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For Yulia, my most fervent reader.
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PREFACE
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This is a work of fiction. The events depicted did not happen. The characters are invented. But the patterns are real.

American foreign policy has a long history of strategic narratives—stories told to justify actions taken for other reasons. Weapons of mass destruction that didn't exist. Incubator babies that were never killed. Humanitarian interventions that coincided with resource interests. The gap between what we say and what we do is not a bug in the system. It is the system.

Africa has been subject to narratives written elsewhere. The "Dark Continent" of Victorian imagination. The "failed states" of Cold War proxy conflicts. The "rising Africa" of investment brochures. Each story serves someone's interests. Rarely are those interests African.

This novel asks a simple question: What if an American administration manufactured a genocide narrative to justify intervention in a resource-rich region? What would that look like? Who would benefit? Who would suffer? And what would it cost the people—American and African—caught in between?

The distance from Port Harcourt to Maiduguri is real: over a thousand kilometers. The lithium deposits in Nigeria are real. The ICJ case brought by South Africa in December 2023 is real. The tariff mechanisms, the diamond trade routes, the military base configurations—all drawn from reality.

The story is invented. The architecture is not.

I leave it to readers to decide which parts feel familiar.
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​

“America has no permanent friends or enemies, only interests.” — Henry Kissinger

“Nations have no permanent friends or allies, they only have permanent interests.” — Lord Palmerston (original quote Kissinger adapted)

​
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PROLOGUE: The Wrong Bodies
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GOMA, DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF CONGO

February 3

The warehouse smells of death and disinfectant. Djaffar Al Katanty has been in enough makeshift morgues across enough broken countries to know that the smell will stay in his clothes for days, will follow him onto the plane to Kinshasa, will linger in his hotel room in Nairobi, will be there when he closes his eyes and tries to sleep. Fifteen years of this work, and he still notices the smell first. He wonders sometimes if that's a good sign or a bad one.

He adjusts his camera. Checks the battery — forty-three percent, enough for another hour of footage if he's careful. The light through the high windows is gray and flat, the kind of light that makes everything look the same shade of hopeless. He follows Marie deeper into the warehouse.

Marie Kabongo has been running humanitarian operations in eastern Congo for eleven years. She moves through the rows of body bags with the practiced efficiency of someone who has done this more times than she can count, stopping occasionally to check a tag, to make a note on her tablet, to adjust a bag that has shifted during transport. She does not look at the bags any longer than necessary. Djaffar understands this. There are ways of seeing that allow you to keep functioning.

"How many today?" he asks.

Marie consults her tablet. Her voice is flat, professional, the voice of someone who learned long ago to keep the feeling separate from the reporting.

"Two hundred thirty-seven at this site. The village across the river, we don't have a count yet. Tomorrow, maybe. If the roads hold."

"M23?"

She doesn't look up from her tablet.

"Who else? They came through three nights ago. The UN peacekeepers were eight kilometers away. They stayed eight kilometers away."

"The whole time?"

"The mandate says observe and report. Protect civilians when feasible. Apparently, it wasn't feasible. Eight kilometers wasn't far enough to not hear the shooting, but it was far enough to not do anything about it."

Djaffar films the rows of body bags. Black plastic, standard issue, the same bags he's filmed in Darfur, South Sudan, Yemen, and the Central African Republic. The international community has standardized its body bags. There's an obscenity about that, he thinks. We can't agree on how to stop the killing, but we've agreed on how to package the dead.

"The victims," he says. "What can you tell me about them?"

Marie stops at a body bag near the end of a row. Checks the tag. Her expression shifts — not quite grief, not quite anger, a weariness older and deeper than either.

"Black Congolese civilians. Mostly ethnic Hutu — M23 considers them allied with the FDLR, which means they consider them enemies, which means they consider them targets. In reality, they were farmers. Teachers. Families. People who wanted to grow cassava and raise children and be left alone."

"Religion?"

"Christian, mostly. This is Congo — ninety-five percent Christian. Not that it saved them. Not that it ever saves anyone."

She moves to another bag. This one is smaller. Djaffar doesn't film it directly. There are some things you don't put on camera, not because the world shouldn't see them, but because the world doesn't deserve to.

"This one — his name was Jean-Pierre Mukendi." Marie's voice catches slightly on the name. "He was a mathematics teacher. Had a school in his house — a room, really, with a chalkboard and some benches. Taught anyone who wanted to learn. Boys, girls, didn't matter to him. Education was education."

"That's why they killed him?"

"M23 found out about the girls. Said he was corrupting the community. Spreading Western values." She almost laughs, but the sound catches in her throat. "He was Congolese. Taught in Swahili. But Western values."

Djaffar films the warehouse. The high windows. The crack in the concrete floor where generations of feet have worn a path. The way the light falls on the body bags, making the black plastic almost shine. Details matter. Someday, someone will need to prove this happened. Someday, someone will claim it didn't.

"Marie," he says. "When you file your report, what happens?"

She regards him. Eleven years of this work in her eyes.

"You've been doing this for fifteen years, Djaffar. You know what happens. I file a report. The UN files a report. Human Rights Watch files a report. Amnesty International files a report. Everyone files reports. And then the news cycle moves on to the next horror, and these people stay dead, and the peacekeepers stay eight kilometers away. The next month there's another village, another warehouse, another two hundred thirty-seven."

"Then why do you keep doing it?"

Marie pauses. When she speaks, her voice has a quality that it didn’t have before. Not hope — she's too experienced for hope. Stubbornness.

"Because someone has to count them. Someone has to write down their names. Jean-Pierre Mukendi. He existed. He mattered. What happened to him was wrong. Even if no one listens. Even if nothing changes. Someone has to say it."

Her eyes move to the rows of body bags. Two hundred thirty-seven people who woke up last week with lives, with families, with futures. Now they're tags on black plastic in a warehouse that smells of death.

"Because if no one says it," she continues, "then it's like they never existed at all. And that's worse than dying. That's being erased."

Djaffar doesn't respond. There's nothing to say. He films for another hour, records Marie's testimony, and captures the details that will someday prove to someone that this happened. Then he uploads the footage to the Reuters server, files his report, and moves on. Kinshasa. Then Nairobi. Then wherever the next horror requires him.

He doesn't know yet how these images will be used by the President of the United States in the Oval Office.

GENEVA, SWITZERLAND

MAY 21

Three months later, Djaffar is in a hotel room with a view of Lake Geneva, decompressing between assignments. The lake is gray today, the same gray as the sky, the same gray as the mountains in the distance. He's learned to appreciate gray. Gray is peaceful. Gray doesn't demand anything from you.

The television is on, muted, cycling through international news. He's not watching. He's reading emails, planning the next trip, and thinking about his daughter's birthday next month. She's turning twelve. He's missed four of her birthdays. He doesn't want to miss a fifth.

Then an image on the screen catches his eye.

The American President. The South African President. The White House. A chyron: TATE CONFRONTS NDABA WITH GENOCIDE EVIDENCE.

He reaches for the remote. Unmutes.

President Russell Tate is holding up a printed page. A photograph. Body bags. Humanitarian workers in protective gear. A warehouse with high windows.

"These are all white farmers that are being buried," Tate declares, waving the photograph. "Your country, President Ndaba. Your people, doing this. Death, death, death, horrible death."

Djaffar sits up slowly. A chill is spreading through his chest.

He knows that photograph. He knows the warehouse. He knows the angle of light through the high windows, the crack in the concrete floor, the way the body bags are arranged in rows. He filmed that footage. In Goma. In February. In the Democratic Republic of Congo.

The victims in those bags were Black. Congolese. Hutu. Christian. Killed by M23 rebels four thousand kilometers from South Africa.

And the President of the United States is holding up a screenshot and calling them white South African farmers.

Djaffar grabs his phone. His editor at Reuters is a woman named Catherine who's been in the business longer than he has.

"Are you watching this?"

"Djaffar? It's the middle of the night in—"

"Are you watching this?"

A pause. The sound of movement, a television being unmuted.

"I'm watching now. What am I looking at?"

"Those photographs. The ones Tate is showing. They're mine."

"What do you mean by yours?"

"I filmed them. In Goma. In February. After the M23 offensive. Those aren't white farmers. Those aren't South Africans. Those are Congolese. Black Congolese. Hutu, mostly. The victims of a massacre that happened four thousand kilometers from South Africa."

Silence on the line. On the television, Tate is flipping through papers.

"Over a thousand burial sites," Tate continues. "White farmers. Your people, President Ndaba. Your responsibility."

The South African President, Sipho Ndaba, is asking questions. Where were the photos taken? The audio isn't clear. Tate isn't answering.

"Djaffar," Catherine observes. "Can you prove it?"

"I have the raw footage. The metadata. GPS coordinates. Timestamps. I have Marie Kabongo's reports — she's the humanitarian coordinator who was on site. I have everything."

"Don't talk to anyone else. I'm calling legal. And Djaffar?"

"Yes?"

"This is going to be huge."

She hangs up. Djaffar watches the screen. Tate is holding up another photograph now. A road lined with white crosses.

"Burial sites," Tate says. "Over a thousand. Of white farmers."

The South African President's face reveals nothing. Recognition, maybe. Or disbelief.

Djaffar thinks of Marie. The warehouse. Jean-Pierre Mukendi, the mathematics teacher who died for teaching girls. Two hundred thirty-seven people in body bags.

Wrong kind of Christian. Wrong color. Wrong country.

And now the most powerful man in the world is using their bodies to tell a different story.

The part of Djaffar that feels — the part he keeps separate, the part that waits for quiet moments — is no longer waiting.

It is awake. And it is angry.

​
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CHAPTER 1: VIBRANT PLACES
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WHITE HOUSE — STATE DINING ROOM

December 18

The chandeliers in the State Dining Room were installed in 1902, during Theodore Roosevelt's renovation of the White House. They have witnessed a century of statecraft — treaties signed, wars declared, alliances forged and broken. Today, they throw prismatic light across the faces of five African heads of state who have come to Washington to hear what America wants from them.

"The US-Africa Strategic Partnership Summit — three days of meetings, photo opportunities, and carefully staged announcements — has brought them here under the banner of economic cooperation. The real agenda, as always, is being decided elsewhere."

Helena Cross, National Security Advisor, watches from the back of the room. She has been in government long enough to know that the grandeur is the point — the thirty-foot ceilings, the Gilbert Stuart portrait of Washington, the liveried waitstaff moving silent as ghosts. The Africans are meant to feel honored. They are also meant to feel small. Here is how Washington works. You overwhelm with hospitality while you negotiate with pressure. You make people feel special right before you tell them what they owe you for the privilege.

President Russell Tate rises to speak. He is seventy-nine years old and has the energy of a man who has never doubted that the universe was arranged for his benefit. His hair is improbably golden. His suit costs more than most of these presidents' annual salaries. He spreads his arms as if to embrace the continent from six thousand miles away.

"There's great economic potential in Africa," he begins, his voice carrying the practiced cadence of a thousand rallies. "Vibrant places. Very valuable lands. Great minerals. Great oil deposits. I've been looking at it very closely. Very closely. And I have to tell you, the relationship between America and Africa is going to be stronger than it's ever been. We're looking at tremendous new partnerships. Tremendous opportunities."

Cross notes the slight tightening around the eyes of the Nigerian president, Adewale Fashola. Vibrant places. Very valuable lands. Tate means it as a compliment. He doesn't understand — has never understood — that to the people who live in those places, being called "vibrant" by a man who wants what's under their feet is not a compliment. It's an appraisal.

The South African president, Sipho Ndaba, maintains the expression of polite attention that he has perfected over decades of politics. But Cross can see the steel beneath it. Ndaba was a lawyer during the anti-apartheid struggle. He sat with Mandela in the final years. He testified before the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. He has dealt with more powerful men than Russell Tate, and he survived them all.

The Kenyan president shifts in his seat. The Namibian leans toward his foreign minister and murmurs. Both smile politely. The Botswanan President, Kgari, simply watches, his face revealing nothing.

Tate doesn't notice. He never notices.

"The potential is unlimited," Tate continues. "Absolutely unlimited. And I want to be very clear — America is committed. We're committed to Africa. We're going to be great partners. Great partners. Everyone's going to benefit. Everyone's going to win. That's what I do. I make deals. I make great deals. And this is going to be the greatest deal Africa has ever seen."

Cross checks her watch. Ten more minutes of this, then the real meeting begins.

THE CABINET ROOM

ONE HOUR LATER

The African leaders have been escorted to a reception in what remains of the East Wing, where they will drink champagne, eat canapés, and pretend to admire the White House art collection. They are not invited to this meeting. They are not meant to know about this meeting.

The Cabinet Room is smaller than the State Dining Room, more intimate, more serious. No chandeliers here — the long mahogany table, the leather chairs, the portraits of past presidents watching from the walls. This is where the real work gets done. This is where America decides what it wants and how to get it.

Cross takes her seat at the table. She spent fifteen years in mining before government, first with Anglo American in Johannesburg, then consulting for the majors across three continents. She learned to read the earth the way other people read books. Every geological survey, every mineral assessment, every resource map told a story about value waiting to be extracted. The people who lived above the resources were variables in the equation. Sometimes they cooperated. Sometimes they needed incentives. Sometimes they needed to be removed from the calculation entirely.

She never thought of herself as cruel. She thought of herself as practical. The distinction had served her well.

Chief of Staff Leonard Marsh is already at the table, reviewing notes on his tablet. Secretary of State Bernard Graves enters last, closing the door with the practiced quiet of a man who has closed many doors on many conversations that never happened.

Tate drops into his chair at the head of the table with the satisfied air of a man who has performed well.

"Good meeting," he says. "Good energy. They loved me. Did you see their faces? They loved me."

"You were very effective, sir," Marsh offers. His voice is neutral, professional. Cross has known him for fifteen years and still cannot tell, most of the time, whether he means what he says or is saying what needs to be said. It's one of his most valuable qualities.

"Helena," Tate turns to her. "The presentation."

Cross pulls up the first slide on the wall screen. A map of Africa, color-coded by resource type. Lithium deposits are in green. Rare earths, in blue. Oil and gas are in black. Diamonds, in white. It looks like a treasure map. It is a treasure map.

"The strategic landscape," she begins, her voice calm and measured. "China has invested heavily across the African continent over the past two decades. Belt and Road infrastructure projects. Mining concessions. Processing facilities. In Nigeria alone, Chinese companies have committed one point three billion dollars to lithium extraction and processing."

"Lithium," Tate says. "That's batteries."

"Electric vehicles, sir. Consumer electronics. Grid storage. The energy transition runs on lithium, and Nigeria is sitting on one of the largest deposits in the world. Thirty-four billion dollars in proven reserves. Enough to manufacture batteries for five hundred million vehicles."

"And the Chinese got there first."

"The Chinese got there first," Cross confirms. "They've built relationships. They've made investments. They've established themselves as partners without conditions — or at least, without the conditions we typically attach. If we want to compete, we need leverage."

Graves leans forward. His face has the carefully arranged concern of a diplomat about to ask a question he already knows the answer to.

"What kind of leverage?"

Cross changes the slide. Two photographs appear side by side. On the left, a church in flames, smoke rising against a blue African sky. On the right, a white family standing in front of a farmhouse, looking worried and photogenic.

"Nigeria," Cross explains, pointing to the burning church. "Christian persecution. The violence is real — Boko Haram in the northeast, various militant groups elsewhere. But the narrative has been underdeveloped. We've designated Nigeria as a Country of Particular Concern for violations of religious freedom. Now we develop that designation into action items."

"Meaning?"

"Meaning we amplify the narrative. Christians under threat. Churches burning. The faithful being slaughtered. We position America as the protector. We offer security assistance. Military partnership. We build a base."

Marsh glances up from his tablet.

"Where would we put a base?"

"Port Harcourt. The Niger Delta region. Excellent access to oil infrastructure, proximity to Chinese investments, operational flexibility across the Gulf of Guinea."

Marsh's expression doesn't change, but a thought flickers in his eyes.

"Port Harcourt is in the south."

"Yes."

"The Christian persecution — Boko Haram — that's in the northeast."

"Correct. Boko Haram operates primarily around Maiduguri and the Lake Chad basin. Over a thousand kilometers from Port Harcourt."

Silence in the room. Cross lets it sit briefly. This is the test. This is where they either understand what they're doing or pretend not to understand. Either way, they'll proceed. But she likes to know who she's working with.

"Will anyone notice?" Marsh asks. "Will anyone in America notice where Port Harcourt is on a map? Will anyone calculate the distance between our base and the terrorists we claim to be fighting?"

Cross pauses. Looks around the table. Tate is studying the map with the expression of a man looking at a menu. Graves is looking at the ceiling. Marsh is looking at her.

"No," she says. "They will not."

She changes the slide. The white family is larger now, filling the screen. Behind them, rolling farmland. In the distance, the silhouette of an African worker.

"South Africa," she continues. "White farmers under threat. This narrative already exists — it's been circulating in the media for years. White genocide. Farm murders. The rainbow nation is turning against its white minority. We will validate it. We will make it official. Recognition of the crisis. Grant refugee status for Afrikaners who want to leave. Apply tariffs on South African goods until they address the 'crisis.'"

Graves shifts in his chair.

"What's the actual situation? On the ground?"

"Nineteen thousand murders in South Africa last year. Of those, thirty-six were connected to farms. That's zero point two percent. Zero point two. White South Africans own most of the private land, hold sixty-two percent of top management positions, and have an average wealth twenty times that of Black South Africans. They're not being persecuted. They're doing fine."

"So, there's no genocide."

"There is no genocide. But there doesn't need to be. There needs to be a narrative. And the narrative is already built. We just need to give it official weight."

Tate is nodding slowly, the way he does when he's calculating odds. His mind isn't on the details — it never is. He's thinking about the optics, the political benefit, the way this will play on cable news.

"South Africa specifically," he says. "Why them? Besides the farms."

Cross allows herself a small smile. This is the moment she's been waiting for.

"December 2023, sir. South Africa filed a case at the International Court of Justice. Against Israel. Accused them of genocide in Gaza. The court found a 'plausible risk' of genocide and ordered provisional measures."

Tate's face hardens.

"I remember. I was very upset about that."

"Yes, sir. You were. The tariffs and the refugee program serve two purposes. First, they punish South Africa economically in response to the ICJ case. Second, they delegitimize their moral authority. It's hard to accuse others of genocide when you're supposedly committing one yourself."

Silence in the room. Graves is looking at his hands. Marsh is looking at his tablet. Tate is looking at the map of Africa, at all those colors representing all those resources.

"Do it," he says.

Cross nods. She doesn't ask for clarification. 

LAGOS, NIGERIA — REDEEMER'S GRACE MINISTRY

DECEMBER 18, EVENING (local time)

Six thousand miles away, the sun is setting over Lagos, turning the sky orange and pink above the perpetual haze of the city. Pastor Solomon Abiola stands at the window of his office, watching the light fade, thinking about what God is doing. He has been thinking about this a lot lately. Twenty-two years of ministry, and he's still not sure he has an answer.

The church he built — Redeemer's Grace Ministry — sits on three acres in the Lekki district, a monument to faith and persistence and, if he's being honest with himself, a certain amount of good timing. Twenty-two years ago, this was scrubland. Now it's one of the largest evangelical churches in West Africa. Four thousand seats. Sunday morning services broadcast to millions. Schools, clinics, community programs. A staff of two hundred. An annual budget larger than some corporations.

American money built half of it. USAID grants for the schools. State Department funding for the community health initiative. Three years of partnership, three years of deliveries arriving on schedule, three years of learning not to ask too many questions about why Washington suddenly cared so much about Nigerian Christians.

He never planned for any of this. He planned to preach the Gospel. God planned everything else. At least, that's what he tells himself. That's what he tells his congregation. That's what he tells the American officials who visit quarterly to photograph children in clean uniforms holding new textbooks.

Today, four thousand people packed the sanctuary to hear him speak about hope. Hope in troubled times. Hope in the face of violence. Hope that someone, somewhere, was paying attention to what was happening in Nigeria.

"The Americans are paying attention," he told them, his voice carrying to the back rows, to the overflow crowd in the courtyard, to the millions watching on screens across the country. "Finally. After all these years. Someone sees that our brothers and sisters in the north are suffering."

The congregation responded with amens, raised hands, and tears. They have all heard the stories. Everyone has heard the stories. Boko Haram. The kidnappings. The Chibok girls. The burned churches. The villages emptied. The violence that seems to have no end.

Now, alone in his office, Abiola wonders if hope was the right message. Hope in what? Hope in whom?

There's a knock at the door. His assistant, Emmanuel, is a young man who handles the church's administration with a combination of efficiency and anxiety that Abiola finds both useful and slightly exhausting.

"Pastor. You have a moment?"

"Of course. Come in."

Emmanuel enters, closing the door behind him. He's carrying a folder — an actual paper one, which is unusual. Most things are digital now. Paper means sensitive. Material he wants kept offline.

"There was a call while you were preaching. The American embassy. They want to meet again."

"About what? The quarterly review isn't until February."

"They didn't say specifically. But they mentioned 'expanded partnership opportunities.' Something about a new security initiative. They used the phrase 'protecting persecuted Christians' three times in a two-minute call."

Abiola feels something shift in his chest. Not hope exactly. Something more complicated. The Americans have been generous partners — he cannot deny that. The schools are real. The clinics are real. Children are learning. Sick people are healing. But generosity always comes with expectations, and American expectations have a way of growing.

"Schedule it," he says. "As soon as possible."

Emmanuel makes a note. Then hesitates. The hesitation is unusual. Emmanuel rarely hesitates.

"Pastor, there's something else. My cousin works for the government. Civil service, nothing important. But he sent me this."

He hands Abiola the folder. Inside is a single document — a map with annotations, clearly photocopied from an official source.

"The proposed American base," Emmanuel explains. "Port Harcourt."

Abiola studies the map. He's not a geographer, but he knows his country. He grew up in Lagos, yes, but he has traveled extensively — preaching, building, connecting. He knows where the violence is and where it isn't. He knows the shape of Nigeria's suffering.

"This is the Niger Delta," he says slowly. "The oil region."

"Yes, Pastor."

"Boko Haram operates in the northeast. Around Maiduguri. Around Lake Chad."

"Yes."

"That's..." He traces the distance on the map with his finger. "That's over a thousand kilometers."

"Fourteen hundred by road, according to my cousin. He measured."

Abiola stares at the map. The partnership that has built his schools and funded his clinics — what is it actually for? What has he been blessing with his prayers, his presence, and his silence?

"Why would they put a military base over a thousand kilometers from the people they're trying to protect?"

Emmanuel doesn't answer. He doesn't need to. The map answers for him. The oil refineries around Port Harcourt. The natural gas terminals. The shipping lanes. The Chinese lithium facility that opened last year, the one everyone pretends isn't important.

"Get me everything you can find on Port Harcourt," Abiola decides. "The oil. The Chinese investments. The infrastructure. Everything. And schedule that meeting with the Americans."

"Pastor—"

"I want to hear what they have to say, Emmanuel. All of it. Every word. I want to understand what we've been part of."

He gazes out the window. The sun has set. The city lights are coming on, a million points of light in the Lagos darkness.

"And what it's going to cost."
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CHAPTER 2: Country of Particular Concern
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SENATE OFFICE BUILDING, WASHINGTON D.C.

December 20, 8:15 AM

Senator Claudia Fontaine has been in politics long enough to recognize the smell of a manufactured narrative. It doesn't smell like lies, exactly — lies are too crude, too obvious. It smells like coordination. Like talking points arriving simultaneously across a dozen desks. Why is there unanimous concern from people who have never agreed on anything in their lives? It smells like someone, somewhere, has decided what the story is going to be. And everyone else is filling in the details.

She watches the State Department press conference on the monitor in her office. Secretary of State Bernard Graves stands at the podium, American flags behind him, face arranged in an expression of grave concern. The expression is practiced. Fontaine has seen it before — on faces announcing interventions that became quagmires, alliances that became betrayals, wars that became forever.

"The United States today designates Nigeria as a Country of Particular Concern for severe violations of religious freedom," Graves announces. "Thousands of Christians have been killed. Churches burned. Communities destroyed. The persecution is systematic, it is brutal, and it cannot be ignored."

Fontaine mutes the television. She's heard enough.

Patricia, her legislative director, enters with coffee and a folder. Patricia is thirty-four, Harvard Law, a former prosecutor, who came to Washington with ideals and has managed to keep most of them. Fontaine hired her specifically because she still gets angry about things. Anger is useful in this business, as long as you know how to use it.

"Background on the
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