain vehicles were lined 

up on the shingle, chunky with gear and weapons. We were ready. I 

signaled to the Stiletto to autopilot to a new position fifty kilometers 

out from Berbera. It would power-down and ride a sea anchor 

waiting for a call. Its solar arrays would keep its systems charged, and 

if our little misadventure went south, it was our taxi out of a bad 

neighborhood. 

Curro sat on the back seat of one of the ATVs fondling the 

submachine gun Tam had finally given him. I spied Poet9 slipping his 

Walther 10mm into a shoulder holster. Gold winked at me. I did a 
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double take. “What did you do to Grace?” 

“Ooooh. I thought you’d never ask. Feast your eyes on her now.” 

He handed me the big black gun. Only it wasn’t all black anymore. 

The flat metal of the pistol’s slide was now covered with a delicate 

tracery of computer circuitry inlaid with gold. If that wasn’t bad 

enough, the bright, razor-thin lines twisted into two tiny angels 

whose robotic wings enfolded the muzzle. 

“Jealous, huh?” he grinned. 

“I’m speechless.” 

“Esse, Life’s too short to shoot an ugly gun.” 

He took it back and wiped it gently with his sleeve before tucking 

it in under his arm. 

“We’re good to go,” Tam called out. “Let’s get to the rendezvous 

before the other boat offloads and this clam bake gets too crowded.” 

Motors purred, and the seven of us climbed the dunes southeast 

toward the Somaliland border. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN – Two out of Three 

 

 

Djibouti, southeast border 

Morning ignited the skies over the Gulf of Aden like a blowtorch, 

coloring the landscape in burnt ochres and withered greens. By 08:00, 

the ATV’s metal handlebars were hot to the touch. Sweat tickled 

down my back under my body armor. 

The seven of us were cruising through the hill country about ten 

kilometers from the triple point; the junction of Somaliland, Djibouti, 

and Ethiopia. The black, broken teeth of the Guban Mountains sawed 

clouds in front of us, and I caught the molten-wink of a distant river 

threading the savanna below. 

Tam and I rode abreast, the ATV motors purring loudly. Poet9 and 

Curro lagged a few meters back, riding double on a six-wheeler that 

was loaded with most of our gear. The Triplets had spread out in a 

wedge formation fifty meters ahead of us, watching for patrols or 

recon drones. So far, the meanest thing we’d stirred up was a pair of 

bony zebras. 

Tam radioed the Triplets to hold, and the seven of us stopped for 

water in the shade of some umbrella-shaped damal trees. 

Curro slid off his Polaris and started stretching his legs. “How 

much farther?” 
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“Rumor is the big SPLM camp is just inside Ethiopia, south of Biye 

K’obe,” Tam answered. “We’re to follow the border southwest 

another hundred klicks to a set of GPS coordinates near a river—the 

togga Silil. Guides will bring us the rest of the way.” 

“You trust a gaggle of kalashes to lead us to a secret rebel base 

deep in the jungle? Where am I, in a comic book?” Poet9 demanded. 

Tam shrugged. “Like it’s going to show up on Google Earth. You 

got another idea?” 

“No. But what’s to keep the little punks from pawning us off to 

their cousins in the Somaliland National Army for a little baksheesh?” 

“Well… we do have guns,” Curro noted. “And the Triplets.” 

The three clones were next to me, straddling their four-wheelers 

as if they were kid’s toys. In the heat and humidity, they’d stripped 

down to camo fatigues and combat vests, having muted their pale 

skin with liberal applications of grease paint and sun block. They 

looked fresh and perfectly content in the heat and humidity. After all, 

they’d been made for places like this. I counted half a dozen weapons 

hanging from each of their vests—knives, pistols, grenades… 

Cottontail had a machete long enough to qualify as a sword strapped 

across his back. I smiled—our Killer Bunnies. They saw me and 

grinned back. 

“Yeah. They’re handy in a tight spot,” I stated. 

Tam took a pull on his canteen. “We got them, and we’ll keep our 

Falcos up. Speaking of which… any sign of our neighbors from last 

night?” 

Poet9 shook his head. “Tracked ’em for three hours. Whoever it 

was, they’re good in the woods. They landed, angled east toward 

Saylac city on the coast and disappeared. I’ve kept a bird on our left 

the as long as I could. My guess is they were another hired crew with 
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a different itinerary.” 

“No sign of anybody else?” 

“Nada.” 

“Good. I like a war zone where I can work in peace,” I noted dryly. 

Tam swigged and spit. “Fine by me too. Let’s move.” 

Motors hummed, and we took off through the trees down into 

the vast sun-bleached grasslands. 

 

*** 

 

The Triplets spotted the kid four hours later. 

Tucked in the low split of an acacia tree, he must have been hiding 

from the noon heat because his bright red shirt stuck out like a ripe 

fruit in the fern-like leaves. He was dozing, hugging an AK-74 to his 

chest, oblivious to the world. Cottontail kept an eye on him while 

Flopsy and Mopsy reconned the area. He was all alone. 

“That our guide?” Curro asked, peering through binoculars. 

“No,” Tam said. “We’re still a ways away from the coordinates. 

He’s a tripwire. SNA gets close, his shots will warn the real guides. We 

show up, he’ll bring us to them.” 

“That’s cold. He’s like, ten years old,” Curro said. “How can they 

give him a rifle?” 

Tam took the binoculars. “He’s probably a bit older. 

Malnourishment has a way of stunting your growth. AKs and kids like 

him are cheaper than dirt in these parts. Why send a soldier when 

you’re tripping over war-orphans?” 
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“We can go wide and be on our merry. No need to disturb his 

beauty sleep,” I said. 

“No,” Tam said. “Have the Triplets mug him, bring him over.” 

A couple of words in my throat mike and five minutes later, the 

boy was dumped on the ground in front of us. Flopsy and Mopsy 

loomed over him. Cottontail was holding his rifle and a brand-new, 

lime-green chest pouch. The boy knelt there, zip-cuffed and 

trembling. His red shirt was smudged with camo grease; torn shorts 

and flip-flops completed his uniform. A dark stain spread around his 

crotch. The seven of us stood and glared down at him. 

“Speak English?” Tam snapped. 

He nodded quickly. 

“You have a name?” 

The boy nodded again and gulped. “Abdi.” 

Tam slipped his Kershaw out of his shoulder sheath and knelt 

down. “You a spy for the SPLM, Abdi?” 

The boy shook his head. 

“Yes, you are. You’re a rebel spy. A traitor. Where did you get the 

rifle?” 

No answer. 

“Who gave you the gun, Abdi?” Tam stabbed the knife into the 

dirt near the boy’s knee. 

Abdi flinched and squeaked out, “My cousin. Ghedi.” 

“Why does your cousin want you to shoot us? He’s SPLM too, isn’t 

he?” 

The boy shook his head again. 
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Tam slowly waved the long gray blade in front of the child’s face. 

“You know what General Dhul-Fiqaar does to traitors and liars, Abdi?” 

The boy’s shoulders quivered. No answer. 

“I asked you a question.” The knifepoint traced small circles in the 

air. 

Panting, tears dripped off smooth brown cheeks. 

“Answer me, boy!” Tam roared, and his knife sunk to the hilt in 

the soil this time. 

Abdi shrieked. We flinched. “I know, I know!” he screamed. “My 

mother, my father, my family all dead. They raped, lit my sister on 

fire. I know what he does, and I hate him. I hate the general. Do you 

hear?” 

His little body shook. He glared at Tam, weeping, face blazing with 

rage. 

Tam stared back. 

Then, without a word, Tam stood and stepped around behind the 

kneeling boy. Abdi sagged, defiance spent. The trembling started 

again. Tam shifted his grip on the knife. We stayed silent, watching. 

Tam cut the zip cuffs. “Stand up.” 

He helped Abdi up gently and turned him around. The boy 

wobbled, uncomprehending. “We’re here to help the Professor. Hired 

guns. You understand? Pro-SPLM.” 

Abdi blinked and cuffed away tears and snot. Finally, he nodded. 

“Good.” Tam pointed at Curro. “My man will help you. When 

you’re clean, you can lead us to the soldiers by the river.” Tam looked 

at Cottontail. “Give him back his rifle when we move out.” 

When they were out of earshot, Poet9 and I approached Tam. 
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“The hell…?” I asked. 

“Yeah. Little rough on the pequeño, weren’t you?” Poet9 accused. 

“I thought you were going to slot him.” 

Tam seated the Kershaw back in its sheath. “I had to be sure he 

wasn’t a dupe.” 

“Did that for sure,” I said. 

Poet9 scoffed. “Can’t fake hatred like that.” 

“No,” Tam said softly. “No, you can’t.” 

 

*** 

 

Two kilometers out from the rendezvous, the wind carried the 

sounds of a firefight—the stutter of heavy automatic weapons, and 

the thump, thump, thump of grenades. I heard rifles reply, brief and 

scattered, then the roar of an explosion drown them out. Smoke 

bloomed over the trees ahead of us. Someone was catching hell. 

“Echelon left. Advance to contact!” Tam shouted. “Poet9, keep 

Curro and Abdi here. Get a Falco overhead RFN.” 

The Triplets roared ahead on my right, disappearing up and over 

the hump of a small hill. Last thing I saw was Mopsy yanking his 

minigun from the back one handed. 

Tam and I swung our rifles around, Tavor TAR 28s with integral 

40mm grenade launchers, and sped after them. We crested the same 

rise and slammed to a halt. The scene on the veldt in front of us was 

straight war-pig lunacy. 

A rutted dirt track cut through the tangles of scrub brush and 

stunted trees. A kilometer away, two ancient Russian GAZ 66 trucks 
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lay on their sides, burning fiercely, oily coils of black smoke slithering 

into the sky. I could see a dozen bodies torn open around them, 

scattered wet and ripe in the dusty grass. A handful of survivors in 

mismatch fatigues—Somaliland militia—cowered on the road and 

were firing blindly across the plain at their attackers. 

Advancing on them wasn’t a platoon of army regulars or a clutch 

of jeeps with heavy machineguns; it was three pods of Gladiator 

TUGVs—Tactical Unmanned Ground Vehicles. 

The remote-controlled mini-tanks looked fresh off the showroom 

floor—crisp, desert tan paint jobs, clean black tracks and shiny sensor 

suites. About the size of our ATVs, a dozen of the squat little bastards 

were trundling over the broken ground, machineguns and launcher 

tubes firing non-stop. Twelve machineguns, one hundred twenty 

launcher tubes; there were about ten thousand bits of metal down 

there flying around at high speed looking for a home. The noise alone 

was hellacious. 

Tam and I slid to the ground fast. No sign of the Triplets. For big 

men, they could vanish like ghosts. Suddenly, Cottontail’s voice came 

over my headset. “Requesting target.” 

“Hold fire. Hold positions,” Tam answered. “Poet, where’s my 

God-view? I got a dozen Wallys bearing down on what’s left of our 

escort. I need to know if there are more hostiles in the 

neighborhood.” 

“Fast as I can,” Poet9 answered. 

“Another minute, there’s not going to be anybody left.” 

“Heard you the first time. It’s coming.” 

The militia’s return fire died down to nothing. The Gladiators had 

halted a hundred yards out and were raking the road on full auto like 

a shooting gallery. The two burning trucks started disintegrating. One 
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of the militia popped up and tried to sprint away. Four of the 

Gladiators targeted him and swiveled their M60s. A dozen steps, and 

the ground around him erupted. He came apart in chunks. 

Never try to outrun bullets. 

Movement on the road. I flipped down my Oakley’s visor and 

tapped the magnification; one of the surviving militia was crawling 

towards a body. 

He rifled through bloody pockets. I thought he was frantic for a 

grenade. Smoke, phosphorus, or something exotic like an EMP—any 

kind of hardware to help him get the hell out of there. 

He pulled out a whistle. 

What the hell? That would do about as much good as a pair of 

ruby slippers. 

Two blasts, shrill and long. He kept blowing them over and over 

until the sound carried above the din of gunfire. 

Tam and I looked at each other. 

Then, far out on the plain, past the Gladiators and the trucks, I 

saw silver flashes like curtains swept aside and children rose up out of 

the grass. 

Children with guns. 

Maybe twenty of them. They’d been hiding under foil emergency 

blankets, masking their body heat. Most had AKs, but it looked like 

the littlest ones were armed with nothing but pistols and machetes. I 

saw one lanky kid wobble forward with an RPG as tall as he was. He 

got his footing and sent the rocket whistling into the side of the 

nearest robot. It lurched, venting smoke, and stopped shooting. Rifle 

rounds sparked off armor plate and several of the Gladiators stopped, 

turning to face the new threat. 
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Then the children charged. 

“Shit,” Tam said. “Cottontail, engage the Wallys. Poet…” 

“Engaging.” There was a prompt rasp of miniguns, the bell ring of 

a Carl G, and the Gladiator nearest to us exploded. 

Poet9’s voice came over my headset. “Falco on station.” 

Tam and I jumped back on our ATVs. “Find me the MCP. Abdi’s 

pals are out there.” 

“I make a probable mobile command post three point two klicks 

to the west. Uploading GPS to your tac-maps now. No sign of other 

hostiles.” 

“On it.” 

As Tam and I rode as I used my Oakleys again. 

I tapped the UAV feed button, and a small window popped up in 

the lower right of the visor lens. It showed the countryside around us 

from three thousand meters up—a grainy top-down mini-map of the 

battlefield. The burning trucks were white shimmering blobs, the 

scared militia identifiable only when they popped up and ripped off a 

burst. Best count I could make was five survivors. 

The Gladiators appeared as a line of fat beetles darting tongues of 

flame as they fired. The children were a mob of mites surging towards 

the remotes’ position, their little bodies blinking in and out of sight 

under the flapping thermal blanket capes. Several Gladiators turned 

and started firing on them. 

This was like some twisted cyber-version of a Grimms’ fairy tale. 

The GPS coordinates blinked in the lower left of my visor, and as 

Tam and I raced through the brush, my anxiety and the firefight 

rumble blended into a heavy background hammering. The mini-map 
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in the right window scrolled as we drove. Three minutes later, a red 

dot appeared ahead of our position—the mobile command post. 

You’ve got three options fighting remotes: wreck the machine, kill 

the operators, or cut the leash. Trouble with the first is that drone 

developers hate it when their toys get smashed, so their creations are 

buffed with ceramic composites and solid defensive systems. They 

were military-grade killing machines that were extremely lethal and 

notoriously tough to kill. 

Problem with killing the operators is they’re nowhere near the 

battlefield. That’s the ‘remote’ part. Operators are on the other end 

of a long electronic leash, siccing their state-of-the-art killing 

machines on whoever is in their sights. Most aerial drone kills are 

committed by pilots hundreds of kilometers away—sometimes 

halfway around the world. 

The final option is to cut the leash, by “jam or slam” as Poet9 

always says. Either block the controlling signal with viral code or 

interference, or put a HE round into the side of the transmitter—

either works. The length and strength of the leash is dependent on 

the technology of the deploying army. Mega-corp or nation-state 

meant encrypted satellite links to controllers in another time zone. 

Entry level TUGVs for a third-world despot meant a mobile command 

post in a truck with a massive transmitter and signal relay. 

We found the MCP in the dip between two rocky hills. Three 

civilian flatbed trucks were parked in a rough triangle around the 

control vehicle—an old, boxy American M577 command track. 

Bottom-of-the-barrel surplus, no one had even bothered to paint 

over the speckled gray Taiwan Army urban multi-cam or the big ROC 

ident-markings. No one was on guard; all the Somaliland soldiers 

were clustered at the back door, shouting encouragement at their 

buddies at the control workstations. They were laughing, pointing at 
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the screens, and slapping each other on the back. I saw money 

change hands; it was a game for them. 

The tall white and blue, bullet-shaped “R2” relay unit sat 

humming outside the perimeter in a clump of tall grass. I lased it, got 

the range, then thumbed my Tavor’s grenade launcher on. 

Tam whispered in the radio to Poet9. “Got ’em. Give us five 

minutes. Then you and Curro take Abdi and see if anyone’s left who 

can get us to the SPLM camp. We need to be there by nightfall.” 

Four minutes, three rifle magazines and two grenades later, Tam 

and I hadn’t only cut the leash but had eliminated the operators as 

well. 

Some days, two out of three isn’t bad at all. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE – A Thing for Strays 

 

 

Somaliland/Ethiopian border, near Biye K’obe, Ethiopia 

We didn’t bury the bodies. 

Not with a fat column of smoke towering over the road. Vultures 

were circling already; we weren’t going to hang around for the next 

batch of Somaliland Army regulars. 

So we left them: the militia in pieces next to the charred truck 

frames, the children strewn in the grass like broken toys. 

It made me remember why I’d never liked Africa. 

Seven of the kids survived, along with three of the SPLM men. The 

men raged over the bodies of their friends, blaming a new recruit 

who’d run off at the first shot. They were convinced he’d led the 

government forces to the rendezvous point, but they couldn’t exactly 

say how he’d done it , or when. No matter, they said. He was guilty of 

something. 

Tam and I weren’t in the mood to hunt him down and ask. 

Besides, even if it were true, seeing how the ambush turned out, he 

was more likely to get a bullet in the head than a fistful of Somali 

dollars. Smart traitors get paid up front. 

Tam gave the soldiers and kids five minutes to scavenge what 

they could. Water and food were snatched up first, guns and ammo 
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after. I saw an eight-year-old tugging the boots off a pair of legs. The 

upper part of their former owner stared resentfully from the other 

side of the road. 

Waste not, want not. 

The newly promoted militia leader, the one who’d blown the 

whistle, was a meth-gaunt teenager named Cisman. He bounced 

around like a frantic, happy puppy after we rescued him, weeping 

with relief, kissing my and Tam’s hands over and over. We pried him 

off, and when he realized he was in charge, he made a show of 

ordering the others around—shouting, blowing the whistle, kicking at 

the dazed kids—until Tam made him stop. 

Cisman was as brown and taut as polished mahogany. He had a 

Cheshire-smile the same color too, his teeth all rotted from chewing 

khat. I counted three different sets of corporal stripes on his German 

tropentarn camo jacket, all of them sewn upside down. Officer 

material if I ever saw it. 

The SPLM men wouldn’t even look at the Triplets, let alone go 

near them. Guess saving their lives wasn’t enough to overcome all 

the Boogeyman stories about the chalk-white devil soldiers. Tam had 

them stand guard up on the rise with Poet9, Curro and Abdi. Too 

many obambo, wandering ghosts, conjured by those pale blue eyes. 

Cisman latched onto us again as we were getting ready to leave. 

He swore his undying gratitude, insisting he knew the shortest route 

to the SPLM camp. He flashed that rotten smile and repeating over 

and over, “Cheap, almost free for you. Top secret road. No drones. 

No choppers. Trust me—mad skills.” 

Tam managed to keep a straight face. 

Salvage done, Cisman exercised his battlefield promotion and 

delivered a rousing speech at the other two militiamen. They stared 
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back, slouched and blank-eyed until he finished, then promptly 

loaded down the children like pack mules and led them away towards 

the Ethiopian border. I watched them trudge away. 

Cisman snapped his fingers. “No worries. They come two days.” A 

pause. “OK. Maybe three. No worries.” Then he jumped onto the ATV 

behind Tam and clapped like he’d won a ticket on a carnival ride. 

“Careful, Tam,” I called out. “He’s got a serious man-crush.” 

Tam rolled his eyes. “Yeah, well, we’re not going to be picking out 

curtains together.” 

He touched his throat-mike. “Poet9, keep the Falco overhead. I’m 

not sure Kit Carson here could find his own ass with two hands and a 

flashlight.” 

“Already on it,” the little Mexican replied. 

We’d picked up another bit of baggage as well; Poet9 and Curro 

had kept Abdi with them. Apparently, the kid’s older cousin had been 

leading the crew out on the plain and had been cut down by the 

Gladiators. What was left of his family was in a refugee camp. As our 

ATVs started up, I saw him hesitate, then climb up behind Mopsy. 

Eshu International had this thing for strays, and strange as it seems, 

the Triplets had a way with kids. 

Cisman tapped Tam on the shoulder, pointing vigorously to the 

southwest. He clutched him around the waste. I laughed. Tam just 

shook his head and cranked down on the throttle. 

The rugged hybrid motors roared, and our little convoy followed 

the rutted dirt track away from the bloody wreckage across the 

broken plains into Ethiopia. 
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