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	This is a work of fiction. A few historical persons appear in these pages, but their words and actions spring from my imagination. The University of Algiers is an established, world-class university, and shares little similarity to my portrayal. While many of the events are true, I condensed the timeline to fit the plot, not uncommon for this genre.

	 


Foreword

	May 1945

	 

	About 2,700 kilometers from Berlin, in the market town of Setif, local Algerian citizens held a celebratory rally to mark Nazi Germany's defeat. A few boisterous voices used the occasion to shout anti-French slogans. Others joined in. In response, nervous French troops opened up with machine-gun fire. Thousands died.

	 

	Word spread about the massacre. Algerians rioted everywhere. The outrage would not go away. Algerians organized themselves into underground anti-colonial groups. The Front de Libération Nationale (FLN) became a guerrilla force. It also petitioned the United Nations to be recognized as Algeria's sole constitutional representative.

	 

	The struggle for independence dragged on. At the height of the French-Algerian conflict, 1.5 million Europeans lived in the North African country. The nation's capital, Algiers, held about one million people, most from or descendants of Europe.

	 

	A common misconception about Algeria has it that its people are "black." True of the southern Sudanese desert tribes with their rich dark skin tones but not the northern population. They might easily be thought of as Mediterranean; their genetic roots go back to Greeks, Phoenicians, Romans, Carthaginians, and Corsican-French.

	 

	Terminology:

	Colon - A derogatory term, as well as Pied Noir, Blackfeet, meaning colonial. Both were used by Algerians to describe colonists of French, Spanish, Corsican, and European Jewish backgrounds. Most colonists left Algeria once independence was gained.

	 

	Maquis - Initially used to describe any WWII French guerrilla fighters. The FLN co-opted the word for itself.

	 

	Mujahid - Male. Someone engaged in a holy struggle. Female, mujahida. Plural, mujahidat.

	 

	MNA - Mouvement National Algérien. An organization representing French settlers.

	 


Chapter 1

	Temperatures reached nearly 40 degrees Celsius. Shimmering heat waves danced over Algiers' roads. Tempers flared. The death count rose. Few ventured outside unless they had to. Arabs and non-Arabs alike couldn't wait until cooler Mediterranean winds arrived in September.

	At dusk, casbah residents in the city's oldest and highest quarter rolled up carpets, blankets, and netting and made for their flat-top roofs. Much better than sleeping in the open, they knew.

	Sunset changed everything. Stores closed; vendors disappeared. Homeowners checked and rechecked the locks on their doors. Dangers lurked outside; only stray cats and foolish young men chanced their luck at night.

	A high-pitched vroom echoed through the alleyways of the casbah and disturbed the eerie silence. A scooter. The driver pressed her knees against the machine's tank to maintain her center of gravity. The bumpy, slippery cobblestone always presented a challenge; hard, she knew–riding over unmanageable lanes and alleyways.

	She craned her neck in search of an address. Dim streetlights offered little help. She'd never been this far into the casbah before. She worried she might run into a dreaded dead-end. At last, she found the address—there, Boumerdes 679, a three-story stucco apartment with an Ottoman-like cantilevered overhang.

	She stopped, released the throttle and waited. A fast look around assured her she was alone. Should she beep and announce herself? No. Better not. Seconds later, a door to the apartment opened to reveal a petite woman in a summer dress carrying a bulky shopping bag from a fashionable boutique. The two offered a fast As-salaam 'alykum (Peace be unto you).

	The driver glanced at the bag and said, "Whatever you do, don't drop that."

	"Don't worry. I won't," the passenger assured her, swung a leg over the back of the scooter, and placed the bag against the driver's back. Done, she tucked the folds of her own dress between her thighs, leaned forward, and said, "You're sweating."

	The driver replied with, "What else did you expect in this heat? So, time to go. Pray to Allah we don't run into trouble."

	The passenger leaned forward. "We're probably good up here, but near the Port Authority it gets riskier. Flics (French police) and army roadblocks."

	The driver gave a fast nod. "I know. Press your feet down and lift your bottom on these cobblestones. They're hard on the spine. We have to be extra careful because of what you're carrying."

	She pulled away and shifted the scooter into high gear. Five minutes later, her hands felt numb, and her legs ached. They at last cleared the cobblestoned Old Quarter.

	"About another four minutes," the driver shouted over the whine of the engine. "Please, no unexpected spot checks."

	"Naeam (Yes), Allah willing."

	They arrived at the French Quarter. The driver pulled into the slow, heavy traffic of the commercial district. She found a parking spot near their destination, on La Rue Didouche Mourad. Both climbed off the scooter and stretched their backs.

	"And now I'm sweating," the passenger said. "I hope we present well."

	They moved in front of a boutique and examined their images in the store window. They both smoothed their dresses.

	The driver spoke. "Shall we go?"

	"Naeam."

	Arm-in-arm, the two strolled past bistros and cafés, with patrons claiming every outdoor table. Stifling heat or not, everyone wanted to be outdoors once the sun set. The Governor-General had also recently relaxed curfew restrictions. No one knew how long it would last, but people sought to take full advantage of it.

	The two stylish women entered the fashionable and crowded Le Chemin de Charlotte, a popular spot for those wishing to see and be seen. They waited for the maître d'hôtel at his standing desk.

	He arrived and gave them a fast bow. "Mademoiselles?"

	"We have reservations," the passenger said in perfect French.

	"In the name?"

	"Slimini."

	The manager consulted his ledger. "Ah, oui. A moment. A waiter will come and seat you."

	The two stepped aside for a couple. Several men at the bar gave them appreciative looks. One made no attempt to disguise his lascivious gaze.

	A few minutes later a waiter guided them to a table.

	"No," the driver said, "Too open for my taste." She pointed to a curved sectional. "What about there?"

	The waiter arched an eyebrow. "You wish to sit there, Mademoiselle?"

	"We do."

	"Tres bien, Mademoiselle." He led them to the corner table.

	The driver slid onto the leather upholstery; her companion sat opposite, facing the front door.

	Their waiter handed them menu cards and disappeared. A few minutes later, he returned. Each woman ordered a glass of chardonnay; from the menu list, the passenger chose Chicken Basquaise; the driver, smoked salmon canapes. Both selected pear tart tatin for dessert.

	The waiter left.

	"So, tell me more about your studies," the passenger said in French.

	"Chemistry isn't exactly a topic-grabber," her companion replied, "but I've found this interesting.…"

	Deep in conversation, the two barely noticed when the waiter returned with their main course. They ate with enjoyment and drank the last of their wine. When they finished, their waiter came back to clear their plates and asked if they wanted more wine.

	They both shook their heads.

	Dessert arrived. They lingered and asked for coffee.

	More patrons arrived. The two women indulged themselves in more idle conversation. At last, they agreed it was time. The motor scooter driver waved a finger in the air and caught the waiter's attention.

	"Oui, Madame?"

	"L'addition s'l vous plait."

	"Toute de suite, Madame." A few minutes later, the waiter came with the bill. The driver studied it before she reached into a deep pocket of her dress. She pulled out a neat roll of francs, peeled off several, and handed them to the waiter.

	He accepted them, bowed, and walked away.

	"Do it now," the driver hissed to her companion.

	The other woman briefly disappeared under the long tablecloth. A moment later she re-appeared. "Care to go?"

	"Oui."

	Both looked around to see if they'd caught anyone's attention. No one seemed to notice them. They rose and walked to the front door, careful to avoid the appearance of rushing. Staff members bowed, thanked them for their patronage, and invited them to come again.

	Out on the street, the pair picked up their pace until they reached the scooter. They climbed on. The driver started the scooter and slid into traffic seconds before the bomb ripped through the restaurant. Both heard the explosion, but neither looked behind them.

	The passenger leaned forward and shouted into the driver's ear. "We're clear now, so it won't matter if we're stopped."

	A short up-and-down nod of the driver's head indicated agreement.

	The passenger spoke again. "Do you think Allah will forgive us for drinking?"

	"Allah forgives all who are pure in heart."

	"I suppose you're right," the passenger said. "Well, it's done. I can't tell you how nervous I was."

	"Then you did some excellent acting."

	"Good. I will admit the wine was delicious and went well with the chicken. I think we were successful." She held back for a moment before adding, "They deserved that. Now they'll remember how Setif must have felt when they murdered our brothers and sisters."

	A few seconds later she spoke again. "I can't wait to get out of this dress and put on decent clothing. Are you still planning to spend the night at my home?"

	In the restaurant, a blinding white-yellow flash lit up the area, accompanied by a low and deep explosion. The force from the explosion hurled the table that had earlier hidden it. Molten hot ball bearings tore through the air and sliced into nearby patrons and staff. A sickening odor of burning flesh and metal filled the room and hung over the blast. People screamed, rushed toward the front door, or collapsed into unconsciousness. Loud curses, shrieks of horror, and appeals to the Almighty were abundant.

	Police and ambulance sirens wailed up and down La Rue Didouche Mourad. They slowed at hastily assembled and manned A-frame barriers before driving to the carnage. Jeeps, police cars, fire engines, ambulances, and military trucks faced every direction in the middle of the avenue.

	French Foreign Legionnaires, their faces grim, stood forty meters to either side of the restaurant, cradling assault rifles and scanning the avenue, sidewalks, and pedestrians for any further signs of danger. The gendarmerie did its best to control crowds of onlookers milling among the wounded and those staggering about, as though unable to control their own movements.

	Captain Luc Jaundreau studied the avenue. His olive cotton-wool combat uniform clung to him, especially the shirt. Temperatures had fallen, but not nearly enough for his liking. He hailed from Granges-Sainte-Marie, a region near Switzerland known for its mostly temperate climate and cold winters, nothing like this sandbox called Algeria. He claimed that the heat made everything, from his beret to his tucked-in trousers, weigh an extra two kilograms. Oh, for a summer shirt, shorts, sitting under an umbrella, and drinking a cold beer. Two cold beers.

	Luc shifted his grip on his MAT-49 submachine gun and forced himself to stop thinking about simple pleasures. Focus on your task, he told himself. His gaze swept over his men, the police, ambulance attendants, and firemen. Did anything appear amiss or out of the ordinary? He looked up at the rooftops of nearby buildings. What about there? Should he send a few men to look around? No. Nothing suggested menace. Besides, insurrectionists tended to favor hit-and-run tactics.

	He spotted detectives, notebooks in hand, moving among the crowds, stopping and asking questions. They wouldn't get anything done. In his seven months in the country, he hadn't been impressed with the gendarmerie. As he saw it, most of these flics were thugs with guns, and not all that bright.

	A voice came from behind.

	"Is everything in order, Captain?"

	Luc turned to find Major Martin Sauveterre. He liked the trim, fit, sixty-year-old professional. Those who had served under Sauveterre adored him as well, a veteran of the brutal Indochina war. The Viet Minh had sorely beaten the French in every important battle. Soldiers still spoke with awe of how Sauveterre rallied his brigade and fought his way out of a well-planned trap.

	"Well, Major," Luc said, aware that Sauveterre didn't stand for formalities and expect a salute, "I suspect things will never be 'in order' for all those who had the bad luck of being there tonight." He gave a slow, disapproving shake of his head. "This is madness. What have we gotten ourselves into with this so-called 'war' with the insurrectionists?"

	He closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them. A line from Dante's “Inferno” comes to mind…. In the middle of the journey of our lives, I found myself in a dark wood where the straightway was lost.

	Sauveterre held his silence as Luc continued. "What I say may not be a popular sentiment, sir, but I suspect France has lost her way."

	Luc's superior stepped closer, reached out, and gently slapped both of Luc's upper arms with affection. He peered at his tall subordinate's sunburned, craggy face with its sharp and straight nose that set apart keen, green eyes. Give Jaundreau another ten years and he'd have a prominent widow's peak.

	"Be careful, Captain, to whom and where you voice your opinions. That aside, one day we will sit, have a pastis or two, and you'll tell me how you found your way into the Legion, not known for its eager embrace of intellectualism. Or those who quote the classics."

	Sauveterre had studied Luc's file and knew much about his subordinate, including the man's visit to the recruiting office. There, a lieutenant had written a detailed account of his meeting and impression of the candidate. The recruiter noted that Luc had studied Italian literature at Aix-Marseille University. Without explanation, candidate Jaundreau left in his final year and applied to the Legion. That had caused the recruiter to furrow his brows. The recruiter had detailed his conversation with the candidate.

	"Curious, Monsieur Jaundreau, is it not that you would suddenly leave your studies so close to finishing? Would this possibly have anything to do with an affair of the heart?"

	Candidate Jaundreau had denied the claim but had failed to convince a skeptical recruiter.

	"I must tell you, Monsieur Jaundreau," the recruiter said, “that the Legion has long remained a respite for those unhappy in love. In our experience, joining us under those conditions seldom works out."

	Sauveterre recalled reading Luc's response. "My reasons have nothing to do with affairs of the heart, Monsieur. I've been thinking of joining the Legion for a while now. I am told its training is second to none. What better way to test myself?"

	The recruiter had allowed a moment to pass before he replied. "Laudable, Monsieur, and you are correct—we are and remain an elite fighting force with an enviable esprit de corps. That said, I am sure you can appreciate that we weed out those with broken hearts, the misfits, criminals, and troublemakers?"

	In the end, Luc was offered the standard military contract. The recruiter wrote in Luc's file: M. Jaundreau impresses with his confidence as well as making and holding eye contact. I recommend we give him a chance and see what boot camp will do. He might well be a good candidate for Saint Cyr.

	Luc received solid reports from the instructors throughout his time at boot camp. They too recommended him to Saint Cyr, France's military academy. Two months after his arrival there, he, along with twenty other recruits, attended a swearing-in ceremony.

	Luc's file further noted that he had distinguished himself well in Indochina and impressed his superiors with his leadership skills. His men liked him and enjoyed ribbing him as "some kind of elite highbrow."

	Sauveterre pulled himself out of his thoughts when Luc said, "Oui. Of course. Solid advice, Major. Only fools brush aside wisdom."

	Both men turned and stared blankly at the carnage. Luc held back his next thought. Our generals over at Mers won't let this go. There will be serious reprisals. There have to be.

	He meant Mers-el-Kebir, the army's high command, stationed at a fortified naval base on the Mediterranean. France had doubled its troop strength in Algeria but hadn't brought the uprising under control. Government calls to Mers would demand action.

	 


Chapter 2

	Sabrina Hamdi, journalist and owner of Nouvelle Aube (New Dawn), hugged her knees as she sat against a wall in a large holding cell. She shared the cell with nine other women, whose ages ranged from fourteen to fifty-nine. They all slept on a cold, hard prison floor. Seven of the women wore the traditional long-sleeved garments and head scarves. Two hours earlier, Sabrina was at her apartment desk when an aggressive thump on her door demanded attention. Now—.

	She considered her cellmates again; like her, they'd been arrested—if that was the correct word—for anti-French agitation and civil disobedience. A few insisted they were turned in by neighbors or some family member eager to settle an old score. She reviewed the recent events of the last few hours. She herself had had no political ambitions or expressed anti-government sentiments. She owned and published a glossy magazine that enjoyed a strong, loyal readership. Nothing in her life, recent or otherwise, deserved being nabbed and tossed into this holding cell.

	Since her days at the Sorbonne, Sabrina had always thought of herself as a modern woman with little interest in politics. Beyond that, she bristled at the Arab saying, a woman's freedom began and ended at her doorstep. Sabrina, thirty-one and attractive, loved her country but not its stale ways. She refused to cover her head when outdoors. She also followed the latest Paris fashions. Her magazine ran articles about food, style, and upcoming social trends. On occasion, she might give a favorable mention to those she thought made things happen in and around the city.

	Two gendarmes had almost batted down her door. They seized Sabrina and hustled her from her apartment into the back of a police vehicle. Rough hands cupped a breast; another hand made its way up her dress.

	Her abductors demanded to know her connection to the FLN. Sabrina's thoughts scrambled to make sense of what she had heard. "What!" she cried out. "I don't know anyone in the FLN."

	They didn't believe her. "What about this Ali Dif, eh, Arab whore?" the younger of the two with bad cigarette breath shot back.

	Sabrina needed a moment to make the connection.

	"Him? He's smart, articulate, and teaches Islamic poetry at the university. That's it."

	"And he's also a member of the FLN," the man replied.

	Sabrina's eyes swiveled between the two men. "I didn't know that, but you've made up your mind that he's a … terrorist. If he is, does it naturally follow that I am? My magazine ran an article on him. I only had one interaction with him. That's it."

	The older gendarme sneered at the story. "You cling to that lie. For now, it's the Barberousse for you."

	The very word caused Sabrina to stop breathing. The Barberousse? Even people who'd never been thrown into it told horrid stories about the prison. "Wait, wait, wait. This cannot be happening. I am not what you think I am. Let me talk to your superior and straighten this out. I demand to speak to someone."
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	After three days, the stink in the cage had become unbearable. Prison authorities provided two buckets of water for everyone but no shower or bath.

	Sabrina took a sip of water for her dry mouth—a constant thing now. She knew fear, overcrowding, a lack of soap, bacteria from tossed menstrual pads, and soiled clothes made normal breathing impossible. She'd learned to plug her nostrils and breathe through her mouth. So did the others. Everyone suffered from hoarse throats and bad breath as a result. Most had also developed dark circles under their eyes from a lack of good sleep. A naked overhead bulb shone night and day. Prisoners were made to sleep on their backs without anything covering their eyes. Mouths wide open resulted in terrible snoring, exacerbating the situation.

	Despite the horrible situation, the stronger helped the weaker. The captives all ate as one, mindful of those wishing to say their du'a before eating. Some sang beloved, inspirational Arabic songs and called out support for the sisters taken away for interrogation.

	Female guards came for Sabrina after what passed for breakfast: stale buns, flavorless porridge, a slice of cheese, and weak black coffee.

	"Hamdi. Approach the gate!" yelled the larger of the two female guards. Her partner unlocked the gate to the cage and waited for Sabrina to step out.

	Sabrina obeyed and stepped out into the corridor. The guard locked the cage, returned the brass key to a key ring, and let it drop to her outer hip. She took Sabrina's upper arm while her companion spoke. "Eyes down. No talking."

	The first guard spun Sabrina around and clamped a hand on her arm. The three moved away from the cage. Sabrina heard shouts of support and well wishes from those who remained behind. Not that long ago, a few of her fellow captives had questioned why the interrogators took their time before calling her name. "It's odd, wouldn't you say," a pharmacist's assistant asked, "that no one has come to question you yet?"

	Sabrina answered with a quiet, fierce look. "What are you getting at? Are you trying to say I'm some kind of spy or something?"

	The two women glared at each other until an older woman intervened.

	"Sisters, sisters! They're dividing us, the cheitans (the devils). They've locked us up, and now they're trying to turn us against each other. Don't let them do this." She stretched an arm toward Sabrina but addressed the other woman. "Sabrina is one of us, Kamilia. Always has been. Always will be. No spy would endure this stink and misery for so long. The cheitans will come for her in their good time. Wait and see."

	Sabrina's guards took her along the corridor, down a set of stairs, into another corridor, and deeper into the labyrinth of the prison. She paid scant attention. What would happen? Could she survive what lay ahead? She noticed the guards kept her at arm's length. She allowed herself a small measure of satisfaction. No doubt I'm too ripe for them.

	They came to a closed door at the end of a corridor, knocked, and without waiting for an answer, entered. The guards approached a rectangular table with cigarette burns and cheap metal ashtrays filled with butts. Three colons in civilian clothes sat behind the table. An empty chair occupied the space opposite the men.

	Sabrina detected a peculiar smell. Disinfectant? She couldn't be sure. She allowed herself a fast look at the men. Each carried a pistol in a shoulder holster, its original sheath's varnish spoiled by wear and tear. What might that mean? Had all three drawn and re-holstered their weapons a great deal? And where? Perhaps in this bare, concrete room?

	The guards came to attention. "Prisoner Hamdi," one said in French.

	Of the three men, the one on the right answered with a toss of his head, indicating the door. In response, the guards stepped back, faced the door, and without saying a word, left. Sabrina heard the door shut and allowed herself a quick look at the one who spoke. She guessed him to be in his late thirties, with wispy, comb-over hair. The technique not only failed to cover his bald spots but also drew more attention to it. She guessed him to be a vain, boastful man, and moved her gaze upward, above the heads of the three.

	Terror began to dig its claws into her. She worked to bring herself under control. I will not be cowed. I have done nothing to warrant this arrest. They cannot harm me. Her interrogators' intense gaze bore into her. How long could she maintain her composure under their scrutiny?

	A voice broke the silence. "Sit!"

	Sabrina allowed herself to find the owner of the voice—the one to the left of the comb-over. That one was older, perhaps in his mid-fifties, genial-looking, and not the type Sabrina would have guessed grilled prisoners in Barberousse. Or anywhere. Then again, what kind of man chooses a career of intimidating and humiliating others? Only a few days ago, Sabrina might have said, don't judge someone based on outward appearances. She'd learned much since her imprisonment.

	She sat on the hard wooden chair.

	"My God, you're foul!"

	The sudden declaration burst out of the interrogator on the right. His face reminded her of a turnip. She resisted the temptation to say, What were you expecting … rosewater? Let's cram you in that cage with nine others, deny you clean clothing and soap, and see what you smell like in a few days.

	She held her peace and waited to see what came next.

	"She does," the comb-over agreed, "but you have to admit she's pretty. I wouldn't object to pumping her. That is, when she doesn't smell like a sewer. Who knows? I might be able to get past that."

	Sabrina maintained her silence, but her pulse quickened. Let them have their fun. With luck, maybe they'll see I'm not worth interrogating.

	"Enough idle talk," turnip-head said. He leaned across the table and said, "Tell us your connection to FLN."

	Two hours later, seeing black spots, her heartbeat thrashing in her ears, Sabrina slumped in her chair as the three men stood over her. Shouting, threats of violence, denying her washroom breaks, and accusing her of lying had all left her dazed and exhausted. They forced her to stand while the comb-over moved behind her and simulated having sex with her before bunching up the fabric of her dress and sliding a hand into her underwear.

	The guards came and led a limping Sabrina—her foot bruised from where they stamped on it—back to the cage. A sharp pain in her groin sprang down to her lower abdomen. She kept her gaze low, focusing on the floor.

	The cage door opened and Sabrina shuffled in. Her fellow prisoners cleared a larger space for her. The older woman, who had intervened between Sabrina and Kamilia, approached. She reached for Sabrina's hand. They remained so for some time.

	Sabrina at last pulled her hand away, faced the other woman, and whispered, "Can you do me a favor?"

	"What do you need?"

	"This—if they ever let me leave here.…"

	The next day, around midafternoon, a sturdy female guard came for Sabrina. To Sabrina's surprise, the guard escorted her in the opposite direction. She didn't force Sabrina to walk fast and didn't press a hand on her arm. Yet Sabrina felt terror. What's going on? Where is she taking me? Will I be guillotined?

	Sabrina couldn't walk at a normal pace, but instead shuffled forward. Minutes later, the two approached what Sabrina guessed to be the prison's administration building. Through a grilled gate, she could see a foyer, and, beyond it, the wide open space of freedom. A male guard stood on the other side of the gate.

	Sabrina's stout guard spoke. "Prisoner to see M. Houle." She waited a second before she added, "For release."

	Sabrina couldn't believe what she'd heard. Release? No, it couldn't be, yet the gate swung open, and the heavy-set guard gestured for Sabrina to step through.

	Like a wary, abused dog afraid of being struck again, Sabrina obeyed and put her feet on the polished marble floor. The door closed and was locked. The new guard escorted her to an open, cluttered office. There, a small man with a pencil-thin mustache sat and examined the contents of a manila folder on his desk. The seated man glanced up at her, down at the items on his desk, and back at her.

	"Here are your belongings, Mademoiselle Hamdi. Check them over, and you are free to leave."

	"Pourquoi?"

	He gave a dismissive wave of his hand. "Don't ask me. Au revoir."

	"But how will I get home? I have no vehicle, no one to meet me, and no money for a taxi."

	"Regrettably, it's not my problem." He busied himself with papers on his desk.

	"Could I at least use your telephone?"

	He shook his head. "Out of the question. The telephone is for official use only." Once again, he busied himself with documents on his desk.

	Sabrina collected her few belongings and stepped out into the sun, unsure of what to do. A solution came: she'd ask every car leaving the parking lot for a ride back to Algiers. On her eighth try, an off-duty guard accommodated her. Friendly, he tried to engage her in conversation, but she sat as close to the passenger door as possible, folded her arms, and gave him one-word replies. He abandoned any further effort to engage her in conversation.

	A hectic first week followed.

	Sabrina called her family when she arrived at her apartment. She assured everyone she was fine and safe, being careful to avoid the horror of what she'd experienced. "I've been wrongly jailed and inconvenienced. That's it. I'm happy to put the whole matter behind me now."

	Her father voiced an opinion on the matter. "Knowing you, you did something to deserve being thrown into the Barberousse. What exactly was it?"

	Sabrina noticed him becoming more rigid as time passed. Where he once championed open ideas and practices, he now quoted and extolled the virtues and teachings of the Prophet. Only six months ago, he had announced that the Hamdi women would wear hijabs whenever they stepped out into the street.

	Sabrina refused.

	"You disgrace me," he'd snarled.

	She saw no point in arguing with him. Her import-export father had changed, and for the worse. She hadn't noticed until it was too late.

	Depression and anger became Sabrina's constant companions. Her inner torments denied her any peace. She visited the interrogation scenes repeatedly in her mind. At night, she tossed and turned in bed.

	One morning, she was struck with an idea. She explored it. Yes. Why hadn't she considered it earlier? She had the beginnings of a plan; it was time to do something about it. She remembered her cellmate's advice about getting a pistol on the black market. She set up a meeting, made her purchase, bought fake identification, and paid for the use of a stolen car. One last task: she managed to bribe and obtain a schedule of those working at Barberousse. Over a cup of tea, her list in hand, Sabrina pared it down and found the three men who interrogated her. She studied their work schedule. They had all just begun a ten-day night shift rotation. Perfect! She set the list down on her kitchen table and stared out her window. The enormity of her undertaking struck her—that she'd crossed some kind of invisible line. So be it; she wouldn't back down, no matter the cost.

	Like a good tactician, Sabrina reviewed her upcoming plan and examined it for flaws. When she judged it as perfect as she could make it, she drove the stolen car and pulled into a spacious lot facing the prison's administration building. Headlights out, she waited for the late shift to come off duty. As expected, there were not as many vehicles as during the day. Did prison guards patrol out here with dogs? Why hadn't she thought of that before? If they did, she hadn't seen any.

	Past midnight, her targets left through a side door in the administration building, two of them smoking, and all laughing at something.

	Sabrina stepped out of her car and approached, careful to keep her pistol out of view. She hoped they wouldn't recognize her until it was too late. She closed the gap to about six meters when comb-over noticed her and elbowed turnip-face. Both looked at her. Sabrina raised her weapon and fired. Two of her interrogators received single bullets—one to his upper chest, the other to his stomach. The first colon turned to run but stopped and clutched his chest with his arm. His left leg buckled, and the other leg followed. He fell, clutching his chest, his mouth opening and closing without a sound.

	Sabrina's second bullet tore through turnip's stomach and shattered the bones of his spine. Unable to put out his hands and protect his fall, he crashed hard onto an unforgiving asphalt.

	Sabrina turned her gaze on a terrified and frozen comb-over. He held out his arms. "Laa (No)."

	Sabrina responded in the same language. "Too late."

	She pulled the trigger and fired into his groin. Comb-over's eyes traveled downward to the wet stain. He remained on his feet and raised his gaze to her. His lips tried to form another plea as his palms pressed themselves against his injury. Sabrina fired two more shots. Both bullets brought him to his knees before he toppled onto his side.

	Sabrina stepped close to her tormentors. Dead or soon-to-be dead. Good enough in either case. The three wouldn't survive the hour. If they did and identified her, so be it. She'd been nothing to these three. They would always be nothing to her.

	She raised her head and scanned the area. No one. Yet. She ordered herself to get going and made for her car. No one had rushed out in response to the noise from her pistol. She credited ongoing gunfire for that. Maybe that explained why no one came out to investigate. Whatever the reason, she didn't intend to linger. Even so, she still half-expected bullets to follow her as she left the parking lot. Nothing. She'd succeeded. She recalled one of her father's favorite proverbs: "Allah is your protector. He is the best of helpers."

	Sabrina didn't believe in God, but she did thank her father for his interest in firearms. He'd often taken her to a target range.

	She dashed to her car, checking her rearview mirror several times. No gendarmes followed or fired at her; no one ordered her to pull over. Twenty minutes later, she pulled up to the curb of the agreed-upon spot, put the keys under the floor mat, and left the car unlocked.

	Sirens at last broke the stillness of the night. She imagined different ones coming from different directions; that had to be in response to the shooting. She was able to hail a taxi and take it to the block where she bought the gun.

	"Will you wait for me?" she asked the driver.

	The taxi driver shook his head. "Not in this neighborhood."

	"Everything good?" the gun owner asked in Arabic when he let her into his apartment.

	"Everything's good," she said, and returned the pistol to him.

	He nodded and adjusted the weapon in his hand. "Our business is finished. You better go now."

	Nothing left to say, Sabrina had thought of asking him to call a taxi. Pride held her back. "Then, goodbye."

	On the street, she hoped she'd find another taxi, although the last driver's warning gave her little hope. She wanted to get off these dark streets as fast as she could. I should have thought this part through better. Lone women did not venture into the streets of Algiers at night, or any other Arabic city, for that matter. Public opinion held that single women out at night were whores and deserved whatever they got.

	Vehicle lights approached. Three open military Jeeps came into view. Sabrina glanced around. Her stomach seized. There was nowhere to hide, and besides, the soldiers had already spotted her. Would they immediately think of her as a bomber? Newspapers and radio reports have been full of stories about lone female bombers.

	The lead vehicle braked. Its two occupants gaped at her and shared a few whispered words before the passenger swung his legs around and stepped out of the vehicle. He was careful to keep his submachine gun close to his body. He made his way to Sabrina, his head swiveling about, searching for any challenge. Sabrina took in his shoulder markings: an officer.

	He stopped in front of her, a tall, slender man with a rugged face and a Greek nose. "All is well, Mademoiselle?" he said in broken Arabic. His was a simple question, delivered in a low tone but without anger or disdain.

	She took a deep breath and switched to French.

	"Oui. Tout va bien. Merci, Monsieur. (Yes, everything is fine. Thank you, sir.)"

	He answered in the same language. "You speak our language."

	"Oui."

	"You should not be out on the streets at night, Mademoiselle. It is dangerous. What brings you out?"

	Think fast, she ordered herself. "My Sloughi, a Berber greyhound. To spite me, the man I used to call sweetheart let him loose. My dog doesn't know how to live on the street, so I have to find him."

	"What's his name?"

	"Essa," she replied, giving the name of her cousin's dog. "Brown and white. I know I shouldn't be looking, but as I said, I fear for him."

	"Well, we can keep an eye out for him, but you cannot be on the streets this late."

	The soldier kept a steady gaze on her. "Identification card."

	She reached into the front pocket of her cotton trousers and extracted a thin wallet with a zipper. She opened it to reveal some folded bills and her fake card. She handed it to the soldier. He examined the card and returned it to her. "Let's get you home safe and sound, Mademoiselle Attali. If a gendarme patrol happens by, they might bring you in for some serious questioning. There have just been reports of three shootings in the prison parking lot. The gendarmerie is on edge. Who can blame them, eh?"

	"Of course."

	"So, where do you live? We will take you there."

	The soldier took her elbow in support. Sabrina screamed and yanked her arm from his easy hold. He jumped in reaction. His men gripped their weapons tighter and searched the street for danger.

	Sabrina recovered. "I'm sorry, Officer. I don't know what came over me. I've had a difficult time lately." Her voice trailed off. She studied the ground before she met the soldier's gaze again. Her voice becoming stronger, she said, "Again, apologies. I'd like to take you up on your offer. You're right. I shouldn't be out here at this hour. I'll come back tomorrow in the daytime."

	He answered with a curt nod and let her climb into the rear of his vehicle. The driver watched her in his rearview mirror for a moment and then spoke to the officer.

	"You don't think she's carrying a bomb or anything, Captain?"

	The officer reared his head back and studied his driver. "What?"

	"Nothing, sir. Bad joke, that's all."

	"Just drive." The officer turned to Sabrina. "Your address?"

	"By Village Marie," she said. "I'll show you."

	The driver turned on the ignition.

	Sabrina might have enjoyed the cool air but for worrying about how to deceive her helpers. She did not want them to stop at her door. Her mind raced to find an address—a building where she might enter and give the impression she lived there. The four-story Ascension apartment building came to her mind. She directed them there.

	They pulled up to the building. "Merci," she said, climbing out of the Jeep and moving up the well-maintained footpath. She knew all eyes were following her. She told herself to walk into the building like she owned it and begged for the building's front door to be open as she climbed the five steps. With wet palms, she reached out a hand and tested the door. It gave. The outside door closed behind her. She waited until she heard the vehicle move away but stayed put a few seconds longer.

	To her shock, the door opened again. She and a late-middle-aged man stared at each other. He gave her a once-over, making no effort to hide his disdain. She intended to say something, but he spoke first. "What is your purpose for being here? We don't allow streetwalkers into this building. Be gone before I summon the police."

	He moved past her to the inner glass door, a key in his hand. His gaze never left her.

	"Yes, of course," she whispered, grateful he'd misunderstood her presence, yet annoyed at his judgment. She hurried out. Now if she could only make it to her own apartment safely.

	As she walked on the path between the flowerbeds, a new idea came to her. Shooting those three colons wasn't enough. They belonged to illegal occupiers. Without them, her imprisonment and rape would never have happened. She would make these colons pay for what they did to her. Maybe some of them could be nice, like this captain, but that didn't matter. The resistance: she'd join the resistance and put out feelers about who to contact. Surely, surviving Barberousse would give her some credibility.

	Eleven days later, the bell to Sabrina's apartment rang.

	She opened her door to find two men standing side by side. One introduced himself and said they were detectives from the gendarmerie.

	She felt her stomach drop at the sight of them. Had they come to arrest her again? She'd half expected something like this. She bade them into her apartment and clasped her hands to hide her jitters. "Sit, please," she said, determined not to offer any refreshments. If they didn't arrest her, the sooner they left, the better.

	The lead detective, with stains under his rumpled white linen suit, opened the conversation. "We're here to ask you about your whereabouts on a certain night."

	Sabrina tried her best to look surprised. "My whereabouts?" she replied in his language. "What about my whereabouts, and why?"

	The other detective adjusted his tortoise shell eyeglasses and said, "Surely you know about a cold-blooded murder of three detectives a few weeks ago."

	"I don't, and I'm still recovering from false imprisonment in your medieval institution. No doubt you know I was there; otherwise, why would you be knocking on my door?"

	Neither of them responded. The one with the glasses, whose foghorn voice didn't match his demeanor, at last said, "We must follow all leads. And yes, it's recorded that you were interviewed by the three deceased detectives."

	"Oh, it's 'interview,' is it? That's what you call it? I was falsely imprisoned and denied my rights. My lawyer has demanded satisfaction from the government as a result."

	The one with the rumpled suit said, "Of course, of course, Mademoiselle. From what we were told, the record will be expunged as long as you don't press the matter further."

	"Against my better judgment," Sabrina said, enjoying her brief moral outrage. "But you should all be so fortunate that that's the end of it."

	"Yes, yes, of course, Mademoiselle. I'm sure you will understand that these things happen sometimes during such difficult times."

	Sabrina forced herself to hold back her anger. "Fine—as long as you offer proof there is no record of my arrest anywhere."

	"Don't be concerned, Mademoiselle."

	Sabrina chose to guide the conversation. "How did they die—these men?"

	"Shot," tortoise shell replied.

	Sabrina saw her chance to convince them of her innocence. "Take a look at me, in particular my size. Do I look like I have the physical capacity to shoot three men in—what was the phrase you used? Cold blood? I don't know about firearms; I am afraid of them. I have never been near them, and my idea of revenge is to put those three and everything related to that prison out of my mind forever."

	The two detectives left half an hour later. Sabrina gave them permission to return at any time if they had further questions.

	They assured her they might take her up on the offer.

	Two minutes after the men left, Sabrina poured herself a strong drink.

	 


Chapter 3

	Africa's northwest coast, commonly referred to as the Barbary Coast, runs from Morocco to Libya. Its snow-capped Atlas Mountains remain the pride of the region. To the south, nomadic goatherds wandered the barren scrublands, ever mindful of the vast, looming Sahara, half a day's journey away.

	A small caravan of fifteen mules laden with crates of AK-47 assault rifles made its way eastward from Wadi Sraa in Morocco and crossed into Algerian territory. Eight men walked with the animals. Each smuggler's eyes scanned the area for signs of French patrols. Five of the men were dressed in amber green thawbs, the traditional Arabic robe, which flowed to the ankles and touched the sandals. The other three chose western-style jeans. All favored the traditional keffiyeh headgear, a cloth folded into triangles and held in place by a cord.

	We've made good time, the head smuggler thought as he drank from his waterskin. He cast his mind back to the start of the trip at the Port of Kenitra. There they had unloaded crates from a ship in port. Leaving his men to guard his valuable property, he set off to rent camels. Ten minutes into negotiations with the seller, he raised his voice. "What! Your prices have jumped almost three times since I last did business with you."

	"Things have changed," the camel owner said. "My costs have increased. A man must earn his wages."

	"Even if he hurts his good customers?"

	"Sadly, even then."

	The smuggler wanted camels but thought the price exploitative. "Brother, as the saying has it, three habits destroy a man—greed, envy, and pride. Yours is greed. I refuse to pay your price and will rent donkeys instead."

	"In haste there is regret, brother, but do as you must," came the rejoinder. "The trip will be harder for you."

	The smuggler let out a sigh of resignation and waved away the response. "Bah. There's nothing left to do but make more stops. I am done with you forever."

	The small caravan left Wadi Sraa before the sun rose the next morning. Night travel was best; cold, but still the best. The head smuggler wanted to be well underway before the sun showed its strength. They would endure, he told himself; they always did, but he wouldn't push the beasts. Any dead donkey would cut into his profit. Soon they would enjoy the blessings of the mountains. Already, he thought he'd caught a whiff of the pine forest ahead. Tonight, they would sleep in a valley, and tomorrow they would deliver their cargo to its destination. After that, an easier return trip followed. And then he would be with Saoud again. Yes, Saoud, how he would delight in being between her legs.

	They at last made camp in pine trees with a stream running nearby. The donkeys were watered and allowed to graze. The smuggler assigned two men to keep watch while the rest built a small fire and broke into their provisions of cured lamb, bread
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