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Washington Chronicle Article  

Paul Chan

United Nations Schedule Vote to Rescind Oil Embargo

United Nations Resolution 4672 is set to expire at the end of this month, triggering a vote on extension of the oil embargo or allowing the restriction of Russian oil sales to be rescinded. Res 4672 was passed two years ago, restricting the sale of Russian crude and refined fuel oil and natural gas to all state members and strongly advised all non-state members to consider restricting future imports. This was passed by a significant majority due to the ongoing support of the Western Russian Separatist Coalition (WRSC) by the Russian government in Ukraine, Bulgaria, Estonia, and Georgia.

The Russian delegation to the U.N. has been lobbying for a vote to repeal this resolution for over six months, sighting a significant shift in the support it initially received. Internal reports obtained this outlet have indicated that as many as twelve former Eastern Bloc countries and several Mediterranean member states have expressed interest in rolling back the embargo on limited terms and opening negotiations with Russia for future import/ export deals. These sources have sighted a decrease in hostilities by the WRSC and a need for more intersection in the region.

Critics have been quick to note that those nations in support of discussions to reopen the energy sector with Russia are those most negatively impacted economically by the embargo and are encouraging nations like the United States and the United Kingdom to provide economic relief and aid to those nations in need in order to maintain pressure on Russia in the Eastern European region.

Reports from the Russian Federation have indicated that the embargo is having its desired effect, increasing costs and limiting wages for the populace, placing pressure on the government to stop support rebels in neighboring countries.
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A week-long tour of the Italian coastline on a luxury yacht for spring break was more than Keeley Bloom would have ever dared to imagine. Less than a year ago, she had spent her senior year daydreaming about admissions letters from top choice schools her mother couldn’t afford. Bethany Bloom could barely afford the two-bedroom apartment in Trenton, New Jersey, let alone a full college tuition at Princeton. In Keeley’s wildest dream, she was the long-lost great-niece of a rich old lady who died and left her enough for college and her own car.

But now Keeley was basking in the spring Mediterranean sun on the deck of a 300-foot pleasure yacht off the coast of Sardinia. Not only was this the first time she was in Italy, but it was the first time she had left the United States. Thanks to her best friend, she was experiencing lots of firsts this week.

They were both lounging on deck chairs at the edge of the pool onboard Aquarius. Keeley was sporting a new baby blue and white striped bikini while Marika was brandishing a bright orange textured suit. She had a body that often caused her to be mistaken for a swimwear model and she was taking advantage of that this week. Keeley enjoyed feeling pretty, as much as the next girl, but they weren’t just playing dress up on a girl’s week.

“Hey, gorgeous. Are you two going to bother changing for tonight or are you planning on hitting the clubs like that? Not that I think anyone would mind,” Stuart said with a coy smile from the deck overlooking the pool. Miles Stuart Truxton III was Marika’s boyfriend and a young man blessed with a name that sounded as wealthy as his trust fund.

“I’d be doing this town a favor,” Marika said with an alluring smile. “I may be a Paris eight, but I’m a Caligari ten.” With that, she rose slightly from her lounging position and shimmied her shoulders for Stuart and the man next to him.

“Avert your eyes,” Keeley called up, giving Caiden a mocking frown.

“Don’t worry. She’s not the one I’m staring at,” Caiden answered, meeting her frown with a grin.

“I like that suit better than the one yesterday, which I liked better than the one before that,” he said. While his voice was teasing, his eyes looked at her with adoration, which was markedly different from the lustful looks between Marika and his friend, Stuart.

“But they all look better on the floor than on the girl, right?” Stuart said, slapping Caiden on the shoulder without shifting his gaze from the swathes of bronze skin laid out before him.

“Piss off, Stuart,” Marika said, waving her hand dismissively, laying back again. She looked out over the sea, reflecting the late afternoon sun. “He can be such a pig sometimes,” she said more quietly, just to Keeley.

“Stuart is nice and all, but you could be with anyone you want. Why do you stay with him?” Keeley whispered, turning her head so the boys couldn’t read her lips.

“I only said ‘sometimes’. I do care for him, and I think he does for me, too. But the mutual money and prestige certainly make us a convenient pair, don’t you think?” Marika said.

Stuart and Marika were a picture-perfect union of European beauty and the All-American sportsman’s physique. They were both gorgeous, but together they amplified each other. Her wit, charm and beauty with his brawn, swagger and draw made the pair pure allure.

“It’s not like you and Caiden, though. Convenance has nothing to do with why he loves you.” She smiled at her friend, reaching across to squeeze Keeley’s hand.

Caiden was attractive enough and was proficient in all the obligatory New England yacht club sports, but his heart was in writing. They met through the Princeton Review. Behind her ability to lull anyone into telling their story, Keeley had a knack for research and aligning the most random of points to tell the full story. Caiden wrote with passion and prose that could churn the emotions of the reader, even over the most mundane topic. They had worked on several projects, and they found they enjoyed more than just writing together.

This week had been about Marika showing off her new, rich and ridiculously handsome boyfriend to her European friends and family. As the only daughter of the new Prime Minister of Hungary, she was the closest thing the country had to a princess. Her father’s pockets were deep, and she wanted the Ivy League diploma. How the two of them had become best friends so fast was still a blur, but a smaller part of this week was simultaneously providing her a once in a lifetime trip. In Caiden’s eyes, he was the extra, but was taking advantage of every moment.

As the sun was setting, the sea looked as smooth as glass, and Keeley still could not believe she was here.

“Here,” Marika said, leaning into Keeley with her phone held above them. “One more sunset shot for the Gram.” They both posed for the selfie, which Marika immediately posted.

“Seriously, get off the phone and come on. It’s the last night of spring break and I want to get hammered,” Stuart called down.

“And we don’t have reservations anywhere. It’s probably going to get busy,” Caiden added.

“Let’s go. One more night to show off that body before you hide back behind cable knit sweaters and jeans again,” Marika said to Keeley. She exaggerated the swing of her long legs as she got to her feet.

“This girl needs a life,” Marika said. Her attention was back on her phone while Keeley gathered her things.

“Who?” Keeley asked.

“Whoever @MaiseMarvels is. I mean, she is the first person to comment on everything.”

“Is it weird? You’ve got tons of followers.”

“No, it’s never weird stuff. Just a super fan girl, you know? Like that picture we just took. She said, ‘You’re both stunning. So jealous. Hope you have a great trip. Can’t wait to hear more about it.’.”

“It’s like an email to your aunt, not an Insta post. She’s probably just lonely. You should respond. I bet she’d freak out.”

“Yeah, okay.” Marika’s thumbs flew. “Thx @MaiseMarvels. You’re the best! XOXO,” she said as she typed.

“Are you serious? Let’s go,” Stuart said, throwing his arms into the air.

“We’ll take all the time we need. We owe it to the world to be goddesses among mortals,” Marika called back as they made their way to their suites.
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He watched the four of them enter the club. The young women wore glittering, single-shoulder mini-dresses. To him, they looked like the western hookers on TV. The American in a glittering silver and the pale European girl in textured black. Both had on heels and were already swaying. All four of them had started the night off strong with cocktails before dinner, several bottles of Italy’s fine red wine with dinner and after, shots before the club. Of course, he knew this because they had been watching them. They had watched as their yacht anchored before sunrise, as the couples took a morning swim, as they all put themselves on display sunning all afternoon. And they watched as their water taxi landed in town.

The boys looked a little steadier on their feet, but only a little. The thinner, more unkempt one had glazed over eyes that couldn’t quite focus. In fact, he passed the American student with not five feet between them, and the boy failed to even register his face. He was certain none of them would remember or even notice him tonight. The other boy was taller and broader, more athletic than muscular, but filled out his tailored slacks and open shirt better than his companion. Both boys had that smooth, clean cut and chiseled face that women seemed to like so much.

None of this really mattered to him. His opinions of this group were irrelevant to what the rest of the night would entail. Mostly pain, regret and remorse for these four young university students. For him, a large check and several favors in his pockets. However, monetary gain aside, it was still a misfortune to waste all this beauty. For now, he just had to sit, wait, and watch. They would take care of incapacitating themselves without his help, which was preferable.

The foursome finished their first round of drinks. He watched as their dates led the boys out to the dance floor, staring lustfully as their hips swayed to the music. Their plans for the night’s ending would assuredly disappoint them.
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Saturday, March 19, 1907 Eastern Standard Time
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Maise Johnson deleted the post she had just written for the third time. It would have been the fourth in five hours. She desperately wanted to reply one more time. When her notifications announced Marika had replied directly to her comment about her sunset picture, she couldn’t believe it. Maise commented on her stories almost daily, but so did hundreds of followers. She had noticed her.

Maise hadn’t been able to stop herself. The first two responses flew from her fingers to her screen without a second thought. The third had been more thoughtful. She had allowed for a reasonable amount of time to pass before adding anything more, like she had other things in her life on a Saturday night, even though she hadn’t put her phone down.

Her logical brain told her a fourth reply was overkill stalker level. She felt like someone had invited her to the cool kids’ lunch table, and now she worried she would mess it up. Marika probably hadn’t even seen any of her posts yet. She was certainly at some club or yacht party in a sexy two-piece or cocktail dress with beautiful people in a beautiful place. Marika Apor did not need to worry about whether Maise Johnson cared about her posts. But she did.  
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The Hungarian whore was on her knees in front of him. Bound and bleeding from her first interaction with the two men who now stood on either side of her. He had joined the team that his client had assembled and equipped prior to his arrival. Four of them all former military with extensive experience in personnel recovery, interrogation and exfiltration. Behind him, the two others dragged the rich American boy, whose father was someone of importance, outside.

“Stop!” yelled the girl. “He knows nothing. He can’t help you. Call my father and he’ll give you whatever you want. Just let him go. Leave us alone!” Even though she was bleeding from the nose and mouth and a large purple mark was appearing across her left cheek, she struggled to get to her feet. The adrenaline was sharpening her senses. He’d seen it many times before. He lit a cigarette and slowly approached her as his associates roughly kicked out her knees, causing her to fall face first onto the concert floor.

“You are a stupid girl,” he began. Before continuing, he checked to make sure the boy was out of the room. “Your father will hear of this, but there is nothing he can give me that I want. In fact, there are no negotiations in this matter at all. You see, what you just saw was an act for your boyfriend. What is happening now has been planned for many months and nothing you can say or do will change that plan. You are just a piece of motivation that is needed for much larger purposes.” He didn’t have any intention of explaining himself further, but he thought perhaps he might save her some effort in the struggle.

She rolled onto her side to look up at him. Pure seething animal hatred had replaced the sharp look of intellectual bartering and pleading. She spat in his face and smiled at him. Fresh blood and cracked teeth made a stark comparison to the beauty he had witnessed only hours ago. Clearly, she wanted the struggle after all.

He grabbed a hand-full of her thick dark hair and pulled until he felt the hairs separating from her scalp. She screamed and thrashed on the floor, trying to kick at all three men. One of her long, thin heels stabbed the calf muscle of the one of the other men. The man yelped and jerked away, stomping on her ankle with the other foot, audible bones cracking under his boot. He took his hand-full of hair and slammed her head to the floor. The impact stunned her to a dazed silence.

“If you don’t want to do this the easy way, that is ok with me. I meant only to be professional, but you insult me.” He gestured at the blood and saliva that spattered his face. He took his cigarette from his mouth and wiped his face with a handkerchief, thoughtlessly allowing the ash to fall on her.

“You will not get whatever it is you want. No matter what you think, you know. He’ll make you pay for this.” She struggled to speak through the tears, mucus and blood that were now steadily flowing. He sighed and released his grip.

“No, no, he won’t. Vengeance is always promised but rarely delivered.” He replied. He stood up and brushed the dirt from his pants. Then, with a nod, and lit another cigarette. The two men fell on her like wolves. They both drew fixed fighting blades and strategically but repeatedly stabbed the girl several times each, leaving all her vital organs intact. After several excruciating moments of pain, the girl’s eyes rolled back into her head, and she lost consciousness.

“Hang her up, as discussed.” He left them the men to their work. Tonight’s plans were far from complete. The rest of the night would require less brutality and more theatrics, which he was looking forward to himself.
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The phone finished its third cycle, ringing through Beethoven’s 5th again before Macklin Troff finally rolled over and attempted to answer it. He had just swiped at the screen when it turned black again. He fumbled it in his groggy state, and it fell to the floor. While he blindly searched the plush carpet, it immediately began its symphony again.

He shook his head with vigor, causing his thick brown hair to fall into his face before quickly reaching down and snatching the device from under the bed. The number was from the office, so he took a deep breath before speaking, attempting not to sound like he just woke up, even though that was perfectly reasonable at this time of night.

“Hello?” He said thickly despite his best efforts.

“Mr. Troff. Your presence has been requested in the office of Deputy Assistant Secretary Mitchell at 0400 for a briefing and special assignment.” The voice was a woman’s that he did not know, but she was curt and efficient without a hint of a suggestion. It was also clear that she had not been asleep only moments ago.

“Mr. Troff?” she prompted when he failed to reply.

“Yes,” Mack finally answered. “Yes, I understand. I’m on the way.”

“Of course,” she responded, and there was a distinct click as the line went dead.

He couldn’t place the voice on the other end of the line, but she certainly came across as so crisp and efficient. Then again, Mack didn’t work with personal assistants much. Most of the work he did that ended up on superiors’ desks went through his direct supervisor, Leonard Perry. Perry was an old hat in the State Department and managed all the action officers for the Europe and Eurasia branch, reporting directly to DAS Mitchell. Perry should have been DAS or even an Under Secretary with his experience, but his lack of political correctness would prevent him from ever winning a confirmation vote. And for the most part, Mack was sure Perry liked it that way.

Mack liked it that way as well. He not only learned a lot from working with Perry, but they got along well. Certainly not the mentor and mentee relationship that most people would expect. Young as he was, Mack was wise enough to appreciate that he could learn something from most people. He had found that he could learn a lot from Perry. Once Perry had looked beyond the perfect hair, hewn jawline and charming smile, he had realized Mack was also willing to listen, learn and work. After two failed marriages and a lifetime devoted to his country, Perry had little patience for those who weren’t willing to do the same. Mack was more than willing; he was ambitious and driven with eyes on big targets. He saw little downside in sacrificing time with women, hobbies, or even his family to get what he desired most. So, while it was early, and this was not a normal occurrence, it didn’t surprise him that he was the choice for a quick turn assignment.

Normally there was no way he’d be able to get ready for the day and make it from his small apartment in Georgetown to C Street in less than an hour, but at this time of morning, he should be alright if he rushed.

He was out the door in less than twenty minutes after a quick shower and donning a fresh suit. While it wasn’t unheard of for him to sport some expressive colors in his professional wardrobe, this seemed like an opportunity to impress and perhaps not draw too much attention. He had chosen the standard issue government civilian two-piece navy blue suit with brown shoes and an accenting red tie. However, there was nothing standard about the cut, cost or quality of this suit. If there was one thing that Mack enjoyed outside of his work at the State Department, it was his wardrobe.

He arrived in the general parking garage at a quarter to four. He knew he wouldn’t make it to the fourth-floor office in fifteen minutes unless he ran, but he wasn’t ready to risk arriving in a sweaty mess. This was clearly important, but for now, he didn’t have a tangible reason to run through the halls in the middle of the night. He grabbed his case from the backseat of his ‘06 Porsche and set off at a quick but steady pace towards the elevator.

He saw no one besides the security guard entering the garage and the one clearing his badge before boarding the elevator. He’d never seen the building empty like this and found it hard to imagine that in less than three hours, the first of almost eight thousand employees would fill the corridors. It was not the sheer number of people that worked in Foggy Bottom that astonished him. It was the influence that this building had on every corner of the globe. That was the draw for him every day. You could have all the missiles and bombs in the world, but it was the pen and the tongue that made men and countries. It was statecraft, and he wanted to be right in the middle of all of it.

He arrived outside the office door, but Perry’s presence surprised him. Perry leaned against the hallway wall, hands in pockets, staring into space and apparently waiting for him.

“You’re late,” he said abruptly and without preamble. Without looking in his direction, he turned and continued walking down the hall. Obviously, he wanted Mack to follow. His voice was gravelly and thick.

“It’s probably alright though. This meeting just got elevated. We’re heading to the Assistant’s office. I don’t think she has made it in yet.”

By “the Assistant”, Perry meant the Assistant Secretary of State for European and Eurasian Affairs, Ellen Goodman. She ranked just below the Secretary of State, and Mack officially headed to the highest-level meeting he’d attended since joining the Eurasian office.

“Alright, now call me interested. What meeting are we going to? And how did you get here so fast? Your house is across the river.” Mack was trying not to sound either excited or overly interested, but he was sure Perry would see through his schoolboy glee at being brought into the inner circle of a midnight cloak and dagger meeting.

“I don’t have all the details yet, but essentially four Princeton students on spring break went missing from a nightclub in Sardinia, Italy. One of them turned up dead. And I don’t live in that house anymore because ex number two decided we needed to sell it.”

“While this sounds like a good news cycle story, I don’t see how this is worth a high-level meeting at this ungodly hour. And you didn’t answer the question about how you got here so fast.” Mack had to increase his stride to keep up with Perry, who was about four inches taller though you’d never be able to tell given how much he slouched.

“Yeah, those are the details I don’t have yet.” Mack noted his avoidance of his previous question again but dropped it. They had arrived.

Perry strode through the open office door without hesitation. Mack followed in like kind, determined not to let his giddy emotions get the best of him. He was here because he deserved to be, and he was going to act like it.

In the outer office, a middle-aged woman in an olive-toned shawl sat at the lone desk, her glasses neatly perched on her nose as she typed. While she gave off the same vibe as the librarian from his Christian high school in Georgia, Mack noted her outfit was both chic and age appropriate.

“Please wait while I check to see if the Secretary is ready for you,” she said in the same cool and professional voice Mack recognized from his wake-up call. Without looking up, she pressed a button on her desk phone. He took a seat as directed, feeling just as certain as he had on the phone that her statements were rarely ever suggestions. Perry, however, chose to stand and picked at the leaves of a potted palm while Mack continued to take in the room and the moment. This office was small but well furnished with several filing cabinets behind the personal assistant’s desk. Four plush leather chairs, presumably fake, were evenly spaced across the room around a single coffee table with several comprehensive books displaying the US Army’s history. Mack made a mental note to look up the connection that Assistant Secretary Goodman had with the Army. The only other entry in the space was a French door leading into the inner office. Both sides were closed, and dark curtains hung over the glass panes on the other side. It wasn’t but a few minutes before they heard a buzz at the desk.

“You can go through,” she said, having never raised her gaze from her computer screen. Perry immediately grabbed the handle to one side of the inner office door and stepped through, leaving it open for Mack to follow.

He stepped over the threshold and stood for a moment too long.

“Please shut the door and have a seat, Mr. Troff.” The direction came from behind the large oak desk in the center of the room. Assistant Secretary Goodman was probably only a few years younger than her personal assistant, but her aura was quite different. She exuded more confidence than efficiency and while her words spoke with the same level of authority, she did so with a smile, creating a certain charm that made you think that shutting the door and sitting down had been your idea all along. Goodman was more casually dressed than he had expected on their quick walk through the halls. In jeans and a University of Chicago sweatshirt, she evidently had decided on arriving faster rather than arriving in style.

The only other person in the room was her deputy, Mike Mitchell, who of the group appeared to be the most tired and stressed. Mack guessed that was because of the group gathered, he probably hadn’t gone home at all last night.

“Sorry for the locale shift. I thought we could meet here instead of Mike’s office just to be more comfortable,” Goodman said.

Mack took one of the six chairs around a small conference table in front of the desk. Goodman circled the desk to claim the head seat at the table next to Mitchell. Both already had coffee mugs in hand and she gestured to a still percolating pot just inside the door.

“Mugs are underneath if you would like a cup,” she offered. “Otherwise, we had best get started.”

Mitchell began while Perry was filling a cup. “Approximately three hours ago, local Italian police on the island of Sardinia discovered a body in the regional capital of Caligari. Based on identification found at the scene, the police quickly notified our embassy personnel in Rome. The victim was Marika Apor, a freshman at Princeton on spring break with her friends. Local authorities also confirmed that a yacht registered to a regional rental company had paid slip fees in the harbor the day before, scheduled to depart for Naples today. Daniel Apor rent that yacht,”

“The Prime Minister of Hungry?” Perry said.

“One and the same. From the limited information that we have from the local police, she was supposed to be with three other American students who have not yet been located. Authorities have detained the boat and its crew until further notice.”

“Mr. Troff,” she said, “the authorities believe that Ms. Apor and her friends ran afoul of some resident criminals and taken for easy marks. However, considering the brief account of the scene and Ms. Apor’s connections, we suspect this might be more politically motivated than it appears. Are you familiar with the resolution that is in effect against the Russian Federation and the asset freeze on their rogue counterparts in the WRSC?” Goodman asked.

“Yes, of course,” Mack replied. He was more than a little taken aback at the direction this meeting was taking. Mack was being tasked directly, and he had one shot to prove himself worthy.

“A U.N. resolution banning the international export of Russian crude oil in response to sponsored action in several Eastern Bloc nations. It is also under consideration for termination. I know Russia has officially requested to be released from these restrictions and has been working behind the scenes to gain the necessary votes. Wasn’t Hungry on that list of votes that could go either way?” Mack asked.

“Bingo!” Goodman smiled at him again. “I was hoping Leonard was right about you. I don’t know if there is enough to warrant an accusation of the Russians, but until we know more, we can’t leave this to the local authorities. Our embassy lacks the staff to support such a singular event. I need you in Italy to get me the lay of the land and determine if this is as simple as it looks or if something more nefarious is taking place. Something State needs to get ahead of, alright?” She stood up, ending the meeting without saying as much.

“Yes, ma’am,” Mack said without rising himself. “Just one question. What did you mean when you said, ‘based on the very brief account of the scene’? What was interesting about the crime scene?” Mack had more than just one question, but he needed to hear this explanation from her.

“From what we are being told, the scene was horrific. Which probably does not do it justice. Ms. Apor was severely beaten, stabbed multiple times and hanged from the rafters of an old warehouse. Given all her injuries, the cause of death has not been determined, but her last moments on earth were terrifying and extremely painful.”
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Keeley was sitting on a bench in Boston’s Bunker Hill Park. It was dark, and the fog was so thick, she couldn’t see her hand as she held it in front of her face. But she could hear the ever present, continuous foghorn marking the channel entering the harbor. Except, that was her tenth-grade field trip to tour historic Boston. And the foghorn was slowly turning into something that sounded like a blender. She was still in the fog, not able to see or sense where she was. Suddenly, a pain in her head became so overwhelming that the fog in her mind turned to a bright blanket of white and the noise turned into a high-pitch reverberation. She lurched forward and vomited; the liquor burning her throat and nostrils worse coming up than it did going down the night before.

After retching for what felt like several minutes, the noise receded to a muted din and her mind slowly cleared. She opened her eyes with forced concentration, still sensing a fog and unfamiliarity with her surroundings.

She was lying on her side, looking out into an open space. It smelled musty and damp. Her eyes were adjusting, and she realized she was on a thin lumpy mattress that was now covered in puke. She slowly maneuvered herself out of her own mess and noticed with move revulsion that hers was not the only stain on that bed. She wanted to jump up from disgust, but the pain in her head only allowed her to slip slowly into a kneeling position on the floor. Keeley kept looking around as her eyes became more focused.

The large room was a garage or an old storage building, with a dirt floor and corrugated metal walls. The dust swirled around in the early morning sunlight that was beaming in through the holes in the roof and the walls. There were several pieces of abandoned machinery scattered around, but otherwise, she was alone. At the far end of the large room was an open door wide enough to drive a vehicle through.

Keeley tried to stand and to make her way outside, but it was like her legs wouldn’t obey her. She collapsed back onto the floor and rolled onto her back. Staring at the ceiling, she couldn’t understand what was happening. She felt her eyes sting as tears welled up, her throat constricted. She didn’t know if this was from fear or panic or concern about something that she couldn’t remember. Lying on the dank, disgusting floor, the only thing she could picture clearly were Caiden and Marika. If she was here in this strange place alone, where were they? They wouldn’t leave her like this unless something awful had happened.

While her brain was still spinning, she took several big deep breaths and calmed her spirit enough to focus. She went to the most natural thing she knew and started her process of putting the pieces together. This is how she had made such a splash as a freshman writing for the Princeton Review. The senior editor had quickly taken her off fluff pieces when she presented him with a full investigation on how the City of Trenton was dumping all of its residential recycling straight into the dump. Seeing an issue and investigating the details of the story was her specialty. Now she was the story, but the process was the same.

She closed her eyes. The last thing Keeley remembered was dancing with Marika at the club after dinner and drinks. Everything was very blurry, but she could see herself and Marika supporting each other as they staggered off the dance floor towards a high-top table. Caiden and Miles were there, laughing at the two of them, dancing like schoolgirls at a sleepover like no one was watching.

Then there was a break in her memory. The next thing she could put together was standing in front of a sink in the women’s room, again with Marika at her side. She was saying something, but the words weren’t coming to her mind yet. Looking into the mirror reflecting both girls, Keeley could see that something was not right.

Then another break. The next recollection made tears come to her eyes again. Her body recoiling against the memory, she curled into the fetal position as it flooded into her consciousness. She was on her hands and knees, crawling towards the restroom door, but she was moving so slowly. This time, she could hear Marika. She was screaming somewhere behind her. Keeley reached the door and pulled herself up to open it, but suddenly her head snapped back. She lost her footing and sprawled out, arms and legs flailing. Someone grabbed her hair and yanked her to the ground and then dragged her across the bathroom floor and slung her into a stall. She immediately tried to get up again, but took another blow to her face.

That was it. She couldn’t recall anything else. The last picture in her mind was the face of the man who had punched her. She gingerly felt the bridge of her nose. She had not misremembered that. A sharp pain seared up her sinus canal with the slightest touch.

Keeley opened her eyes again and stared at the ceiling once more. What happened next? Knowing may be worse than not knowing. She just needed to find Marika and Caiden and then work out the rest. Keeley tried to come to her feet and the wide-open garage started spinning. She felt for something but couldn’t find any support before she fell. On her way down, she crashed into an old tool chest that tipped and spilled several loose hand tools onto the floor with resounding clangs. The noise made her head pound.

“Hey, Keeley...Marika?” A weak, broken voice called from outside. “Is somebody in there?” They asked.

It was Caiden. Keeley took in a huge breath as part of her anxiety lifted. At least she wouldn’t be alone, and he was alive.

“I’m here,” she cried out as loud as she could. “I’m in here.”
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He eased himself into the cheap plastic lawn chair that was only one of a few items in the otherwise empty apartment. He leaned his head back and a soft smile slowly formed beneath his thick, dark beard. The night had been an unprecedented success. His life was full of plans and schemes, usually resulting in thrills and sometimes terror, but this was undoubtedly the most complex plan he’d ever been hired to execute. And he executed without error. While the team that was assembled for him was basic and somewhat imperceptive, they got the job done. They were professional, but had clearly not been involved in operations of this complexity before. They required a specific direction and seemed utterly confused at the entire drama that he manifested before them. But they played their parts, and he would not need their services again. Given the amount of money they made and the level of crimes they had committed, he had no concern that they would turn over on him.

He achieved his goals, but the night was not without its surprises. The girl was messy, that was to be expected. He had ensured that no witnesses or cameras were present. The boy, however, was a different tale. It seems the relationship that had looked so genuine online had been truly superficial. Before he had dealt with the daughter, he had needed to give the boyfriend the appearance that he was at fault for the whole mess. He had laid it out for the pompous little bastard, giving him the choice to sacrifice the girl to the whims of brutal men or sacrifice himself. The boy chose himself over her with only the gesture of a knife to his throat. Though there was never really a choice, he had thought at least the disloyal child would have put up a facade of resistance to keep the appearance of the knight in shining armor. Alas, the boy was no hero, but of course the girl was no princess either.

However, she impressed him. Even after his moment of fear, betraying his true character, she continued to plead for him. The fight never really left her, which, now that he sat back and thought about it, was not something he expected either. Remembering the blood from her mouth dripping down his face. Perhaps he had responded with too much emotion himself. He could respect her fight in the same way he abhorred the boy’s cowardice, even as they both still played their roles in his drama.

The only thing now was to package the proof of completion and deliver it to his client. He would do that in person. He had no trust in any postal system, public or private. But first he needed to close his eyes if only for a few minutes, then another cigarette and a long flight.
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Caiden stumbled into the warehouse after pushing away the corrugated tin piece of roofing that covered a large opening cut away from the side of the building. At the sight of Keeley, he attempted to run to her, but immediately lost his footing and fell to the floor. Dust and dirt erupting from the ground and the surrounding ancient machinery. Keeley attempted to clamor to her feet and reach her boyfriend, but before she could get to her knees, the beams of light streaming through the roof spun like spotlights on a dance floor and she fell back onto the thin mattress. Caiden made his way, more slowly now on hands and knees, towards Keeley’s make-shift bed.

“Are you alright?” He asked in a hoarse voice. “Did they hurt you?”

“I don’t know,” she replied with as much hesitation as she had been feeling since she regained consciousness. Which, now she realized, is what had happened. She was not asleep; she had lost consciousness. “I remember nothing after we were at the club last night. Someone attacked us. It was last night, right?” She asked, more out loud to herself than to him.

“Yes, I’m pretty sure,” he said as he stretched out a hand towards hers, pushing aside the scattered tools arrayed around the floor. She let him take it and they lay there, side by side, for several minutes in silence, still trying to process what had happened.

Caiden said, “I heard a church bell somewhere. That brought me around. It should be Sunday, but I couldn’t find any of my stuff. My phone and watch are gone, clothes too. Wait, what do you mean someone attacked you?”

After retelling the very few snippets of memory she could recollect, Keeley stopped to consider what her boyfriend was wearing. In place of his impressive and stylish outfit from the night before, he wore gym shorts, too large and torn at the hem and a T-shirt advertising a concert for a band she had never heard of that had played in Sevilla three years ago.

“What are you wearing?” She asked with incredulity.

“I don’t know. I woke up in this. It’s not like you’re any better off,” he replied.

It hadn’t dawned on her but now she realized she was in small, stained sweatpants that fit around her small waist but were too short, like they may have once belonged to a young boy. An oversized hoodie with the pocket ripped off engulfed her upper body. Neither she nor Caiden wore any shoes. At least the weather was mild, and it wasn’t raining. She now assumed her clutch with her phone and money was long gone as well.

Tears welled in her eyes yet again, with more understanding of the level of violation that some stranger enacted on her and her friends. Keeley couldn’t think of any purpose other than that they were obviously well-off Americans taken for an easy mark. She was uncertain about all the ways she may have been taken advantage of, but aside from the worst hangover of her life; she felt alright and thought nothing worse had happened.

Like he was reading her mind, Caiden asked, hesitating, and then blurted out, “Did they force you?” The question was entirely too awkward, both in the words and how he asked them, but she appreciated the concern.

“It doesn’t feel like it, but I don’t feel normal at all.”

“Me neither. We must have been drugged. No amount of drinking could do this much damage. But who would do this, and where are Marika and Stuart?”

“I don’t know, but we will not find them here, and I don’t think anyone will find us either. We’ve got to get out of here somehow.”

“Do you think you want to try to move again?” Caiden asked, struggling to his feet.

After a few attempts, he was able to get behind her and support her in getting to an upright position. After standing, he held her under the arms. Her knees still did not want to support her light frame. But she set her mind to it and forced a single step, one foot in front of the other.

As they crawled through the same opening Caiden had crashed through almost an hour earlier, the light momentarily blinded them both. Keeley looked around and saw a row of similar warehouses lining a rutted track through an industrial yard.

“I was in that building over there.” Caiden pointed to another low, smaller shed type building across the dirt road. “I had just crawled out and started walking when I heard the crash from what I assume was that toolbox.”

“Yeah, my first attempt at standing up didn’t go so well.” She swayed a little again. Caiden wrapped his arm around her shoulders, steading her on her feet.

“There is some traffic noise that way.” He pointed to the right, and they trudged down the road, avoiding debris and trash in their bare feet, supporting each other in both body and spirit.
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Drake Hartwell felt the vibration of his phone from the pocket of his favorite waxed cotton jacket. He was driving back to his sister’s house from Sunday service, enjoying the spring afternoon and rolling hills of central Virginia. He glanced at the screen. The name Paul Chan appeared in small block letters. Paul worked in the cubicle next to Drake’s at the Washington Chronicle and they were exclusively co-workers. He could count on one hand how many times they had spent together outside of the office. They had almost literally nothing in common.

Paul was young and cautious. Married with two kids, a white picket fence and a dog, he had a lot to lose, so he rarely risked much. He had gone to some standard state school on the West Coast. Drake couldn’t remember which one, and worked his way into the news bullpen as an intern. He was good-humored, but Drake tended towards finding him more annoying than entertaining. But Paul was a talented writer, paired with diligence and the responsibility that being a decent father brings, he made for an excellent journalist. Contrastingly, Drake was untamable, as he liked to put it. In reality, he was unorganized, undisciplined, and rude most of the time. He wasn’t the face of a professional, successful, national newspaper, but he was someone people trusted. He was also a gifted investigator that had handed his employers some of their most impactful pieces in the last fifteen years.

“Yeah, what’s going on?” Hartwell asked, slightly annoyed by the anomaly of the weekend interruption.

“What do you know about the Prime Minister of Hungary?” Chan asked without preamble.

“Same as you, I imagine. Probably less, I haven’t really looked into Eastern Europe recently. New guy, right? What’s his name, Daniel, something? Conservative Nationalist type?” Drake responded.

“Yeah, Danial Apor. He was elected last fall and has been pretty up front about his beliefs in traditional lifestyles being the heart of ‘the successful culture of Hungary’,” Chan replied.

“Sounds like the same conservative response to the left-wing movement that we’ve seen around Europe. What about this conversation warrants a Sunday afternoon phone call, Paul?”

“His daughter, Marika Apor, was murdered last night in Cagliari, Italy.”

“Well, that is mildly interesting, but it doesn’t sound like anything more than a buried half column for page three in tomorrow’s edition. Why did you get a tip on this? Do the authorities have any leads worth talking about? How is the local media covering it?” 

“Rich, privileged daughter of a wealthy entrepreneur turned popular politician goes a little too hard on the last night of spring break from her Ivy League school with her equally rich and snobby American friends.” Chan summarized the local newspaper article that was published overnight. “She was at Princeton and had rented a yacht on a Mediterranean cruise for spring break. She was ‘a little extra’ which is how some of the Hungarian media outlets described her. Local authorities are calling it a random act of violence.”

“Sounds conceivable. But you don’t buy it?” Drake asked as he pulled into his sister’s drive.

“Not really. They found her in a strip of abandoned warehouses three miles from the club where she was last seen. A security guard who noticed a fence cut on his morning rounds found the body. There isn’t any mention of why she may have been in that part of town or how she may have gotten there and there is no mention of whether these American friends were also victims, or witnesses or suspects even. It just seems like a giant hole in the story.” Chan was obviously working up his investigative fervor, even though in Drake’s opinion, this was well beneath anything that should get print space.

Paul worked stories primarily involving Western Asia and Russian interactions. Occasionally they bled over into Eastern Europe. Drake was strictly involved in the Middle East, specifically projects involving Russia and China’s increased investments in the region. Paul seemed to have latched onto this story, but Drake didn’t see it going anywhere. This happens to all reporters and sometimes you just need to realize the fruitlessness yourself.

“Well, man, if you think there is something there, dig it up.” Drake advised. “I’d start with the local by line and see if he has more to offer. Take the angle that they were American college students and we’ve been interested in covering the story as a sensational spring break piece.”

“I got this from the weekend guys watching the local wires in Europe, but in all seriousness, you can always sniff out the stories that are worth digging up. I just wanted to see what you thought.”

A moment of tenderness touched Drake, but this feeling quickly gave way to annoyance at Chan’s refusal to take his own risks. “Man, do what your gut is telling you, but if it was me, I’d say it isn’t worth the ink. Let it play out for a couple of days. The other kids are probably drunk in a ditch someplace and will turn up. My bet is a random act of violence.”

“Alright, see you tomorrow.”

Probably should have been more supportive, Drake thought as he recalled the generous nature of Chan reaching out like that. But he needs to move on his own, not because I think it’s a good idea. Hartwell climbed out of his ‘12 Honda Civic as the two kids jumped out of the backseat. He quickly forgot all about the call as the afternoon turned into family dinner, yard games and a long drive back to Washington, feeling more sore and less drunk than the way most of his weekends ended.
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Mack Troff sat at one of six tables evenly spaced around the interior of the private State Department contracted jet. Each table could seat four comfortably and allowed for work to continue, even throughout the flight. Wi-Fi, video teleconferencing and a full media suite made this flight like a high-speed, high-altitude office space. Mack was alone at his table while most of the cabin was occupied by State, ICE, and who he assumed were CIA agents had booked the flight originally. They were supporting a request through the U.S. Embassy to provide support to the Italian government on the immigration crisis from Libya. This included a task force against the potential terrorist involvement in human trafficking and munitions smuggling. He was just hitching a ride. His official paperwork said he was working on a last-minute deal with the National Arts Archive on getting several priceless pieces from the Italians to be displayed at the Smithsonian. Secretary Goodman thought it best not to tip off Italian customs that the U.S. State Department may be overly interested in a local murder investigation.

But Mack loved to fly. His father had been a C-130 pilot in the Air Force and upon retirement, flew the next twenty years for Delta Airlines. Mack was born just after his military career, but growing up in Atlanta, he spent almost every holiday and summer vacation in the air. As an only child, he and his mother caught every family pass they could when his dad
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