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'm an old woman, sick and tired of the voices rattling in my head. I am 

ready for this day, my final hours before I disappear into the hereafter. 

 I didn't always live in this white walled room, away from those I love, 

watched twenty four hours a day by a Filipino nurse down the hall. Once, 

life was filled with adventure and purpose. At least that's what everyone has 

told me. My days have grown faded, blurry, run together in an endless sea 

of confusion. It's hard to distinguish what is real anymore. There are only a 

few things I still recognize as reality, things I will take to the grave. 

 My husband, John, is one. The day after we were married he began 

building a church in the fields of the Lone Star State. He was a preacher 

who spoke with fire in his soul. A few years after the church was finished 

he decided it was time to move west. He was convinced it was God’s will, 

so I followed. In the summer of 1981 we piled everything we owned into 

the back of our Ford pickup and headed towards California. 

 From the moment we arrived our lives were filled with hopes and 

dreams. John poured himself into building another church in Newport 

Beach. Soon life found a rhythm. I never imagined what would happen in 

the years that followed. The church grew by the thousands. People flocked 

to hear John preach. We enjoyed the success in our ministry, along with the 

unexpected perks: popularity, money, and influence. John wrote a book that 

skyrocketed to the top of the bestseller list. The church phone rang off the 

hook with speaking opportunities. We believed it was all part of God’s plan. 

I 
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 Ten years later I had my hands full with two young boys while John 

was busy traveling the world. I went with him on occasion, but for the most 

part I stayed home and watched my babies grow into young men. At times 

it was as if I were a single parent. I could’ve spoken up. I could’ve objected 

to the sacrifices we made in the name of God. Maybe I should have, but I 

didn’t. Instead I enjoyed the comforts of being a wife, our beachfront 

home, a private jet leased by the church, a cabin in Lake Isabella, John’s 

seven figure salary, as well as his book royalties. A bonus was the respect 

given to us whenever we entered a room by those who didn’t know us. It 

was flattering, and addicting. 

 This isn’t my life anymore. 

 I’ve been locked up here for one thousand and ninety five days. I’ve 

had time to think about the choices I’ve made. I’ve thought about what is 

best for everyone. I’ve become a burden. I know it. I feel it. I hate it. The 

whispers inside tell me there’s only one decision to make, undoubtedly the 

hardest one of all. It goes against everything I’ve believed. 

 But nothing is the same as it once was. 

 God forgive me. 

 A year ago John was killed. I was set free from this place long enough 

to bury my best friend, the one who left me here to be cured, only days 

after seeing one son marry the love of his life. You see, these voices rattling 

in my mind caused great concern for my family. I woke up one fall 

morning, around five-thirty, walked out the front door and down to the pier 

where I jumped into the ocean. The voices convinced me it was the only 

way to be free from the secrets that have torn at my soul. Secrets I’m afraid 

will destroy my boys.  

 Of course, to hear John tell the story, two angels pulled me from the 

water and saved my life for a God ordained purpose. Wasn’t it suicide? I 

guess it was. Another illustration John used to inspire others to greatness 

and convince the lost of their need to be found. In the end no matter what 

he tried, he couldn’t save me. 

 How easily we preach about faith yet struggle with the demons within. 

Too often the answer is to write a book about God healing the depressed, 
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preach a sermon on miracles, or stand before the influential of society 

proclaiming victory as these secrets linger just below the surface. 

 I’ve watched as rooms filled with doctors, psychiatrists and therapists 

offered one diagnosis after another for my misfortune. From the pulpit 

John simply referred to it as a chemical imbalance. 

 The controversy over my plunge into the ocean spread throughout the 

religious circles, which resulted in more books sold for John. It seemed pain 

and agony were as marketable as success and fame. 

 I know John loved me, but he buried himself in his work and over 

time we grew apart. He pushed himself harder than ever before, perhaps it 

was the only way he could justify a spouse who was in lockdown. He drove 

up from Newport to Pasadena every Thursday to be with me. He did what 

he thought was right. God placed a calling on his life, who was I to stop 

him? All of us made sacrifices, including my two sons, so that John could 

fulfill his vision. In the end he lost his boys, and I lost my mind. 

 Now I sit here in a wheelchair and wonder how it all went wrong. I’ve 

failed those I love. They’ve failed me too. For many years I’ve kept secrets 

that have ripped my soul into pieces. I’m tired. I don’t want to live any 

longer surrounded by strangers. The voices have assured me this time 

angels will not save me. I know what I need to do to set those I love free, 

but I will miss my boys. 
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y eldest, Danny, was born in Newport Beach in 1984, he's just like 

his father. He rented a house down the street in South Pas and he 

visits me almost every day. He's a newlywed. His wife, Brooke, is the best 

thing that's ever happened to our family. In the fog of my memory I hear 

Danny say they pray for me each night. Still I see the fear in his eyes. He's 

afraid I'll be like this forever. I am too. It's why this must end. My only 

hope is Brooke will have a voice I was never able to find. 

 My baby, Samuel, is twenty-two, an independent spirit since he was 

born. He would’ve changed his own diaper if I’d let him. The day he turned 

eighteen was the last day he stepped foot inside our home or the church his 

father built. John took this very hard. The two never saw eye to eye about 

the choices John made for the greater good. I cannot bear to recount their 

arguments...it still pains me. 

 I love my children more than anything, but I hate this shell of my life. 

Everything I believed, everything I trusted, ended the day John died 

somewhere in the Philippines, shot during an outreach as twenty thousand 

Filipinos watched in horror. 

 He left me to pick up the mess. I never realized the secrets he kept to 

keep his ministry out of scandal but now I do. At his memorial, Danny and 

Samuel listened to preachers shout from the pulpit and praise the great 

accomplishments of their father. A day of remembrance turned into 

rhetoric and campaigning for the position he left behind. My mind was 

M 
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clouded then and I failed to protect my boys. I allowed the dark shadows of 

the church to interfere with their grief. 

 Boys, please forgive me. 

 These days the soundness of my mind is questionable. I’ve been given 

a dozen shock treatments in about as many days. Still nothing has changed. 

Now I have short-term memory loss. The past plays vividly over and over 

but it seems I have trouble grasping the present. I sit in silence, desperate to 

speak but unable to find the will to utter a single word. Today, my mind is 

sharp. I’m aware of my decision. It’s the only choice I’ve made for myself in 

months. I’ve planned this for a long time. I am ready. 

 Last week I requested the presence of an old friend, someone who 

protected John and my family for many years. Mark Watson, our attorney, 

brought something very important, my will. Around a large table he met 

with doctors, psychiatrists, and Huntington’s lawyers to prove that I was 

still of sound mind to change my will. He was very persuasive. Within a few 

hours the addition to my last will was discreetly done. 

 I swore him to secrecy. 

 A nurse appeared from the hallway, a stocky woman wearing a white 

uniform one size too small. 

 Grace is new to this floor. I can tell by the fake smile and the way she 

loudly pronounces every syllable when she talks. I might not speak but I’m 

certainly not deaf. She stops in front of me, holding a cup of water and a 

handful of pills. 

 “Mrs. Armstrong, it’s time to take your medication.” 

 I say nothing, because there’s nothing left to say. My gaze remains 

fixed on the wall in front of me. I refuse to reach for the pills, I never do. 

This is part of our routine. One that has left me convinced I’m making the 

right choice. Grace reaches forward and gently pushes one pill at a time into 

my mouth. Each time she tilts the cup against my lips, water drips down my 

stained robe. Finally I swallow. She waits for me to open my mouth wide. 

One last time into the darkness. 

 "Very good. Now I’ll take you down the hall for dinner." 

 Grace grips the handles of the wheelchair and pushes me down the 
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corridor. Her shoes squeak against the tile floor. Women like me are 

scattered throughout the dining hall, most wearing pajamas or bathrobes, 

their unkempt hair matted against their skull. A familiar gaze crosses their 

face as they stare blankly at the white wall in front of them. 

 I’m rolled to an empty table where Grace slides a tray in front of me 

loaded with orange juice, jello, applesauce, carrots and meatloaf. 

 My last meal. 
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ights are out, it's almost time. From the window the night seems cold, 

windy, and rainy. I hear the sound of a television switching channels, 

voices in Tagalog echo through the hallway, followed by laughter. I wait for 

their footsteps to fade. 

 I climb from my wheelchair, legs shaky, I haven't walked in weeks. I 

shuffle down the hallway, voices in my head whispering, "You're almost 

home." I pass the nurses station, as always it's empty around this time, 

Biggest Loser is on. I stop at the main doors and turn for one final glance at 

my prison. I promise myself I’ll never return. I push the button on the side 

wall, the doors swing open, and I’m free. 

 An alarm sounds. 

 Barefoot, I hurry along Windsor Street, the rain soaking through my 

robe. I push my glasses back up the bridge of my nose. The wind blows my 

wet hair against my face. I’ve only got minutes to disappear, and I know 

exactly where I’m headed. The end is near but I don’t feel a thing. I thought 

I would. Remorse, regret, fear of breaking God’s law, but nothing.  

 The voices tell me to hurry. 

 Under my breath I whisper, “Lord you are my shepherd. You lead me 

beside the still waters. You restore my soul. Lead me toward the path of 

righteousness.” 

 I don’t dare look back as I cross Green Street. 

 Seconds after the alarm sounded the nurses would know someone was 

L 



D.J. WILLIAMS 

8 

missing, a few more minutes and they’d realize my wheelchair was empty. 

Security would lock down the facility, and the search would begin. How do 

I know? I’ve tried this once before. I had to be sure. At first they'll think I 

wandered across the courtyard toward Huntington Hospital, still trying to 

figure out how I was able to miraculously walk. 

 No time to waste. The clock is ticking. 

 The last will I signed left everything to my children. The house in 

Newport, our retirement, investments, and whatever other assets John 

managed while he was alive. I never paid much attention to the details, I 

trusted him to handle everything. Mark guaranteed me the will could not be 

questioned. The estimated total worth is somewhere around thirty five 

million dollars, after Uncle Sam takes his due and ten percent is given to a 

list of charities. 

 Neither of my children have seen the will. Maybe they’ve speculated 

about what it might contain, but even after John died, they never asked. I 

hope the boys will honor my wishes. I pray Mark doesn’t jump the gun. 

 I’m finally here, my legs are tired. I’m alone on a bridge overlooking 

the Arroyo on one side and the bright lights of the Rose Bowl on the other. 

I close my eyes, soaked to the bone, drops of rain stream down my face as 

my body is numb from the pills. I ponder what I’m about to do. The voices 

are screaming now, “You’re wasting time. Do what needs to be done and 

your children will be free.” 

 My hands begin to shake. I’m cold. I continue to pray, “Though I walk 

through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil. You are with 

me. Your rod and staff comfort me.” 

 The bridge is peaceful, yet the voices are splitting my head. I can't take 

it. My eyes dart back and forth, searching for any sign of a nurse, security 

guard, or an unfortunate witness. No one is around. I bow my head one last 

time, desperate to leave this life behind, afraid my decision will keep me 

from the world beyond. 

 “God, have mercy on me, a sinner.” 

 Come on Carole, the end is finally here. 

 My teeth are chattering as I grip a concrete pillar, struggling to lift my 



THE DISILLUSIONED 

9 

frail body over the railing. My heart is pounding. The doctors might be right 

after all. Depression is a demon I am not strong enough to conquer. 

 The glow of headlights appears in the distance. My toes grip the ledge. 

A car approaches as I let go of the railing, let go of life, and fall. 
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anny Armstrong punched the keys of his laptop, comfortably in his 

favorite leather chair, feet resting on a matching ottoman. A glow 

from a lamp overhead illuminated an opened Bible perched on the armrest. 

He glanced at the clock, 12:47 A.M. He rubbed his eyes. He needed to 

finish this letter, then off to bed before an early morning meeting at Swork, 

a local coffee house on the corner of Eagle Rock and Colorado Boulevard. 

 Two college students preparing for two unique career paths needed his 

advice, guidance, and prayer as they ventured into the real world after 

graduation. One hoped to be a doctor, while the other planned to intern at 

charity: water, a nonprofit that built wells in villages desperate for clean water. 

 Danny enjoyed helping others make big decisions. Decisions that 

altered their life to pursue their passion, their dreams or their calling. He 

wished there’d been someone, anyone, who’d walked with him after he 

graduated from Azusa Pacific. At the time his future seemed predestined. 

He was the son of a prominent pastor. Everyone assumed he’d enter 

seminary, graduate as an ordained minister, and then serve under the 

protective wing of his father, the legendary John Armstrong. 

 He tried to believe he’d made his decision alone, but the truth was 

he’d bowed to the pressure. One way led to security and the other 

uncertainty. He didn’t have the courage to make any other choice. He 

allowed fear to be his guide down the path everyone expected. 

 At first the applause from the congregation, pats on the back, and 

D 
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pride beaming from his father’s eyes were undeniable and satisfying. He was 

next in line to lead the thousands who followed his father at Newport 

Community. How many seminary graduates would die to be in his position? 

It didn’t take long before Danny was caught in a web of politics, envy from 

other leaders, and philosophical differences that created a wedge between a 

father and a son. 

 Danny tried to suck it up. He tried to trust God. Somewhere in the 

midst of it all he was lost in a culture he didn’t understand and a faith that 

was rooted in power and position rather than mercy and love. 

 He wanted to disappear. Anywhere really. Somewhere he could detach 

from his father’s legacy. A place where he could escape his six-figure salary, 

a house in the OC, a 401K nest egg, and all the fringe benefits he enjoyed 

because of the family name. They were religious royalty. But the day after 

his twenty-fifth birthday he decided to change the road he traveled. 

 Everyone thought he was crazy. At times he thought so too. Amidst 

the confusion of his decision, his mother gave him the courage to hand in 

his resignation when he didn’t have the strength to act alone. He left 

Newport and rented a small two-bedroom house in South Pasadena away 

from the multimillion-dollar religious tornado. He was proud of his 

decision, yet struggled to grasp what was left of his faith. 

 Swork became his refuge, a place where he was unknown, where he 

could disappear behind his laptop for hours at a time and drown his 

thoughts in enough caffeine to fuel an airliner. Days turned into weeks, 

weeks into months, and months into years. The longer he stayed away the 

more convinced he became that he’d never go back. Students from 

Occidental College, a few miles up the road, frequented the coffee house 

and sought Danny’s advice, not knowing anything about his past. 

 One afternoon a woman entered, hood pulled overhead, drenched 

from the rain. Danny offered to buy her a latte and the two talked for 

hours. Brooke Fitzgerald was a recent graduate from Occidental, majoring 

in psychology. Danny was lost in her eyes...her words seemed to disappear 

into the air. That first day he knew they’d be together for a lifetime. She was 

a breath of fresh air, a strong woman with deep convictions who was also 
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unconvinced religious institutions were the only way to change the world. 

Six months after they met, Danny proposed to her in their favorite corner 

table. 

 A frenzy of wedding plans was unleashed. Danny’s father was insistent 

that the festivities be held at Newport Community, with a guest list into the 

thousands. That’s not what Danny or Brooke wanted. Instead, that 

summer, they were married right in their backyard, with only a handful of 

friends. Danny’s mother was released from lockdown and sat in the front 

row, his brother stood beside him as his best man, while his father chose to 

be in the Philippines preaching at what would be his final evangelistic event. 

 Danny closed his laptop and leaned back in his chair. It had been one 

year since the day they stood together in the backyard. One year since his 

phone rang with the news of his father’s death. He thought about the 

memorial. How he stood frozen before a mass of people, most of whom 

Danny had never known. He stuttered through a short message and quickly 

tried to escape back to his life away from it all. 

 In the days that followed, the church council asked Danny to attend a 

private meeting where they offered him the position of senior pastor. Mark 

Watson was in attendance. He read aloud John Armstrong’s wishes that his 

eldest son assume the leadership role in one of the largest churches in 

America, believed to be running close to thirty thousand members. 

 His father was dead. His mother was locked away in Huntington. He 

never imagined this was how their years of ministry would end. He 

wondered if he’d been fighting the inevitable. But he wasn’t ready to carry 

their weight on his shoulders. Danny respectively declined. No one, except 

for Sam and Brooke, understood why he passed on such an incredible 

offer. 
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n hour ago the phone rang. 

The voice on the other end was Robert Remington, an old family 

friend and longtime council member, who asked to speak to Danny off the 

record. 

 “Bowman signed a twenty million dollar book deal,” Robert blurted. 

“The publisher wants him to write about the ten keys to building a 

successful church. He’s never done it. He inherited all of your father’s 

blood, sweat and tears. Now he’s pressuring the council to approve a lease 

for a new jet so he can travel between his homes in California and 

Colorado. I can’t even begin to explain the compensation package he 

pushed through for himself and a handful of his inner circle. It totals nearly 

fifteen million. Then today he laid off more than half the staff.” 

 “Why doesn’t anyone confront him?” Danny asked. 

 “If we do, he’ll replace us with someone who’ll agree to his demands. 

If that happens, there’s no telling where the church will end up.” 

 “Sounds like it’s already happened, Rob.” Danny replied. “But I don’t 

understand what I can do to help.” 

 “Danny, I’ve known your family for a very long time. I was the first 

usher in the old chapel for heaven’s sake. I know you and your father didn’t 

see things the same, but what is happening to the church is a tragedy. Many 

of those who were given pink slips today served under your father’s 

leadership and they love your family dearly. Those who survived are one 

A 
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step away from the unemployment line. Something must be done.” 

 “I feel terrible, I really do, but I have no authority.” 

 For a moment the line went silent, then Robert said, “He’s planning to 

move into the Newport house.” 

 This last bit of news caught Danny off guard. He leaned forward in his 

chair, restraining the flurry of four letter words on the tip of his tongue. He 

allowed Robert’s statement to sink in. Jack Bowman was after the home 

he’d been raised in. A beachfront, eight thousand square foot, twenty five 

million dollar retreat filled with family memories, both good and bad. 

 “He can’t do that,” Danny blurted. “Once Mom’s out of Huntington 

she’s going back there.” 

 “I’m afraid that could be a problem. Legally the house belongs to the 

church.” 

 “That’s impossible.” 

 “I’m afraid it’s very possible. Danny, we had full intentions of handing 

over the deed when your parents retired. I’m afraid it was an oversight on 

the council’s part. It got lost in a stack of documents after your father 

passed away.” 

 “An oversight?” 

 “Bowman feels the house should be given as a parsonage to the acting 

senior pastor, which of course, is him.” 

 “I’m not surprised,” Danny thought. 

 “Please consider meeting with the council on your family’s behalf.” 

 “I need to think about it.” 

 “I appreciate anything you can do.” 

 With that they both said goodnight, and the line went dead. 

 Danny had no intention of a face-to-face meeting with Jack Bowman. 

However, he could send a letter to try to convince a man he’d never met to 

show mercy and follow through on a promise his father made to those who 

had served under him, not to mention a reminder of the agreement from 

the church council to sign the beach house over to his parents. 

 He tried to type but as he gazed at the blank screen he wondered if it 

was even worth it. He didn’t know how to harness the anger inside toward 
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an institution that had caused him so much pain. How could he control his 

frustration toward a leader who seemed more worried about the 

extravagance of his position than the legacy that preceded him? 

 This was a difficult letter to write. Perhaps impossible. 

 Danny closed his laptop and left it on the ottoman. He turned off the 

lamp and wondered if tomorrow he’d find the right words. 

 He walked down the hall, entered the bedroom and stood in the 

doorway. Brooke was buried under the covers, with earplugs, a wave 

machine and a thirty-minute head start to dreamland. 

 “How did I ever get so lucky?” Danny wondered. 

 With so much on his mind, uneasiness wrestled within...a lingering 

question. He wondered if his choice to leave Newport was selfish. A flare 

of anger toward Bowman fueled his answer. He’d made the right choice but 

it had left so many lost when his father died. The institution looked far 

different from the faith he’d been taught on the green felt boards growing 

up.  

 A twinge of guilt pierced his soul. 

 He’d forgotten to stop by Huntington to see his mom. 

 “I’ll go right after my meeting,” he thought. 

 He climbed under the covers, wrapped his arms around Brooke, and 

closed his eyes. The warmth of her body against his relaxed the tension. As 

he dozed off his cell rang. He rolled over and checked the caller ID. It was 

a private number. 

 “Hello?” he answered. 

 A woman’s voice was on the line, “I’m sorry to call so late but I’m 

looking for Daniel Armstrong.” 

 “I’m Daniel,” he replied. “Who’s this?” 

 “Detective Reynolds from the Pasadena Division. I’m calling in regard 

to your mother, Carole Armstrong.” 

 Brooke rolled over, her eyes half opened, and whispered, “Who is it?” 

 “A detective. She’s calling about my mom,” Danny answered quietly, 

an uneasiness rushed through his veins. 

 Detective Reynolds continued, “Daniel, we need you to come down to 
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the station as soon as possible.” 

 “I’m not sure I understand. What’s happened?” 

 "I'd rather tell you in person." 

 "What’s happening?" Brooke asked as she recognized the concerned 

expression on Danny’s face. 

 "Detective, I'd appreciate it if you tell me what's going on. Is she 

okay?" 

 Detective Reynolds hesitated and then responded, "Around nine 

o’clock your mother escaped from Huntington.  Before she could be 

found..." 

 "Oh my God," Danny whispered under his breath. A knot in his chest 

twisted tight. "Where is she?" 

 “I’m afraid we didn't find her in time...she jumped from a bridge near 

the Arroyo." 

 Danny slumped back. Brooke grew more concerned but waited for 

him to speak. By the look in his eyes she knew it wasn't good. 

 "I can be there in twenty minutes," he said as he climbed out of bed, 

phone pressed against his shoulder while he slipped into his jeans. 

 "I know this is extremely difficult to find out this way," Detective 

Reynolds replied. "I'll answer all of your questions when you get here. 

Again, I'm sorry to be the one to give you the news." 

 Danny hung up and searched for a shirt from the closet. 

 "Where are you going?" Brooke asked, now desperate to know what 

just happened. 

 He pulled a T-shirt over his head, turned with tears in his eyes, and 

said, "Mom committed suicide." 
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1:15 AM 

he light seemed to stay red for an eternity. Danny tapped against the 

steering wheel. Stunned. Horrified. Confused. How could this be 

happening? How did she get up from her wheelchair? How does someone 

in her condition escape from lockdown? 

 He’d just seen her a day ago. He stayed for an hour, she never talked, 

then he wheeled her back to her room where a nurse was waiting. He kissed 

her on the forehead and walked out. It had been the same routine for 

months. 

 The light flashed green and he snapped out of his thoughts. The truck 

sped down Colorado Boulevard. 

 Danny made two calls. 

 First, his brother Sam, who lived somewhere in Malibu. He hadn’t 

seen him since the wedding. He didn’t even know if he’d be in the country. 

Second, Mark Watson, the family’s attorney, and the closest thing Danny 

had to a father. Mark would know exactly what they were supposed to do 

next. 

 Danny slowed as he approached a black and white patrol car pulled off 

to the side of the road. An officer in uniform pulled a yellow tape across 

and wrapped it around a light pole, blocking the entrance to the bridge. 

Danny shifted into reverse, glanced in his rearview mirror and stopped as a 

news van rolled right up on his bumper. He was boxed in. He honked his 

T 
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horn, frustrated, and motioned for the van to back up. 

 The officer noticed and headed straight for the Ford F-150. His 

flashlight beamed into the cab as he directed Danny to roll down his 

window. 

 "What seems to be the problem," the officer asked. 

 "I'm sorry officer," Danny replied, his nerves on edge. "I, um, I'm 

trying to get to the police station.” 

 “What for?” 

 "A detective called. My mother's just died." 

 The officer loosened up as he said, “You won’t be able to go over the 

bridge. There’s been a jumper.” 

 His words pierced Danny’s heart. A jumper. Danny exhaled slowly, 

realizing this was the bridge, and added, “I know.” 

 The officer immediately made the connection, embarrassed by his own 

words. He turned towards the approaching female reporter and yelled, 

“Back your van up or I’ll have it impounded.” 

 Danny followed the black and white directly underneath the very place 

where she had ended her life. The area was secured with more yellow tape 

as several police cars were parked by the curb. It was surreal, a dream, or 

more accurately, a nightmare. The word jumper played over and over like a 

needle on a scratched record. 

 He turned right at Orange Grove, and a quick left on East Walnut. 

Within minutes he was parked outside the Pasadena Police Department. 

The officer pulled a U-turn, slowed next to the truck, then saluted before 

disappearing down the street. 

 Danny made the first call. 

 The phone rang and rang. No answer. Instead, Sam’s voicemail filled 

Danny’s ears. He hung up and tried to text him. After a few minutes he was 

tired of waiting. He would have to track Sam down once he knew more 

details. 

 He dialed a second number. 

 On the other end a deep voice answered, “Danny? Is everything all 

right?” 
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 “No,” Danny replied, holding back a lump lodged in his throat. 

“Mom’s committed suicide.” 

 “Where are you?” Mark asked directly. 

 “I’m outside the police station in Pasadena.” 

 “When did this happen?” 

 “Around nine o’clock. A detective called about fifteen minutes ago 

and told me to meet her here. I haven’t been able to reach Sam. I was 

wondering if you could come down. I don’t know what I’m supposed to 

do.” 

 “I'll be there in an hour.” 

 “Thanks, Mark.” 

 “I can’t believe it.” 

 “Me either.” 

 “Okay. Sit tight. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” 

 Watson climbed out of bed, hurried down the steps into his study and 

headed straight for the top drawer of a file cabinet in the corner. He flipped 

through the alphabetical lists until he found a folder labeled, Carole 

Armstrong. Inside was a sealed envelope which he opened and removed 

two sheets of paper. The first sheet was a scribbled letter to him from 

Carole. Quickly he logged into his laptop and began recording. 

 “This letter is dated, February 5, 2013, addressed to me, from Carole 

Armstrong. I will read its contents in their entirety. 

 “Dear Mark, I’m sorry to place this burden upon you. I am appointing 

you, Mark Watson, as executor and administrator of this will. Every word 

has been written and signed by me, February 5, 2013, Four P.M., Carole 

Jeanette Armstrong." 

 "First, I want to be buried in Bodfish, California, at Kernville 

Cemetery where my husband is buried. Second, I want my will kept 

confidential until after the memorial. Immediately following you are to sit 

with my boys and express my wishes." 

 "Thank you for your friendship and loyalty to my family. Carole." 

 Watson set the letter aside and picked up the second sheet. He glanced 

at it for a moment, and then stared into the camera. He looked down again 



D.J. WILLIAMS 

20 

and read the words aloud. 

 “This is the last will and testament of Carole Armstrong: I, Carole 

Armstrong, being of sound body and mind, hereby dispose of my estate as 

follows: To my sons, Daniel and Samuel, I divide the entirety of my assets, 

excluding twenty five percent, which is to be given to Stella Adams, born 

October 16, 1988, at Bethel Orphanage, in Lusaka, Zambia. If any of my 

sons contest this will, the full value of my estate will be transferred to 

Newport Community.” 

 Watson turned the camera off, closed his laptop, and paced around his 

desk, wiping the sleep from his eyes. He’d never heard of Stella Adams. 

Who was she? Where was she? She could be anywhere. Did Carole realize 

this woman was about to inherit over eight million dollars? 

 He remembered the day he visited Carole, when she scrawled a note 

on a napkin, informing him she wanted to revise her will. He thought she 

was delusional, but he honored her request. He set up a meeting in a 

conference room at Huntington, surrounded by doctors, psychiatrists, and 

lawyers. What struck him as odd that day was Carole seemed extremely 

alert. She never spoke aloud, but scribbled her answers to the committee’s 

questions. Watson remembered how strange this was, as she seemed to be 

well aware of what was going on around her. She had sealed the envelope 

without allowing him to review the contents. 

 Now she had thrown him a curve ball. If Stella Adams was not found 

and given her piece of the inheritance, the boys would have trouble 

receiving their share. Not to mention if either of the boys contested the 

will, they would receive nothing. Watson knew this might be the hardest of 

Carole’s wishes. 

 Watson checked his watch, 1:34 A.M. In that moment he was the only 

one who knew Stella Adams existed, a secret he would have to keep until 

Carole was buried. He grabbed his jacket and headed out the door. At this 

time of the morning the 5 Freeway would be wide open. 
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am rolled out from under a down comforter, trying to shake the bottle 

of Screaming Eagle from his head. The night before he returned home 

after thirty straight days locked away in a recording studio in Hollywood. 

He celebrated alone. Lately life was consumed with delivering a hit record 

for the execs at Warner Bros. Now that mastering was finished he didn't 

want to hear it ever again, or at least not until it was released to the world. 

 “Finally a day off,” Sam thought. 

 He pulled on a pair of cargo shorts, a Nike T, and walked barefoot 

down a long stone hallway lined with gold and platinum records, inside his 

7,500 square foot Malibu home. In the last year he added another three 

Grammy’s to his collection, and was now without a doubt the hottest 

producer in LA. At least that’s what everyone kept telling him. He was 

worth the price because he knew how to deliver the next hit, and so far the 

media believed he was just getting started. 

 He passed through an empty living room, with vaulted ceilings, then 

headed directly into a state-of-the-art kitchen filled with stainless steel 

Viking appliances he never used. The fridge was lined with Red Bull, so he 

grabbed one from the top shelf and called his manager, Stuart Cohen. It 

was still early, but he knew Stuey would already be in the office. 

 A distracted voice answered, “Sammy! How’s it goin?” 

 Sam drank from his Red Bull and said proudly, “You’ll be glad to 

know we finished the record last night.” 

S 



D.J. WILLIAMS 

22 

 "Great,” Stuey exclaimed, then paused before adding, “Listen, 

Universal has a young hot artist ready to go and they want you to produce 

him, but you’ll have to start Monday." 

 "I thought we had a deal," Sam shot back, his head suddenly aching. 

 "I know...I know...but we gotta ride this baby while you’re hot, right?" 

 "I'm burned out, Stuey. I need some time off." 

 "Tell you what, I know you're exhausted, just think about it. We’ll 

decide tomorrow." 

 "No way, I'm not gonna --" 

 Stuey interrupted, "We’ll clear your schedule for six months, a year if 

you want. Just think about this one record. Sammy, I gotta go. Congrats, 

man." 

 The line went dead. Sam checked his list of missed calls and 

recognized four from his brother, Danny. He’d call him back later. 

 He walked back through the living room, passed a white brick 

fireplace, and stood at an opening ten feet high by twenty feet wide. A glass 

window, floor to ceiling, had been rolled open to reveal a beautiful blue sky 

and deep blue ocean. He inhaled the fresh ocean air. As it filled his lungs he 

relished in his latest accomplishment, then slowly breathed out and 

wondered if he was ready to jump back into the pressure cooker. He had 

responsibilities, he had a reputation, and he had a twenty thousand dollar a 

month mortgage. 

 The constant pressure from Stuey frustrated Sam. At the same time he 

understood how quickly all of this could disappear. So far they had enjoyed 

a four-year run. He delivered dozens of tracks, cashed huge royalty checks 

with more zeroes than he ever dreamed of, but as he stood in the entryway 

all he wanted to do was escape. Of course, not forever, just for a little while, 

outside of the revolving insanity that had become his life. 

 “Today, I’m going to do absolutely nothing,” he said aloud. 

 Success had come with a price. 

 When Sam was eighteen he moved out of his parents house in 

Newport and found a one-bedroom apartment on Hollywood Way in 

Burbank. He hustled to break into the music business and found himself in 
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an abyss of low budget, mediocre, independent records. He produced any 

genre, any singer, as long as it paid the bills. 

 Everything changed when he met Stuey at the Daily Grill on Ventura. 

 From there his rise to success was meteoric. Along with the notoriety 

came beautiful women desperate for the bright lights of Hollywood. Some 

dreamed of becoming actors. Others were on the hunt for a man to take 

care of them. Sam was interested in neither but that didn’t stop him from 

testing the waters. 

 He remembered the day he drove up PCH headed towards an open 

house. He’d always dreamed of living here, not alone, but with someone he 

loved. The problem was there was no time for love. Life hadn’t turned out 

exactly as planned. He was twenty-two, living alone in a thirty million dollar 

estate he’d hardly slept in since he bought it a year ago. 

 His dream house was more like a storage facility than a sanctuary. It 

housed the accolades from his peers. A garage filled with toys, including a 

2012 Limited Edition Range Rover with every feature known to man. Most 

of this the world already knew. What they didn’t know was that in the last 

six months all of it was leveraged. 

 The economy and real estate market had tanked, sending his thirty 

million dollar investment plummeting to less than twenty-two mil, even 

though he owed twenty-six. Most of his royalty checks were poured into the 

down payment. With the continual evolution of the digital world his 

producer fees were being renegotiated. Stuey assured him it would all work 

out. Until then, Sam had a cushion of five hundred grand locked away to 

cover his million-dollar lifestyle. 

 He gripped the edge of the glass wall at the far end of the yard 

overlooking Point Dume and the Pacific. He stretched his stiff body and 

gazed over the cliff at the glassy water. It was peaceful. He slipped on a pair 

of cross trainers left by the back gate and bounced down a mountain of 

stairs to the sand below.  

 At this time of the morning the private beach was empty. His feet 

sunk into the sand along a four-mile stretch of the most sought after real 

estate in Malibu. His pace quickened as the leveraged zeroes rattled in his 



D.J. WILLIAMS 

24 

brain. He’d make Stuey sweat but the decision was already made. He’d sign 

the deal and produce Universal’s next mega star. 

 A mile and a half down the beach he stopped to catch his breath. He 

reached inside his side pocket and checked his phone. Not only had he 

missed Danny’s calls but a text message as well. 

 Call ASAP. Emergency. 1:19 A.M. 

 Sam dialed then waited for his brother to answer. 

 “Sam, I’ve been trying to reach you all night.” 

 “I've been working," Sam answered defensively. 

 “Did you get my text?” 

 “Yeah, I had my phone off. What’s going on?” 

 “Where are you?” 

 “At home. Why?” 

 “What’s the address?” 

 “18479 Cliffside Drive,” Sam answered. 

 “I’ll be there in an hour.” 

 “Man, I planned on crashing today. I’ve been really slammed. Can’t 

you just tell me over the phone and save you the trip?” 

 “I need to tell you in person. I’ll be there in an hour. Don’t go 

anywhere. And leave your phone on.” 

 “Okay.” 

 Sam gazed out on the waves as they rolled to the south, an eerie sense 

of familiarity rose within. The last time Danny sounded this way was 

when.... 

 He hesitated. 

 His first thought was to call Danny back and find out if the knot in his 

gut was right. It couldn’t be. Sam gripped his phone tight and darted back 

towards the house. If he was right his brother was about to give him the 

worst news since that morning on the pier. 

 On a day when he hoped for nothing more than peace, serenity, and 

quiet, Sam reached the stairs out of breath and thought, “Not again.” 
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 rod iron gate opened as the F-150 turned onto a cobble stone 

driveway lined with palm trees, shadowing a perfectly groomed lawn. 

A copper statue of the infamous outlaw, Jesse James, stood by the entryway 

to a single story art deco house. 

 The truck parked in front of the statue just as the smoked glass front 

door opened. In the doorway stood Sam in a pair of stonewashed jeans, 

white T-shirt, no shoes, and a smoothly shaved head. 

 After an hour of waiting for Mark Watson, three hours answering 

questions with Detective Reynolds, two hours sitting at home repeating the 

details to Brooke, and then another ninety minutes fighting morning traffic 

down the 110 Freeway to PCH, Danny was drained. He climbed out from 

the cab and glanced around the front yard, his first glimpse into the fame 

and fortune of his little brother. 

 "Found it with no problem?" Sam asked. 

 "Googled it," Danny answered. "How long have you been here?" 

 "About a year," Sam said as he walked forward and hugged his 

brother. "Man, it's great to see you. Come on in," Sam motioned toward the 

door. "You'll have to excuse the mess." 

 Sam noticed that Danny had gained about thirty pounds since the 

wedding, evidenced by the bulge creeping over his belt, even though he was 

married to a vegetarian. 

 Both walked with the same shuffle through the entryway, down several 

A 
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steps, and stopped in the center of the living room surrounded by dark 

hardwood floors and eggshell walls. Danny’s eyes zeroed in on a sixty-inch 

Sony LCD mounted above the fireplace, his dream television and the only 

item in the empty room. 

 Danny made the first attempt to break the ice as he said, "Dude, 

someone stole your furniture." 

 “Very funny,” Sam shot back. “I’ve been meaning to buy some, just 

haven’t had the time.” 

 “Sam, we need to talk,” Danny said nervously. 

 “Okay, let’s go out back," Sam answered, not missing a beat. "It’s the 

only place I got any chairs.” 

 In the backyard Sam had a thirty-foot wooden deck, which he gladly 

paid a crew of seven to build. The only piece of furniture, besides his king 

size Tempur-pedic, was a Jensen Jarrah Modular patio set, with one arm 

chair and two sofas, made of the hardest, most durable timbers in the 

world, at a price tag of just under ten grand. 

 Danny found a spot on the sofa across from Sam who slid into the 

armchair. A minute passed before he broke the silence. 

 "I’ve been down at the police station." 

 "Police station?" 

 "Somehow Mom got out of Huntington." 

 "What do you mean she got out?" Sam asked. 

 "They called the police," Danny replied, his eyes glassy. "I'm not sure 

how to tell you this, but, uh..." 

 Tears welled up and then gently rolled down Danny's cheeks. 

 Sam's fear on the beach was coming true right before his eyes. He 

leaned forward in his chair, his heart pounded through his chest, the blood 

flowed to his face, and asked, "How did it happen?" 

 "She jumped off a bridge by the Arroyo last night." 

 "You're sure it was her?" 

 "The detective showed me photos from the scene," Danny blew out 

deeply. "I’m positive." 

 In his heart Sam knew Danny's call was about their mom. Since he 
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hung up he’d hoped he was wrong. To hear Danny say it so bluntly left him 

struggling with the right words to respond. 

 Danny said aloud what they were both thinking. "This was always a 

possibility." 

 "It doesn't make it any easier," Sam replied as he tried to compose 

himself. “I can’t believe it.” 

 "She should've moved in with me," Danny said in a hushed voice. 

"Maybe none of this would've happened." 

 "Danny, she was where she needed to be." Sam shot back, his deep 

blue eyes fixed on Danny. "It was our only option." 

 “There were other options, Sam.” Danny blurted. “All you had to do 

was step up. You didn’t have to say a word to Dad, you just needed to let 

Mom know you cared.” 

 Sam leaned in close, his body tensed, and replied calmly. “You always 

think you’re right, don’t you. You didn’t want to have any part of it either. 

We both made choices. Before you go pointing the finger think about that 

for a minute.” 

 “I’m not the one who hid away in an overpriced paradise.” Danny 

waved his arms in the air. “After Dad died you left me to pick up the 

pieces. You ran from your responsibility to our family and turned your back 

when I needed your help.” 

 Sam stared at the glass wall and the ocean in the distance. Danny’s 

words were expected, but they still stung. He was stubborn like his father. 

Sam knew this. He also knew he’d made the right choice for himself, selfish 

or not, even if Danny chose not to believe it. 

 “Now she’s dead,” Danny said matter of fact. “Neither of us did 

enough to stop that from happening.” 

 “I went to see her,” Sam mumbled. 

 “What’d you say?” 

 “I knew your routine. I didn’t want anyone else to know. I asked the 

nurse to keep my visits private. If anyone from the media found out there 

would’ve been a much bigger problem. I did what I did to protect her.” 

 “When was the last time?” 



D.J. WILLIAMS 

28 

 “Three months ago,” Sam paused, then added, “She spoke to me.” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “I mean she spoke to me.” 

 “What’d she say?” Danny asked, now on the edge of his seat. 

 Sam paused. The lump in his throat was lodged deep. His eyes 

remained focused on the horizon. "Sammy, don't leave me here, please." 

 He continued, "She asked for my help and I didn't say or do anything. 

I just kissed her on the cheek and walked right out the door. I should've 

told you. I promise, I'll do whatever I need to do to make it right." 

 A wave of relief flowed over Sam the second he confessed this to his 

brother. For months he carried the weight of abandoning his mom when 

she needed him most. He buried himself in work and hoped it would 

relieve the guilt. It was a choice he would carry the rest of his life. Now it 

was impossible not to think of all the “what ifs” of his decision. 

 The Armstrong boys sat quietly, their words lingered in the air, the 

reality slowly seeping into their souls. Their mom’s death brought them 

back together. What happened next would be up to them. 

 Sam’s cell rang, breaking the silence. He checked the number. It was 

Stuey. He stood up, motioned with his index finger, and answered. 

 "Sammy!" 

 "Hey Stuey, what’s up?" 

 “Are you watching the news?” 

 “No, my brother stopped by and...” 

 Stuey interrupted, “Is it true? Your mom killed herself?” 

 “How’d you know?” 

 “They're talking about it right now on FOX.” 

 Sam headed inside, grabbed a remote from the mantle above the 

fireplace, and turned on the flat screen. He flipped through the channels 

until he caught the local morning news on FOX. A woman reporter stood 

on the sidewalk of the bridge with the Rose Bowl in the background. He 

turned up the volume. 

 Danny heard the reporter’s voice and joined Sam. Together they stared 

as photos of their parents and video clips taken throughout the years filled 
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the HD screen. 

 “The death of Carole Armstrong has left many stunned. One year ago 

her husband, and renowned pastor, John Armstrong, was killed while 

preaching in the Philippines. He built one of the largest Pentecostal 

churches in America. He chronicled his wife’s battle with clinical depression 

in his bestselling book, Overcomer, believing she had been healed from her 

disease, months after jumping off the Newport Beach pier in two thousand 

and ten. Sources tell us his wife was admitted to Huntington shortly after 

that event. It seems tonight her suicide has sparked questions throughout 

the Christian community. A woman of faith who chose to end her life here 

on what locals call Suicide Bridge. We’ll continue to follow the story as it 

unfolds. I’m Angela Reyes reporting from Pasadena, back to you in the 

studio.” 

 Stuey’s voice filled Sam’s ear, “I can issue a statement. Just let me 

know what you want me to say.” 

 “Whatever you think,” Sam replied, still shocked at how quickly the 

news had gone public. “I need to figure a few things out with Danny. Can 

you postpone the record for a few weeks?” 

 “I’ll call Universal this afternoon. I’m sure they’ll understand. Listen, 

I’m here if you need anything.” 

 “I appreciate it.” 
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t ten thousand feet, a Gulfstream V offered an escape from the 

insanity of the last seven days. As predicted, Carole Armstrong’s 

suicide sent shock waves throughout the Christian community, media 

outlets, and countless Internet blogs, fueling a debate over her choice to 

die. Everyone had an opinion, scriptures were quoted at length, and each 

side believed the other was wrong. 

 The flight from Burbank to Bakersfield was less than an hour. Mark 

Watson quietly read a scanned copy of the will on his iPad. He wondered 

how he was going to tell the boys, who were sitting in the back of the cabin 

with Brooke. 

 So far he had learned little about Stella Adams, who would now be 

twenty-five. However, his research uncovered disturbing details about 

Bethel Orphanage, where Stella was born, with allegations of child 

trafficking. 

 Watson hoped to find a birth certificate when he contacted the 

Zambian government and inquired about the orphanage. He was 

transferred to half a dozen people but his search quickly hit a dead end. The 

only connection seemed to be a man by the name of Ali Siatembo, the 

former Director at Bethel. 

 He Googled Siatembo's name and found at the top of the search a link 

to an article written by Mr. Francis Mwananmuke, once the President of 

The Adoption Society, now Vice President of Zambia. Mwananmuke 
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expressed concern regarding strengthening the laws against child traffickers 

and those who abused the Adoption Act. Further down on the page the 

Vice President referred to Bethel Orphanage and Ali Siatembo as one of 

the greatest tragedies in Zambia's history. 

 Watson kept reading. 

 In early 2001, Dateline NBC filmed a story about a thirteen-year-old 

girl named Jessica Mwenzi. She was only seven when her mother died from 

aids in Molugushi Village, 15 kilometers outside of Lusaka, the capital city 

of Zambia. Sources believed she was taken to Bethel and placed under 

Siatembo’s care. The Dateline crew arrived to do a story on Siatembo and 

his humanitarian efforts. During their interview a handwritten note was 

slipped to one of the cameramen. Jessica's words shocked them all. Help me. 

 A sting operation was set up inside the Lusaka Hotel, a known 

establishment for prostitution and drug dealing. An undercover CIA agent 

posed as an American doctor looking for an African girl around the same 

age as Jessica. He called Siatembo, who agreed to meet with him at the 

hotel. Their meeting was taped as Zambian officials listened to Siatembo 

describe the young girls he had for sale. 

Fifteen thousand to ensure safe delivery of the package. 

 They agreed to a deal. Fifteen grand for a young African life. 

 The following day the Dateline crew, CIA, and local police waited for 

Siatembo to arrive to make the exchange. Six hours and dozens of 

unanswered calls later, the Zambian police raided the Bethel compound and 

rescued two dozen children. However, Siatembo had disappeared with an 

unknown number of orphans. Jessica was gone. 

 Naturally, the very idea of children being sold into slavery disturbed 

Watson. What kind of person would do such a thing? At the end of the 

interview with Mwananmuke, he estimated over ten thousand orphans had 

passed through the hands of Ali Siatembo, but less than five hundred had 

ever been accounted for through legal adoption proceedings 

 Siatembo was a fugitive. 

 “By now, Stella could be anywhere, if she was still alive,” Watson 

thought. If she was sold into slavery with the others, her chance of survival 
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was almost as slim as the boys finding her somewhere in the continent of 

Africa. 

 In that moment he wondered why this last wish from Carole was so 

important. Breaking this to the boys was something he thought about 

carefully. The entire inheritance could end up in the hands of Jack Bowman 

if the boys refused to find this young woman. 

 Danny slid into the seat across from Watson and asked, “What’re you 

reading?” 

 “Oh, nothing really, just trying to keep my mind occupied,” Watson 

said as he turned his iPad off. 

 “We’ve decided I’ll give the message tomorrow.” 

 “Good idea.” 

 "I think Mom would’ve wanted us to keep it simple. She was never 

much for long sermons.” 

 Watson nodded and said, “Listen, Bowman wants to meet with you 

after the memorial.” 

 “Forget it.” 

 “Danny, you know how these things work. He’s been gracious enough 

to let us borrow the jet to transport your mom. All he’s asking for is five 

minutes.” 

 "Not interested." 

 "I think you should consider it," Watson replied. "It might soften what 

he says about your mom from the pulpit.” 

 “Fine...if you think it's that important, I'll do it." 

 "I'll set it up." 

 They landed in Meadows Field Airport surrounded by blue skies and 

ninety-degree weather. They stepped off the plane, walked inside the 

terminal and waited. Ten minutes later they watched a bronze and copper 

casket being unloaded from the cargo compartment into a Cadillac DTS 

State Coach. They followed behind in a black Suburban down CA-178 

toward Lake Isabella. Forty minutes west of exit 42, Bodfish. Population 

four hundred. The motel was lined with doublewide trailers. Two rows 

leading down to the shores of Lake Isabella. It was the perfect hideaway. 
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anny, Brooke, and Sam unloaded their bags into the last double wide 

on the right. Watson disappeared next door to call Bowman. 

 Inside the four bedroom bungalow Sam headed straight through the 

living room to an adjoining kitchen, definitely built in the seventies, with its 

lime green appliances. He opened the refrigerator door. 

 "Brooke, you weren't kidding," he said as he stared at a fully stocked 

fridge. 

 "I knew you guys would be hungry," she replied. "There's only one 

restaurant in town, the Poo Ping Palace, owned by an Armenian immigrant. 

I didn’t think we’d want to chance it.” 

 “Good call,” Sam said with a slight laugh. “A hick town with Chinese 

food made by a Middle Easterner. You don’t see that everyday.” 

 Sam helped himself to three servings of grilled chicken, eggplant and 

green salad. Danny and Brooke watched as he shoveled food like a 

machine. You would think he hadn't eaten in a week. When they were done 

Brooke offered to do the dishes so the boys could catch up. With plate in 

hand, Sam followed Danny into the living room where they slumped into 

pink flowered futons. 

 "Are you nervous about tomorrow?" Sam asked. 

 "Sure," Danny replied. "If you want to say anything..." 

 "I think you'll do great," Sam said, in between bites. 

 "After the service I have to meet with Bowman." 

D 
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 "What does he want?” 

 "I’ve been thinking about it since we landed," Danny said, glancing 

over to Brooke who was busy drying dishes. "I think it might have 

something to do with the house in Newport. The night Mom died I got a 

call from one of Dad’s friends. He told me that Bowman laid off half the 

staff and is milking the church dry.” 

 “What does that have to do with the house?” 

 “Bowman’s planning to move into it.” 

 “I thought it belonged to Mom and Dad.” 

 “Actually...it doesn’t,” Danny replied, knowing this would send Sam 

over the edge. “The deed was never transferred. It was an oversight. I was 

going to write a letter to ask for the council to follow through on their 

promise but then all this happened.” 

 “So, Bowman is going to steal Mom and Dad’s house right from under 

our noses?” Sam asked. “That’s bull...” 

 Danny interrupted, “I’ll talk to him.” 

 “I’m going with you,” Sam added matter of fact. 

 “Not a chance. The last thing we need is you cussing him out.” 

 Brooke sat on the armrest and placed her hand on Danny’s shoulder. 

“Danny, the most important thing right now is to do right by Mom. All this 

other stuff is just a distraction.” 

 “You’re right,” Danny replied. 

 “Agreed,” Sam added. 

 Sam peeled away from the conversation to get some sleep. 

 Alone in his room he dumped his duffle bag in the corner and checked 

his voicemail. Of course, Stuey had called with an update from Universal. 

They agreed to hold the record for thirty days, longer than either had 

expected. Producer fee: $1.5 million. It was enough to stabilize the ship, to 

keep him afloat for another year if he was lucky. In the midst of his grief, 

which he had buried somewhere deep inside, this was a much needed relief. 

 He only hoped that tomorrow he’d be able to honor his Mom before 

he escaped back to the isolation of a recording studio. 

 Sam climbed under the musty covers of a twin bed. A sudden thought 
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about Bowman sent an uneasiness through his veins. He wasn't surprised 

that someone from within reached out to Danny. Everyone thought he 

would be the one to take over when their father died. This Bowman guy 

sounded like trouble. 

 It dawned on Sam, as he stared at the ceiling fan above, that very little 

of the night's conversation had to do with remembering the great things 

about their mom. There were no tears or laughter, only the back room 

politics they had all grown to hate. 

 Even after all these years the battle between self ambition and God's 

calling seemed to be as strong as ever. He closed his eyes, his body relaxed, 

and the night grew still. 
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anny’s fingers moved swiftly over the keys to a vigorous rhythm in a 

corner of the living room, a soft glow from the screen illuminated his 

stubbled face. He removed his Burberry glasses, finished off the Coppola 

Cab, rubbed his eyes and stared blankly at a cheap watercolor painting 

hanging crooked on the far wall. 

 He settled into this spot shortly after Brooke went to bed and tried to 

find the right words for a eulogy. Five single-spaced pages later, he was no 

closer to the one answer everyone wanted to know. Why did she commit 

suicide? He always thought she was a woman strong in faith but now her 

legacy would forever be defined by this final act. 

 He leaned back in his chair and thought, “You don't just wake up one 

morning and decide to die.” 

 The first attempt rocked the family. No one knew how to react, what 

to say or what to do. So, they did nothing while she continued to spiral 

deeper into depression, worse than any of the times before. Danny's father 

continued to preach, family and friends prayed, souls were saved in 

Newport and around the world because of her story. Yet it wasn't enough. 

The most loving person Danny had ever known chose to end it all, alone. 

 A wave of regret rushed over him as he thought about the years that 

had passed. He'd left home, married Brooke, and did everything he could to 

create a life away from his past. He abandoned his mom and never looked 

back. How could he blame Sam when he had done the same thing? It 

D 
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wasn’t until after his father's death that he stepped in because that's what he 

was obligated to do. He visited her everyday and hoped it would ease the 

guilt for the years he avoided her reality. 

 Danny thought of the last day, it was the first time in months he'd 

missed visiting her at Huntington. He thought it was no big deal. They 

never talked anyway. He just sat there holding her hand as she stared at the 

wall. It was as if she was locked inside a shell of someone he recognized 

only in memories. 

 He realized his eyes were still fixed on the painting, a pastel abstract 

that looked more like a bunch of eighties neon colors slapped on top of 

each other. It made no sense to him. Not the painting, but what she had 

done. He thought about how many hours, days, months, and years she had 

stared at a wall. He'd only been staring at the painting for a few minutes and 

was ready to rip it from the wall and toss it in the trash. He glanced down at 

the screen, the pages of words poured out in her memory. He wasn't ready 

to share these with the world. He wasn't ready to accept there was so much 

he wished he would've said when she was alive. 

 He began cutting the pages down until he had three concise 

paragraphs. That's all they'd get for now. He hoped it would be enough to 

satisfy their curiosity. If not, he really didn't care. All he cared about was 

how to free himself from the regret that he shouldn't have forgotten to visit 

her that day. It was his last chance to tell her he loved her, something he'd 

never be able to say to her again. 

 His parent’s legacy was tarnished. 

 One decision caused a chain reaction that seemed to never end. It was 

as if it got worse when he chose to leave the church shortly after Sam 

moved to Burbank. He was paralyzed by the thought of sacrificing 

everything for a religious institution only to be left on the edge of a cliff 

ready to jump. He was his father's son, but Danny was definitely not his 

father. 

 The day before flying up to Bodfish, he'd driven by the Arroyo and 

parked at the curb next to where her body landed. There was no longer any 

sign of the event at the scene. It was as if it never happened. He pictured 
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her climbing over the railing. He tried to picture himself reaching out to 

save her from falling. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t reach her. 

In the end her silence spoke loud and clear the second she let go. She had 

chosen the worst way to die. 

 Danny closed his eyes and visualized himself on the ledge. His face 

pierced by the cold windy night. His heart pounded through his chest. His 

breathing was shallow. He glanced down at the concrete below. Did he 

have the guts? His iron grip stayed locked. Even in his imagination he 

couldn’t do it. 

 The sound of footsteps from the hallway brought Danny back to 

reality. Seconds later Brooke appeared in sweatpants and a tank top. She 

pulled her curly auburn hair from her face, then perched herself on the edge 

of his chair. Instantly he thought, “She never looked better.” 

 “You’re still up?” she whispered. 

 “I’m almost done,” Danny replied. “I realized there was so much I 

should have said to her while she was alive, but there’s not much I really 

want to say to everyone else. I don't know what they're expecting.” 

 Brooke’s dark eyes gazed deep into his as she softly said, “What’s most 

important is what you want them to remember about her. Nothing else 

matters. We don’t know what was going on in her mind before she died. 

You don't have to explain it to anyone. Only God knows and that's all we 

can hold on to.” 

 Danny closed his laptop, set it on the floor, and pulled Brooke close. 

His arms wrapped around her body and he leaned in to kiss her neck. As 

always, she was right. 

 Brooke snuggled in tight and continued, “You remember what she 

said at the wedding?” 

 “Yeah,” Danny answered. “She grabbed my face and said, you only get 

one chance to live your life, so make it count.” 

 “She always chose her words carefully, but they carried such weight. I 

think it scared those around her. She knew why you wanted out...she knew 

the difference between religion and faith...and she loved you and Sam more 

than anything.” 
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 “When she went back to Huntington she never spoke to me again. But 

even while I watched her struggle, I never doubted her love was true.” 

 “She was like a mother to me, Danny. I'll miss her." 

 “I think she might have loved you more than any of us,” he joked. 

 “Of course she did. Now listen to me, you’ll do great tomorrow as 

long as you speak from your heart.” 

 “How’d I get so lucky?” Danny asked as he squeezed her tightly. 

 “That’s a good question.” 

 “I love you.” 

 “I love you too. Now let’s go to bed.” 
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anny, Brooke and Sam sat on the front row inside a high school gym 

in Wofford Heights, a few miles up the road from their motel. A 

chill shot down Danny’s spine as he stared at the copper casket. In a matter 

of seconds he was going to offer his final words. Seated behind him was a 

small crowd, most of whom he’d known since he was a young boy. The 

anticipated caravan of buses, the arrival of influential leaders, the frenzy of 

reporters, none of it happened. The scene was the exact opposite from a 

year earlier, when thousands flooded Newport Community to remember 

John Armstrong's life. 

 Once on his feet Danny prepared to say his peace. Behind the podium 

he gazed out on the crowd and wondered how quickly life could be 

forgotten. In that instant he caught a glimpse through a unique lens. He 

realized how people sacrificed their entire life in pursuit of a legacy, this 

idea that who they become will one day inspire others. However, a legacy 

filled with tragedy was looked upon with pity. 

 Danny’s voice echoed off the walls. "Mom loved the Lakers. Until a 

few years ago, Phil Jackson was her favorite crush. When Dad was alive, he 

took all of this in stride and even bought her a Lakers warm-up jacket, 

which she wore during the season all the way into the playoffs, yelling at 

Kobe to shoot the ball. You see, Mom loved to cheer others on to victory." 

 "If you ever visited our home you'll remember how she also loved to 

cook. She found joy in filling a table full of food, enough for an army. Once 
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there were friends visiting from Africa and Mom introduced them to tacos. 

They'd never had anything like it. One of them ate thirteen tacos because he 

couldn't get enough. We laughed so hard as we cheered him on one taco 

after another.” 

 “That is the mom I will remember...someone who embraced others, 

no matter their race, culture, religious differences, or social status. She had a 

gift to bridge the gap with a kind word, a plate of food, a handwritten card. 

It seemed she always had enough love to go around so no one was left out." 

 "In the last week there's been a great deal written regarding her death. 

Debates on television, opinions from those who hardly knew her name, and 

even those in the church who have preached more on her death than the 

life she lived. The truth is we'll never know why she chose to end her life, 

but today I ask that we honor a woman who was a devoted wife, a loving 

mother, and a loyal friend. She encouraged us, she fought for us, and 

perhaps most importantly she never judged us. I’m sure her name will fall 

quickly from the headlines after today. All we ask is that you remember 

how she loved each one of you unconditionally, without condemnation. I 

pray her death will remind us that love will always trump judgment, always 

trump religious rules, and will always trump sin.” 

 “Let us celebrate the entirety of her life, not simply mourn her final 

hours. Despite what many have said, I believe she tried hard to honor God 

in the midst of her pain. She was a sinner who left this earth in controversy 

yet taught us a valuable lesson in her passing. Her life reflects that ministry 

is not about a title, position or a denomination. It is about pursuing who 

God designed you to be, even if you fail in your brokenness. I’d rather be a 

person who fails in my faith than to be one who lives without it 

authentically in my heart. Mom, I hope and pray I will see you again one 

day.” 

 The room remained silent, a quietness spread across the crowd as the 

moment lingered. Danny returned to his seat, the lump in his throat eased, 

the butterflies subsided. He survived. Brooke wrapped her fingers around 

his shaking hand and whispered, “I’m so proud of you.” 

 Mark Watson offered a benediction, then the pallbearers moved into 
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position, lifted the casket and with a woman’s voice singing Amazing 

Grace, carried it out a side entrance. 

 One by one old friends and distant relatives approached the boys to 

offer their condolences. It was not the madhouse media frenzy everyone 

expected, but it was exactly what Carole Armstrong would’ve wanted. 

Maybe the religious elite didn’t know how to respond to the death of a 

woman who was widely known within their circles? Their choice to stay 

away sent a clear message to the boys that what they preached on Sunday 

morning wasn’t necessarily how they lived in between. 

 Danny felt a hand grip his shoulder. Watson whispered, “Bowman is 

waiting to see you.” 

 He acknowledged him, then turned toward Brooke and Sam. “I’ll meet 

you guys at the graveside.” 

 “You sure you don’t want me to go with you,” Sam said, ready to get 

his hands dirty. 

 “I got it covered.” 

 With that Danny followed Watson down a long corridor of the 

community center, toward the last door on the right. Watson waited outside 

as Danny entered. 
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ack Bowman, mid thirties, stood in the center of the classroom, his tie 

removed and custom tailored Armani suit jacket thrown on the desk 

beside him. Danny glanced around at the miniature chairs, multicolored 

handprint drawings, and the scattered stains from a multipurpose carpet 

that had endured years of abuse. Both men reached out and shook hands, a 

gesture to break the ice. 

 “Great message,” Bowman began. “Your mom would’ve been proud.” 

 “Thanks,” Danny answered. 

 “You know your parents were unique people,” Bowman replied as he 

moved towards the window overlooking a parking lot. His eyes followed 

the casket as it was loaded into the Cadillac. “I’m truly sorry for your loss.” 

 Danny joined Bowman at the window and followed the Cadillac as it 

disappeared down the street. He didn’t want to waste time. 

 “You know some of the greatest leaders in history ended their life in 

controversy,” Bowman said. “Protecting their legacy came with a high price. 

Since taking over for your father I’ve gained a greater understanding of how 

easily that can happen.” 

 “I don’t get where you’re going with this?” 

 “Your father was a master at this kind of balancing act. He kept many 

secrets which I’m sure he took to the grave.” 

 A surge of anger ripped through Danny as he shot back, “No more 

than any other church leader.” 

J 
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 “We both know your father abused his power while he was alive...and 

I’m afraid I’ve found one of his secrets. Danny, he stole money from the 

church.” 

 “You’re lying.” 

 “I wish I was,” Bowman replied. “There is substantial proof.” 

 “How much?” 

 “Five million.” 

 Danny tried to gather himself before he asked, “What are you going to 

do?” 

 “I’m in a very difficult position. The money belongs to the church to 

further the message of the Gospel...and to support those who are leading 

the way. It’s my responsibility to do what’s right for the church.” 

 Danny ran his fingers through his mop of blonde hair. His mind raced 

with zeroes that totaled five million. The pendulum had swung in 

Bowman’s favor. He tried desperately to keep his wits about him. 

 “I need to talk with Mark and look into this further.” 

 “I understand...oh...you’ll be relieved to know that our legal counsel 

has advised us that we are not able to file charges against you or your 

brother. I simply wanted to speak with you to see if we could resolve this 

unfortunate situation privately.” 

 “And if we don’t?” 

 “If the money is not returned we’ll be forced to go public with our 

discovery to keep myself and others out of any misunderstandings with the 

church and with the public.” 

 “How much time do I have?” 

 “Thirty days. I figure that should be adequate for you to settle your 

mom’s estate and see if the money is there.” 

 “That’s not enough time.” 

 “Unfortunately that part is nonnegotiable,” Bowman slapped Danny 

on the back then added, “I pray you make the right decision.” 

 Danny couldn’t believe the bombshell that had just landed. Five 

million in thirty days. Impossible. It crossed his mind that Bowman’s calm 

demeanor hid a wolf in sheep’s clothing. Bowman opened the door and 
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disappeared down the hall. Watson entered immediately and said grimly, “I 

heard every word.” 
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rops of rain turned into a torrential downpour as Danny and Sam 

stood drenched at the edge of a deep hole and a fresh mound of dirt. 

The casket had already been lowered into the ground, evident by the arm of 

a crane hovering overhead. A groundskeeper kept his distance a few yards 

away, careful to allow the boys their final goodbye. 

 A week ago they were living their own life, far removed from the 

darkness that had stolen their mother. One shouldered the guilt of a 

tarnished legacy while the other grew increasingly restless to return to his 

isolated world. 

 Danny was still reeling from his face to face with Bowman. How were 

they going to pay back the money? Where was the money? Why was it 

stolen in the first place? Should they even do anything, since neither was 

legally liable? He needed answers. 

 A wave of anger flushed over Danny as he thought of all his family 

had lost. Thousands of sermons preached by a man who now seemed as 

addicted to the almighty dollar as the people who passed the offering plate. 

He knew his father kept secrets, but nothing had prepared him for the news 

Bowman planted on him.  

 In a way he was ashamed by the curtain that had been pulled back on 

his family. A million dollar lifestyle, notoriety that convinced the rich and 

famous he was the real deal, and the countless who had blindly followed his 

every word. All of it now ended in controversy. Would Bowman really wait 
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thirty days before he leaked this to the press? Danny didn’t think so. 

 He grabbed a shovel nearby and thought, “Mom, I’m sorry I failed 

you.” 

 With all his strength he plunged the metal into the earth, then dumped 

it into the hole as dirt scattered on top of the casket. He dug in again. 

 Thunder rumbled in the distance, followed by lightning in the sky. 

 Sam stepped up beside his brother, not a word was spoken. He 

grabbed another shovel and the two of them continued to fill the hole. 

Next to her grave stood their father’s headstone: JOHN ARMSTRONG - 

Devoted Husband. Loving Father. Follower of Jesus Christ. 
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y early evening Danny and Sam had returned to the doublewide. They 

joined Brooke on the porch. The rain stopped, the clouds cleared, and 

Lake Isabella’s glassy water reflected an orange and crimson sunset that 

slowly disappeared behind the mountains. 

 For a moment life was still...peaceful. 

 “I need to talk to you about something,” Danny said, breaking the 

silence. 

 “Do we have to talk about it now?” Brooke asked, already aware of 

what was about to be said. 

 “I’m afraid it can’t wait,” he replied. “Bowman found out something 

about Dad.” 

 Sam glanced between Danny and Brooke, then asked, “What now?” 

 Danny’s face was pointed down toward the floor. He gripped the lawn 

chair as if he were about to plunge into the lake. 

 “Sam, one reason why I left the church was because Dad blurred the 

lines a lot. If he wanted something to happen, then it happened. No 

questions asked. Anyone who disagreed found themselves on the wrong 

side of the tracks. I tried to speak up but the only thing I could do was 

leave. I still wonder if that caused Mom to jump off the pier.” 

 Sam nodded as Danny continued. 

 “Bowman has found one of Dad’s secrets.” 

 “This should be good.” 

B 
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 “Dad was always in control of the church’s finances. He knew where 

every penny was kept. He also had access to every account often times 

sidestepping the council. They trusted him, so no one questioned if he 

decided to use the church money for whatever he chose. They were loyal to 

a fault. If what Bowman says is true... Dad stole five million bucks.” 

 “You gotta be kidding me,” Sam said in a hushed voice, then added, 

“Who else knows about this?” 

 “No one that I know of,” Danny answered. “Mark is checking into it.” 

 “Where’d he hide that kind of money?” 

 “I don’t know. Now that Bowman knows about it, he’s ready to go 

public if we don’t work out some sort of deal.” 

 “We had nothing to do with it.” 

 “Legally he can’t do anything to us, but he can drag Mom and Dad 

through the mud. He knows we’re getting an inheritance so he figures we’ll 

pay the money back out of that.” 

 “If he can’t touch us legally, then I say screw ‘em.” 

 “I know how you feel. I feel the same way, but I don’t want to see all 

their years of ministry tarnished by a man who’s inherited everything they 

built.” 

 “How long before he goes public?” 

 “Thirty days.” 

 “That’s crazy,” Sam snapped back, his voice growing increasingly 

louder. “How are we going to come up with five million in thirty days? We 

don’t even know how much the inheritance is going to be. No way. Let him 

go public and then we’ll fight back. I’m not afraid of him.” 

 Mark Watson strolled from around the corner and climbed the steps 

toward them. He grabbed Danny and Sam by the shoulder and then hugged 

Brooke. 

 “I called a few friends to confirm Bowman’s story,” Mark said flatly. 

“It seems they discovered the discrepancy during an internal audit. The 

council’s been sworn to secrecy according to Bowman’s orders. The money 

was taken over a period of five years between 2004 and 2009. It’s not clear 

if any of the council members back then knew about it.” 
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 “Dad died a year ago,” Danny answered, irritated. “Why’d it take them 

so long to find this out?” 

 “I don’t know,” Mark replied as he leaned up against a wood post. 

“I’m afraid there’s more that you boys need to know.” 

 “Great,” Sam said sarcastically. “I can’t wait to hear it.” 

 “I was named executor of your mom’s will. I promised her I’d wait 

until today to go over it with you. It’s short and to the point. I’d like to read 

it to you both.” 

 Mark pulled out a pair of wire-rimmed frames and perched them on 

the bridge of his nose. He opened his iPad and tapped on the screen. He 

cleared his throat and began. 

 “I, Carole Armstrong, being of sound body and mind, hereby dispose 

of my estate as follows: To my sons, Danny and Samuel, I divide the 

entirety of my assets, excluding twenty-five percent, which is to be given to 

Stella Adams, born October 16, 1988, at Bethel Orphanage, in Lusaka, 

Zambia. If any of my sons contest this will, the full value of my estate will 

be transferred to Newport Community.” 

 Sam was the first to speak, “Who’s Stella Adams?” 

 “I don’t know,” Mark replied. “I’ve tried to locate a birth certificate 

through the Zambian government, but there doesn’t seem to be any 

paperwork. I did find out that the orphanage closed down years ago, leaving 

thousands of orphans unaccounted for. As you can imagine, it’s impossible 

to track every child in Africa. So far the documents I’ve reviewed suggest 

that many were sold into slavery.” 

 “We’re supposed to give her an equal share?” Danny asked. 

 “You two must find her before you receive your inheritance.” 

 “How much is the inheritance?” Sam asked. 

 “Thirty-five million.” 

 “I didn’t know religion was so profitable these days,” Sam said with a 

light laugh, trying to lighten the mood. “How much of it is cash?” 

 “Twenty-five,” Mark replied. 

 “Let me get this straight,” Sam ventured cautiously. “If we don’t find 

this mystery woman, then we get nothing.” 
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 “Correct.” 

 “What about this deal with Bowman?” 

 Mark ran his fingers through his silvery hair, then answered. “If 

Bowman is serious about going public, then the two of you could find 

yourself in the center of a media storm. Everything your parents have done 

over the years and the legacy they have left behind will be overshadowed 

not only by their tragic deaths but the embezzlement.” 

 “What was he thinking?” Danny asked out loud. 

 “I can’t go on a wild goose chase through Africa,” Sam said. “I’ve got 

responsibilities. People are counting on me to get back to work.” 

 “I understand Sam. However, there is no alternative to receiving the 

inheritance. Once you both find Stella Adams I can expedite the inheritance 

and you can decide what to do about Bowman. You can either pay the 

money back, or you can roll the dice. We’re talking about a great deal of 

money that your mom wanted you each to have.” 

 “Not just us...” Sam turned to Danny. “I didn’t sign up for this. I’ve 

got a record to start on. That’s guaranteed cash.” 

 “Sam, we have to do it,” Danny blurted. “That’s what Mom wanted. 

We can end this if we find this woman. We pay Bowman back the money 

and walk away for good knowing that we did something to preserve what’s 

left of their legacy.” 

 “I can’t believe you’re even considering this,” Sam said in disbelief. 

 “We need time to talk this over,” Danny said to Mark. 

 “I understand. If there’s anything I can help you boys with, please let 

me know. I’ll be driving home later tonight.” 

 Mark stood and offered each a reassuring smile. “Listen, you boys 

honored your mom today. She would’ve been so proud. I know the will is 

unexpected, and the news about your dad is tough, but I trust you boys will 

do what’s right. You always have.”  

 Each said their goodbyes to Mark, then Sam disappeared inside the 

doublewide, leaving Danny and Brooke alone on the porch. 



52 

 
 
 

16 
 
 
 
 

 white picket fence surrounded an outdoor patio covered beneath a 

dozen white umbrellas. An endless row of Ferrari’s, Lamborghini’s, 

Bentley’s and Porsche’s streamed up to the curb. Valet’s rushed to serve 

their famous clientele. 

 Across the street, telephoto lenses snapped away, each trying to 

capture high price celebrities for the tabloids. Just another normal day at 

The Ivy on Robertson. 

 Since he’d returned from Bodfish, Sam had cancelled on Stuey three 

times. He’d stalled long enough. It was time to get down to business. 

 He arrived early in a vintage Von Dutch shirt, True Religion jeans, and 

wrap around Ray Bans beneath his 2009 Lakers Championship cap. 

 Stuey wasn’t far behind and the two of them were ushered to their 

regular corner table, away from the photogs. Sam ordered lime chicken and 

a bowl of corn chowder, a weak attempt at eating healthy, since his early 

morning beach runs had been inconsistent. As always, Stuey ordered the 

house specialty, spaghetti and meatballs. Sam wondered when the last time 

Stuey had stepped on a treadmill. 

 The Ivy was immersed in conversations, business deals, and the rich 

who had nothing better to do on a Friday afternoon. Minutes passed as 

Sam and Stuey ate. 

 “You’ve been dodging me,” Stuey said. 

 “Yeah, sorry about that,” Sam replied. “It’s been hard getting back 
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into the flow.” 

 “Don’t worry, I won’t take it personally. Losing someone close is 

never easy. I’m sure it’ll take time.” 

 From behind a man grabbed Stuey by the shoulder. The owner of The 

Ivy said a cheery hello, and Stuey offered a firm handshake and a smile in 

return. Across the table, Sam remained invisible. He managed to ignore 

their brief conversation. Stuey returned his attention to his top producer 

and continued as if they’d never stopped talking. 

 “Rehearsals are next week. You’re booked at the Firehouse, then at 

Capitol. The band and singers are locked in. I’ve listened to the kid’s stuff. I 

think he could be the next John Mayer.” 

 “You have the contract?” 

 Stuey reached inside his custom tailored coat and retrieved two copies 

of the deal from Universal. He handed them to Sam and finished off the 

rest of his spaghetti. 

 Sam scanned the pages filled with standard verbiage. He flipped to the 

last page and stared at the producer fee: $1.5 million. He signed both copies 

and handed them back. 

 “We’ll messenger the originals this afternoon. Half up front, half on 

delivery. You sure you’re up for this?” 

 “I don’t have a choice do I?” 

 “It’ll be good for you,” Stuey replied. “I promise, once this one’s done, 

you can take as long of a break as you need.” 

 “Right, I’ve heard that before.” 

 “I’ll sign it in blood if you want.” 

 “You got a knife?” Sam joked. 

 Stuey held up a butter knife, “Will this work?” 

 They both laughed. 

 Stuey was oblivious to his lack of political correctness as he continued, 

“Getting back in the studio is the best thing you could do right now. You 

can channel your emotions into producing a killer record.” 

 Sam wanted to believe that to be true. He wanted to pour himself into 

something that mattered but ever since he’d been back from Bodfish he’d 
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avoided messages from Danny and battled with whether he was making the 

right choice. He looked at the life he’d built around him and wondered if it 

was enough. He fought against the truth that life had become about the 

money. It provided him freedom from the rules and regulations of his 

family and faith. It allowed him to make his own decisions, choose his own 

path, and decide what he would and wouldn’t do. 

 Still, everything felt like it was changing. One final request from his 

mom and the life he’d grown accustomed to was now hanging in the 

balance. If he chose to honor her, he’d put everything in jeopardy. The last 

thing he wanted was to admit he was afraid of losing his career, his lifestyle, 

and his notoriety. After all this was his legacy at risk. 

 “I guess I’m still trying to figure out what happened,” Sam said. 

 Stuey tapped away on his iPhone. 

 Sam continued, not knowing if Stuey was listening, “Mom was the best 

mom ever, but something happened that changed her. There’s a part of me 

that needs to know what sent her off that pier...and that bridge. Stuff like 

that doesn’t just happen. There’s gotta be a reason.” 

 “I don’t know if you’ll ever find that answer, Sammy. People make 

choices every day. It’s up to us to live our lives no matter how their choices 

affect us. You’re not responsible for what happened. The sooner you realize 

that, the sooner you can move on.” 

 “I wish it were that simple.” 

 “It is.” 

 Sam glanced around the outdoor patio. What Stuey said made sense, 

but it was hard to hear. An emptiness had crept into his soul the day she 

died. He didn’t know how to explain it, how to get rid of it, or how to lock 

it away in a secret place. More than anything he was afraid her life would 

become a distant memory. He wanted to remember her when she had a 

clear mind and a love that was infectious. All of that had already begun to 

fade. 

 Stuey continued, “Sam, you’re the same kid I met at The Grill who had 

the guts to hand me a demo. A few years later, with all of your success, you 

haven’t changed. I’m sure your mom knew how much you loved her. Now, 
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you need to do what’s right for you.” 

 “I don’t want to regret this decision.” 

 They were both quiet for a moment. 

 “You know, I was raised a good Catholic boy who went to mass every 

Sunday,” Stuey said. “I watched the offering plate being passed and 

wondered where the money disappeared to. I wondered if it was a sin for 

someone who steps behind a pulpit to drive their luxury cars, furnish their 

beautiful homes, or give themselves a raise in the midst of the world’s 

economic struggles. I’m fifty-five and I still don’t know the answer. My 

point is, watching out for yourself, providing for your future, isn’t a sin. If it 

was, what would happen to guys like your father?” 

 “What I witnessed growing up showed me the other side,” Sam 

admitted. “Religion in the hands of the self-ambitious becomes a world 

filled with protecting secrets at all costs in the name of the greater good. 

I’ve watched many look the other way to protect what they believe they 

deserve in the name of God. I wish I could say my dad was different, but he 

weren’t. He was just more charismatic.” 

 “I wasn’t implying that --” 

 Sam interrupted, “He stole five million from the church.” 

 Stuey’s eyebrows raised as he leaned back in his chair. He didn’t see 

this one coming. His words slipped loosely, “Holy...” 

 “That’s right,” Sam added. “And that’s not all. Mom left a quarter of 

the family estate to a woman we’ve never heard of.” 

 “A relative?” 

 “I don’t know.” 

 “You have a name?” 

 “Stella Adams. Born in an orphanage in Africa in the late eighties.” 

 “Unbelievable.” 

 “If we don’t find her the entire inheritance gets handed over to the 

church in Newport. And if we don’t pay back the money he stole, they’ll go 

public with the story.” 

 “Wait a minute,” Stuey answered, as he leaned in close. “Are you 

liable?” 
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 “Danny and I are in the clear. They can’t touch us, but they can 

humiliate my parents.” 

 “If this leaks out to the press we’re going to get blindsided. Universal 

will be furious with any bad publicity. Are you sure he stole the money?” 

 “They have proof.” 

 “Who else knows about this?” 

 “Our attorney, Danny, Brooke...and now you.” 

 “You don’t have that kind of money. I’m sure your brother doesn’t 

either.” Stuey tapped again on his iPhone, then added, “For now you focus 

on this record. We’ve inked the deal and now we have to deliver. I’ll figure 

out what to do if this leaks to the press.” 

 Sam nodded, then glanced inside the binder. Black and white glossy of 

a young white kid. A one-page bio about the singer/songwriter from 

Auburn, Indiana. A few press clippings, sheet music, and a demo. Nothing 

out of the ordinary. This was all Sam needed to get started. 

 At the curb, Sam watched as Stuey climbed into his Mercedes. Sam 

handed his ticket to the valet who returned a few minutes later behind the 

wheel of a ’69 Cobra, one of Sam’s purchases after he won his first 

Grammy. With the rumble of the engine under his seat he pulled away from 

the curb and headed toward Sunset Boulevard. He’d take the scenic route. 

 He navigated through Beverly Hills, then the windy roads of 

Brentwood toward PCH. In thirty minutes he’d be back to the shell he 

called home. He slid the demo in his CD player and listened to the voice of 

Jared Andrews cut through his twelve speaker custom sound system. 

 Stuey was right. The kid did sound like Mayer. 
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hen Sam was a kid he spent endless summers skateboarding on the 

boulevard in Newport, eating at the local dives, feet away from the 

sandy beaches of the Pacific. There wasn’t a care in the world. No 

responsibilities. No decisions. Life was simple as an eight year old. 

 Then he left his roots at eighteen and traded in a skateboard for a gas 

guzzling SUV, and lunch at Mack’s Burgers for overpriced salads at The 

Ivy. When he left he never dreamed he’d return. His career shaped who he 

became, what he believed about himself, and the money allowed him the 

extravagant pleasures that weaved his soul into a web of discontent. 

 There were moments when he stood amidst the elite, relished in the 

glory of his accomplishments and believed the praises of his peers. But at 

the end of the day, he found himself alone with a bottle of cabernet in an 

unfurnished house, protected by a security system guaranteed to keep any 

terrorist out. 

 Sam thought about this as he headed back to Malibu, that is until he 

was interrupted by a call from Brooke. He never should’ve answered. He 

regretted it the minute he dropped off the Cobra and hopped in the Range 

Rover. The fear in her voice broke down his defenses, and before he could 

stop himself he was inching along the 5 Freeway in gridlock. He hated 

traffic, especially late on Friday afternoon. Rush hour moved slowly south. 

Staring at a semi directly ahead, amidst a sea of endless red brake lights, 

allowed Sam time to think. 

W 
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 He’d always given Stuey grief, but he also always listened to the old 

man’s advice. He’d been in the business forever and was the only person 

Sam trusted. The minute he left The Ivy he resigned himself to the fact that 

he couldn’t risk everything to chase after some mystery woman. 

 A migraine rooted itself in the back of his skull and moved slowly 

toward the back of his pupils. A woman in a Toyota Corolla darted across 

four lanes and cut him off. He snapped out of his thoughts in time to honk 

his horn long and loud, which didn’t help the pounding within his brain. 

The woman responded with a universal sign by flipping him the bird, a 

typical California commute. 

  He exited at Newport and kept his distance from the crazy woman. 

He drove through the old neighborhood as a flood of memories flashed 

before his eyes. His migraine intensified. 

 He passed The Arches, a local landmark eatery with the best steak 

fries. Balboa pavilion was next, where he’d watched sunsets as a boy with is 

mom. Lido Movie Theater was just around the corner, where Sam would 

follow Danny down a back alley and sneak into the side door. The first 

movie he ever watched was the original Harry Potter film. Further down 

the boulevard was a row of taco trucks, like old times. No matter the hour, 

the crowds always lined up for the best carne asada tacos. 

 He rolled down his window and inhaled the cool ocean air. The ocean 

seemed to soothe the vice grip squeezing his head like an orange. 

 A few miles up the road he turned into a driveway and passed a 

brightly colored sign that read, “Newport Community Church.” 

 Years ago Sam’s father bought this land when it was nothing more 

than weeds. He’d taken their family’s savings and poured it into the 

property. Now it was worth twenty times what he’d paid for it. 

 Sam followed his father as his sidekick all over the property. He 

carried buckets of dirt, boxes of tools, and learned how to hammer a nail 

into a two-by-four with one swing. By the time he entered junior high his 

father had finished the small chapel at the top of the hill. It was in those 

years Sam learned a work ethic that had stuck with him. 

 A security guard in a golf cart pulled alongside the Range Rover. Sam 



THE DISILLUSIONED 

59 

asked for directions and was pointed further up a windy road past a maze 

of buildings. Kid’s classrooms. On-campus Starbucks. Costco-sized 

sanctuary. He parked at the top of the hill next to the old chapel and a 

three-story stone building. 

 Sam strolled toward the chapel and peeked through the cracks in the 

wood. He tried to open the door. Locked. He glanced around at the empty 

parking lot and pictured the Sunday afternoon barbecues when the 

neighborhood, mostly whites and Hispanics back then, flooded from the 

old chapel to the aroma of carne asada, rice and beans. Behind the grill 

stood his mom, a firm believer that community began with a plate of food. 

 Watson had told both Sam and Danny how in recent years the 

affluence of the church had disappeared amidst the economic crash. The 

church diminished to a fraction of its congregation even though Bowman 

claimed it was still nearly twenty thousand. Bowman kept the reigns tight. It 

seemed the Sunday buffet had been long forgotten. Now the community’s 

religious experience was limited to one day a week. 

 Sam climbed the marble steps of the stone building. He entered 

through a sliding glass door. Tucked behind a counter a woman, early 

forties, was on the phone. She motioned for Sam to wait for a moment. 

 The lobby was filled with black and white Polaroid’s of the church 

evolution. There were a few of his father standing alone with shovel in one 

hand and a Bible in the other. The fearless leader...their spiritual father. 

 More recent photos were in color, featuring Bowman preaching in 

stadiums, rubbing shoulders with celebrities and sports icons, and even 

praying at the most recent presidential inauguration. From the looks of it 

one would never guess the church was struggling. 

 The receptionist hung up the phone and asked, “May I help you?” 

 “I’m here to see Pastor Bowman,” Sam answered. 

 “Do you have an appointment?” 

 “I think my brother is meeting with him right now.” 

 “Your name?” 

 “Sam Armstrong.” 

 “One moment,” she replied, oblivious to the Armstrong name, then 
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dialed an extension. “Pastor, I’m sorry to bother you. It seems there’s a Sam 

Armstrong here to see you.” 

 Sam had two problems. One, Danny didn’t know he was crashing the 

party. Two, he didn’t have a clue what he was going to do once he crashed 

the party. It was time to rely on his instincts and improvise. 

 The receptionist pointed to the floor above. 

 “Pastor’s office is at the end of the hall.” 

 “Thanks.” 

 A second set of glass doors buzzed open and Sam climbed a flight of 

glass stairs, similar to the one he’d seen in the Apple store at The Grove. 

He followed a corridor past dozens of empty cubicles and offices. Not just 

empty because it was after five, but like a virtual ghost town. At the end of 

the hallway Sam saw Danny waiting impatiently. 
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ou shouldn’t be here,” Danny whispered, his jaw clenched 

beneath a newly grown stubbly beard. His eyes were ablaze. 

 “Your wife thinks otherwise.” 

 “I have it under control.” 

 “I just sat on the freeway for the last two hours. I’m here. So, what the 

heck are you doing?” 

 “I’m working out a deal with Bowman.” 

 “What kind of deal?” 

 “I don’t have time to explain,” Danny answered as he turned towards 

the door. 

 Sam followed inside where he was greeted by Bowman’s loud voice, “I 

must say this is a surprise.” 

 There were more than the three of them. Seated around a coffee table 

were two other men dressed in expensive suits. Sam thought, “Lawyers or 

bodyguards.” 

 Sam found an oversized, overpriced, leather chair and sunk deep into 

the cushion. His migraine intensified again. The office resembled the inside 

of a Tommy Bahama store. Floor to ceiling rosewood bookshelves. Dark 

hardwood floors. A smell of coconut and vanilla bean. Every wall scattered 

with paintings and family photos that all followed the tropical motif. 

Bowman was in every photo, rubbing shoulders with the religious elite, 

celebs, and a few political heavyweights. A sixty-inch plasma hung on the 

“Y 
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far wall above a stone fireplace, next to a small kitchenette and a thousand 

dollar coffee machine. A glass case was directly to his left protecting an old 

worn leather book. 

 “How many jobs were lost to build this place?” Sam asked himself. 

 Bowman watched Sam closely as he stared at the glass case. 

 “They’re the original Screwtape Letters by C.S. Lewis. I picked them 

up at a Christie’s auction in London last summer.” 

 “I’ve never read it,” Sam replied coolly. 

 “Lewis wrote a series of letters from Screwtape, a senior demon, to his 

nephew, Wormwood,” Bowman started to explain. 

 Sam interrupted, “Wasn’t that the guy from Lord of the Rings?” 

 “You’re thinking of Tolkkien, a masterful writer in his own right,” 

Bowman replied enthusiastically. “Now Screwtape and Wormwood lived in 

a peculiarly reversed world that undermined faith and praised greed as the 

greatest of all gods. Neither recognized true human virtue when he saw it.” 

 “Sometimes greed is hard to see.” 

 “I’m sure in your business you see it all the time.” 

 “Probably as much as in yours,” Sam shot back. 

 “Normally I’d welcome a debate on theology,” Bowman smiled. 

“However, I’m afraid I have a fundraising dinner to attend tonight.” 

 “This won’t take long,” Danny spoke up. “About the deal...” 

 “I hoped you’d find a resolution to this unfortunate situation. I’m sure 

you can understand that going public has always been our last resort. We 

don’t want to attract attention from the media for either side.” 

 “I understand,” Danny said, his eyes darted toward Sam. “We plan to 

pay you the amount in question once we receive our inheritance.” 

 “How much longer will that take?” Bowman asked. 

 “Another thirty days,” Danny answered. “We’ll pay you the full 

amount. No headlines. This whole thing goes away quietly.” 

 Bowman eyed his two cronies, who were now busy writing on their 

legal pads, probably adding up their hourly rate of four hundred and fifty 

dollars. They were prepared to sit there all night if necessary. 

 Sam was in shock. He hadn’t seen this coming. When Brooke called 
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she said Danny was about to do something stupid. She was right. How were 

they supposed to pay back the money before they’d found Stella Adams? If 

they found her. Danny was committing them to find a needle in a haystack. 

 “We’ll need a guarantee in writing,” Bowman replied. “I’m sure we can 

draft an agreement up in the next day or so. However, so that we are all 

clear, if you are one day late, the deal is off and we go to the press to 

protect the church.” 

 “You’ll get your money,” Danny said. “Our word is good enough.” 

 “Very well,” Bowman replied, as he stood to his feet and shook both 

of their hands. “I’m glad we are going to resolve this. Now, if you’ll excuse 

me.” 

 With that they left Bowman’s office and walked in silence out of the 

building. In the parking lot Sam’s anger was red hot. He couldn’t believe 

what Danny had done. 

 “You should’ve talked to me about this,” Sam yelled. 

 “I tried. I left you a dozen messages, and as always, no call back.” 

Danny replied defensively. “Don’t worry, I’ll pay it back out of my share.” 

 “I can’t fly halfway around the world on a wild goose chase.” 

 “You don’t have to.” 

 “Mom said both of us have to go.” 

 “I’ll do it alone. No one will ever know if you keep your mouth shut. 

As long as I find her and we get our inheritance all of this goes away.” 

 “Legally this whole thing doesn’t touch either of us.” 

 “It’s not about that for me. For once, I have to do something to 

protect Mom and Dad.” 

 “Even if they’re gone?” 

 “Even if they’re gone.” 

 “Brooke said you’ve been moping around the house for weeks. Some 

days you don’t even get out of bed. You’re not ready to do this.” 

 “She shouldn’t have said anything.” 

 “Well, she did.” Sam barked. 

 “I don’t need your help.” 

 “Fine. You’re on your own.” 
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 With that Sam climbed in his Range Rover and slammed the door. Out 

of his rearview mirror he watched Danny standing in the parking lot, the 

shadow of the old chapel behind him. He headed north on the 5 Freeway 

and was again lost in an endless sea of red. His migraine caused his eyes to 

water. He tried not to relive the last hour. His blood boiled. He leaned back 

in his chair and listened to the velvet vocals of Jared Anderson to calm the 

rush of anger within. 
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ours of waiting turned into a marathon of Diners, Drive-Ins, and 

Dives. A quick run to In-N-Out for a double double and fries did 

nothing to calm Brooke’s anxiety. She bounced between calling Danny and 

waiting for him to get home. She loved him too much to stand on the 

sidelines and watch him make a huge mistake. She refused to be silent like 

his mom. At the same time she fought an overwhelming need to tell him 

she was sorry. 

 She’d only argued with Danny a handful of times. Only one major 

blowup when his father tried to control their wedding. Neither of them 

sparred very long. Brooke couldn’t understand why Danny struggled to 

stand up to his dad. What she didn’t realize at the time was how the 

Armstrong family tended to avoid what was happening beneath the surface. 

 With both parents gone she wondered how the brothers were going to 

deal with the unspoken between them. She was proud of Danny’s courage 

in Bodfish. His message was filled with conviction and truth. Outside of 

that day, Danny didn’t talk much about his mom. 

 Brooke noticed how he called Sam numerous times without a 

response. It was as if the brothers were distant relatives who had buried 

their parents and then returned to their separate lives. When she called Sam 

she hoped he would answer, and he did. 

 Since the memorial, Danny isolated himself more than usual. Brooke 

was worried. She’d leave for work in the morning wondering if he’d get out 

H 
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of bed. Most days when she returned home he would still be in his sweats, 

scraggly beard, with a distant look in his eyes. For weeks Brooke had done 

everything to hold herself together. The money Danny saved working at the 

church years before had dwindled down to nearly nothing. 

 Then two days ago everything changed. 

 Brooke woke up to an empty bed. She entered the kitchen where 

Danny was busy cooking. He’d made breakfast for them both and managed 

to use every pot and pan they owned. She couldn’t remember the last time 

he’d done this. 

 For the last forty-eight hours, Brooke struggled to understand what 

was going on. She’d never seen Danny so determined. Each time she stared 

at the backpack by the door she dreaded what Danny was up to. She called 

Sam because she didn’t know who else could reason with him. She knew 

her decision was out of character the minute she dialed. It was as if she had 

betrayed her husband. She panicked. Whatever Danny had planned she 

knew that after tonight there would be no going back.  

 She almost jumped out of her sweats when the phone rang around 

seven-thirty. She bounced off the sofa and frantically searched for her cell. 

By the third ring, she’d dug deep in her purse to retrieve her Blackberry. 

Danny’s voice sounded tired. He briefly explained what happened. He was 

in no mood to talk. The call lasted less than a minute. 

 An hour and a half later, headlights reflected off the front window. 

The Ford pickup rolled to a stop outside the single story Craftsman in the 

heart of South Pasadena. 

 Brooke waited in the entryway and listened for the key to be inserted 

into the lock. Her heart beat fast as the door swung open. Danny stepped 

inside and the two of them stood in silence. Everything she wanted to say 

faded the second Danny moved forward and wrapped his arms around her. 

His grip tightened as she dug her head into his chest. 

 “Danny, why is there a backpack here?” 

 “I’m leaving.” 

 Brooke stepped back, her eyebrows raised. “What do you mean?” 

 “I’m going to Zambia to find Stella.” 
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 “Can’t we talk about it first? Did you tell Sam?” 

 “I’ve made up my mind.” 

 “Danny, this isn’t fair.” 

 “I’ve already charged the plane ticket. I’ve got my shots, passport and 

visa. My flight leaves in four hours.” 

 “What?” Brooke blurted, shocked by the news. “You’ve been planning 

this?” 

 “I can’t let everything my parents have done fall to pieces. Finding 

Stella will fix everything. I’m sure of it. Bowman will back down. We’ll have 

money to get back on our feet. And I will have honored Mom’s last wish.” 

 “Danny, this is crazy,” she whispered. “You don’t have to do this.” 

 “It’s the only way.” 

 “We can figure out something else,” she pleaded. 

 Danny placed his hands on Brooke’s face, his eyes peered into hers. 

“Listen, I know the last month I’ve been in my own world, but you have to 

trust me. I know what I’m doing.” 

 “Then let me go with you.” 

 “There’s no time.” 

 Danny let go and headed for the bedroom, leaving Brooke by the 

front door speechless. 

 By 10:00 P.M. they pulled up to the curb outside Tom Bradley 

International Terminal at LAX. Danny climbed from behind the wheel and 

pulled his backpack from the bed. He stepped up to the curb as Brooke 

waited on the passenger side, eyes bloodshot, hair pulled tight in a ponytail. 

She forced a smile as they embraced. 

 Brooke gripped him tight, holding back the tears. “I love you Danny.” 

 “I love you too,” he replied, not knowing for sure if he would be able 

to leave Brooke. “I’ll call you the second I land.” 

 “You better,” she answered, tears flowed down her cheeks. She let go, 

stepped back, and climbed into the truck. Danny waited as she pulled away 

and disappeared into a sea of taxi’s and shuttles. 
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 red light blinked the word “Hollywood” in Morse code at the top of 

a thirteen story round building directly off the 101 Freeway on Vine. 

Along the southern face a large, colorful, mural featured portraits of Nat 

King Cole and Billie Holiday. Lennon’s star on the Walk of Fame marked 

the entrance to this historic building. 

 Deep within the basement of Capitol Records, Sinatra crooned 

nineteen albums in Studio A, designed by guitarist and sound expert, Les 

Paul. History inscribed with signatures scrawled across a sixty-channel 

console. 

 A sense of awe sifted through the air of musical greats who shaped 

generations through their soulful lyrics. Greatness embedded within 

recording sessions that fought the tension between creativity and 

profitability. Only true legends who stood the test of time were 

remembered, not one hit wonders who disappeared at the end of 

advertising campaigns. 

 Sam never pictured walking these halls. The endless hours of 

producing indie records seemed like the end of the road. Even though 

Stuey pushed him hard, he knew none of it would’ve happened if Stuey 

hadn’t taken a chance and handled all the deals. Now he had a stack of 

Grammy’s and was the top gun who controlled a mechanism that churned 

out cash for the record labels. They were a perfect team. 

 Sam entered through the back entrance and headed directly for Studio 

A 
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A. Inside, Stuey was on his cell. Second engineer, Mack, adjusted knobs and 

punched keys. On the other side of the glass, musicians plugged in cables, 

tweaked amps, tightened drums, and dialed in their signature sounds. 

Plugins, software and mobile apps had turned one-room bedroom 

apartments into recording studios. Recording with live musicians had 

become a lost art. Only the elite players survived, the rest searched for new 

careers. 

 At only twenty-two, Sam was already considered old school. It was the 

secret to his success. He knew early on that the core team of players would 

make or break his career. Stuey agreed. Sam harnessed their creativity to 

pump out unique tracks that built his reputation for delivering the hits, on 

schedule and on budget. 

 In blue jeans, white T-shirt and trucker cap, a wide-eyed Jared 

Anderson watched, overwhelmed by all the activity. Sam thought of how 

many dreamers he’d seen stand in that exact spot in just the last four years. 

Only a handful of them survived. The rest had self-destructed when fame 

and fortune knocked on their door. 

 From the beginning, Sam promised himself he’d never get caught up 

in the hype, the pats on the back, or the Hollywood lifestyle. Of course, 

that didn’t always happen. In the last year he worked to be content with 

staying under the radar when he escaped back to his hideaway. 

 Across the room, Frank Harris, head of A&R for Universal, walked 

toward Sam. Stuey stepped in between them and motioned for Jared to join 

them. 

 “Let me introduce you to your producer, Sam Armstrong,” Stuey 

announced. 

 “Man, I love your stuff,” Jared shook Sam’s hand vigorously. “I’m 

blown away that you’re gonna work on my record.” 

 “You’ve got some great songs...which isn’t always the case,” Sam 

replied. 

 Frank interrupted, “Sam, everyone at the label sends their 

condolences. We’re glad you decided to take this on.” 

 “I’m surprised to see you in the studio, Frank,” Sam shot back. 
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 “Jared’s going to be a huge star. I wanted to personally be here to 

make sure we’re on the same page. It’s critical that we hit the right 

demographic with this one.” 

 “That’s why you hired the best,” Stuey answered. “Frank, why don’t 

the two of us head out and let these guys get to work.” 

 Stuey ushered Frank out the door. Jared stood uncomfortably, unsure 

of what to say. Sam was used to the awkward silence. He found it 

interesting that the label chose to roll the dice on this kid. 

 “I can’t believe this is happening,” Jared whispered. 

 Sam turned to face him, then said, “It’s amazing when your dreams 

come true, isn’t it?” 

 “My parents would freak out if they were here.” 

 “Did they fly out with you?” 

 “They’re at the hotel. Frank said it wasn’t a good idea to have them 

around in the studio.” 

 “Bring them with you tomorrow. Don’t worry about Frank. I doubt 

we’ll see much of him.” 

 “Really? You know they’ve always supported me. It would mean a lot 

for them to be here. They’re everything to me. My mom always said I was 

born to sing.” 

 “You know that feeling you have right now?” 

 “You mean the butterflies?” 

 “Those are your instincts. You’ll have to rely on them if you’re going 

to survive in this business. People like Frank will want to own you if you 

make it. I’ll give you a piece of advice...always trust your gut and keep your 

ego in check.” 

 Sam was struck by his own advice, then added, “One other thing, 

don’t listen to anything Frank tells you. He’s a corporate monkey who’s job 

it is to make you feel like you’re untouchable. He’ll tell you how great you 

are, how you’re gonna ride straight to the top, and how important he is to 

your success. Stay loyal to those you love. Trust me, all of this can be gone 

in a split second.” 

 Stuey stepped back into the control room and watched Sam and Jared. 
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He was worried about Sam. Since the funeral, Sam had been hard to read. 

After their lunch at The Ivy, Stuey ran interference with Frank, who was 

relentless about meeting with Sam before they went into the studio at ten 

grand a day. 

 Normally, Stuey didn’t show up at the sessions, but he knew Frank 

would be there and didn’t want Sam to say something they’d both regret. 

Their reputations were on the line. Stuey trusted Sam, but he knew the kid 

was dealing with his family drama. It was important that he protect his 

investment. 

 “I sent Frank home,” Stuey said. “He’ll email his ideas.” 

 “I don’t get why he was here,” Sam replied. 

 “They’re worried about you. They’re dropping a load of cash on Jared. 

They want to make sure you’re gonna deliver the goods.” 

 “That’s intense,” Jared said, his eyebrows furrowed. “I thought this 

was about the music.” 

 “You’ve got a lot to learn,” Sam laughed. “Don’t worry, Stuey will take 

care of Frank.” 

 “That’s what I’m here for,” Stuey said as he shook Jared’s hand. “My 

jobs done for today.  Great to meet you. Sam, I’ll call you later.” 

 Stuey gave Sam his customary slap on the back and left. 

 Levels were checked. Sounds were dialed in. Sam found his spot in an 

Aeron chair to the left of chief engineer, Jeff Woodruff. Jared stood over 

his shoulder, the excitement seeped from his bones. 

 Sam announced, “Okay, let’s make a record.” 



72 

 
 
 

21 
 
 
 
 
11:00 AM 

he wheels of South African Airways Flight 947 lifted off for its final 

leg after endless hours packed like a sardine from LA to Atlanta to 

London to Zimbabwe. 

 Economy. Row forty-five. Window seat. He’d survived the meeting 

with Bowman, a face off with Sam, and leaving Brooke behind. As the 

hours ticked by his decision to go alone hit him like a ton of bricks. An 

uneasiness shot though his veins as he realized he may have just made the 

worst mistake of his life. 

 The whirlwind leading up to his departure was a blur. His fear of 

shots, conquered by seven needles in his arm. Keeping all of it a secret from 

Brooke until the last minute. He tried to sleep on the first three legs of the 

flight but a three hundred pound man next to him took the liberty of raising 

the armrest leaving Danny cramped from head to toe. 

 Before buckling into his seat one last time, he’d taken another dose of 

malaria pills. He’d been religious about it. With his luck, he’d contract a rare 

disease the second he breathed in the Zambian air. 

 “It can’t get any worse,” Danny thought. During dinner the oversized 

man had dumped his entire meal and soda right onto Danny’s lap. Now he 

stared at the blank screen of his iPhone and wondered if there was any way 

to salvage it. 

 On the tray table in front of him was a brown manila envelope Mark 

T 
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Watson messengered a few weeks earlier. Inside was everything they could 

find on Bethel Orphanage, Ali Siatembo, and Stella Adams. It wasn’t more 

than a dozen pages. 

 Danny flipped through one by one and noticed yellow highlights 

earmarking Ali Siatembo’s name. He read about the raid at Bethel and 

Siatembo escaping arrest and then disappearing. In his wake were 

thousands of children scarred physically and emotionally. No one knew 

exactly how many more were missing. 

 He scanned further down to an article about a thirteen-year-old girl 

from Bethel named Jessica Mwenzi. Her name reached world headlines in 

2001 through a Dateline report on child trafficking. To think that this one 

girl’s story had reached the world through two words scribbled on a piece 

of cloth. 

 “Help me.” 

 When the Zambian police raided Bethel they found a handful of 

children hiding outside of the orphanage walls. In a matter of days an 

investigation spread throughout the government. Political heavyweights 

proclaimed to the world that justice would prevail. However, years passed 

before Jessica came forward. 

 In his curiosity, Danny turned the page and read the TIME Magazine 

article. He shifted in his seat as the hair on his arms stood tall. 

 

TIME MAGAZINE 

July 30, 2008 

One Survivor’s Story: Jessica Mwenzi 

 

 When I was thirteen my mother died. I had nowhere else to go, so I 

lived on the streets with other children. Every night we would hide and 

sleep in the train station. One night three men appeared and grabbed me. I 

screamed as they pushed me into a van. They held me down in the 

backseat, blindfolded me and tied my hands. 

 One had a gun and threatened to kill me if I screamed. I was very 

scared. I didn’t move. I wanted to scream but I was too afraid to make a 
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sound. I didn’t know where they were taking me. When the car stopped 

they told me to get out and dragged me into a room where the blindfold 

was taken off and my hands were untied. They locked the door when they 

left, leaving me alone in the room for a long time. I was afraid of what was 

going to happen. 

 When the men returned there was another man with them. I shouted 

for them to let me go but the man beat me. He threw me on the bed and 

tore off my clothes. Two of the others held me down on my back. Then the 

man pulled my legs apart and raped me. 

 I didn’t scream. I didn’t shout. I didn’t do anything because it hurt so 

badly. He stayed on top for a long time. I closed my eyes and wanted to die. 

He choked and hit me with a stick until I lost consciousness. When I came 

to, the room was dark and I was alone. The sheet under me was covered 

with blood. I was raped many times. I didn’t think I would survive. I 

thought I would die in that room. I still remember it clearly. 

 When I first arrived at Bethel I didn’t know the names of the men who 

raped me. Only later did I find out the first man was Ali Siatembo. There 

were other houses at Bethel. Many children, young and old, filled each one. 

After months of being locked up, I was allowed outside. I remember this 

day because Siatembo ordered us to line up and not to speak. We did as he 

said and the gates opened. A truck entered with two Americans. One had a 

camera, the other spoke with Siatembo for a long time. While they were 

there we were left unguarded. I found a marker to write with and tore a 

piece of my clothing. I hoped to give a message to the reporter but 

Siatembo was too close. I waited until the American with the camera went 

to his truck, then I gave it to him. The Americans left and I thought they 

were never coming back. 

 A few nights later Siatembo was shouting at everyone. He was very 

angry. He came into the house and told all of us to get up and go outside. 

We were forced to stand in one line. Children were already being put into 

vans and trucks and taken away. I waited, hoping someone would save us. 

 A hand grabbed my shoulder. I turned to see a woman staring back at 

me. About ten of us followed her behind the main house. She had dug a 
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ditch under the fence and told us to run as fast as we could and not look 

back. We ran into the night and hid in the grass. 

 I watched as other children were forced into the vans. The woman 

returned several times with more children until one of the men caught her. 

He beat her into the dirt. I waited in the grass until morning. The houses 

were empty when the police arrived with the two Americans. I was too 

afraid to leave my hiding place. 

 Each day I pray for God to help me forget what happened. To forget 

about Die Duiwel, the Devil. But I will never forget. 

 

 Danny leaned back in his seat. Jessica’s words still fresh. He thought 

of how ignorant he had been to feel sorry for himself. Jessica had her 

innocence taken from her without mercy. 

 After stops in Atlanta, London, and Zimbabwe, the South African 

Airways touched down at Lusaka International. Through the oval window 

Danny noticed a flag waving next to the control tower. The Zambian flag 

was one signifying the country’s motto, “One Zambia, One Nation.” A 

lighter shade of green represented its natural resources. A deep red 

symbolized the struggle for freedom. Black for the people and orange for 

mineral wealth. An eagle also served as testimony to the people’s ability to 

rise above their nations problems. Problems that included poverty, 

tuberculosis, AIDS, and one Danny was reminded of, slavery. 

 He followed the other passengers down the aisle and out into the 

night. Standing on the tarmac he wondered if Jessica might be the only 

person alive who knew what happened to Stella. 



76 

 
 
 

22 
 
 
 
 

y five o’clock on Thursday afternoon, Studio A was bustling with a 

creative energy one might find in a group of people who were used to 

the trenches and understood the importance of a ticking clock. Most of the 

musicians present had been with Sam since the beginning. They knew he 

rarely left the studio once he started. He made sure they were paid well for 

the long hours, relentless pace, and their creativity. 

 After a quick shower, shave, and a Red Bull, Sam was back at the 

controls. He scanned his notes and checked off another song. The record 

was ahead of schedule. 

 Communication between Frank and Sam had quickly deteriorated. 

Frank wanted to call the shots. Sam was tired of his endless e-mails. Stuey 

was the peacemaker since he introduced them to each other three years 

earlier at The Key Club on Sunset. Frank was twice divorced, a 

businessman with a knack for discovering talent, but zero desire for loyalty. 

He cared only about the cash in his pocket. Sam detested this about him. 

He heard of the artists who stood up to Frank only to be left locked in 

long-term dead end contracts, indefinitely. Sam tolerated Frank only 

because of Stuey. 

 Hovering over the sixty channel mixing console, Sam listened as 

Stuey’s voice echoed through the speakerphone from New York. 

 “He wants to hear the songs before they’re done,” Stuey said, his voice 

at full volume. 
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 “We’re still tracking the band,” Sam shot back. “We’ll take one week 

off. Two weeks to record Jared’s vocals. Another month to mix and master. 

So, tell Frank he can hear the record in about two months.” 

 “He’s trying to look good in front of the kid,” Stuey said matter of 

fact. 

 “Stuey, I love the record,” Jared yelled into the speaker. “Sam’s 

incredible. The bands amazing. The record is more than I ever dreamed of. 

I’ll tell Frank that if you want.” 

 “No need,” Stuey answered. “Listen, I’ll take care of Frank. You boys 

just get it done.” 

 “Thanks,” Sam said. “We gotta get back to work. Talk to you later.” 

 The speakerphone switched off. 

 Jared’s parents, Mike and Joanne, watched from a leather sofa in the 

corner. They seemed content to stay out of the way. Jared roamed from one 

end of the console to the other, tweeting his latest status. Living the dream in 

Hollywood. Sam tapped on his iPad and sipped another Red Bull as he 

scanned a list of emails. Jeff, the chief engineer, pulled up the next session 

in Pro Tools. 

 “You’ve got one week off,” Sam said to Jared. “Make sure you rest 

your voice.” 

 “We’re going to look at a few houses next week in case we end up 

moving out here but I’ll be sure to listen to the songs and take it easy.” 

 “If you have any notes --” 

 “Don’t tell Frank,” Jared interrupted. “I know which side I’m on, 

Sam.” 

 “Good answer.” 

 The studio manager, Kim, a slender Asian woman who started her 

career as an intern and fought through the ranks to manage this legendary 

studio, entered the room. “A reporter from FOX News called and wanted 

to know if you were here,” she said to Sam, who lost himself momentarily 

in her dark eyes. 

 “What did you say?” 

 “I told her I hadn’t seen you.” 
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 “I wonder what she wanted.” 

 “Wouldn’t say.” 

 Kim handed a post-it to Sam and left the room. Sam watched every 

step and wondered when her divorce would be final. He read the name, 

Angela Reyes, then checked his watch. He slipped the note into his jeans 

pocket and glanced at Jeff. 

 “Ten minute break,” Jeff announced into the talkback mic, then 

reached for the remote. The musicians disappeared from view. Sam’s eyes 

focused on the widescreen built into the sound proof walls. Jeff flipped 

through the channels until he reached FOX News. 

 The anchor sat behind a desk with a row of flat screens behind him, 

ready to deliver the breaking news. He gushed: 

 “Founder of mega church, Newport Community, the late Pastor John 

Armstrong is back in the news tonight. For over two decades Pastor 

Armstrong was linked to political leaders in Washington and celebrities in 

Hollywood. However, what is probably most known to everyone is his 

tragic death one year ago during a rally in the southern Philippines. We also 

reported nearly a month ago about the death of his widow, Carole 

Armstrong, who jumped from a bridge shortly after escaping from a 

psychiatric facility in Pasadena, California. Now earlier this afternoon we 

received news from a source within the church regarding allegations that 

the late couple embezzled upwards of five million dollars. Joining us tonight 

live from Newport Beach is Newport Community’s current pastor, Jack 

Bowman.” 

 “Turn it up,” Sam demanded. 

 Everyone watched as the screen split between the news anchor and 

Jack Bowman, who was seated in the familiar Tommy Bahama office. 

 “Pastor Bowman, thank you for joining us tonight,” the anchor said, 

his rich voice echoed in the room. 

 “Great to be here,” Bowman replied, his grey eyes gazed into the 

camera. “I only wish it were under better circumstances.” 

 “Can you elaborate on the allegations?” 

 “Well, during a recent audit we found a substantial discrepancy in the 
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church financial records. Once this was brought to my attention I contacted 

the Armstrong family to resolve the matter. This is an unfortunate 

circumstance and quite frankly, a surprise to all of us.” 

 “Is it true that the amount is nearly five million dollars?” 

 Bowman paused, glanced off screen, then answered, “Our records 

indicate that it is in the millions. That’s all I can confirm at this time. Until 

our internal investigation is complete, I’d rather not go on record with a 

definite amount.” 

 “What has the family said?” 

 “I met personally with their sons over a week ago. We are hopeful they 

will return what belongs to the church.” 

 “So, are you saying they are cooperating fully?” 

 “At this time we are hoping they will do the right thing. The money is 

God’s money. I have a responsibility as the leader of this community to see 

that every dime is returned.” 

 “Are you prepared to pursue legal action?” 

 “At this time there is nothing we can do legally. We only hope that the 

family does what is right in the eyes of God.” 

 “Pastor Bowman, thank you for your time tonight,” the anchor said, 

then turned back to the camera as the split screen disappeared. “In a few 

moments we will go to Angela Reyes in Pasadena for more on this story.” 
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am was on his feet, pacing back and forth, his iPhone in hand. He 

listened as it rang three times, then hung up when he heard Danny’s 

voicemail. He dialed another number and waited. 

 “Are you watching this?” Sam asked. 

 “I don’t know how this could’ve happened,” Watson replied. 

 “I’ll tell you how,” Sam yelled. “Bowman’s a greedy son of a....” 

 “Sam, you’ve got to calm down.” 

 “I’m gonna drive down there and kick his unholy ass,” Sam raged. He 

stopped as a reporter appeared on screen outside a familiar house. “Isn’t 

that --” 

 “We’re right outside the home of Daniel Armstrong here in South Pasadena. 

We’ve spoken with a few neighbors, who refused to be on camera, and it seems they did 

not know the connection between Daniel and his parents, John and Carole. While the 

name Daniel Armstrong may not be familiar to most, his younger brother, Sam, is a 

Grammy award winning music producer. We have been unable to locate his whereabouts 

at this time.” 

 Over the reporter’s shoulder Sam recognized the old pickup slowly 

pulling into the driveway, the same truck he’d seen in Malibu. The reporter 

rushed over to the driver’s side with mic in hand as the camera followed. 

 “Where’s Danny?” Sam asked Watson. 

 “I don’t know,” Watson replied, his voice growing increasingly 

troubled. 
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 “Excuse me,” the reporter said as Brooke climbed out of the truck. 

“Do you live here? Is Daniel Armstrong home?” 

 Stunned, Brooke struggled to get her bearings. She quickly grabbed her 

groceries from the truck and headed towards the door. The reporter shoved 

the mic in her face the entire way. 

 “Is it true that his family stole five million dollars from the church?” 

 “I don’t know anything,” Brooke mumbled. 

 “Can you tell us where he is right now? What relation do you have 

with the family?” 

 The barrage of questions made Sam’s stomach tighten. He finished his 

Red Bull as the adrenaline rushed through his veins. He wanted to reach 

through the screen and strangle Angela Reyes. Everyone in the control 

room stayed quiet as the event continued to unfold. 

 Brooke struggled with her keys desperately trying to ignore the 

reporter hovering over her shoulder. “Do you think this might have led to 

Carole Armstrong’s suicide?” 

 Brooke yanked the door open, turned and said, “Get off my 

property.” 

 She slammed the door shut. 

 The reporter turned to the camera with her last words, “As you can 

see, tensions are high. We will continue to cover this breaking story. I’m 

Angela Reyes, back to you in the studio.” 

 Sam switched the channel and watched as the ticker headlines on other 

cable news networks read, “Deceased mega church pastor John Armstrong 

accused of stealing five million from Newport church.” 

 “Mark, the gloves are off,” Sam said. 

 “Let’s talk to Danny, then we’ll decide what to do.” 

 “I tried calling him but got his voicemail.” 

 “Do you have Brooke’s number?” 

 “No. I need to drive over there,” Sam replied, gently rubbing his bald 

head. “I’ll call you later.” 

 Sam hung up and turned to Jared who said, “Dude, do what you gotta 

do. We’ll keep it under wraps.” 
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am continued to stare down the street while the news crews camped 

outside the Craftsman. He ducked behind a row of hedges, three 

houses away. His mind was spinning. Without a shred of evidence, Sam 

knew who leaked the story. No doubt it was Bowman. An hour had passed 

since Sam called Danny last. With the reporters knocking on their door, he 

must have heard the news. Why hadn’t he called back? 

 Sam waited a few minutes, then cut across the grass and crouched 

beside a rose bush. He glanced down the quiet street, wiped his face with 

his forearm, and swore under his breath. He felt like a burglar seconds away 

from being caught. He had to move, the vultures weren’t going anywhere. 

As silently as he could, Sam ducked between two homes and pulled himself 

over a six-foot wood fence, landing in the backyard with a thump. 

 Almost immediately, the porch light blinked on. Brooke gingerly 

stepped halfway outside. She steadied herself and lifted a forty-five with 

both hands, pointing it into the yard. 

 “Brooke, it’s Sam,” he said in a hushed voice, then cautiously stepped 

from the shadows. “Don’t shoot me for God’s sake.” 

 “Sam?” Brooke’s voice quivered as she lowered the gun. “What are 

you doing back here?” 

 “Just hanging out,” Sam joked. “I thought I’d stop by for dinner. 

What’s with the six-shooter?” 

 “Don’t worry, it’s not loaded. I keep it handy whenever...,” Brooke 
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paused, then exhaled deep. “Come inside.” 

 The last time Sam had been in the house was the day Danny and 

Brooke were married. He remembered the old style design. Brooke was a 

great interior decorator. The only other thing he remembered about that 

day was the smile on his mom’s face. 

 He followed Brooke into the living room where the curtains were 

drawn, all the lights were off, and a rerun of Law & Order played on low 

volume against the wall above a fireplace. 

 “Do you want anything to drink?” Brooke asked. 

 “I had about twelve Red Bulls today. Not one of my proudest 

achievements.” 

 “I take it you saw the news.” 

 “You’re quite photogenic,” Sam mused as he pointed to the forty-five 

on the coffee table. “I bet if you waved that they’d stop asking questions.” 

 “I thought about it,” Brooke said, sitting on the edge of the fireplace. 

“The phone’s been ringing all day.” 

 “I knew Bowman wasn’t going to stick to his word. Where’s Danny?” 

 “He left,” she said matter of fact. 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “I promised him I wouldn’t tell anyone.” 

 “Brooke, what’s going on? Where did he go?” 

 “Zambia.” 

 “You gotta be kidding me,” Sam blurted in disbelief. “When?” 

 “I didn’t know he had it all planned. When he got home from the 

meeting with Bowman his bags were already packed. I dropped him off at 

LAX and promised to keep it quiet. I should’ve called you.” 

 “When did you talk to him last?” 

 “Two days ago,” Brooke said, her eyes pointed toward the floor. “His 

phone wasn’t working so he called me collect from the hotel. I haven’t 

heard from him since.” 

 “Where’s he staying?” 

 “The Lusaka Hotel.” 

 Sam Googled the hotel on his iPhone and dialed. The receptionist at 
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the hotel informed him that Mr. Armstrong had checked out a day earlier. 

Sam thought about how he was going to break the news to Brooke. The 

truth was the only way. 

 “Don’t freak out...Danny checked out yesterday.” 

 Tears began to well up in Brooke’s eyes as she shook her head. “I 

never should’ve let him do this.” 

 “This isn’t your fault...I’m sure there’s an explanation...he’s fine.” 

 Brooke interrupted. “Then why hasn’t he called?” 
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anny was seated in the center of a sprawling dining room under a 

row of chandeliers inside the Taj Pamodzi Hotel, one of two five star 

hotels in Lusaka. 

 Waiters dressed in royal blue moved quietly among the guests. It was a 

Polaroid of the separation that still existed in Africa. White and black, one a 

step above the other. 

 It was a stark contrast to his first three nights. What he didn’t know 

when he booked the Lusaka Hotel online was that it was the center for 

prostitution and drug trafficking in the city. He locked himself inside his 

room and worked the phones, too afraid to go out after dark. 

 On the third day with no leads to the whereabouts of Jessica Mwenzi 

or Stella Adams, he got drunk at a bar on the ground floor. The first time 

since high school. He tried to shake off a hangover into the early hours of 

the following afternoon. He’d never been this wasted before. When the 

phone rang, he was hunched over the toilet revisiting the trail mix and beef 

jerky from the night before. He crawled across the floor and answered. On 

the other end was Vice President Mwananmuke. 

 Danny checked out of the Lusaka Hotel the next morning and caught 

a taxi across town to the Taj. He was amazed at the difference a few miles 

made. 

 In front of him was a plate of scrambled eggs, bacon, ham, and a mug 

of freshly brewed coffee. An assortment of guava, pawpaws, bananas, and 
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mangos were placed perfectly amongst freshly baked bread at each end of 

the buffet. 

 His first real meal in over a week. 

 A group of men dressed in starched white dress shirts, black slacks, 

armed with a forty-five on each hip entered and secured the dining room. 

Tourists directed their attention as locals whispered to one another. The 

security team quickly blended in as a man in his mid-forties, nearly six feet 

tall, appeared in the entryway. His heavy frame evident by the bulge that 

crept slightly over his belt. 

 Vice President Francis Mwananmuke walked slowly toward Danny. All 

eyes in the room followed his every move. 

 “Welcome,” Francis announced, his voice deeply rooted in his African 

heritage. He reached out and shook Danny’s hand vigorously, then found a 

chair across from him. 

 “Vice President, thank you for seeing me.” 

 “I apologize for not meeting with you sooner. You know...I knew your 

father.” 

 “Really?” 

 “We were much younger then,” Francis laughed. “President Fulani 

interpreted for him and I carried the luggage. I watched him preach to 

thousands across my country.” 

 “I never knew he visited here,” Danny admitted. 

 “I believe you and your brother were very young. He never brought 

you with him. Now, I understand you are searching for Jessica Mwenzi?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “We have tried to locate her since you called a few days ago. She could 

be in any village in Zambia. I’m afraid we don’t know where she is.” 

 “What happened to her after the TIMES article?” 

 “She came to Lusaka for the interview,” Francis replied. “Afterwards 

she left.” 

 Francis motioned for one of the waiters who quickly brought him a 

cup of freshly squeezed orange juice. He shifted in his chair, then 

continued, “Jessica was afraid she would be found and killed by Ali 
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Siatembo. When she left the city we lost contact with her.” 

 “What about Stella Adams?” 

 “I do not know that name.” 

 “She was an orphan at Bethel who disappeared after the raid.” 

 “As a country, we have tried hard to leave this tragedy in the past. 

Why are you searching for these women?” 

 “When my mom died, she left something for Stella. I made a promise 

to deliver it. I think finding Jessica might lead me to her.” 

 “Very well,” Francis said as he directed his head of security to prepare 

to leave. “I have someone who might be able to help.” 

 “Do you trust him?” 

 “He is an old friend, a news reporter from Kitwe who has followed 

the story about Bethel and Siatembo for many years. You will be in good 

hands. I will arrange for him to meet with you.” 

 “Vice President, thank you so much.” 

 “I will have one of my guards take you to the CR bus. You will have to 

leave immediately.” 

 “I’m already packed,” Danny replied, a surge of excitement rushed 

through his veins. 

 “I pray you find this woman. Please visit me before you leave the 

country. I’m sure President Fulani will want to meet you as well. We both 

owe a great debt to your father.” 

 “I definitely will.” 

 “God be with you,” Francis said, as he stood to his feet. The security 

detail followed ahead as he greeted several local businessmen on his way 

out of the dining room. 

 Danny was motionless for a few moments. He gathered his thoughts. 

He needed to call Brooke. First, he needed to buy a new cell phone. He 

needed to eat the food in front of him. The Vice President’s man waited 

over his shoulder. He had to go. He’d take care of everything else once he 

reached Kitwe. 

 There was no time to waste. 

 Finally, he had the break he needed. 
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he bus bounced from one remote village to another. Squeezed 

between a large African woman and stacks of burlap sacks filled with 

mealie meal, he was glad when the bus turned on to a stretch of highway 

back toward civilization. Day turned into night and Danny started to 

wonder if all of this was just another wild goose chase. After hours of being 

crammed like a sardine from Lusaka to Ndola, Danny grabbed a taxi and 

headed sixty miles northwest to Kitwe, the second largest city in Zambia. 

 The taxi driver dropped him off in the center of town. He roamed the 

streets in search of the agreed meeting spot. After days of living on trail mix 

and power bars his digestive system screamed for a hot meal. He’d shoveled 

breakfast so fast that he didn’t taste a thing. He was alone, ten pounds 

lighter, battling between excitement and the urge to quit. His binge drinking 

two nights before still lingered as his body ached. He’d never been much of 

a drinker, but he thought about burying the pain in a bottle or two. A wave 

of self pity rushed over him as he thought about the mess he’d left back 

home. He prayed the Vice President’s contact would be able to help him. 

 Danny checked his watch. 9:37 P.M. He hurried along the sidewalk, 

head lowered, as he followed the handwritten instructions. From a block 

away he recognized a bright yellow neon sign of The Hungry Lion with its 

catchy slogan: For The Love Of Chicken. 

 He slipped inside the fast food joint and glanced around for anyone 

who fit the description of Damas Kone. It was hard to focus as hunger 
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pierced his side. When no one moved toward him he joined the line in front 

where a group of men waited. They wore dark blue uniforms with the 

name, Mulfira Mining, etched into the back. Covered in dirt they talked 

amongst themselves in Bemba. 

 Danny didn’t understand a word. He did, however, recognize the 

name and logo from a newspaper he’d read earlier in the day. The headlines: 

"Mulfira Mining Reports $50 Million in 3rd Quarter Profits." The European 

company was accused of profiting despite the economic struggles of the 

country. Over ninety percent of those living in Ndola and Kitwe worked 

for the mine, but the wages were still far below poverty standards. The 

article ended with a plea to President Fulani to address the underlying 

friction between Zambians and the Europeans, and to put the welfare of his 

citizens above economic profits for the Western world. The article stated a 

no comment response from the President’s office. 

 Before arriving in Zambia, Danny pictured himself walking off the 

plane in Lusaka, hopping in the back of a Land Rover and heading into the 

bush with a six-inch knife tucked in his side pocket and a Maglite. He was 

determined to find Stella and fix his problems. He never anticipated 

spending time in industrialized cities on the verge of a revolt against their 

government. It was evident from the article that the European company 

and the Africans were after two very different things. The Africans wanted 

equality. The Europeans wanted profitability. 

 Danny stepped up to the counter, directly below the official logo of 

The Hungry Lion: an animated lion, smiling with his tongue hanging 

crookedly out of his jaw. A far cry from the majestic beast prized by the 

people as the King of the jungle. 

 Danny thought of how afraid he'd been that first night. Afraid he'd be 

attacked by a wild animal. Afraid he'd get lost in the bush. Afraid he’d die in 

some remote village where only Livingstone was brave enough to venture. 

He never anticipated being afraid of some crack head bursting through the 

door at the hotel to rob him blind. 

 He had to remind himself that he wasn’t the typical tourist. He’d 

traveled with his father as a teenager throughout Asia and parts of South 
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America. While he’d never been to Africa, he believed he was savvy enough 

to smell danger before catastrophe struck. 

 Under his nostrils the aroma of chicken and fries wafted through the 

air. His stomach rumbled. He counted his Kwacha and had to make a 

choice. A combo meal or a few beers across the street. The choice 

shouldn’t have been difficult, but it was. His first option was to dig into his 

last bag of Temptation trail mix courtesy of Trader Joes. His second, was to 

worry about food later and drown his memories in a Chibuku Shake Shake, 

a mix of sorghum and maize sold in paper cartons or brown plastic 

containers with a wide blue lid. It was the drink of choice for Zambia’s 

lower class. Danny quickly learned this was the best way to stretch his 

Kwacha and get the biggest bang for his buck. 

 His face itched from his scraggly beard. His cap was stained clear to 

the brim. He could smell the odor from under his arms as his shirt was 

soaked. He’d been sweating for a week straight, and the bus ride to Ndola 

was like sitting in a sauna. A cold beer sounded so good. He tried to 

convince himself it would relieve the exhaustion, revitalize his senses, so he 

could be sharp for the reporter. 

 In the far corner he noticed a boy in his early teens, who wore a 

knockoff Jordan jersey. He stared into the boy’s hazel eyes and tried to 

shake off a sudden urge to spend his last few Kwacha buying the boy a 

meal. He redirected his attention to the man behind the counter as wild 

thoughts flashed in his mind. He counted the money again, and reminded 

himself of his need to survive. He ordered two pieces of chicken and potato 

wedges. Thirty Kwacha. 

 Back home most children are lucky, he thought. No real fear of 

starving. No real fear of dying. No real clue of how hard life really is when 

you’re only expected to live into your mid-thirties. Children back home 

were more worried about losing their cell phones, being grounded from 

Playstation, or being accepted into the right social circles. None of that 

mattered here. For a child, life on this side of the world was about one 

thing, survival. 

 Danny grabbed his tray, tried to shed himself of the guilt and found a 
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table with a perfect view of the main street. Traffic passed as the thumping 

of music from the neighborhood shebeen drifted through the night. Danny 

rather enjoyed the eclectic mix of American eighties pop and local African 

artists. It had become a unique soundtrack on his adventure.  

 He wiped sweat from the back of his neck and wondered how he’d 

made it thousands of miles from home. After just one week he was broker 

than broke. He had no idea what was going to happen next. He had jumped 

at thirty thousand feet without a parachute. What if he didn’t find her? 

What if the Vice President was wrong about his contact? Then what? He 

would have failed, again. He watched the miners laugh together. 

 Danny tried to remember the last time he’d laughed. Even though it 

had only been a month, he wondered when he’d allow himself to grieve. It 

was hard to tell. His emotions had been unpredictable for weeks. The peaks 

and valleys left him unsure of whether he had made the right choice coming 

to Zambia. He’d used the last three hundred dollars to pay for hotels, bus 

rides, and false information. He had risked everything. 

 He opened the box, stared at two pieces of fried chicken, and realized 

this was all that was left. How he wished he could laugh. He wished he 

could be the man Brooke deserved. He wished he’d been wiser with the 

opportunities given to him. He wished he could have saved his parents. In 

that moment, anger and envy crept into his soul. 
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amas Kone, an African in his early thirties, button down white shirt, 

grey slacks and a pair of dusty wingtips, leaned against a counter 

inside a shebeen on Chisokone. His attention directed across the street. 

He’d already waited over an hour before he caught sight of the American. 

He dropped a few Kwacha on the bar, headed outside and ducked through 

traffic. He watched as the man entered a corner restaurant. 

 Since his surveillance in Lusaka, Damas noticed how the appearance 

of the American had changed. The clothes he’d worn a week earlier hung 

loosely. His face now hidden behind an overgrown blonde beard. His blue 

eyes looked darker. He no longer stood out amongst the crowd. 

 In Zambia, morality blurred itself in death, poverty, sickness and self-

preservation. In a country obsessed with the Western world, money had 

become the moral compass. If that’s what it took to survive, then Damas 

served the highest bidder. 

 Directly outside The Hungry Lion, he slipped on his press credentials, 

and gathered himself. He thought about what he knew. Daniel Armstrong 

arrived in Lusaka and hit every local bar in the city, attempted to meet with 

several high profile government officials, and called every local newspaper 

searching for information about Jessica Mwenzi or Stella Adams. When 

Damas received a call from the Vice President he knew it was time to set 

the pieces in motion. 

 He nodded as he slid into the seat across from Danny. 
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 “Mr. Armstrong?” 

 “Damas?” 

 “It is nice to meet you,” Damas answered as the two shook hands. 

 “I wasn’t sure you’d come.” 

 “I thought the same about you,” Damas replied, his deep voice 

lowered. 

 Danny watched as the man’s eyes darted from one side of the room to 

the other. After a few seconds Damas said, “We are not safe here.” 

 “What?” 

 “You are being followed. Please, we must go." 

 With all the soul searching Danny had yet to take a bite of The Hungry 

Lion’s famous chicken. His stomach rumbled. His mouth watered. His eyes 

were fixed on the breast and thigh. He glanced up at Damas who was 

already headed toward the door. 

 Danny grabbed his backpack, scooped up his food, then stopped 

when his eyes met the boy who was still in the corner watching his every 

move. 

 “Just do it,” he said to himself. 

 Danny held out the box and the boy wasted no time. A smile crept 

across his lips, followed by pearly whites. It was a stark contrast to his dark 

features. He hurried over and snatched the box, then quickly returned to his 

spot. 

 Outside, Danny caught up with Damas as they turned the corner 

down a side alley. They walked briskly, in silence, toward a white Toyota Hi 

Ace Van. Rust had consumed most of the roof and the back window was 

entirely gone. Inside the seats were torn and most of the stuffing was 

missing. It was like sitting on two pieces of rebar. The dash had been 

cracked from one side to the other. Danny noticed that instead of a key, 

Damas inserted a screwdriver into the ignition. Nothing was out of the 

ordinary in Zambia. 

 Danny climbed inside. 

 “Why would someone follow me?” 

 Damas replied calmly as he shifted into gear and pressed the 
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accelerator, “There is no time to explain. I will tell you everything once we 

are safe.” 

 Danny’s mind raced through a dozen scenarios. Most of them ending 

with him dying at the hands of a wild beast, left along the side of the road 

or in one of the remote villages he’d ridden through earlier in the day. 

Seeing his hesitation Damas offered a bit more. 

 “Stella Adams is alive.” 

 “Are you sure?” 

 “My sources are very reliable. Your presence here has confirmed that 

to be true. We are both in danger because of your search in Lusaka.” 

 “Why didn’t the Vice President say anything?” 

 “They were watching you. This is why he has sent you to me. I will 

explain once we are out of the city.” 

 They drove in silence through the streets headed south out of Kitwe. 

Danny kept his eyes pealed for any sign of trouble. His heart raced at the 

thought of finding Stella. A glimmer of hope rose within. If Damas was 

right, she was alive, and he was going to find her. He checked the side 

mirror. Nothing. He glanced out the back. Nothing. He watched Damas 

closely. The warm night air flowed through the van as they turned on to 

Highway T2 headed back to Ndola. 

  For the first time in weeks, Danny felt alive. 
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round midnight the van rolled up to a gated area on the outskirts of 

Ndola. After two hours of bouncing along back roads the needle 

inched past empty. Danny remained slouched in his seat, uncomfortable 

from the rebar under his backside. He continued to glance at the side 

mirror, as well as over his shoulder. He was on edge, exactly where Damas 

wanted him to be. 

 An uneasiness loomed over Damas as the gates opened and the van 

moved forward. He was a man for hire to the highest bidder. Morality was 

not his problem. He needed the American to trust him. There could be no 

witnesses, no clues to where they were headed, and no link to connect back 

to him or the Vice President. 

 Tires rolled slowly over the gravel and dirt. 

 Hidden between two rows of CR buses, normally filled with tourists, 

Damas turned off the engine. At this time of night the place was locked 

down. No driver worth his wage would be caught with a load of tourists on 

HT2 headed towards Lusaka. Too many had witnessed the aftermath of 

those who dared to chance their fate. 

 Local drivers were huddled around a small fire. A few others scattered 

along the chain link fence. A burnt smell filled the air, a mixture of 

cigarettes, exhaust, oil and trash. This was not a place for those who were 

of light skin. Across the lot stood a cinderblock building. 

 “Stay close to me,” Damas said to Danny. “We must not draw 
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attention to ourselves.” 

 Danny tried to protest, but Damas grabbed his backpack and headed 

outside. 

 Since leaving The Hungry Lion, Danny wondered where they were 

going. Once they left the city, the lights faded into darkness and he lost any 

sense of direction. His mind swirled with questions. What did Damas know 

about Stella? Where was she? Did he know who was following them? For a 

reporter the man was extremely quiet, Danny thought. 

 “Damas,” Danny whispered loudly. “Why are we here?” 

 “Where we are going is very far from here. There is only one way to 

get there.” 

 “Where exactly are we going?” 

 Damas grabbed Danny’s shoulder and reassured him. “You must trust 

me.” 

 “That’s what you said two hours ago,” Danny replied, a bit frustrated 

that Damas seemed to be stalling. “Either tell me where we’re going or I’m 

outta here.” 

 Damas’ round eyes gazed upon Danny, his grip tightened slightly. 

“The woman you are searching for is in Luangwa.” 

 Danny stared blankly, “Where’s that?” 

 Damas directed him inside, “East of here about four hundred miles.” 

 A twinge of excitement surged through Danny’s body. One minute he 

was scared to death, the next he felt like he was on a mission. The truth 

was, he didn’t know anything about Damas. He had taken the Vice 

President at his word. He never called to check him out at the newspaper. 

But there was something about the man that made Danny want to trust 

him. It didn’t matter how Damas found out his information. What mattered 

was he seemed confident in where they would find Stella. 

 An elderly man perched on top of a stack of mealie meal eyed them as 

they entered the cinderblock building. Inside, the room was surrounded 

with familiar burlap sacks filled with coarse flour made from maize. It was a 

staple food, similar to corn meal. The old man busied himself counting the 

day’s totals. A second man rested against the far wall, a shotgun tucked 
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gently under his arm. His eyes firmly planted on the American. 

 Damas approached the old man, “Ons moet om te gaan na Luangwa.” 

We need to go to Luangwa. 

 “Jy moet gaan na die bus stasie,” the old man replied. You must go to the 

bus station. 

 “Ons neem die trein.” We will take the train. 

 “Hierdie is nie 'n trein.” This is not a train station. 

 “Hoeveel?” How much? 

 The tension in the room escalated. "Wat van die Amerikaanse?" What 

about the American?” 

 “Hy is 'n geskenk.” He is a gift. 

 The old man laughed, “'N geskenk? Vir wie?” A gift? For who? 

 “Die Duiwel,” Damas replied coldly. The Devil. 

 The old man’s eyes grew wide. Damas calmly handed over twelve 

hundred kwacha, then continued, “Stuur woord wat ek het wat hy wil.” Send 

word that I have what he wants. 

 Danny didn’t understand a word, but was momentarily reassured when 

the man led them down a dimly lit hallway until darkness enveloped them. 

His senses were on overdrive. The night had already been filled with a 

myriad of emotions. Worthlessness. Uncertainty. Fear. Excitement. His 

chest pounded feverishly. His mouth was dry. His hands dug deep into his 

jeans pockets as he tried to stop them from shaking. What was happening 

to him? Further and further they went into the darkness as objects seemed 

to move in the shadows. The feeling was more intense than anything he had 

ever experienced. 
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n ear splitting, bone chilling scream, echoed off the walls. Danny 

froze, unable to see anything in front of him. A child’s voice yelled 

out in agony. It was more than despair, it was pure evil. Danny turned to 

run but the strong grip from Damas pulled him back. Their pace quickened. 

Footsteps pounded against the concrete. At the end of the hallway, the man 

pulled a ring of keys from his pocket and fumbled for the right one to 

unlock a padlock that secured a thick rusty chain to a metal gate. The gate 

opened to an underground room. 

 Danny’s ears were ringing from the child’s scream. He wanted to ask 

Damas what was happening upstairs, but he didn’t. The problems on the 

other side of those walls were not his problems, he told himself. His eyes 

adjusted to the darkness. Damas was directly in front of him. His senses 

were heightened as the metal door upstairs closed and childlike whispers 

surrounded him. 

 He grabbed Damas and demanded, “Why did they lock us down 

here?” 

 “We must remain quiet,” Damas whispered. 

 What Danny had experienced in the last few minutes would live with 

him for the rest of his life. He looked around at children huddled together. 

His first instinct was to pretend they weren’t there, but as the seconds 

ticked he fought a relentless desire to help them. 

 “There is nothing we can do to save them,” Damas said as he pointed 
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upward, “If we try, they will kill us.” 

 “What is this place?” Danny said in a hushed voice. 

 “You want to find Stella Adams? This is the only way to do it.” 

 “Where are these children going?’ 

 “I suggest you try to rest. We have a long journey ahead of us.” 

 “This can’t be happening.” 

 “My friend, this is Africa,” Damas replied, matter of fact. “This is 

reality.” 

 “We have to get out of here.” 

 Damas set the backpack on the ground, then dropped to the floor. 

Danny kneeled beside him. The whispers and sobs momentarily stopped. 

Now the children were listening. 

 “There is a man who is responsible for these children and many others 

being sold into slavery. He is wealthy and powerful. The government will 

not fight against him. The people are afraid of him. One person cannot 

change what has been for many years. If you are to find this woman you 

seek, then we must get close to him.” 

 “You’re talking about Ali Siatembo.” 

 Damas nodded. “Fulani used what happened at Bethel twelve years 

ago to rally the people to end slavery...but he has failed. Siatembo has taken 

thousands more children. They are sold to the highest bidder. 

Europe...Asia...America. Some say more than ten thousand. Stories of his 

actions are told in villages and cities throughout my country. He is an evil 

man, that is why they call him Die Duiwel. The government has sent many 

to find him, but they have all ended up dead. Daniel, we cannot save these 

children.” 

 Damas knew all too well the web weaved within the government to 

cover up their greatest embarrassment, being unable to bring Siatembo to 

justice. If the people of Zambia realized Siatembo could have been stopped 

years ago, there would be a revolution on the doorsteps of the Union 

Building. 

 For the two day journey Damas had considered buying first class 

tickets on the train, which would have given each a bed, but this exercise 
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was meant to keep the American on edge. He offered a bit more. 

 “Years ago the Zambian Children’s Initiative was founded by your 

father. International adoptions were pushed through by the government. 

Many orphanages were built. The world applauded as children were saved. 

Then the money from the West stopped. No one has been able to stop 

Siatembo’s rule.” 

 Danny’s shoulders slouched. “I didn’t know...Damas...why are you 

willing to risk your life to help me?” 

 The gravity of the moment weighed heavily. The decision to follow 

the children, to get close to a man who raped and murdered thousands, 

caused hesitation. But it wasn’t the first time. Damas thought for a moment 

and then said, “Freedom.” 
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anny kept his distance from the children and dozed off for an hour 

out of extreme exhaustion. He woke to the clanging of the gate 

upstairs. Questions flashed in his mind. How did he end up in a locked 

room halfway around the world, with children who were only a day away 

from slavery? How would they survive? Why didn’t his father tell him about 

the orphanages? Why was he trusting a man he hardly knew, to find a 

woman he had never met, with the only way being a face-to-face standoff 

with the Devil? 

 He thought, "God, is this the only way to honor mom?" 

 A big part of him wanted to go home, to enjoy quiet evenings with 

Brooke, sleep in a comfortable bed, savor a home cooked meal, safely 

behind locked windows and doors. His life had changed since the funeral. 

Danny struggled to grieve. He didn’t know how. When his father died, he 

didn’t shed a tear. He pushed most of his emotions deep within to avoid a 

total breakdown. He did the same when his mom chose to die. 

 However, one emotion swam beneath the surface. Anger. These days 

Danny allowed anger to fuel his choices. Anger at God for allowing his 

parents to die tragic deaths. Frustration towards the church who had 

publicly humiliated his family. Envy towards a brother who cared more 

about himself than anyone else. He was on the verge of exploding. He 

fought against it when he struggled to get out of bed, to talk honestly with 

Brooke, and to choose between right and wrong in a world that had grown 
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increasingly complicated. 

 Going to Zambia wasn’t a search for the truth in as much as it was an 

escape from reality. The truth was, home wasn’t the same. Quiet evenings 

with Brooke grew into isolated silence amidst the white noise of cable 

television. A comfortable bed turned into late nights of insomnia on the 

living room sofa. Home cooked meals were replaced with takeout as their 

food of choice. Life had stopped. Danny was afraid of losing everything, 

including Brooke. 

 Brooke may have thought his decision to find Stella was heroic, 

honorable, and a sign that he was fighting his depression. He left her no 

other choice by leaving. The truth was, he was ashamed of who he had 

become. He found himself leaning over the edge. He needed answers that 

would bring him back to the man he longed to be. In the darkness, he 

prayed, “If I make it through this, God I promise I’ll change.” 

 Footsteps approached, jolting Danny back to the present. 
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amas kneeled beside Danny counting the shadows. Five men. Their 

voices grew louder, seemingly annoyed at the same old man who had 

unlocked the gate upstairs. A flashlight beamed across the room. Children’s 

whispers echoed against the concrete walls. Into the dim light, a giant 

African emerged. Six foot-eight. Three hundred pounds. Arms the size of 

most men’s thighs. His shoulders bulged against his neck. His chest was the 

size of Kilamanjaro, a modern day Goliath. 

 Two other men brushed by Danny as he caught a glimpse of their dark 

blue uniforms with the Mulfira Mining logo stitched into the sleeve. Each 

looked like Safari Menthol smoking, Chibuku Shake Shake drinking, kerels. 

Thugs. Danny avoided eye contact as they moved towards the children who 

were still huddled together in the far corner. Fear paralyzed him. 

 Tension drifted inside a haze of nicotine. The men poked, prodded, 

and barked orders at the children. A second flashlight cut across their faces. 

Boys and girls. Most seemed to be in their early teens, covered in dirt, 

ragged clothes, no shoes, with large brown eyes. Danny tried to count them 

but the light cut out too quickly. He guessed there had to be at least thirty. 

He cringed when one man slapped a child. The scream of agony sent chills 

down his spine. 

 Damas gripped Danny’s shoulder tight, holding him down. His first 

instinct was to let the American loose, to see if he could survive. He 

thought better of it. He needed to deliver Daniel Armstrong to Die Duiwel 
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in one piece...that was part of the deal. 

 “Genoeg!” Goliath yelled. Enough! 

 Goliath approached Damas and Danny, an AK47 hung from one 

shoulder. The other men paused as Goliath added, “Laai hulle aan.” Load 

them up. 

 His gigantic frame towered over Damas, who was nearly eight inches 

shorter, and a hundred pounds lighter. Danny stepped back as Goliath’s 

voice growled, “ Wat doen jy hier?” What are you doing here? 

 Damas replied in Afrikaan, “I am going to see Siatembo” 

 Goliath ripped the press credentials from Damas’ neck, then snapped, 

“You do not belong here.” 

 “The American is of great value to him,” Damas insisted. 

 With unseen quickness, Goliath shifted his weight, then drove the butt 

of the AK47 into Danny’s chest, pinning him to the ground. Damas 

reached forward but was shoved back by two of the others. Danny 

struggled to breathe as he wrestled against the force of two tree trunks 

before Goliath’s fist cracked against his nose. Blood oozed down his face, 

the warmth of it made him feel lightheaded. He was shaken to the bone. 

 Danny struggled to catch his breath, then grunted, “Damas.” 

 “This man is worth nothing,” Goliath mocked, his unbearable breath 

filled Danny’s bloodied nostrils. 

 The AK47 pressed against Danny’s neck, to the point that he fought 

to stay conscious. His face was flushed, his vision blurred. He’d never been 

in a fight. Never hit a soul. He hated confrontation. His heart beat out of 

his chest. The rage that had built within was bursting at the seams. If he was 

going to survive the next few seconds he had to act fast. Out of the corner 

of his eye he caught sight of Damas, who reached in his front pocket. 

 “I am an American citizen,” Danny yelled. 

 Goliath dug the barrel of the AK47 into his chest, his finger rested on 

the trigger. He replied coolly, “But you will die in Africa.” 

 A split second was all Damas needed. He pulled his blade from his 

pocket, broke free, then lunged quickly toward Goliath. He slammed the 

razored edge into Goliath’s neck four times in a matter of seconds, then 
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spun around and with precision sliced into the other men who charged. 

They were no match for him. 

 Goliath stumbled backwards, blood streamed from the gashes on his 

body. Danny rolled over and tried to get to his feet, before being tackled by 

another shadow. The two rolled back and forth, fists flying in all directions. 

Danny fought for his life. Damas wrestled the man off of Danny and stuck 

the knife deep into his stomach, then twisted the blade to make sure. The 

man dropped to the floor next to Goliath, who was still gasping for air. 

 Children screamed amidst the chaos, unsure of what was happening in 

the darkness. Danny reached for a flashlight that lay on the ground. He 

handed it to Damas, then pulled his shirt up to his nose to stop the 

bleeding. 

 Damas kneeled, the flashlight hovered over Goliath’s face, “It is you 

who will die in Africa,” he seethed. With one final thrust, Damas plunged 

the blade into Goliath’s chest, then waited for the final breath. He reached 

for a chain around Goliath’s neck, pulled it towards him and grabbed a key, 

then with the other hand he picked up the AK47. 

 Danny crawled away from Goliath, then vomited. Everything 

happened so fast. His head spun. His stomach was tied in knots. His face 

throbbed as the blood flowed down his chin soaking through his shirt. He 

didn’t know how much of it was his and how much of it belonged to the 

giant. 

 Danny struggled to stand, his legs were shaking. “Damas, how did you 

--” 

 “We must move quickly,” he demanded, as he stripped one of the men 

naked, and dressed himself in the Mulfira Mining uniform. He gathered the 

children and said, “Volg my en jy sal veilig wees.” Follow me and you will be 

safe. 

 Damas pointed the flashlight against the walls, searching for an 

opening. Danny stood by wondering what the reporter was doing. Was he 

really who he said he was? How had he killed so easily? The swiftness in 

which he killed five men was unreal. 

 The flashlight searched the walls until it found a metal grate on the 
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floor, two feet by two feet, at the opposite end of the room. Damas reached 

the grate, inserted the key into a lock, pulled it open, then pointed the light 

into an underground passageway. 

 “What is it?” Danny asked. 

 “A tunnel,” Damas replied. 

 “To where?” 

 “Siatembo.” 

 “Damas, we have to go to the police, or the embassy. We have to tell 

them what happened and about this place.” 

 “They will arrest us.”  

 “I’ll take that chance.” 

 “If you want to find Stella we must go. There is no time to waste.” 

 “How do you know?” 

 “Siatembo is going to kill her.” 

 “What?” Danny said in disbelief. “Why?” 

 “Because of who she is.” 

 Danny ran his fingers through his sweaty hair, reached for his twisted 

nose, as the words sunk in. 

 “I don’t trust you. You said you’re a reporter, but I’ve never met 

anyone who killed like that. I’m not going anywhere with you. I’m taking 

the children with me and I’m heading straight for the embassy.” Danny 

pointed into the passageway and continued, “If you want to go down there, 

then you go alone.” 

 “We are going together.” 

 “No way,” Danny protested. “These children need to be somewhere 

safe, back with their parents, and I gotta get away from here, and from you. 

This was a mistake.” 

 “Most of them were put here by their parents. For a few kwacha they 

were willing to give away their own blood. We must take them with us to 

Siatembo, that is how we will save them.” 

 Damas turned his back and directed the children to climb into the 

underground tunnel. They obeyed without question. Danny grabbed Damas 

by the arm. A big mistake. Damas spun around and raised the AK47 with 
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precision. 

 “I saved your life,” Damas announced, the barrel pointed directly at 

Danny. “Now you will save mine.” 

 Everything went black as the butt of the AK47 slammed against 

Danny’s skull. 
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ngela Reyes was first to break the Armstrong story. She was first on 

the scene of the suicide. She was first to report the allegations from 

Jack Bowman. She refused to stop now. She called in a favor to an old 

boyfriend who worked for an airline at LAX. In minutes she learned that 

Daniel Armstrong left the country over a week ago on South African 

Airways Flight 947. Destination: Lusaka, Zambia. 

 Growing up on the streets of Echo Park left Angela fearless. At 

twenty-eight she was still fighting to earn her stripes as a reporter. She 

continued to work her way up the ladder and used her street savvy to stay 

hungry. A graduate from community college she had made it out of a 

neighborhood most people watched on COPS or 60 Minutes. She chased 

down every story as if it were her last. However, the fact that she’d been 

given a green light on the Armstrong story didn’t mean her star was still 

rising. It was a religious story, which meant it hit the headlines strong for a 

few days but quickly was replaced with a celebrity who checked themselves 

into rehab, a politician who posted controversial pictures of himself on 

Twitter or a natural disaster that either raised or lowered a President’s poll 

numbers. 

 Knowing when to be patient and when to risk was a constant 

balancing act. When Angela was assigned the Armstrong story she thought 

it would only last a few days. As she put the pieces together her gut told her 

there was more to it. 
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 Before Carole Armstrong’s suicide, Angela had never heard of this 

religious royalty. When the embezzlement story surfaced a few days ago she 

realized she needed to dig deeper. The networks, newspapers, blogs, 

Facebook feeds, and Twitter posts hit it hard for twenty-four hours but 

then the feature was over. Even Tony, her cameraman, had been reassigned 

to a Hollywood red carpet premier. Unless the controversy included a 

preacher who was sleeping with his secretary, stepping out of the closet or 

murdering someone in their congregation, the odds of religion remaining 

front page news was slim. Angela had to beg her boss for one more week to 

bring something new to the story. 

 The clock was ticking. She was almost out of time. 

 When she heard the news about Daniel Armstrong she considered 

heading straight to LAX, but she wasn’t ready to chase after him just yet. 

She’d never been out of the country. If she was lucky she wouldn’t have to. 

Of course, she was prepared with a backpack in her trunk with a new 

passport, and paperwork for the list of shots injected into her arms a week 

earlier. She would charge the ticket on her overextended credit card if 

needed. 

 She called Daniel Armstrong’s house all afternoon hoping to talk with 

his wife, Brooke. Each time the phone rang and then bumped to voicemail. 

She wished she would’ve known that was her in the front yard. It was time 

to track down the younger brother. Angela called another source within the 

DMV who, for a small price, offered her the information she was seeking. 

One date was worth it to get Sam Armstrong’s Malibu address: 13758 

Discovery Drive. 
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or the last day and a half Angela camped out in her ’05 Honda Accord 

a hundred yards from the front gate and waited for any sign of the 

Grammy winning producer. She worked her cell for hours calling every 

studio in L.A. No one had seen or was willing to confirm if Sam Armstrong 

was working in their studio. 

 This was her last day. No leads. No story. 

 Every hour she strolled up to the gate, pressed the intercom button, 

then waited for someone to answer. She hoped a housekeeper might 

respond. All the houses on the block had one. Being Latina, she was fluent 

in Spanish. If she could get a maid on the phone maybe she could talk her 

way inside. So far, no luck. 

 As the hours passed, Angela fought the urge to climb the eight-foot 

iron rod fence. Between strolls to the front gate she tried to practice 

patience, which made her even more impatient. She flipped through her 

notepad, surfed the latest news and blogs on her iPhone and studied 

everything she had found on Pastor John Armstrong.  

 A son of a rancher, Armstrong chose to leave the family farming 

business in Texas and move out west with his new bride. For a few years 

there wasn’t much to tell until he built a new church in Newport Beach. 

Quickly he garnered a reputation for bringing both the rich and poor under 

one roof to worship together. Newport Community Church was a place 

where anyone who wanted to walk through its doors was welcomed. Pastor 
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John, as he was called by his followers, built a reputation for reaching out to 

those in need. He garnered the attention of many politicians in LA, as well 

as numerous charitable organizations, who were ambitious to connect with 

his rapidly growing congregation. The church grew into one of the largest 

mega churches in North America with a congregation of nearly thirty 

thousand loyal followers. 

 While Pastor John rubbed shoulders with the elite in the church and 

beyond, the rest of the family remained private. His wife, Carole, was busy 

raising kids and spent most of her time out of the spotlight. Angela 

searched for more about her after the first suicide attempt but she came up 

empty. 

 Then she scanned through countless newspaper posts and magazine 

articles that wrote about Newport Community Church and its charismatic 

pastor. With all the publicity, Pastor John became a highly sought after 

speaker, a bestselling author, and a television personality who sat across 

from the likes of Larry King, Oprah, and Barbara Walters in between his 

private visits to the Oval Office to pray with several two-term Presidents. 

 When Carole Armstrong jumped off the pier in Newport everything 

shifted. Pastor John preached a new message that brought in wealthy 

weekend gatherers accustomed to a thirty-minute message, Starbucks 

coffee, Vegas entertainment, high energy kids programs, and a dozen ways 

to submit their tithe. The church became a weekend event instead of a daily 

presence. He focused his efforts to help the poor in far away countries, 

instead of here at home. 

 From what Angela could find the church was struggling since his death 

with a dwindling congregation, the same overhead of a 100-acre property, a 

newly renovated church building, and a staff that had been cut significantly 

in recent months. Then, of course, there was the missing five million. 

 From time to time Angela had caught interviews with religious leaders 

who failed morally, ripped people off financially, and led people on 

emotional highs. She watched flamboyant faith healers touch the sick, 

claimed they were healed, then dipped their hands into the offering plates 

to build their multimillion-dollar homes. She rolled her eyes during 
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infomercials where preachers offered an “official” prayer cloth or bottle of 

oil from the Holy Land that guaranteed to save the faithful from the pains 

of this world. Prosperity could be theirs for a bargain price of $19.99. And 

then there were the churches filled with Vegas show productions, Tommy 

Bahama shirts, U2 knockoff tunes, and salaries that fueled the rhetoric of 

any skeptic. Religion was a business, the preachers were the CEO’s, and 

Angela prided herself as being their greatest skeptic. 

 Growing up, religion was not part of her family. Instead, addiction and 

violence were the drugs of choice. She wasn’t raised in a home that believed 

in miracles. She wasn’t raised to believe a Messiah was going to save them. 

She had to survive on her own. 

 No preacher ever reached out to help. No mega church leader ever 

came to her neighborhood to stand up against her father. No preacher ever 

handed her mom a check to make a better life for her children. Maybe 

that’s why this story stuck with her. Maybe deep down she was a vigilante 

who’s mission in life was to tell the truth about those in the church who 

rose to celebrity status in the name of God. Where did the armored trucks 

take the millions given by those who believed? The bestselling books to 

believe more, trust the church more, and have more faith in God filled the 

shelves at retail. The influence...the fame...and the success had to be 

addicting. 

 “The pressure to keep the machine running probably takes the most 

faith of all,” she thought. 

 When Carole Armstrong jumped from the pier a clear message was 

delivered. Maybe that’s why she was locked away in a psych ward. Her 

actions sent a tidal wave through the religious, political, and social circles. 

 Angela scrolled through interviews from religious leaders who publicly 

suggested Pastor John step down from his church to deal with his family 

problems. Political heavyweights distanced themselves from the aftermath. 

Social invites dried up. He spent months in third world countries preaching 

the Gospel but he was seen less at Newport Community. How ironic that a 

man who was at the top of his game would lose his life a world away. 

Whoever killed him had disappeared into the shadows. Some believed it 
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was a Muslim group angered by his presence, but there was no definitive 

evidence. No footprints. No rifle shells. No witnesses. No leads for the U.S. 

government to pursue. 

 Angela stepped off her soapbox and checked her watch. It was easy to 

look at the lives of others and judge. She thought about her own family 

with a father who drank too much. She was only nine when he pressed the 

barrel of a shotgun under his chin and pulled the trigger. From there her 

mother survived nightly beatings from a list of revolving boyfriends, 

worked three jobs to provide for her kids, but then died of cancer before 

Angela turned fifteen. Her sister was only eight at the time. They were on 

their own. The two hadn’t spoken in years. She was glad the truth about her 

family wasn’t front page news. 

 She reminded herself that her job was to ask questions and to find 

answers. It was nothing personal. Speaking with Sam Armstrong was the 

next step. Even though her stomach rumbled, she refused to take a chance 

of missing her one opportunity. Like clockwork, she approached the rod 

iron gate again, then pressed the buzzer continually for the next five 

minutes. 
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o you think she knows you turned off the sound? Stuey asked, 

momentarily amused by the woman on the flat screen built into 

an oversized marble counter. 

 Sam glanced toward Brooke who was hovered over the stainless steel 

Viking stove where an aroma of scrambled eggs, sausage, and bacon wafted 

into the air. Seated around the island were Stuey and Watson. 

 Three days had passed since Sam brought Brooke to the house. He 

was relieved that the embezzlement story slipped from the headlines but he 

grew more concerned with their inability to reach Danny. If this news hit 

the airwaves then they’d have more problems than the pesky reporter at his 

front gate. 

 Earlier that morning Sam spoke with the U.S. Embassy in Lusaka. 

Brad Thompson, a personal assistant to the Ambassador promised to reach 

out to their contacts under President Fulani, but cautioned Sam that things 

would move slowly as Danny had only been in the country a short time. 

There was the possibility that he was not missing at all. Sam thanked him 

for his help and told himself he’d keep that bit of news from Brooke. 

 “What are you going to do when you get there?” Stuey asked. Brooke 

dished up three plates of food, then grabbed two pieces of toast for herself. 

 “Thompson is meeting me at the airport and is trying to get a meeting 

with Vice President Mwananmuke. From there we’ll see what happens next. 

I’ll be there as long as it takes to find Danny.” 

“D 
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 “I don’t understand why I can’t go,” Brooke said, matter of fact. “I’ve 

got my shots, passport and I can buy a ticket online. Sam, I can’t just wait 

here. I have to do something.” 

 Stuey noticed that Sam was avoiding Brooke’s statement. “What about 

this Bowman mess?” he asked. 

 “His legal team sent over the documents we requested,” Watson 

replied. “Mostly financial reports from 2004 to 2009. In those documents 

are transfers highlighted during that period taken from the building fund. 

Total transfer is five million wired to an offshore account in the Caymans.” 

 “Good luck tracking that down,” Stuey said sarcastically. 

 Watson added, “Leaking the story to the press is just another way for 

them to put the pressure on. I’m sure the news about the Cayman’s will be 

their next move. Legally they can’t force you to pay the money back, but 

they can sure keep it in the press until it gets resolved. We don’t need them 

knowing about Danny or Stella right now.” 

 “What about Universal?” Sam asked Stuey. 

 “Frank’s furious. He wants Jared’s record done. I talked him into 

giving you two weeks to make all of this disappear. Sam, we’re out on a 

ledge now. The bad press, Frank’s influence in the industry, both our 

reputations are on the line. I’m sure you understand what’s at stake.” 

 Sam nodded at both Stuey and Watson. He knew both needed to be 

handled. He also knew that Danny wouldn’t have just disappeared without 

telling Brooke where he was going. 

 Since arriving at the estate, Brooke busied herself around the 7,500 

square foot house. It didn’t take long for her to realize it was cold. Other 

than the hall of accolades there were no family and friends pictured 

anywhere. The fridge was empty except for the Red Bull. Most of the 

rooms were bare. It was more like a warehouse than a home. 

 First, she ordered groceries online.  Second, she walked along the 

private beach and tried to hold herself together. Something was wrong. Not 

hearing from Danny left her on the edge of breaking down. Walking the 

beach and moping around an empty house wasn’t getting her any answers. 

She had to do something. 
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 “Sam, I’m going,” she demanded. 

 Sam ignored Brooke again as Stuey and Mark glanced at one another 

with raised eyebrows. Brooke continued, her voice stronger. “Danny’s my 

husband. He’s in trouble, I know it.” 

 Sam stood and motioned for Brooke to follow him outside. Stuey and 

Watson turned their attention to the woman on the flat screen who was still 

at the front gate. This was a family matter, and both of them were fully 

aware of that boundary. 
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am, I’m going and that’s final.” 

Sam paused at the edge of the patio and breathed out slowly. So 

much was happening at once. Bowman. Universal. Danny. He didn’t ask for 

any of it, but now it was up to him to try and fix it. There was also 

something he should have told Brooke sooner. 

 He gazed off in the distance. “When Danny and I were kids we broke 

one of Dad’s rules. There was a room that was off limits. Dad always kept it 

locked.” 

 Sam’s memory was vivid. He could feel the fear of being caught, the 

excitement of disobeying, and the disappointment at what they found. The 

wrath of his father rushed over him like it was yesterday. 

 “Anyway...one night we were alone at home. Danny and me wanted to 

know what was behind that door. We searched the house for the right key. 

We found it in Dad’s office. We stood there outside the door waiting. I 

guess we expected Mom and Dad to come bursting into the house to stop 

us. Danny unlocked the door and we looked inside.” 

 “What was in there?” 

 “Stacks of boxes.” 

 “I don’t get it.” 

 “I forgot about it for years, until I visited Mom. For an hour I sat 

there holding her hand wishing she’d say something. She just stared at the 

wall. But when I stood to leave she reached out and grabbed my hand...it 

“S 
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startled me. She stared right at me. Then she reached under the covers with 

her other hand and pulled out a key.” 

 “The same key?” Brooke asked. 

 “I never tried it, but it looked just like the one we found.” 

 “Did she say anything?” 

 “No...her eyes glazed over and that was it. You know I carried that key 

for a long time. I thought about driving down to the house to see if it fit, 

but I put the key in the kitchen drawer and tried to forget about it.” 

 “Do you think there’s something in that room that might help us find 

Danny?” 

 “All I know is that out of all the times I visited Mom she spoke to me 

only one time begging me to get her out of there. Then a few weeks later 

she hands me that key. I can’t believe I didn’t get it before now.” 

 “I’ll do it,” she said. “I’ll go to the house and see what’s there.” 

 “Brooke, I’m sorry for not being there to help you and Danny.” 

 “We’ve all made choices to deal with life in our own way.” 

 “I don’t understand why Danny cares so much about their legacy.” 

 “I think he feels responsible for not protecting your parents. I guess he 

feels like their legacy is all they have left. Sam, I’m afraid of what’s 

happened to him.” 

 “I promise you I’ll find him.” Sam reached into his pocket and pulled 

out four keys on a ring, then handed them over. “House, truck, Newport, 

and the room.” 

 “You know I can stay at my house.” 

 “No way. That reporter outside is just a glimpse of the craziness that 

will hit if they find out Danny’s missing. They’ll track you down and harass 

you like vultures. I’ve seen it happen. This is the safest place for you.” 

 Brooke stepped forward and hugged Sam. She whispered, “Thank 

you.” 

 They headed back inside. Stuey and Watson had already finished 

breakfast. 

 “Sam, you ready to go?” Stuey asked, eyeing the two of them. 

 “I’m ready,” Sam said. “Mark, anything with Bowman...” 
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 “If anything develops you’ll be the first to know.” 

 Brooke offered the three of them a half smile. It was obvious the 

stress had begun to wear her down. The reality of the situation weighed 

heavily. 

 Stuey grabbed his suit coat and followed Sam toward the door. 

Watson was close behind. Quickly Sam showed Brooke how to arm and 

disarm the alarm. He grabbed his duffle bag and headed outside. Stuey and 

Sam climbed inside a Beamer as Watson headed for his Mercedes. 

 Brooke waited in the doorway as the cars headed down the driveway 

and out the iron gate. She closed the door and wondered what was in those 

boxes in Newport. No use waiting. She would head out within the hour. 
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tuey gripped the leather steering wheel as the Beamer hugged the turns 

along PCH from Malibu to Santa Monica. Sam double checked his 

passport and ticket. He hoped the Embassy would have some answers 

when he arrived. 

 “Thanks for having my back,” Sam said to Stuey. “I know you’re 

sticking your neck out on this one.” 

 “You’ve always delivered in the clutch, this time it’s my turn.” 

 “How mad was Frank?” 

 “He threatened to sue both of us for everything we own.” 

 “I’m glad he took it well,” Sam said with a light laugh. 

 “It looks like you’re getting your vacation after all.” 

 “By the time I get back you’ll have the rest of my life booked.” 

 Stuey changed lanes and turned toward Sam. “Seriously, you don’t 

know what you’re walking into over there. You find your brother and then 

you get on the first flight back." 

 "That's the plan." 

 “I can’t believe your family has more secrets than Houdini.” 

 “Speaking of secrets,” Sam said. “Someone must know what happened 

to the money. It’s worth a phone call to Devan.” 

 “I’ll get the church financial reports from Mark, but I can’t promise 

anything. Privacy has always been her number one priority.” 

 “I’m sure you’ll work your magic.” 

S 
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 The Beamer sailed onto the Santa Monica Freeway headed toward the 

405 and LAX. Stuey’s heavy foot brought them there ten minutes later. A 

maze of cars, vans, and buses streamed past the glowing purple and gold 

neon pillars. Stuey dodged merging traffic and cut across two lanes headed 

towards Tom Bradley International Terminal. 

 “Call the minute you land,” Stuey insisted. 

 Sam nodded. “Keep an eye on Brooke...if anything happens...” 

 “Nothings gonna happen,” Stuey interrupted. “If it does I’ll kick your 

ass.” 

 That was the manager Sam had grown to love. He was hard as stone 

on the outside but once you chiseled through his East Coast exterior there 

was no one more loyal. 

 Sam grinned as he climbed out. He slung his backpack over his 

shoulder and slapped the roof. He watched Stuey pull away and disappear 

between a bright yellow Hertz shuttle and a royal blue airport bus, both 

honking their horns in unison. 

 Sam never noticed the Accord that inched by. 
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ngela craned her neck from inside the car. She had to be sure as she 

caught sight of him. She recognized him immediately. Sam Armstrong 

was getting on an international flight and it didn’t take a genius to figure out 

where he was headed. 

 She had to think fast. Stay or go. 

 Angela cut across traffic. Drivers honked while others flipped her off 

and cussed out their windows. She didn’t pay any attention. She parked in 

the first spot she could find in the covered parking lot, grabbed her bag 

from the trunk and rushed through the crosswalk. She dialed her boss. By 

the time he listened to her message she would be on her way to Zambia. 

 A long line waved through roped dividers. Angela joined other 

travelers and waited impatiently for her turn to step up to the South African 

Airways ticket counter. She scanned the area. Sam Armstrong was nowhere 

to be found. 

 The clock ticked as she approached the counter. She asked for one 

roundtrip ticket on Flight 917, departing at 2 P.M. Total: $3,257. The agent 

slid the credit card and Angela prayed it would go through. She breathed 

easier when the agent smiled and handed over a boarding pass. 

 Thirty minutes later, which included a full body scan through security, 

Angela stood by a floor to ceiling window with a Grande Soy Latte. Two 

gates over sat a white and green 747 proudly displaying its bright red, black, 

gold, green and blue South African flag on its tail. "Definitely colorful," she 

A 
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thought. 

 Angela had already picked Sam out of the crowd. He wore a dark blue 

T-shirt, grey cargo pants, and a pair of Merrells. Wrapped around his bald 

head was a pair of RockNation Aviators. He was taller and thinner than she 

expected. 

 For the next hour she kept her distance. 

 Sam boarded with Group One. He followed the rest of the passengers 

down a ramp, where they were log jammed. Slowly each person stepped 

from the ramp into the cabin. Most stopped in First or Business Class. That 

was what Sam was used to. He glanced down at his boarding pass. 

 “Nice to know Stuey’s all of a sudden fiscally responsible,” he thought. 

 Angela waited for Group Six to be called. She joined a longer line until 

she reached the cabin. She pulled her UCLA sweatshirt hoodie over her 

head, slipped her sunglasses on, and tried to blend in. 

 The cabin doors closed. Flight attendants roamed the aisles, stuffed 

oversized luggage into every inch of the overhead compartments. As the 

aircraft backed away from the gate they went on autopilot in the aisle going 

through the standard safety routine. 

 Thrust from the engine pressed against Sam's chest as the wheels lifted 

off the runway. This would be his home for an ungodly number of hours. 

Sam traveled the world, racked up millions of miles, and enjoyed the 

comforts of First and Business Class. Now he found himself in unfamiliar 

territory. Row 52. Window seat. His knees were crammed against the row 

ahead. He glanced over his shoulder and realized he was only a few feet 

away from four lavatories, all of which were vacant at the moment. Perfect. 

He made a mental note. Don't let Stuey book any more flights. 

 "Way to stay out of the family drama, Einstein," he said to himself. 

 This was definitely not part of his life plan. He thought after he buried 

his mom in Bodfish, everything would go back to normal. That didn't 

happen. Guilt followed him over the Grapevine. He had the resources to 

help his mom, but he didn't. Was he selfish? Preoccupied? Maybe he was in 

denial about what really happened to her. He thought about the meeting 

with Bowman and the argument with Danny in the parking lot. It all 
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seemed so stupid now. Legally, Bowman couldn't touch either one of them. 

Sure he could drag his family through the mud but what real damage would 

that do? Danny saw things differently. That’s the only reason Sam could 

think of that would make him do such a crazy thing. 

 With each hour that passed, Sam grew more concerned. Brooke was 

right, Danny wouldn't have gone anywhere without calling her first. His 

iPad battery was down to five percent as he finished reading through the 

same information Watson had given Danny, including the article about 

Jessica Mwenzi who survived the raid at Bethel. He was stunned by her 

words. He was even more disgusted by Ali Siatembo. He hoped he'd never 

have to see that monster face to face. After reading the article he was 

convinced Danny would have tried to find Jessica or reach Francis 

Mwananmuke. Finding Danny was the number one priority. After that 

they'd decide what to do about Stella. Sam didn't want to stay any longer 

than necessary. 

 Crying babies, three mystery meals, and the lavatories torn up by a 

long line of passengers, put Sam's mental state on edge. Thirteen hours 

passed and he was only halfway to his destination. From the stench 

permeating from the bathrooms, a migraine had lodged itself squarely in the 

back of his skull. His instant sobriety from Red Bull didn’t help either. Each 

time he thought about his million-dollar payday hanging in the balance or 

being sued by Universal, the pounding intensified. Slowly it progressed 

forward until it rested directly behind his pupils. His baby blues were 

irritated after taking a dozen Excedrin from LAX to Atlanta to London to 

Zimbabwe. 

 Sam straddled his leg over a sleeping woman next to him and crawled 

into the aisle. He needed a break from the stench eroding from behind. He 

stretched his legs as he strolled up towards the front of the cabin. He 

almost stumbled when he caught sight of Angela leaning against a window 

asleep about ten rows ahead. First, he wondered how she got a better seat 

than he did. Second, how had she followed him without him noticing. He 

did a double take to be sure. He had to hand it to her, she was determined. 

Now he needed to decide what to do about it. 
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 Sam approached a flight attendant and ordered a cheap glass of 

cabernet. He returned to his seat, hopped over the woman who hadn't 

moved an inch, and maxxed out the volume on his iPad. There was a time 

when music was a refuge to listen to someone else’s story in song. He was 

passionate about capturing those moments that touched a listener. But 

recently, music was a job not an escape. He was drowning his headache in 

alcohol, probably not the best thing to do. Maybe blasting the rough mixes 

of Jared's record through his ears would do the trick. 

 Another hour passed. He watched the seconds tick on his Swiss 

Militare black ion plated watch and fought the urge to return home. His 

eyes watered as the pounding lingered.  His mind was tired. His body ached. 

This was not a good way to start. 

 He stared out the oval window at an endless sunset stretched out on 

the horizon. Deep oranges and royal blues melded together to create a 

beautiful abstract painting. White clouds streaked across the vibrant sky 

amidst a scattering of stars. 

 Sam exhaled and glanced at the rows ahead. He couldn't control what 

was going to happen, but he might have some use for the reporter after all. 

He checked his watch. Eight hours until he landed, but he was already days 

behind. 

 He finished off his cheap cabernet and hoped for a miracle. 
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rooke arrived just before noon. 

A two-story beach house built in the early eighties, torn down to the 

studs and renovated in the late nineties. On the second floor a glass balcony 

wrapped around the front, overlooking a front yard jacuzzi, fire pit, and 

perfectly cut grass. Directly across the road was a bluff high above the 

sandy beach and historic pier. 

 Brooke couldn’t help but ask herself, “What would people say if they 

knew the truth?” 

 The first time she was here was six months after her first date with 

Danny. She returned for their engagement party with exploding fireworks 

high above the Pacific. Then only a handful of times since. Two things 

struck her as she stared at the house. First, why Danny ran from the 

pressure of his father to take over the ministry. Second, how Sam managed 

to escape it all together. 

 Brooke checked her watch and tried to stay focused. “God, help Sam 

find Danny and bring them back safe,” she prayed. 

 From inside the Range Rover she wiped her cheeks. She hadn’t cried 

in a long time. She’d never had family of her own. At least not any she 

remembered. Her only memory was a wallet sized photo she carried from 

when she was ten years old. Not long after it was taken a drunk driver killed 

her parents. Brooke was trapped in the backseat as flames engulfed the 

engine. Miraculously she survived. No living relatives stepped forward. 

B 



THE DISILLUSIONED 

127 

 She’d learned to be tough in foster care. She learned to never let 

anyone see her cry. She bounced from one home to the next. Zero stability. 

She put her hope in academics and excelled in school. She knew it was her 

way out of a system that left far too many destroyed by their past, lost in 

the present, and afraid of the future. Her greatest accomplishment was 

graduating with honors from Occidental with a degree in psychology. She 

was independent, ambitious and knew what she wanted. Then she met 

Danny. He disarmed her. He broke through her guarded heart, which made 

her vulnerable. Her future changed when they got engaged. At first, she was 

excited about the thought of having a mom and dad, even if they were her 

in-laws. She soon realized the perfect Christian family had secrets of their 

own. 

 John Armstrong was a charismatic leader who preached with 

conviction. His public persona was held in high regard, admired by his 

followers, and envied by others who wished their ministry would reach the 

same levels of success. What lingered behind the curtain told a different 

story. Danny told Brooke about a controlling father who refused to admit 

his failures, and who expected his wife and boys to sacrifice everything for 

his ambitious calling. She never understood the fascination with religious 

leaders. She didn’t get the celebrity personas of those who built careers out 

of their faith in God. She had faith in God but not much in religion. Danny 

felt the same way. 

 Brooke felt sorry for Carole. She was a woman who loved her family, 

who never wanted the spotlight, but who was controlled by the man she 

loved. The backlash of her suicide attempt was unimaginable. Her final 

moments on Suicide Bridge escalated that to new heights in the media. 

Religious leaders called her choice a sin. Followers questioned her faith. She 

was compared to her husband who died preaching the Gospel. He was a 

martyr while she chose to end her life a sinner. Strangely enough, she never 

left a note. 

 Brooke climbed from the SUV and thought, “I should’ve stopped 

him.” 

 She remembered the friction between a father and his sons. She 
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witnessed the fracture that ripped through the family. An assassination. A 

suicide. Now the man she loved was missing halfway around the world. 

Fear shot through her veins. She couldn’t bear to let her mind stay there. 

She hadn’t slept in nearly a week. Thinking about all the scenarios left her 

numb. Her armor was cracking. 

 “Hold it together,” she whispered to herself. 

 Now was not the time to lose it. She needed to stay strong. 

 By the looks of the yard it seemed that someone was keeping up the 

grounds. Brooke climbed the steps, unlocked the door, and stepped inside a 

spacious living room. Dark hardwood floors. Custom leather furniture. A 

floor design that flowed seamlessly into a dining area and cook’s kitchen. 

Each room with a clear view of the ocean and horizon. 

 Simple. Elegant. Breathtaking. 

 A musty odor permeated the air. Dust had settled on the dining room 

table, end tables, furniture and knickknacks. Cobwebs formed in the 

corners of the ceiling and along the edges of a stone fireplace. Family 

photos lined the mantle. 

 While the exterior was manicured perfectly, it was obvious that no one 

had been inside for a long time. Looking around the place felt like a 

museum. Artifacts from around the world. Rare paintings and photos 

captured the history of John and Carole. Memories floated in this place. To 

the naked eye the house was beautiful, but below the surface it was lifeless. 

An uneasiness settled in as the silence rang in Brooke’s ears. The sooner she 

found what she needed, the sooner she could leave. 

 Against the kitchen wall she found a light switch but nothing 

happened. She checked inside the empty fridge where it was dark and 

warm. No power. She headed across the living room and pulled the blinds 

and windows open. Light pierced through the inch thick glass as she 

breathed in the fresh ocean air. 

 Now that she could breathe, she headed down the hallway. She 

counted three bedrooms and a master suite. At the end of the hall was the 

locked door. She visualized Danny and Sam as kids breaking into the room. 

She wondered what she would find so many years later. 
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 She reached in her jeans, retrieved the key and inserted it into the lock. 

Slowly she turned the knob and pushed the door open. She waited in the 

doorway, trying to adjust to the dark, then ran her hand against the wall. It 

was flat. She pointed her iPhone around the room. No light switch. No 

lamp. No furniture. No windows. Nothing on the walls. It was an odd 

room in such a custom designed home. 

 Brooke stepped forward and stopped in front of a stack of boxes. She 

counted a total of twenty. 
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oxes were lined against a wall in the living room. Paper was stacked in 

piles on the coffee table and wood floor. In the first four boxes 

Brooke opened she found financial records dating back twenty years. She 

poured over the statements searching for anything that might make sense. 

She didn’t find anything that traced back to the missing money or Stella 

Adams. 

 She pushed those boxes off to the side and moved on to the next one. 

 It was past two o’clock. Sam’s flight had already left. 

 The next five boxes were filled with family photos. Danny and Sam 

when they were kids, vacations, graduation, and snapshots of the boys with 

their father building the chapel at Newport Community. Inside these boxes 

she caught a glimpse of the Armstrong family. She wanted to stare at each 

one but there was no time. She stacked the boxes by the front door. 

 More boxes needed to be searched. The next eight were sermon notes 

and piles of handwritten messages and cards sent to Pastor John over the 

years. She scanned them quickly but placed them off to the side. She moved 

on to the next box and found more photos. These ones were different. 

These were shots from different countries. Brooke separated them as best 

she could into a stack from Asia, another from Europe and a third from 

Africa. Immediately she pushed the first two stacks off to the side and 

focused on the third. 

 Typical tourist photos. Victoria Falls. Safaris. Photos that could have 

B 
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easily been found in a National Geographic magazine. A much younger 

John Armstrong greeted an African man with a large group of Africans at 

the edge of a stage. There was another of a girl in a white tattered dress, 

bare feet, who stood outside a mud hut covered by a grass roof. A teenage 

boy posed in bright orange shorts and red T-shirt, his eyes pierced deeply 

into the camera as the tall yellow grass rose from behind. Children beamed 

with excitement as a white woman blew up balloons. A group of six African 

boys kneeled together staring into the lens, none of them smiling. One of 

the last photos in the box was of a large group of westerners and Africans 

outside of a concrete building. Two dozen children stood in front of them 

smiling for the camera. 

 Brooke stared at this photo for a long time. Maybe it was that Danny 

looked so much like his father. Maybe it was her instincts wanting to know 

who the other people were. Maybe it was the man next to her father-in-law 

who looked familiar. She swore she had seen him before. 

 She grabbed the folder of documents Watson had printed. Quickly she 

found the TIMES article. She stopped cold as she raised the black and 

white photo and the old color photo. Halfway through the article was an 

image of a man standing in front of a locked gate with three rundown 

buildings in the background. Under the black and white photo she read the 

caption aloud. 

 “Vice President Francis Mwananmuke stands outside Bethel’s Hope 

House seven years after the government shutdown.” 

 Brooke turned back to the color print. 

 There was no doubt. It was a younger Mwananmuke. 

 Brooke glanced at both again. Her heart beat faster when she noticed a 

scripture painted on the side of the building in both photos. John 3:17. 

 Brooke rummaged through the folder to find Stella’s birth date from a 

copy of the will. She turned the color print over and found a faded date in 

the bottom right corner. Then she grabbed her iPhone, snapped a picture 

of the original print and texted Sam. 

 

********************* 
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 Off the coast of Mumbai a freighter drifted in the Arabian Sea. The 

words PHUKET painted in large white letters against a royal blue hull. 

Shortly after leaving the Port of Krabi a monsoon struck over the Bay of 

Bengal causing gale force winds to push down from the Eastern Himalayas 

as torrential rain fell against thirty-foot swells. Truck-sized containers 

stacked four high and fifteen long groaned as the ship was tossed from side 

to side. Now the waters were calm as the freighter awaited orders to 

continue on toward the Port of Beira in Mozambique. 

 A crew armed with automatic weapons guarded the vessel on deck. 

Overhead a red, white and blue striped flag waved at the peak of a crane. At 

the helm a Thai captain double checked his coordinates from inside the 

bridge. Tattooed on his forearm was a dragon encircled in red ink. A sign of 

the Triads. 
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heels touched down thirty-six hours after leaving Los Angeles. 

Three sleep deprived legs of the journey left Sam running on fumes. 

His body was in limbo. He needed fresh air badly. 

 South African Airlines Flight 871 rolled to a stop directly outside a 

main terminal. The entire airport was half the size of Bob Hope in Burbank. 

Illuminated on the side of the building in white letters: Lusaka International 

Airport. A tattered green awning covered a single entrance. Outside dressed 

in dark green coveralls an African man pushed a mobile staircase toward 

the front of the aircraft. Flight attendants readied for passengers to 

disembark. The most impatient were those passengers stuck from Row 30 

back. The stench from the lavatories had seeped into the cloth seats. 

 Sam slipped on his Merrill’s and retrieved his iPhone. It took a few 

seconds for the cell to switch on and register. Only two bars. Good enough 

to check messages. 

 The cabin doors opened and passengers grabbed luggage from 

overhead compartments. In a single file they shuffled down the center aisle 

as Sam dialed his voicemail and eyed the reporter, who was still seated with 

her head lowered, probably unsure of how to escape undetected. 

 Sam still couldn’t believe she had flown halfway around the world to 

follow him. He wondered what she might know that he didn’t. If she 

W 
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wanted a story then Sam would give her one, but first, she needed to prove 

herself useful. He was afraid of what he might find once he followed 

Danny’s tracks. When he thought of Stella Adams he wondered if she was a 

secret that should have remained buried. 

 No voice messages. 

 Sam wondered if Brooke had gone to Newport. If so, what did she 

find? He had given her the key partly to keep her in LA and partly because 

he hoped she would uncover some clue to what was really going on. 

 Angela made her move by sliding in front of another passenger at the 

last minute. She headed quickly down the aisle unaware that Sam watched 

her as he tapped the screen to retrieve a text message. Normally 

downloading a text was instant but it was clear in Africa technology was 

drastically slower. 

 Sam pictured how much worse it might be outside of Lusaka. That 

might be one explanation why there had been no word from Danny. If he 

had bought another phone, he might be stuck in a rural village in the bush. 

No electricity. He might be off the grid but perfectly fine. 

 The screen changed as a color photo appeared along with Brooke’s 

text: Sept. 9, 1987. Bethel Orphanage. Francis Mwananmuke is standing 

next to your dad. 

 A rush of adrenaline fought his fatigue. Every lead seemed to point 

toward speaking with Mwananmuke. Sam racked his brain and tried to 

remember any connection his family had to Bethel. Nothing came to mind. 

Still, Brooke had found a clue. Maybe the same clue Danny found after he 

arrived. 

 The row ahead emptied. Sam grabbed his backpack and followed as he 

dialed Brooke. 

 “Hey Sam,” a weary voice answered. “You made it there?” 

 “Just landed. Were you asleep?” 

 “I’m not used to the ocean right outside my window and I haven’t 

slept since Danny stopped calling so it must’ve caught up to me.” 

 “Have you heard anything from Danny?” 

 “Nothing.” 
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 “Okay. Brad Thompson from the Embassy is picking me up. I’ll see 

what I can find out and then call you back.” 

 “Sam, it’s been six days since he called,” Brooke said, her voice 

quivered. “I’m afraid something terrible has happened.” 

 “Brooke, we don’t know that. In a place like this he could be stuck in a 

village with no power. He might be running low on cash. There’s a million 

things that could’ve happened but I promise you, I’ll find him.” Sam 

climbed down the steps and caught sight of Angela Reyes as she 

disappeared inside. “Did you go to the house?” 

 “Yes. The place is like a memorial. I don’t think anyone’s been inside 

for months.” 

 “What about the key?” 

 “It was the same key...Sam, this room wasn’t like the others. No lights. 

No windows. No carpet. Just boxes stacked in the center like you described. 

I brought them back here to your place. Most of them have financial 

records, handwritten sermons and family photos. So far the only thing I 

found was the photo I sent you.” 

 “You’re positive this was taken there?” 

 “I compared it to the black and white from that article Mark gave us. 

There’s a scripture painted on the walls of the building that is a perfect 

match in both.” 

 Sam glanced down at the photo and read, “John 3:17.” 

 “That’s it.” 

 “Any idea who the others are?” 

 “The only one I recognize is Francis Mwananmuke.” 

 “That’s where I’m headed first then,” Sam said matter of fact. 

 “He’s the Vice President. I don’t think they’re going to let you just 

walk in and talk to him.” 

 “Right now he’s our only connection.” 

 Sam allowed other passengers to go ahead of him. He stopped on the 

Tarmac and scanned the women in the photo to see if any of them were 

pregnant. 

 “Sam, how much longer do we wait?” 
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 “The embassy asked us to wait until they confirm he’s definitely 

missing.” 

 “I feel helpless here.” 

 “You keep going through those boxes and see what else you can find. 

I’ll figure out a way to get to Mwananmuke,” Sam said as he hurried inside 

to join the line for immigration. 

 “How exactly are you going to do that?” 

 Sam stared at Angela as she passed through security and turned right 

towards baggage claim. “I’m working on it,” he said to Brooke. “I’ll call you 

in a few hours.” 

 “Sam, be careful.” 

 “If you need anything...” 

 “I know...call Stuey.” 

 Sam breezed through security and followed Angela. It was time he 

introduced himself. 
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t the eastern end of Kabulonga Road on Ibex Hill two United States 

Marines guarded an entrance, protected by an electric fence and razor 

sharp barbwire. 

 Ambassador David Stone emerged from the main house dressed in 

khakis and a polo shirt. He headed straight for a powder blue ’91 Toyota Hi 

Ace van, not his typical form of transportation but for tonight he needed to 

blend in and stay under the radar without his full security detail. 

 Stone turned the ignition and revved the four cylinder engine. Then he 

rolled down the window and signaled for one of the Marines to open the 

gate. The van pulled out onto Kabulonga and headed east to Los Angeles 

Boulevard. If the flight was on time he had only fifteen minutes. 

 David Stone was not an operative. 

 He was a career member of the Senior Foreign Service. 

 He served as a Senior Coordinator at the Embassy in Baghdad, 

Deputy Chief in Phonm Penh, Cambodia, and as a Counselor for Refugee 

and Migration Affairs in Geneva. In 2010 he received the Thomas Jefferson 

Award, granted by American Citizens Abroad. He was fluent in Mandarin, 

French, Italian and Thai. He was an expert in humanitarian action who 

liked to think of himself as a politician with a soul. 

 Married for twenty-seven years he missed his two daughters who were 

back in the States studying at Harvard. Both planned to follow in their 

father’s footsteps.  

A 
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 Early in his career Stone pushed the limits of diplomacy. He 

challenged leaders within corrupt governments. He was a New Yorker who 

refused to back down from a fight. A true American patriot who bled red, 

white and blue. He believed fighting for a free society was always worth the 

sacrifice. 

 David Stone was not perfect. 

 As he dodged traffic headed towards the airport he was reminded of 

how he had failed more times than he ever publicly admitted. To his peers 

he was a success story. A man who chose to leave the controversy of 

Washington behind to help those in third world countries. He fought for 

the greater good. He stayed clear of infidelity, embezzlement, and party 

lines. On the other side, he made decisions against his social conscience to 

further his political aspirations. He tried to convince himself it was to 

protect the future for his family, but there were moments when he 

wondered if that were true. 

 Cambodia 2006. 

 Stone met Pastor John Armstrong for the first time. He was assigned 

to a task force working to bring down the Triads. Stone used diplomacy 

between governments, while Pastor John rallied in the streets. Together 

they made a great team. Both believed they could bring international 

awareness to the Golden Triangle, a route used by the Triads for nearly a 

century to smuggle opium and other drugs throughout Asia. They were 

fighting a battle against a century old regime that refused to surrender. 

 State Department officials, led by Stone, increased pressure against 

foreign leaders from Vietnam, Thailand, and Burma. Each was under 

scrutiny by a world audience. 

 Threats became a weekly occurrence in Stone's briefings. One 

particular call from Washington confirmed his fears. Intel of an 

assassination attempt surfaced. The government assured him of his family's 

safety but when he asked about Pastor John, the response was less than 

convincing. He wasn't a government official. He was a missionary who 

entered these places at his own risk. 

 In the middle of the night Stone and his family left Cambodia on a 
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private jet destined for Geneva. He was reassigned and given strict orders 

preventing any further communication with John Armstrong. Thinking 

back it was clear that Stone's superiors wanted him as far away as possible 

from the aftermath. Stone left a friend to fight alone. It was a choice that 

had haunted him ever since. 

 Two days after he arrived in Geneva, Stone watched CNN report the 

killing of the highly respected religious leader. Vietnam, Thailand and 

Burma bowed, once again, to the secret council of the Triads. Anyone 

could be bought for a price. Anyone. 

 Stone glanced over his shoulder daily and wondered if he was now the 

hunted. He hoped his new position, as the Ambassador of Zambia, would 

distance himself from any connection to his past. Maybe he'd make a 

difference here. Maybe this was how he could honor an old friend. Then 

again, maybe he was just another politician desperate to save his own ass. 

 Four days ago Stone’s past caught up to him. 

 Mark Watson called. He told Stone about Carole Armstrong and about 

Danny’s disappearance in Lusaka. He also asked about an orphan from 

Bethel who was at the center of the Armstrong estate. Stone agreed to look 

into Danny’s whereabouts personally and find out what he could about 

Stella Adams. 

 Stone assigned two agents to canvas local hotels throughout the city. 

He had others scour through adoption documents at the Embassy for 

anything related to Bethel. Both were dead ends. When a call was placed to 

the Zambian government to access their archives they were informed that 

the records were confidential. 

 Stone called an ally, a man who had proven himself useful, the same 

man Watson mentioned on the phone. By the time Vice President 

Mwananmuke returned his call Stone had some answers of his own. Several 

of the staff from the Taj Pamodzi Hotel remembered seeing the Vice 

President arrive with his security detail and speak briefly to a young 

American in the dining hall early in the morning. 

 Stone needed to know what was said. 

 Mwananmuke confirmed meeting with Danny, however, he reassured 
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Stone that he did not have any information. Stone pressed for access to 

Bethel’s records. Mwananmuke replied, “I’m afraid that is not 

possible...those records were destroyed many years ago.” 

 First they were confidential. Now they were destroyed. 

 Stone hung up frustrated. He was well aware of the atrocities of Ali 

Siatembo. Anyone who lived in Zambia knew about the man who was still 

smuggling thousands of children out of the country as sex slaves. Stone’s 

instincts were on edge as he thought about why the Vice President was 

lying. 

 The Toyota continued south. 

 Stone rarely ventured from the compound alone at night. Even his 

wife was shadowed by a full security detail whenever she left the grounds. 

He convinced Brad Thompson that he was an old family friend of the 

Armstrong’s so he wished to personally give Sam the news. 

 At the edge of the city Stone was away from the epicenter of drugs 

and prostitution that was rampant within the alleys and streets of Lusaka. 

While parts of the country were economic faucets like Victoria Falls and the 

Zambezi River, the heart of the city was constantly on the verge of collapse 

as locals did what had to be done to survive. However, in this part of 

Lusaka there was an absence of poverty, an absence of unrest, an absence 

of the real struggle of the Zambian people. 

 At first the election of President Fulani brought a renewed hope. He 

was sworn in only days after his predecessor sought political asylum in 

Switzerland after stealing eighteen million from the country. Fulani 

campaigned hard for change. He promised to track down Siatembo and 

stop the kidnapping, killing, and selling of children. He appointed Francis 

Mwananmuke as his Vice President. In a landslide election the two joined 

forces and the people rallied to fight against injustice. 

 In the years since, his promise of hope had fallen short as the local 

papers reported an increased number of children disappearing from rural 

areas, not to mention a crippling economy that was leaving the people on 

the verge of unrest. Sometimes change in Africa was simply impossible. 

 Stone wiped sweat from his cheek and the back of his neck as the 
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humidity seeped through a crack in the window. He had only been in 

Lusaka a little more than a year and had yet to decide whether Fulani or 

Mwananmuke were the real deal. 

 Since his brief conversation with Mwananmuke, Stone had agents 

checking hotel registers, outgoing flights, and popular tourist sites but so far 

there was no sign of Danny. The last few days Stone believed Mwananmuke 

was the last person to see him...that is until an hour ago. 
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tone parked at the curb, directly outside the terminal entrance. He 

flashed his government credentials at an approaching police officer, 

then headed inside and scanned the baggage claim area. He gripped his cell 

and knew the stakes had been raised. 

 Oversized luggage carts rolled into baggage claim. Three rows of 

broken plastic chairs lined the terminal area. A multicolored Zambian flag 

draped from the second story below a small cafe directly across from glass 

windows that revealed half a dozen taxis. None of them looked like they 

were built later than the early eighties. 

Angela watched as a man in uniform emptied bags from an oversized 

cart and lined them in one long row that stretched across the terminal. No 

conveyor belt needed. Manual labor was good enough. 

An hour before landing, Angela slipped into the lavatory and skillfully 

changed into a pair of olive green cargos, a white V-neck T-shirt, and a pair 

of brand new Timberlands. She stuffed her old clothes into her backpack 

and snuck back to her seat. Everything she brought with her was slung over 

her shoulder. She hoped it was enough to blend in. 

On the flight she stayed alert, except for a three hour window where 

she hit a brick wall. After chasing leads for a week she tried everything to 

keep her eyes open but it was useless. She woke to the captain’s voice 

announcing their descent into Lusaka, stretched her stiff muscles, and 

hoped she hadn’t been seen. Mentally she went over what she needed to do 

S 
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next. 

First, she would call Ed, her producer, and explain where she was. 

Second, she would count to thirty as Ed unleashed a barrage of profanity 

and an ultimatum. Third, she would follow Sam and hopefully find the next 

piece to her story. It sounded simple. Yeah right. 

Angela found a spot in the terminal, dialed her cell, and watched as 

other passengers waited for their luggage. She double checked her pocket to 

make sure she had her passport and cash. Three hundred bucks was all the 

ATM gave her. 

Another group of passengers emerged from immigration and waited as 

the airport employee returned with the same cart loaded with more bags. 

The process was antiquated, as well as a test of patience, but it gave Angela 

the time she needed to make the call. 

On cue a familiar voice answered on the other end. 

“Angela, where are you?” Ed grunted. 

“I just landed in Zambia.” 

“Why the --” 

"I followed Sam Armstrong,” she interrupted as she started to count. 

By the time she hit twenty Ed was out of four and seven letter words, and 

finished with what she had expected. “You’ve got one week. Not one hour 

more. I swear if you don’t come back with the story of the century you’re 

fired.” 

“I got it,” she said as she scanned the terminal. So far no sign of him. 

“Ed, I won’t let you down.” 

The phone clicked. Ed wasn’t much for saying hello or goodbye. 

Angela noticed a van pull up to the curb. A slender man with a greying 

crew cut, wearing khakis and a dark blue polo, rounded the front of the van 

and flashed his credentials at a security guard. He looked American. 

Whoever he was, he was important enough to park in the restricted area 

without being questioned. 

 “I bet he’s here for Sam,” Angela thought. “I wonder where Daniel 

is?” 

 She spun around the second she felt a hand squeeze her shoulder. A 
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surge of fear rushed through her body. She had grown up on the streets of 

Echo Park. She relied on her instincts and was always aware of her 

surroundings. But less than ten minutes on the ground and her cover was 

already blown. 

“I gotta hand it to you,” Sam said coolly. “You don’t give up.” 

“Excuse me...I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Angela 

stuttered. 

“Listen, I know who you are...Angela Reyes, pain in the rear reporter.” 

Angela smirked. He did have a point. 

“What I want to know is why you’re following me?” 

 Angela thought for a second before she responded. One look into his 

eyes and there was something that made her tell the truth. 

 “When you left the house I followed you. I figured you were going to 

meet your brother somewhere...I didn’t realize it would be here,” she said as 

her eyes followed the man approaching. 

 Sam eyed her closely and asked, “What do you know?” 

 “Nothing.” 

 His words struck her as strange. She’d missed what was going on. 

Then it clicked. Sam wasn’t here to meet his brother...he was here to find 

him. She pushed a bit more. “Where is Daniel?” 

 “First, we need to set some ground rules.” 

 “I’m listening.” 

 “I’ll give you the exclusive...but...you don’t say or print a word until 

we’re back on U.S. soil.” 

 Angela didn’t like being cornered. But she wasn’t ready to be 

unemployed either. Sam wasn’t what she expected. He was direct, which 

intrigued her, and her instincts told her to trust him. Besides, he was her 

only lead and he made an offer she couldn’t refuse. 

 “Deal?” 

 “Deal.” 
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am Armstrong?” 

Sam turned as Stone approached from behind. 

 “Brad Thompson?” Sam asked. 

 “Actually, I’m David Stone, the U.S. Ambassador.” Stone replied, 

shaking both of their hands. 

 “Ambassador?” Angela asked out loud. Her eyes caught Sam’s glare 

for a split second. 

 “I thought Brad Thompson was picking me...I mean...us up.” 

 “I didn’t realize there were going to be two of you.” 

 “Angela’s a family friend,” Sam said, wondering if he could be arrested 

for lying to a government official. “Safer than traveling alone.” 

 “I see,” Stone added, his eyes scanned them both. “Do you have all 

your luggage?”  

 Sam glanced over to Angela who gave another silent cue. 

 “Looks like we’re ready to go.” 

 “Great, follow me.” 

 The three of them exited the terminal and were bombarded by locals 

yelling, “Joe...Joe.” 

 Stone pressed his hand against Sam’s back and pushed him past the 

taxi drivers. Angela stayed sandwiched between them surprised by the 

aggressive men. All three piled into the van and quickly left the airport. 

 Sam was shocked the ambassador met him personally. He hoped it 

 “S 
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was a sign they were taking Danny’s disappearance seriously. As Sam 

thought about this he realized Stone might be there to give him news he 

didn’t want to hear. 

 Stone followed the dim headlights amidst the black night. It was 

difficult to see anything other than the road ahead. Sam rolled down his 

window and breathed in the fresh air. Sweat seeped through his shirt from 

his lower back up to his bald head. Angela sat quietly in the backseat eager 

to ask a barrage of questions. 

 “Sam, I’m sorry to hear about your mom,” Stone said. “You know I 

knew your father.” 

 “Really?” 

 “We met in Cambodia in two thousand six. I worked the political 

arena. He moved the locals to action. We tried our best to make a 

difference to end the drug trafficking in Asia. It’s still hard to believe he’s 

gone.” 

 Angela fought the urge to interrupt, so she did what any good reporter 

would do as she reached into her backpack, pulled out her iPhone, kept it in 

the dark, and began filming. 

 “How did you end up here?” Sam asked Stone. 

 “I was reassigned. I’ve only been in the city just over a year.” 

 “Did you stay in touch with my Dad?” 

 “I’m afraid not.” 

 “Mr. Ambassador --” 

 “Please, call me David. No need to be formal.” 

 “David, have you found out anything about my brother?” 

 “I’ve had agents searching ever since I talked to Mr. Watson a few 

days ago. Zambia is a country with both major cities and remote villages. A 

search like this is very difficult. However, I do know that he met with the 

Vice President inquiring about Jessica Mwenzi and Stella Adams.” 

 “He met with Mwananmuke?” 

 “The Vice President was connected to Bethel’s Hope House for many 

years. I guess your brother believed he could help him find them. Now, I 

know about Jessica...but we can’t find anything on Stella.” 
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 Sam ignored Stone’s comment. “How well do you know 

Mwananmuke?” 

 “I’ve only known the Vice President a short time. He’s been very 

helpful in bridging relations between our two countries...but when I pushed 

him on the details he stopped talking.” 

 “Why?” 

 “I asked him for access to the adoption records and other documents 

related to Bethel. I thought we might find a lead to track your brother 

down. I was surprised to learn that all the records were destroyed.” 

 “You gotta be kidding,” Sam said in disbelief. “How does one of the 

most high profile stories about child slavery disappear from the archives?” 

 This was the first time Angela had heard either name. She made a 

mental note: Francis Mwananmuke. Stella Adams. She needed to learn 

more about both the minute she had access to the Internet, whenever that 

might be. 

 “Off the record...I think the Vice President knows more than he’s 

telling me.” 

 “What can we do about that?” Sam asked. 

 “I’m going to meet with President Fulani,” Stone said matter of fact. 

 “I want to go with you.” 

 “I thought you would...but first there’s more I need to tell you.” 



148 

 
 
 

44 
 
 
 
 

n the dark it was impossible to see the trees lining the Lusaka Golf Club 

as the Toyota continued down Haile Selassie Avenue, named after the 

Emperor of Ethiopia, a direct descendant of King Solomon and revered 

messiah of the Restafari movement. On United Nations Avenue the van 

turned right and passed China, Canada, Botswana, Egypt, Kenya, Germany, 

Italy, Russia, Japan, and the UK in a matter of seconds. 

Each embassy was surrounded by barbwire fences and security 

cameras to protect government secrets, tennis courts, swimming pools, and 

the perks of political life. This one mile triangular radius was known as 

Freedom Way. 

Located conveniently on Independence Avenue, the U.S. Embassy 

was directly across the street from Mulungushi House, one mile west of the 

High Court of Zambia, and a half mile from Nbumbo Road, the Beverly 

Hills of Lusaka. 

Construction of a larger property five miles west at the end of 

Kabulonga Road on Ibex Hill was already underway. Stone and his wife had 

moved into a state-of-the-art residence on the new property amidst the dirt, 

gravel, cinder block, cement, day laborers, and continual rumble of 

bulldozers and heavy machinery. 

A Marine saluted the Ambassador as an iron gate opened. The van 

entered the grounds and headed past two administrative buildings, the old 

residence, and then parked behind a nondescript brick building. 

I 
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On the drive over Sam prepared himself for what Stone needed to tell 

him. It was as if his life as a music producer was a dream, replaced with a 

web of mystery that had turned him into an investigator. His chest 

tightened as he thought about Danny and how he had avoided his calls. 

Stone pressed his palm against a wall mounted sensor on the exterior 

of the building. A door quietly opened, the three of them stepped inside 

and walked down a dull corridor lit by a single row of lights. At the far end 

Stone pressed his hand against another sensor and a thick metal door 

opened inward. 

“This is like a frickin’ Jason Bourne movie,” Sam thought. 
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nside the room, florescent lights blinked on to reveal an oval glass table 

with a titanium frame and a wall lined with flat panel monitors. In the far 

corner were two military issued cots. 

“Definitely not the Ritz,” Angela said softly. 

“This is the best place for the two of you until we leave.” 

“What is all this?” Sam asked, looking around the windowless room. 

Sam realized he should have ditched Angela. He didn’t know her. He 

didn’t trust her. All she wanted was dirt on his family. He thought he could 

use her but now he worried that anything Stone said would end up in the 

press. 

"What I need to tell you must remain confidential," Stone said as 

Angela fidgeted with her black straight hair. 

“You have our word,” Sam reassured Stone. 

To get all eyes off her, Angela nodded in agreement. This was not the 

time to make a stand. 

Satisfied with their response Stone grabbed a remote and turned on 

the monitors. He directed them to the glass table and each found a seat. 

“Sam, how much do you know about your father’s death?” 

Sam was caught off guard. "What does that have to do with Danny?" 

A color photo appeared on the screen taken from what looked to be 

an abandoned building in some third world slum overlooking a soccer field. 

A document appeared next to it stamped with red letters: TOP SECRET. 

I 
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"The CIA believed he was killed by Muslim extremists." 

“That’s what they told us,” Sam confirmed. 

"I traveled with him many times into Muslim occupied areas without 

an incident. He had a remarkable way of bridging the gap between the 

needs of the people and their religious differences. He knew if you arrived 

with food, clothing and a message of hope their guard would come down. 

That was one of the reasons why we enlisted his help. His way of building 

relationships in the community was a tremendous asset in our fight against 

the Triads. Of course, we knew there were risks." 

"You mean like getting killed," Angela blurted. 

Stone directed their attention back to the screen. "The full report from 

the CIA was sealed until earlier today." 

"What does it say?" Sam asked curiously. 

"Your father preached on a stage in the center of the soccer field for 

three straight nights. On the final night the entire stadium was overflowing 

with locals. Thousands poured out from the stands onto the field. Local 

authorities had security at the gates and around the stage but it was not 

enough to fully secure the area. I always believed he was shot at close range. 

But after reading the report I must tell you that was not the case.” 

"How can you be sure?" Angela asked. 

Stone eyed Sam closely before he continued. "I won't subject either of 

you to the autopsy photos, but I can assure you the findings are conclusive. 

With the trajectory of the bullet and the force of the impact the shooter 

fired from about three hundred yards away. Most likely from somewhere 

inside this building since it’s the only spot high enough to look down on the 

field." 

Sam had buried the memory from that day for a long time. Now here 

it was right in front of him. A wave of memories flooded his mind, 

including the guilt he had pressed down into the shadows. 

"Why was this kept from us?" 

"Your father was trusted by many within the government, not only as 

a spiritual advisor but because of his relationships with other world leaders. 

President Palmer was as close as anyone and called on him many times. If 
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the truth of his death reached the press we risked a political firestorm. 

People wanted answers and the government was not prepared to give them. 

Your father was a civilian who put himself in harms way at the request of 

his country. The truth was buried in the archives." 

"But why today?" Angela asked, as she tried to grasp the implications 

of the report. 

Suddenly the coldness of the room chilled Sam to the bone. Why now? 

Why keep all of this a secret? Why allow Stone access to the report? 

"You know who killed him," Sam whispered loud enough for them to 

hear. At the same time Angela turned toward Sam and their eyes locked. 

Stone leaned against the table and crossed his arms. "I should have 

protected him," he admitted. "Sam, I am sorry. I didn't know the truth until 

today." 

"Were you there?" 

"No." Stone grabbed an iPad in front of him. "We received Intel of a 

suspected assassination attempt but we thought I was the target. Overnight 

I left the country with my family and was given strict orders not to contact 

your father." 

Stone redirected his attention to his iPad and tapped several times on 

the screen. In front of them appeared three photos of a nondescript African 

man in his early thirties. 

"The Triads call him Kone," Stone said to Sam. "Nearly a year after 

your father died we received the security footage from the authorities in 

Manila. That's the first photo on the left. Eight months later we tracked him 

to Hong Kong where we attempted to capture him. We were unsuccessful." 

Sam and Angela stared at the picture of the man outside a nightclub 

surrounded by bright neon signs. Then they turned their attention to the 

third photo, which they both recognized. Taxi's and their drivers lined up 

outside the Lusaka Airport. 

"He's here?" Sam asked in disbelief. 

“We requested security footage from the airport to track your brother. 

Kone arrived a day after. Without knowing the contents of this report, we 

didn’t know he existed.” 
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"This can't be a coincidence." 

"There’s more...an hour before you landed we intercepted a message 

to Mwananmuke. You need to see it." 

The room dropped a few degrees as Sam gripped the armrests. Angela 

gently slipped her hand into her front pocket and blindly hit record on her 

phone. Forget about the video, if audio was all she got, then that still 

worked. 

Blood rushed to Sam's face as he watched a grainy video begin to play. 

Danny was leaned up against a concrete wall. His eyes were closed, 

seemingly unconscious. Dried blood was matted against his scraggly beard, 

cheek, nose, and down the front of his shirt. A gash over his right eye had 

swollen like a golf ball. Sam watched closely and breathed easier as he 

noticed Danny's chest gently rise and fall. He was still alive. 

Seconds passed before the video tilted and Kone's face partially filled 

the screen. His voice was distorted from the bad connection. The video 

image pixilated even more as he said, “Hy is veilig vir nou.” 

 The screen went blank. 

 Sam asked, “What’d he say?” 

 “He is safe for now.” 
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ngela watched the clock tick slowly. She was claustrophobic locked 

inside four walls. Stone left two hours earlier to confirm the meeting 

with Fulani and to check on any new leads. He took his iPad and the 

photos and the report. Angela tried one of the computers but stopped 

when she was prompted for a government ID. She paced for another hour 

agitated that her story was again in limbo. She reviewed her main bullet 

points on her cell. 

 Bethel. Stella Adams. Mwananmuke. CIA cover-up. Kone. 

 Each of these was a crucial piece of her story. Each needed to be 

researched. Here she was in the most hi-tech room she’d ever seen trying to 

connect to the Internet with only one bar on her cell. She couldn’t take the 

silence any longer. She needed to ask Sam questions but he hadn’t said a 

word since Stone left. When he finally removed his headphones she jumped 

at the opportunity. 

 “Sam, were you close to your dad?” she asked, as she moved directly 

across from him. He ignored her as he retrieved a cell from his backpack. 

“Okay then...who’s Stella Adams?” 

 Sam tapped on his screen, glanced up and replied, “Give me your 

cell.” 

 “Why?” 

 “I need to know I can trust you.” 

 Sam reached out his hand and waited. Angela eyed him closely, then 

A 
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stared at the floor. She couldn’t believe she was even considering it. That 

wasn’t her style. She was a fighter who needed to be in control. There was 

something about him that disarmed her. She hated that. 

 “Trust goes both ways,” she said as she handed it over. “Now, will you 

answer my questions?” 

 Sam slipped the cell into his backpack and zipped it closed. 

 “When I was a kid I watched people idolize my father. I could see it in 

their eyes. They worshipped him.” Sam stood and paced around the 

conference table. “I didn’t know about his involvement with the 

government. I didn’t know about his relationship with guys like Stone. Until 

tonight I didn’t know who killed him. The truth is, I didn’t know him at 

all.” 

 “All I ever wanted was a dad, but everyone else needed him to be 

someone else. He made a choice, and I made mine. The day I turned 

eighteen I left and never looked back.” 

 Angela never thought about the possibility that Sam was a black sheep. 

She assumed, since they were so religious, that the family was close. As Sam 

continued she was struck by the fact that they were both loners. 

“I can’t tell you who Stella is because I don’t know how she’s 

connected to my family. The first time I heard her name was at the reading 

of my mom’s will.” 

“What did it say?” 

“Her last request was that we find Stella. We won’t receive any of our 

inheritance until we do.” 

“That’s it?” 

“And she was an orphan at Bethel. That’s all I know.” 

“You’re telling me your brother came all the way here with no idea 

how to find her?” 

“He asked me to go with him. I refused. Now I wish I’d stopped 

him.” 

“What about Mwananmuke?” 

“If Danny talked to Mwananmuke, my guess is he was asking about 

Jessica, Stella, and maybe Ali Siatembo. That’s what I would’ve done.” 
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The name registered with Angela. “The trafficker? Why?” 

“Stella was born in nineteen eighty eight when Siatembo was the 

director at Bethel. From what I’ve read it sounds like that’s where the 

trafficking started.” 

“But he disappeared years ago.” 

“Along with thousands of orphans.” 

“What does that have to do with your family?” 

“Like I said, I don’t know. My life was a world away from theirs.” 

“Because you’re a celebrity?” 

“You got me all wrong. I’m just a hustler who’s been lucky.” 

“Lucky like your father.” Angela intentionally pushed harder. “I mean, 

living in Newport Beach as a preacher’s son couldn’t have been all that 

hard. It must have been easy living off of other people’s money.” 

“You know I remember shooting hoops in the alley behind this 

domed church in Echo Park while my dad preached during their weekend 

service. Danny and I played against the local gang bangers. They’d hang out 

on Duarte Street and each had an ExP tattoo like the one on the back of 

your neck.” 

Angela was shocked. Sam was more observant that she gave him credit 

for. She kept her wits and replied coolly, “That was a lifetime ago.” 

“I know what its like to make choices you regret. I know what its like 

to struggle. I know what its like to want a life different from the one you 

were raised in. You might be right about my family but you’re way off 

about me. I never understood how preaching about faith turned into a life 

of privilege. That’s not the faith I believed in. I left because I was searching 

for another way.” 

“So you didn’t drink the Kool-Aid?” 

“I don’t believe sacrificing everything for a church or its leader 

deepens someone’s faith in God. It just might be the greatest lie of all 

time.” 

“Your father died preaching what he believed...” 

Sam interrupted, “And he protected his legacy at all cost. Because of 

him my mom lost herself and was never able to find her way back. I regret 
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leaving her behind. I’m not going to make the same mistake with Danny. 

He’s the only family I have left.” 

“What about Kone?” 

The door hissed open and in walked Stone. 
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tu swallowed some Excedrin Migraine, then stole a few minutes staring 

out the fourth floor window. One block south of Third Street 

Promenade, the corner office of CMA was on the top floor of the 

Broadway Plaza, with a perfect view of the Ferris wheel on the Santa 

Monica Pier. 

On his desk was a stack of contracts to sign. He’d already attacked an 

avalanche of emails and phone calls. He didn’t hear her come in. 

“I found something.” 

Brooke wore a navy blue BR V-neck, fitted Levi’s, and flip flops with 

her auburn hair pulled back from her slender face. Her eyes were 

bloodshot. 

“Did I miss your call?” Stu asked as he double checked his cell. 

“No. You have to see this.” 

After digging through all but three boxes, and sorting piles of sermons, 

bank statements, investments, and photos, Brooke had found what she 

hoped was another lead...a black book. 

Stu reached for it as he slid behind his oversized desk. He skimmed 

the pages. “It’s a diary.” 

“From nineteen eighty eight...the same year Stella was born.” 

“Could be a coincidence.” 

“John writes about his last trip to Zambia. How it changed his life. He 

talks about spending his last week at Bethel and the heartache of leaving 

S 
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someone behind. What if he was there to adopt Stella...but then something 

happened?” 

“How does this help us find Danny?” 

“If we find out what happened at Bethel and the connection to Stella, 

then we’ll know where Danny was going.” 

“Maybe we should wait to hear from Sam first,” Stu suggested, hoping 

for his cell to ring right at that moment. 

“I’m going crazy waiting,” Brooke replied. “He was supposed to call 

when he got to the Embassy. Since we haven’t heard anything that can’t be 

good news.” 

“We don’t know that.” 

“I can feel it. Danny wouldn’t disappear like this for no reason. Sam 

promised he’d call me with the an update.” 

“Brooke, I know it’s hard to...” 

“He said to come to you if I needed anything,” she said, her eyes 

watered. 

Stu had no choice. Deep down he was a softy. 

“Okay, where do we start?” 

“Look inside the back cover.” 

Stu flipped to the last page. He stared at a list of numbers. Each eight 

digits long, except for one. 

“I’ve cross referenced each number with the bank statements I found. 

None of them match.” 

“These numbers could mean anything,” Stu said as he scanned the list. 

Then he stopped cold when he reached the final number. Ten digits: 

5873449151. He punched the keys on his laptop, leaned back in his chair, 

and then dialed. 

A Jamaican voice cut through the speakerphone. “Cayman National. 

How may I direct your call?” 

“Devan Foster,” Stu answered. 

“Please hold.” 

Brooke stepped around the desk. “What is it?” 

“I think this is a routing number,” he whispered back. 



D.J. WILLIAMS 

160 

The second Stu recognized it he realized he’d forgotten to call an old 

flame, Devan Foster, Branch Manager of Cayman National Bank. 

Stu glanced at a photo taken from the Grammy’s. He stood beside 

Sam with a wide smile.  Sam was more than a client. The two of them were 

partners. Stu would do anything for him, even if it meant calling in his 

favors and joining this wild goose chase. 

“Good afternoon, this is Devan.” 

“Devan, it’s Stuey.” 

“Stuey, how are you?” 

“Just fine.” 

“It’s been a while.” 

“Yes, it has.” 

“I tried to reach you last time I was in L.A. but never heard back.” 

“Uh, yeah, I’m sorry about that,” Stu replied, embarrassed that Brooke 

was standing next to him. “You know how it is with work and everything.” 

“I’ll be back in town next month.” 

“Great, then I’ll take you to dinner at Yamashiros.” 

“Just like old times...except I’ll be waking up in my own bed,” Devan 

laughed. Her thick British accent made Stu smile. “Now that we’ve settled 

that, what can I do for you?” 

“I need to confirm the bank’s routing number.” 

“Certainly. It is 5873449151.” 

Brooke leaned over Stu’s shoulder as they double checked the number. 

A perfect match. 

“Now Stuey, you could have read that number off of your checks 

without having to call. Is there something else?” 

“Actually, I need to look up several accounts for one of my clients.” 

“Which client?” 

“Sam Armstrong.” 

“How is Sam doing these days?” 

“He’s as busy as ever,” Stu replied as he glanced at Brooke. “Devan, 

the thing is the accounts aren’t in his name.” 

“I don’t understand. Who’s name are they in?” 
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“I’m not sure.” 

Devan asked curiously, “What’s going on Stuey?” 

“Okay. Fine. I need a favor.” 

“I should’ve known.” 

“It’s really important.” 

“Stuey, I can’t give you any information.” 

“Can you at least look up the accounts and tell me if they’re active?” 

“Give them to me.” 

Stu gave the full list of numbers and waited as Devan put them on 

hold. Brooke stepped back and said, “You’re going to need to do more than 

dinner.” 

Devan returned. “I’m afraid I’m not authorized to give you any 

information on those accounts.” 

 “But...” 

 “I can’t help you, Stuey. Goodbye.” 

 The line went dead. Brooke said, “That was weird.” 

 Seconds later Stu’s cell rang. He checked the number. Unavailable. He 

answered and smiled. 

 “What have you gotten yourself into?” Devan asked. 

 Brooke nearly jumped as she heard the Brit on the cell. Stu held up his 

hand to calm her down. “I’m helping out a friend,” he answered. “What can 

you tell me?” 

 “I could lose my job over this.” 

 “Devan, trust me. No one will know.” 

 “I’ve been following the story about the five million...let’s just say it 

was safely hidden.” 

 “It was hidden?” 

 “All the accounts were closed last week.” 

 Stu and Brooke looked at each other shocked. The timing of the 

withdrawal was no coincidence. 

“Who were the account holders?” 

“Stuey, you can’t tell a soul,” Devan said. “I’m serious.” 

“You have my word.” 
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She hesitated and then whispered, “All ten accounts belonged to John 

Armstrong, Rebecca Roberts, and Jacob Fulani...the President of Zambia.” 

Stu exhaled slowly, his stomach tightened as he wrote down all three 

names. Brooke ran her fingers through her hair and sat on the edge of the 

desk. For a moment they allowed the silence to linger in the room. Brooke 

was right, Stu was going to have to do more than dinner. 

“I’ve told you more than I should. I have to go.” 

“Thanks, Devan.” 

Again the line went dead. First the diary. Now the names. It was 

almost more than either could comprehend. At the same time both of their 

cells buzzed. Each read the text to themselves: DANNY	  IS	  ALIVE.	  WILL	  CALL	  

WHEN	  I	  KNOW	  MORE. 

Immediately Stu dialed Sam’s cell but went straight to voicemail. He 

glanced over at Brooke who’s head was tilted down. Her voice cracked. 

“What does that mean, Danny is alive?” 
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 Google search resulted in a dozen Rebecca Roberts located in the 

L.A. area. Stu and Brooke worked the phones and ruled out all but 

one. The last number listed was out of service...but there was an address. 

Brooke was still shaking from the text. Even though it didn’t say anything 

was wrong, it caused her to panic. If Danny was okay why hadn’t he or Sam 

called? The words rang in her ears. 

Traffic inched forward on the 10 East to the 405. Stu called Watson, 

who had also received the text. On speaker both were careful not to 

speculate with Brooke present. Watson reached out to the embassy and 

called back a few minutes later with news that Ambassador Stone was 

unavailable. When he asked about Sam he was informed there were no 

guests by that name. Now that didn’t make sense. 

The discussion turned to Rebecca Roberts. Watson didn’t recognize 

the name being associated with the family. They’d already ruled out the 

other locals, so driving to Sunland was a crapshoot. Devan hadn’t given 

them any other information so Rebecca Roberts could be living anywhere. 

Everyone agreed to call with any news. 

Stu tried to ease the tension as they reached the Sepulveda Pass. He 

rambled on about how he’d met Devan a few years earlier at the AMA’s. 

She asked him out to dinner. She was in her early thirties, he was pushing 

fifty something. For a while whenever she was in town she stayed at his 

place in Brentwood. Nothing serious. Both had commitment issues. 

A 
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Naturally, it didn’t last. 

Stu admitted to the Cayman accounts. He didn’t know why but he felt 

like he needed to explain himself. Sam had several offshore accounts too. 

Just for safe keeping. Brooke listened to bits and pieces. Her mind raced 

elsewhere, to a time when life was normal. She needed Danny back. They 

had been together every day since that first coffee at Swork. She stared out 

the window and knew she loved him more than ever. 

If Devan knew about the five million, chances were the rest of the 

world knew about it too. Bowman’s interview wasn’t just a local splash. She 

wondered if this might put a bounty on Danny. Why else would Sam use 

those words? He could’ve said that Danny was safe, fine, and ready to come 

home. Instead he said he was alive. She thought about how strange it was 

that no one at the embassy knew of Sam’s arrival and now the ambassador 

was conveniently unavailable. She didn’t believe in coincidences. A mix of 

anger gripped her as she tried to sort out the pieces. 

Silently she prayed, “God, give me the strength to get through this. 

Protect Danny and Sam, please.” 

The BMW dodged over four lanes and exited on Roscoe, then cut 

through Panorama City and Shadow Hills headed toward the San Gabriel 

Mountains. They passed several miles of industrial buildings and horse 

properties until they reached Angeles National Golf Club. The Beamer 

turned right and continued up Foothill to Sunland, one of the rumored 

birthplaces of the Hell’s Angels. 

Ten minutes later they parked across the street from a dilapidated 

single story canary yellow house on Eldor. In the front yard, weeds stood a 

foot high, an oversized oak hung directly over the house, its limbs partially 

leaned against the roof. A cracked and uneven concrete walkway led up to a 

wraparound porch. All the windows were closed and covered by heavy 

drapes. From the outside it looked like it might be abandoned. 

Brooke glanced at Stu, who wore his customary Armani suit and a two 

hundred dollar tie. “Maybe it’s better if I go alone,” she said. “If it’s her, we 

don’t want to scare her off.” 

“I’ve got a few calls to make anyway,” Stu answered, relieved he could 
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wait in the car and avoid hearing any more than he needed to know. 

Brooke climbed out and headed for the walkway. She heard a 

television as she stepped onto the porch. Cobwebs filled the corners. Dust 

an inch think covered the rotted wood. She knocked and listened as the 

volume turned down. A shadow emerged from behind the screen. A 

woman about five three, slender, wearing a long sleeved USC sweatshirt. 

“Rebecca Roberts?” 

A raspy voice replied, “Are you selling something?” 

“No ma’am. My name is Brooke Armstrong. I’d like to talk to you for 

a few minutes.” 

“What about?” 

“Bethel.” 

The woman paused, then gently swung the screen open. “Come on 

in.” 

Brooke glanced over her shoulder and nodded toward Stu. Then she 

followed the woman inside. 

“Would you like some tea?” 

“That’d be great,” Brooke replied, as she watched the woman 

disappear into the kitchen. A single lamp offered the only light in the room. 

African artifacts were scattered throughout. Spears hung on the walls. A 

large square blanket draped over a worn sofa. Framed black and white 

photos lined the walls. Before Brooke could get a closer look the woman 

returned. 

“I don’t have cream or sugar,” the woman said as she handed Brooke 

a cup with her left hand. She sat in an old recliner. “Make yourself 

comfortable.” 

Brooke did a once over. Mid to late forties, greying blonde hair, slim, 

attractive for her age. She visualized her being a beautiful twenty year old in 

the late eighties. So far she fit the profile. She noticed the woman’s right 

sleeve hung loosely over the armrest as if it were ironed on. 

“Ms. Roberts...” 

“Call me Becca.” 

“Okay. Becca, do you mind if I ask you a few questions.” 
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“About Bethel?” 

“That’s right,” Brooke replied, feeling confident she’d found the right 

woman. “I wanted to know...” 

“Can you tell me how you found me?” Becca interrupted. 

“I called a list of people and yours was the only one without a number. 

I took a chance that you were the person I needed to find.” 

“And you said your name is...” 

“Brooke...Brooke Armstrong.” She perched herself on the edge of an 

ottoman, directly across from Becca, pulled out a photo and pointed. “Are 

you in this picture?” 

Becca’s calm demeanor was in contrast to her steely blue eyes that 

pierced straight through Brooke. For a moment, Brooke thought about 

calling Stu so she wasn’t alone. 

“That’s me in the back row,” Becca admitted. “I turned twenty-two 

the week before. It was nineteen eighty eight.” 

“Do you know who the others are?” 

“The two women next to me were missionaries from Zimbabwe. The 

other women were locals from the village.” Becca glanced from the photo 

to Brooke. “I believe you know the man in the center.” 

Her statement caught Brooke off guard. Becca knew who she was. 

“He was my father-in-law. Did you know him?” 

“We met a year before this was taken. I was a missionary in Misundu. 

John asked me to move to Bethel. I accepted. That was a long time ago.” 

“And the others?” 

“Next to him are Ali, Jacob and Francis.” Her voice trailed off, as if 

the photo had unlocked a memory she’d tried hard to forget. “They were 

childhood friends whose parents died from AIDS. They were inseparable. 

John met them when they were teenagers. Jacob spoke the best English, so 

John asked him to interpret at the outreaches. Ali and Francis always tagged 

along.” 

“Why was he at the orphanage?” 

“John raised the money to build it and then left those three in charge. 

I was there to educate the children. A few times a year John visited while he 
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preached around the country. He often stayed at the orphanage.” 

“Was his family ever with him?” 

“No. He was always alone.” 

“What happened after this picture?” Brooke asked, remembering the 

entries in the diary. 

“Shortly after he visited, we received a letter saying that the support 

from the church was going to end and he would not be visiting us again.” 

“Why would he do that?” 

Becca shifted in her chair, then tugged at her right sleeve. Slowly she 

sipped her tea and said, “Because of Stella.” 

“I don’t understand. He didn’t return because of an orphan?” 

“Stella wasn’t an orphan,” Becca admitted. “She was my baby girl.” 

Brooke was virtually crouched against the ottoman. She stood, walked 

over to the black and white photos, and stared at the children. Where was 

Stella? Becca’s eyes never left Brooke as she climbed from the recliner and 

sighed, “I need some fresh air.” 
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rooke followed Becca through the kitchen and out into the backyard. 

A termite infested garage stood to the right of a pitiful patch of weeds 

nearly two feet tall. Becca lit a cigarette and Brooke was sure the ashes 

would light the whole place on fire. She stayed by the door as Becca blew 

out nicotine from her nostrils. 

In the afternoon light, Brooke caught sight of Becca’s right sleeve. She 

couldn’t stop staring. The sleeve hung loosely, as if nothing was there. 

“Back then I believed God was going to use me to change the world,” 

Becca said dryly. Then she blew another cloud of smoke into the air. “I was 

young...and stupid.” 

From the beginning of their relationship, Brooke and Danny hardly 

spoke about their childhood or their parents. Since Brooke’s parents died 

when she was young she didn’t remember much about them. As for Danny, 

he was raised with both his parents. A controlling father. A mom who lost 

her mind. It was obvious the friction between a father and his sons created 

a divide that only widened with their depressed mom. She watched Becca 

and wondered how she fit into what was happening. She dreaded to ask 

what needed answered, but that was the only way to fit the pieces together. 

“How long did it last?” 

“Three years,” Becca said softly. “We were in love. His life here was a 

world away.” 

Anger flushed Brooke’s face. “So you knew he had a family?” 

B 
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“He never lied about that...” Becca’s voice trailed off as she pulled a 

long drag from her Virginia Slim, filled her blackened lungs with death, and 

then puffed out a cloud of smoke. She stared at the weeds for a long time 

as if swept back in time. Finally she turned to Brooke. “Twenty-eight years 

and I’ve never told a soul. I knew the pain I’d cause. I didn’t think anyone 

would believe me anyway...the great John Armstrong. I prayed for 

forgiveness, but I’ve never forgiven myself.” 

“He wrote about you in his diary,” was all Brooke could think to say. 

She wondered how hard it must be to carry the shame. Her brief surge of 

anger was overshadowed by pity. Pity that Becca’s life was defined by 

choices she made years ago. She seemed to be the only one who carried the 

weight of the affair. 

“I wanted to write to him many times...I wanted to know he still loved 

me.” 

Brooke held up the picture again. “Was this the last time you were 

together?’ 

“Yes. He stayed at Bethel for a few days. Then we slipped away to 

Livingstone. We spent two nights at a resort less than a mile from Victoria 

Falls. I’d never seen anything so magnificent.” 

“You were already pregnant,” Brooke ventured cautiously. 

“I thought if I told him it would ruin everything.” 

“Was he the father?” 

Becca set the butt in a tin ashtray on a step by Brooke’s feet. “I’d 

never slept with anyone else. We were together earlier that year during one 

of his evangelistic events. By the time we were in Livingstone, I was four 

months.” 

“What’d he say?” 

“At first he was upset. He questioned if the baby was his. Then he 

paced the room trying to decide what to do. I remember sitting on the edge 

of the bed in tears. I refused to have an abortion so he suggested I take a 

sabbatical until the baby was born. He promised to help me, to cover the 

cost, to take responsibility.” 

“But then he left...” 
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“He left,” Becca whispered back. Her features hardened. Her stark 

blue eyes narrowed. “All he sent was the letter, and I never saw him 

again...” 

“...and he never met Stella.” 

Becca stepped back into the weeds. “You know, I come out here 

everyday. It reminds me of Africa. Blue skies....and the tall yellow grass. 

You know why they call that adrenaline grass? Because you never know 

when a predator might be hiding in it, waiting for the right moment to 

attack. Bethel was surrounded by miles of it...that’s what saved her.” 

“After we received the letter from John, I didn’t know what to do. So, 

I told Jacob I was pregnant and needed his help. I never told him who the 

father was...he never asked. Five months later Stella was born at Bethel. 

After that, Jacob left for the University of Lusaka. Francis took a job 

working for the UN in Kitwe. Ali took control of the orphanage...and...my 

Hell began.” 

Becca lit another cigarette. Her hands were visibly shaking. Brooke 

wanted to be anywhere but here. She wanted to get right to the point and 

get out of there. Her instincts told her to wait. She needed to hear the 

whole story. 

“One night I was asleep in my room. Stella was wrapped in a blanket 

next to me. I always wanted her close to hear her breathe and smell her 

presence. The door creaked open and before I could say a word, Ali’s hand 

covered my mouth. He pressed me down hard on the bed, a knife in his 

right hand, and then laid on top of me. I knew he’d hurt Stella if I fought so 

I laid there.” 

“That’s how it all began. When Stella was a year old he took her from 

me. She lived with the rest of the children as an orphan. He kept me locked 

in that room for twelve years. I can’t remember how many times he raped 

me. All that mattered was keeping Stella alive. I watched her outside with 

the other children through a crack in the wall.” 

“In the first year I dug a hole under the bed that I kept hidden. After a 

while Ali stopped...which I knew meant he was raping the others...I feared 

Stella was one of them. When the hole was deep enough I dug may way out 
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to the other side. Ali had so many men with weapons. The compound was 

surrounded with barbwire. Even though I’d dug myself out of my prison, 

there was no way I could find Stella and escape. I decided to stay and wait.” 

“How did you escape?” 

“The night of the raid I knew something was happening. I slipped out 

of the hole and hid behind the building. Children were being loaded in 

trucks. They were screaming and crying. Two of the other houses were 

already on fire. Ali stood in the center of the compound waiving a machete 

and yelling orders at his men. He knew they were coming.” 

Brooke remembered the TIME article. How Jessica slipped the 

note...how the sting operation fell apart. Siatembo knew they were coming. 

How? 

“In the chaos I found Jessica first. She helped me find Stella. Neither 

of them knew where I’d come from or who I was. We gathered more 

children who were hiding in the main building and helped them escape 

through the fence. I begged Jessica to take them as far away from there as 

she could. I went back to help more of them but I was caught.” 

Becca lifted her right sleeve with her left hand. “He cut straight 

through the bone. Blood was everywhere. I passed out. The next thing I 

remember was waking up in a hospital room with Jacob standing over me.” 

“Siatembo left you to die,” Brooke said to Becca, who nodded. “What 

happened to Stella and the others?” 

“They disappeared for a long time until Jessica did the interview.” 

“Stella wasn’t mentioned in the article,” Brooke said grimly. 

Twelve years imprisoned. Raped. Beaten. Left to die. Yet she hadn’t 

shed a tear as she recounted the story. Still, her pain was evident. The 

haunting reality of a mother who’d lost her daughter was crystal clear. Becca 

Roberts was a true survivor. 

“I wanted to stay and search for Stella, but I was forced to return to 

L.A. for treatment. Jacob promised to find her. I’ve gone back a dozen 

times since to search for any trace that she’s still alive...” 

“Becca, did you know about the money?” 
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anny struggled to open his eyes. He tried to speak but that was more 

of an effort than he could manage. The humidity seeped through his 

pores. His arms were wrapped tightly behind him to something heavy. The 

blackness was like a thick haze that caused him to feel even more groggy. 

Silence was all that surrounded him. There was no use exerting his energy 

to call for help. 

Vaguely he recounted the seconds before everything went blank. 

Brown eyes of the children huddled together. Damas skillfully slicing down 

Goliath. The fear that shot straight through him. Then there were flashes. 

Lying inside a metal cart being rolled down a tunnel. Children’s whispers 

and hands touching the hair on his face and arms. A prick of a needle into 

his veins. Then the warmth of the sun as he glanced up beneath a canopy of 

trees. 

It was hard to know how much of it was real. 

He was dehydrated. Breathing through his nose was painful. He could 

still feel the dried blood caked to his scraggly beard. He had a permanent 

headache drilled deep into his pupils ever since Goliath pulverized his face. 

Any movement shredded the muscles in his body. He desperately needed 

water. He flinched when he realized Mwananmuke had sent him to Damas 

on purpose. 

Why? 

Five million was the only thing he could think of. That kind of money 

D 
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anywhere in the world would set someone up for life, but in Africa it would 

make you a King. Danny didn’t want to think of what they would do to him 

if they knew he didn’t know where the money was. Right now it was his 

only bargaining chip for survival. 

“Brooke,” he whispered under his breath. He didn’t know how long it 

had been since his meeting with Mwananmuke, but he was sure Brooke 

would be worried sick by now. He was positive Damas had taken his 

prepaid cell. It didn’t matter. Wherever he was, it was obvious that Damas 

would make it impossible to find. 

He had to find a way out. He thought of all the moments in life he had 

yet to experience with Brooke. Even in the months leading up to his mom’s 

death, he was just existing. Brooke knew it. He had no motivation. No drive 

to accomplish anything. The money he made from Newport Community 

had been enough to float by for a few years, but even that nest egg was 

virtually wiped out. He was afraid to let Brooke down. He was afraid to 

move on with life. There was so much more he wanted to do, to see, to 

experience, and all of those things involved the woman that he loved. 

Light filled the shack. Danny struggled to lift his head. The weight of it 

was as if someone was forcing him to look down. A bucket of water 

splashed in his face. The coldness did little to make him more alert. Instead 

he choked on a mouthful and took deep breaths to stop his heart from 

pounding so rapidly. His body began to shake. From the shadows Damas 

stepped forward. He grabbed Danny’s arm and pushed a needle into his 

forearm. The drug flowed quickly through his veins and again life went 

dark. 

When Danny regained consciousness he felt more alert, like the drug 

injected into him heightened his senses. His throat was still dry. He was 

hungry. He waited for Damas to reappear. He listened closely to a faint 

sound, like a rodent digging underground. Then he turned his head as 

something slid across the floor. He braced himself for the worst. 

He felt a piece of bread pressed against his lips as a voice whispered, 

“You must eat.” 

Danny shook his head, unsure of whether to trust or not. He 
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sputtered, “Who...who are you?” 

“My name is Isaiah,” the voice replied. Again, he pressed the bread 

against Danny’s lips a second time. “Eat.” 

“Where am I?” 

“Duivels se begraafplaas.” Devil’s Graveyard. 

Danny opened his mouth and felt the grain of the bread on his tongue. 

He chewed slowly as he thought about his last meal with Mwananmuke. He 

ate a few more bites, and then Isaiah gave him water. Danny swallowed and 

felt it throughout his whole body. He wanted more. 

“Who else is here?” Danny asked. 

Isaiah’s voice was hushed as he replied, “There are many of us.” 

“How long have I been here?” 

“Three days.” 

Footsteps outside stopped them cold. Danny heard the same sliding 

noise, and then silence. He whispered, “Isaiah?” 

Isaiah was gone. 

This time when the light burst in, two African men entered, neither of 

them were Damas. Danny thought about speaking, but before he could 

open his mouth he was grabbed under his arms and lifted to his feet. He 

glanced over his shoulder in search of Isaiah. It was then he realized he was 

being held in a bamboo shack, lifted about two feet off the ground on stilts. 

Surrounding him was dense trees and plants. He felt a familiar warmth 

above the trees as his memory flashed. 

At first his feet drug along the dirt as they headed deeper up the 

mountain. He glanced down at his shirt that was still covered in blood. He 

was thankful he still had his boots. He found his legs and with the constant 

prodding of an automatic rifle he walked a few feet ahead of the men. He 

was in no shape to escape. The very thought of it was crazy. Where was he 

going to run? He was in the jungle. He didn’t know how many more of 

them there were. 

The farther up the mountain they climbed the greater the jungle grew. 

Trees reached a hundred feet into the air, their trunks were twenty feet 

wide, and the roots were as large as any tree back home. Finally, they 
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reached a dirt path that led to the peak of the mountain. 

Soon he noticed, about every fifty yards, men perched in branches 

high above. Each watched him closely. All were armed. The only sound was 

the rustle of leaves and branches snapping beneath his feet. Even the two 

men didn’t make a sound. By the time they reached the top he was winded 

and weak. What he saw next changed everything. 

One man grabbed him by the shoulder and forced him to his knees. 

Danny’s eyes darted back and forth between the ground, the bush, and 

something he never expected. Shipping containers were lined together, like 

the ones you’d see on a freighter. Danny couldn’t stop his body from 

shaking. Fear ripped through him as he was sure they were about to kill 

him. He braced himself and prayed. 

In the stillness a bird call echoed. 

More men appeared from nowhere. Some climbed down from the 

trees, while others emerged from the thick overgrown jungle. Danny lost 

count at twenty, but there were far more. A few headed towards the 

containers, unlocked them one at a time, and children emerged. Some as 

young as five and others who looked to be in their late teens. Danny 

watched as hundreds of them stepped out into the daylight. No words were 

spoken as they formed single file lines facing the entrance to a mineshaft. 
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efore daybreak Stone rushed Sam and Angela from the Embassy and 

aboard Charlie Echo, a Cessna 206, piloted by Shawn Weidemann, an 

American missionary from Pennsylvania who worked for Mission Aviation 

Fellowship. 

The aircraft rumbled and rocked. Jet lag weighed heavily but Sam’s 

brain kicked into overdrive and he caught his second wind. It was like going 

into the studio, working around the clock, fighting the fatigue and then you 

hit a groove. Sam was in the zone and nothing else mattered. 

They emerged through the clouds to an amazing sight below. Impalas, 

waterbucks, and zebras were gathered by a watering hole, fully aware of 

their surroundings. Elephants with great white tusks waited beneath 

Umbrella Thorn Acacia’s. Gold and brown giraffes roamed across the open 

plain. This was the Africa Sam expected. Breathtaking. Still, a terrible 

impulse shot through him. 

Suicide. Embezzlement. Assassination. Kidnapping. 

What was next? 

Sam’s fail safe had always been to run. Whenever he was stressed, 

needed to think, or wanting to escape, he ran. He ran when he was 

eighteen. He ran from his mom’s plea. He ran when Danny needed help. 

Those early morning jaunts down the cliffside to the sand were more than a 

way to stay in shape and clear his mind, they were his way of keeping 

everyone else away. 

B 
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The Cessna banked hard to the south and redirected Sam’s attention 

to a dirt strip in the middle of dozens of Umbrella trees. To say it was a 

runway would be an exaggeration. It was more like a glorified driveway. 

Sam felt the clock ticking. He grabbed the nearest handle inside the 

cramped cockpit, and noticed Angela had done the same. She looked like 

she was about to hurl. They braced themselves during the rapid descent 

until the wheels bounced against the dirt. Shawn aggressively applied the 

brakes as the Cessna bounced several times before whipping around and 

stopping. 

“I hope we never have to do that again,” Sam shouted to Angela right 

when the engine shut down. 

Once outside they took a minute to stretch their legs. An African, 

dressed in tan shorts and matching shirt, introduced himself as Edwin. 

Without wasting time he directed them to a waiting Land Rover with an 

orange and white emblem painted on the side door: Zambezi Lodge. 

Stone pulled Sam aside. A crease appeared between his eyebrows as he 

said, “I’m not staying.” 

“What do you mean?” Sam asked. “Why did you come with us then?” 

“I needed to make sure you arrived safely. President Palmer’s orders.” 

“He knows we’re meeting with Fulani?” 

“Yes, I briefed him earlier.” 

“Is Fulani here?” 

“He’ll be arriving shortly. I know this is hard...but we need his help to 

find your brother.” 

Sam didn’t like being left without Stone, who he felt was putting his 

political life on the line. Sam trusted him. He regretted not telling him the 

truth about Angela. 

“What about her?” Stone asked, as if he was reading Sam’s mind. 

“She can stay with me,” was all Sam could think to say. 

Stone reached inside the cockpit and retrieved a SAT phone and GPS. 

He said softly, “Keep this with you. I’ll be able to track you with the GPS. 

Only turn the phone on when you need to make a call. My number is 

already programmed.” 
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Sam stuffed both in his backpack. “We’re running out of time.” 

“We’ll find your brother,” Stone reassured Sam. “And get you all 

home safe.” 

The Cessna engine cranked to life and the hum of the propeller rifled 

through the early morning. Stone jumped inside and in minutes the Cessna 

was airborne. 

“Where’s he going?” Angela asked. 

“There’s been a change in plans,” Sam snapped back. Then he slung 

his backpack over his shoulder and headed for the Land Rover. Angela 

followed unsure of what that meant. 

A short ride to the lodge, and they headed down the dirt path. Sam 

was struck by its simple beauty. The Zambezi Lodge was a piece of five star 

paradise in the middle of the jungle. The sun reflected off the calm waters 

of the Zambezi River, where hippo’s dipped below the surface. A row of 

small tents lined the campgrounds bookended by two larger ones. 

Edwin showed them to one of the larger tents, assuming the two 

Americans were a couple. Neither protested as they stepped beneath an 

oversized canvas draped over two bedrooms, a bathroom with a shower, 

and a common sitting area. Thick bamboo poles were set ten feet apart to 

support the structure. The hum of a generator meant there was also 

electricity. 

A traditional breakfast was already prepared and set on a table cut 

from what looked like a thousand year old tree. Plates of peanut, cabbage 

and kapenta relishes surrounded a bowl filled with watered down nsuma, a 

porridge with a little sugar. A pitcher of maheu, a gritty yogurty drink made 

from maize, was placed in the center. 

Outside the tent was a large bamboo deck overlooking the Zambezi. A 

small pool was built in the center. At the far end of the campground the 

other large tent featured two solid savannah wood etched doors for an 

entrance. 

It seemed they were the only two guests. 

Sam didn’t hesitate before digging into this modest meal. Angela, on 

the other hand, was slow to follow. It seemed the plane ride had left her 
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feeling queasy. Sam had to admit, while the accommodations were five star, 

the meal was bland. 

“The fact that the government unsealed those documents can only 

mean one thing...Kone knew about the five million and he knew where to 

find your brother,” Angela said. 

Surveillance photos flashed before Sam’s eyes. He hated Kone more 

than he hated his father. “I’ve been thinking the same thing. Knowing 

about the money is one thing...but how did he know where to find Danny?” 

“Well, Mwananmuke was the last one to see him,” Angela suggested. 

“I’d double down on him. Don’t you think there’s something bigger going 

on here?” 

That was one of the questions that had rattled Sam’s brain. He 

couldn’t shake the feeling that they were one step behind the truth. 

Everything that had happened so far was like pieces to a puzzle. 

Sam pushed the plate aside. “Are you asking me as a reporter?” 

“You’re impossible,” Angela said with a glint of anger in her eyes. “I’m 

only trying to help.” 

Sam considered letting down his guard. What could it hurt? Who 

could she possibly tell in the middle of the jungle? He didn’t trust others 

easily. Stuey was the only one. Still, her instincts might help him figure out 

what to do next. 

“My parents loved each other, but I don’t think they really knew each 

other,” Sam said softly. “I guess sometimes things aren’t always as they 

seem.” 

Angela found a spot closer to Sam, and curled up her legs on a white 

fabric sofa. “Is that why your mom battled with depression?” 

“All I remember was my dad traveled and worked all the time. His 

whole life was centered on his calling, building the ministry, and he 

expected all of us to do the same. My mom couldn’t tell anyone what was 

going on inside because then everything would come crashing down. She 

chose to pour her life into Danny and me. I think she held it in as long as 

she could...” 

“...and when you both were gone she had nothing left,” Angela said 
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haltingly. 

“Somehow she lost herself.” 

“Sam, why is finding Stella so important?” 

“It was her last request.” 

“But why an orphan?” 

“That I can’t tell you.” 

“You can’t...or you won’t.” 

“Right now, all that matters is finding Danny.” 

“Then we need to know what Mwananmuke told him.” 

Sam nodded in agreement. He had a plan. 
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anny noticed how their clothes hung raggedly from their skeletal 

bodies. Some looked healthier than others, but not by much. A sense 

of urgency flushed over him as he searched for a way to save himself, even 

though his heart begged to save them all. Were they all orphans? How long 

had they been here? How could he leave them behind? Other thoughts 

fired rapidly. Failing his mom. Failing to save his family legacy. Failing to be 

the man Brooke fell in love with. Now he may never get another chance. 

He thought about Sam. He regretted the envy that caused him to lash out at 

his brother. He wished their relationship had been different. He was the 

only blood Danny had left. 

Right now, he needed to survive. He wasn’t ready to die. Not yet. If he 

made it out of this he would make his life count. No more drifting. On his 

knees he scanned the area. Dense trees. Thick bush. Even the rusted 

shipping containers were immersed in the overgrown jungle. Painted on the 

side of each one were the words: Mulfira Mining Corporation. He 

wondered how long it had been since this place had been abandoned. There 

had to be a fence or else the children would escape. Danny ditched that 

thought the second he realized it didn’t matter how far someone might 

escape, they’d be lost in the jungle and either captured or killed. Still, one of 

them managed to escape far enough to bring him bread and water. 

Heaviness filled the air and tension gripped the children. Siatembo 

emerged from the mineshaft. Mid thirties, goatee, dressed in faded 

D 
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camouflage. A deep scar stretched from his left eye down his cheek. He 

balanced himself with a thick cane, probably a century old branch carved 

with the machete that hung from his waist. Danny had his first glimpse of 

Die Duiwel. A few feet behind followed Damas. 

Siatembo stood before hundreds of children and announced, “I have 

given you food...water...and promised to take you to a better world. But one 

of you has disobeyed me.” 

The whites of their eyes darted between them, careful not to make 

direct contact with Die Duiwel. Immediately, Danny thought, “Isaiah.” 

There was no time to brace himself as two of the soldiers pulled him to his 

feet and pushed him forward. Every fiber urged to run. It was a natural 

instinct. He fought it for as long as he could, and then with hands tied 

behind his back, he darted between the children. For a few seconds he was 

free. That is until he was tackled to the ground. He kicked. He yelled. He 

was forced to his knees again, this time before Siatembo who leaned down 

so close Danny could taste the stench of his sweat. He struggled to stop his 

hands from shaking. He’d never been so terrified in his life. Never. 

“A long time ago your father betrayed me,” Siatembo hissed. He 

looked out on the hundreds of children, and then his dark eyes fixed on 

Danny. “His God let him die.” 

Danny felt his heartbeat through his chest. 

“Step forward...or the American dies,” Siatembo said to the children. 

The jungle fell silent. No one moved. Not a breath was heard. 

Whoosh! Crack! 

The cane struck with such force that Danny hit the dirt as a searing 

pain tore through him. He gasped for air as a welt the length of his back 

rose through his sweaty skin. A soldier ripped his shirt off as a he cried out 

in pain for a second time. 

He pleaded, “Please, don’t kill me.” 

“I’m not going to kill you,” Siatembo laughed. “You are more valuable 

alive.” 

Siatembo struck a third, fourth, and fifth time. By then, Danny was 

losing consciousness. His lungs were failing. The world around him was 
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shrinking. He felt the blade pierce his skin. Blood and sweat stung as it 

dripped down his neck. With the machete inches away from slicing him to 

death he knew this was far from over. 

Tears welled up in some of the children, while others continued to 

stare blankly. Faint sobs quickly stopped as a sea of children stepped aside. 

Siatembo released the pressure and turned his attention to a boy who 

stepped forward. Danny struggled with blurred vision. He was lightheaded, 

but managed to recognize the Jordan jersey covered in dirt and stains. His 

heart broke. He had never asked the boy his name. He simply handed over 

his meal and left The Hungry Lion with Damas. That night seemed so long 

ago. 

“Your name,” Siatembo demanded. Isaiah waited until he stood face 

to face. His shoulders pulled back. His brown eyes glared up at Die Duiwel. 

He was fearless. 

“My name is Isaiah,” he answered loud enough for all to hear. 

Siatembo was amused by his courage. “You are very brave, Isaiah. Now tell 

me how did you escape?” 

“Leave him alone,” Danny called out as he gasped for air. He was 

sprawled out on all fours, unable to lift himself. The pain numbed his body 

but his mind was alert. “He’s done nothing.” 

Siatembo turned to Damas, “You brought him here?” 

“With the others,” Damas replied coolly. 

“If you do not tell me...I will kill the American,” Siatembo told Isaiah. 

“Please,” Danny begged. “You know I have money...I’ll give you 

whatever you want.” If giving millions was the only way to save Isaiah then 

Danny needed to do it. “That’s why I’m here, right?” 

“Sy kom,” Isaiah said haltingly. Siatembo turned, his eyes narrowed. 

Isaiah said the words again, this time loud enough for the rest to hear. “She 

is coming.” 

“Silence!” Siatembo demanded as Isaiah repeated the words more 

emphatically each time. With one swift move the machete sliced across his 

neck. His limp body fell to the ground as Siatembo savagely attacked him 

until there was no breathe left. Within seconds it was over.  
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His eyes were ablaze as he addressed the children. “Let this be a 

warning to all of you...if you disobey me, you will die too.” 

Siatembo directed his soldiers to lock the children back in the 

containers. Danny was left bloodied on the ground at the entrance to the 

mineshaft. Damas remained on guard. Tears poured down Danny’s cheeks 

as he watched the crimson blood surround Isaiah’s lifeless body. Shock 

blocked out the pain as he leaned back on his knees, his face up to the sky. 

With an AK47 slung over his shoulder, Damas untied his hands and 

pitched a military grade shovel into the dirt. 

“If you run I will not hesitate,” Damas warned. 

In the open area Danny struggled to grip the shovel. Memories from 

filling his mom’s grave flashed before him. The sound of calming raindrops 

did nothing to ease his pain. The moisture seeped into his open wounds. 

He vomited at the sight of the mutilated body. The stench of blood filled 

his nostrils. Danny wished he understood those final words. 

Why did he do it? How did Siatembo know his father? Why was he 

being kept alive if Siatembo wasn’t after the money? Why had 

Mwananmuke sent him to a killer? As he continued to shovel, he wondered 

if he would ever see Brooke again. He lifted Isaiah and gently placed him 

into the grave. It was impossible to know how much of Isaiah’s blood was 

on his hands. Exhaustion overwhelmed him as he prayed silently. He 

struggled to find the right words to honor a boy who had sacrificed his life. 

Damas locked Danny inside one of the containers. Even with the rain 

it was sweltering inside. In the pitch black he listened to a sound echoing 

off the walls. It sounded like...weeping. 
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rank...he’s not gonna...his cell’s...there’s no need for lawyers...I 

understand.” 

 Stu tossed his cell on a coffee table made from the wing of a jet plane, 

and then slumped into an oversized plush leather sofa. It wasn’t often that 

he backed down from Frank, but right now he didn’t have any leverage. He 

needed to contain the situation not escalate it. The last thing he wanted was 

for Frank to spread word around town that Sam breached a contract, or 

even worse, was MIA. In this city your reputation was the key that unlocked 

opportunity. 

 Normally on game night Stu left the office early, ordered a ribeye at 

Morton’s in Beverly Hills, and washed it down with a vintage cabernet from 

his high priced locker. Then he headed over to Staples to root for the 

purple and gold alongside Hollywood’s elite. He flipped on a 60-inch LCD 

hanging against the wall and stared at two court side tickets on top of a 

manila envelope. This was no ordinary day. 

 First, he called an old flame, and now he couldn’t stop thinking about 

her. Second, he blew off his other clients to spend the afternoon in Sunland 

on a wild goose chase. Then he fought gridlock back to Malibu to drop off 

Brooke. He did all of this because of Sam, who was more than a client, he 

was family. Stu would do whatever was necessary to protect him. 

 Still, Frank’s call was a direct shot across the bow, a warning to get 

Sam back in line. He was right. Stu knew it. He needed Sam back where he 

“F 
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belonged, not trekking across Africa risking his life. He needed his top 

producer to avoid blowing a $1.5 million payday. 

 Spending most of the day in the car, Stu was starving. He thought 

about a quick stop through Tommy’s Burgers or In-N-Out, but he could 

see that Brooke was in no shape. Instead, he ordered from Mr. Chow’s. The 

barbeque pork and fried rice was just as good as Morton’s. Of course, the 

Guinness helped take the edge off too. He watched the first quarter as the 

Lakers pulled ahead and replayed everything Brooke had told him on the 

drive back. He had to admit, even though he wasn’t much for religion or its 

institutions, the news about the affair was a surprise. Yet another preacher 

hiding an indiscretion while he claimed to reach the lost. 

 Stu thought, “How could he leave them behind? Why didn’t he come 

clean and own up to it? How could she still love him after all these years?” 

 No wonder Sam left. Stu didn’t blame him one bit for distancing 

himself. 

 With the Lakers up by ten going into halftime, a full stomach and a 

second Guinness, Stu dozed off. He woke with less than three minutes left 

in the fourth. His cell buzzed. Half awake he checked the number. 

Restricted. He decided to answer anyway. 

 “Stu, can you hear me?” 

 Sam’s voice was clear. It was as if they were sitting in the same room. 

 “Where the hell have you been?” Stu blurted with a sense of relief. 

“I’ve been in the dark over here.” 

 “Sorry I haven’t called sooner...I’m literally in a tent in the jungle, 

using a SAT phone courtesy of Ambassador Stone.” 

 “Tell me you found your brother,” Stu said. “Your text had us 

worried.” 

 “Is Brooke with you?” 

 “I dropped her off at your house a few hours ago...man, she’s not 

doing good...but we’ve got some news.” 

 “Me too,” Sam said flatly. “You first.” 

 “Brooke found your dad’s diaries in those boxes you sent her to find. 

Inside one of the back covers was a list of account numbers. At the bottom 
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of that list I recognized a routing number for Cayman National.” 

 Sam didn’t miss a beat. “Did you call Devan?” 

 “Off the record, she confirmed the account holders and the amount,” 

Stu replied. “I’m gonna have to take her to dinner when she’s in town.” 

 “At least something good happened today,” Sam said with a light 

laugh. 

 “It’s not like we’re getting back together or anything.” 

 “Worst mistake you ever made...who else was on the accounts?” 

 “Rebecca Roberts and Jacob Fulani,” Stu replied. 

 “Ambassador Stone told me Fulani and my dad were close...but who’s 

Rebecca Roberts?” 

 “She was a missionary at Bethel. Now she lives in Sunland. Brooke 

met with her this afternoon...and...umm...well, she’s Stella’s mother.” 

 “You’re kidding,” Sam answered. “You’re sure?” 

 “Did you know your dad was involved with Bethel?” 

 “Stone told me.” 

 “Then you already know...” 

 “Know what?” 

 “Rebecca was in her early twenties when she went to work at Bethel. 

Your dad is the one who asked her to go there. That’s where she got 

pregnant.” 

 “What’re you saying, Stu?” 

 “Stella’s your half-sister.” 

 Sam sighed inwardly. “He didn’t even have the guts to tell her the last 

name.” 

 “This Rebecca woman has been through hell. When she told your dad 

she was pregnant he promised to take care of her and the baby, but then he 

left. This guy, Ali something, took over the orphanage and Rebecca was 

held captive there for years. Stella was taken from her after she was born 

and raised as if she was another orphan. She doesn’t even know her mother 

exists.” 

 “How long did it last?” 

 “A few years.” 
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 Stu reached over and picked up the manila envelope. He slipped out 

several black and white photos and the article written about Jessica Mwenzi. 

He wondered how he was going to tell Sam the next part. 

 “Does Rebecca know where she is?” 

 “She’s tried to find her over the years but no luck. The whole thing 

is...” 

 “I know...I know...did she say anything else?” 

 “Rebecca received a package from TIME Magazine a few months ago. 

They were going through the archives from their story on Jessica Mwenzi 

and remembered speaking with Rebecca about her missing daughter.” Stu 

stared at the photos and continued. “Inside the package was a stack of 

photos taken when they interviewed Jessica.” 

 “I have the article with me,” Sam said as he searched his backpack. He 

looked at the photos of Jessica. “The photos are just her...I don’t get where 

this is headed.” 

 “Sam, none of these photos made it into the magazine.” Stu flipped 

through them one by one. Jessica standing in front of Bethel. Jessica 

pointing at an abandoned mine beside a fence with a sign that read: Mulfira 

Mining Corporation. The last photo was Jessica with a group of children in 

a village, slightly blurred in the background was a white female with sandy 

blonde hair. 

 Stu described the photos and then said, “On the night of the raid, 

Rebecca escaped from her prison. She tried to help the children, including 

Jessica and Stella. They crawled underneath a fence and ran. Rebecca went 

back to save the others but she was caught and tortured. That was the last 

time she saw Stella.” 

 “When they did the story on Jessica, they probably didn’t realize who 

else was with her,” Sam said. “If we find Jessica...we find Stella.” 

 “Possibly,” Stu replied as he slid the photos back into the envelope. “ 

 “Did Rebecca know about the money?” 

 “No. The accounts were emptied out a week ago.” 

 “All of them?” 

 “Every cent. They’re bone dry.” 
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 “That’s not good.” 

 “Sam, what’s happening over there?” 

 Sam told Stu the whole story from the moment he landed in Lusaka. 

Angela Reyes. Ambassador Stone. The truth about who killed his father. 

Danny’s meeting with Mwananmuke. The video that offered proof of life 

after his kidnapping. Stu was speechless. Sam reassured him about Stone’s 

willingness to help. Both agreed not to tell Brooke. 
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tella is alive.” 

Sam swallowed hard, then snatched a few minutes to think about 

how this affected his plan. A plan he wasn’t sure would even work. The 

feeling of being in way over his head surfaced again. When he turned 

around, Angela stood in the entrance to the bedroom wearing tan cargos 

and a black tank top. Her dark hair was wet and pulled away from her face, 

highlighting her striking cheek bones. Her olive skin glowed against the 

dark fabric. 

“That shower was amazing,” she said, then noticed Sam eyeing her. 

Her face flushed as she added, “I had to try it.” 

Sam was struck by her beauty. When he first saw her on the local news 

shoving a mic in Brooke’s face, her beauty was the last thing on his mind. 

He wanted to tackle her to the ground. When he watched her asleep on the 

plane, he refused to admit there was an attraction. He had to remind 

himself she was after a story not a relationship. Still, for a moment he 

forgot about the chase, about the kidnapping, about how life was never 

going to be the same. He knew time was running out but as she stepped 

back he couldn’t take his eyes off her. 

Sam spent many nights lost in Hollywood. Geisha House. Agency. 

Ivar. The Roxy. The Key Club. By the time he hit twenty-two his ambition 

unleashed many desires, including fame, fortune, alcohol, and women. He 

refused to admit he was an addict. A prodigal, maybe, but not an addict. All 

“S 
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were an attempt to deaden the pain of his childhood. Life without a father 

who was present. A mother who disappeared into the darkness for years at 

a time. A faith rooted in legalism, lacking the spirit of deep belief. From an 

early age it was as if he raised himself. Maybe that's why he was so lonely. 

Placing his independence above everything else had a price. Drunken 

binges that left week long hangovers. Dark nights with beautiful women, 

who paid thousands to enhance their best assets, only for him to wake not 

even knowing their name. None of it lasted. It was a season in his life he 

wasn't proud of but it happened. When his faith seemed so far away, Stu 

was the one who pulled him out and kept a watchful eye. He owed him for 

that. 

Angela’s beauty was deeper than her toned figure and Latin features. 

Sure, she was ambitious, tough and independent. Hell, she survived on the 

streets with ExP. He had to respect her for that. From the moment he 

grabbed her shoulder in the airport he felt a sense of trust that couldn’t be 

ignored. It was as if he had known her for a long time. As he stared into her 

eyes, he wondered if having her with him would help him survive the hours 

ahead, or if it was better to go alone. 

“You look...good,” was all Sam could think to say. 

“Thanks...I think,” she replied awkwardly. 

Edwin appeared in the doorway so quietly neither of them knew how 

long he had been standing there. He told them President Fulani had arrived 

and was waiting for them. 

They walked together across the grounds. In the distance an elephant 

with swooping ivory tusks sprayed water from the Zambezi over himself. 

This peaceful sight did nothing to stop Sam from digging his hands deeper 

into his pockets. His nerves escalated. His adrenaline pumped. It was a 

familiar feeling. He worked best under pressure, when the clock was ticking 

and there was no turning back. But this, the mess that had unfolded, hit 

him in waves. He hated Kone. He feared for Danny. He was anxious over 

finding Stella. He tried to pull himself back into the zone. 

Edwin led them into a larger tent through two solid savannah doors. 

Sam found it strange that such a lavish place existed in the jungle. Tension 
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restricted his body. His body tingled as if he were about to pass out. Angela 

reached over and grabbed his hand tightly. 

“You okay?” she whispered. 

Sam nodded. 

The anxiety reminded him of the time he stood backstage at Newport 

Community, waiting to walk out before thousands. It was the first time any 

of the congregation had seen his mom since she jumped from the pier. She 

was let out of the psych facility long enough to make an appearance, to 

prove to the world that God had healed her, just in time for the book 

release. The church applauded as the Armstrong family stood united. Sam 

stumbled through the words his father prepared. 

That’s why Sam was a producer. He loved being locked away in a dark 

room to create. He never wanted the spotlight. He never wanted to end up 

like his mom. Another wave of remorse hit as he thought about what more 

he could have done to save her. He never should have left her standing in 

the hallway that day. He should’ve taken her with him. 

The thoughts continued to rifle through him. He couldn’t stop them. 

He couldn’t slow things down enough to think clearly. 

They passed four guards stationed in the living area and walked out to 

the deck, where another three waited nearby. All of them armed. The deck 

was made of bamboo and was twice the size of theirs, minus the pool. 

Fulani stood at the far end down by the banks of the Zambezi, gazing at the 

elephant, who was oblivious to his watchful eye. Slowly he turned and 

walked towards them. He was slender, bald, cleanly shaven. His eyes never 

left them as he offered both a firm handshake. 

“You look just like your father,” Fulani said to Sam. His accent 

showed he had studied abroad. He turned toward Angela and smiled 

warmly. “And who is your companion?” 

When Sam didn’t respond, Angela squeezed his hand tight and replied, 

“I’m Sam’s girlfriend, Angela.” 

“Excellent. I wish we were meeting under different circumstances. I 

would have been honored to show you my country. However, Ambassador 

Stone has informed me about your brother, Daniel.” 
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“Mr. President, we are hoping you can help us,” Sam said. 

“Please...let us sit together.” 

Fulani directed them to a large table made from the trunk of a 

thousand year old tree. A meal had been prepared, not like their tent 

breakfast, but plates of fresh vegetables, filet mignon, and in the center a 

bottle of cabernet. All of it definitely flown in with the President. Each 

found a seat as Fulani motioned for the guards to leave them alone. 

“I was only seventeen when I met your father,” Fulani said to Sam. He 

played soccer with us in the fields outside our village. He taught us about 

God and gave me my first Bible. I did not know how to read, so he taught 

me. I traveled with him from Lusaka to Livingstone many times as he 

preached. His fight against trafficking united my country. I owe a great debt 

to him.” 

“Do you know who killed him?” Sam asked point blank. 

Fulani glanced at their untouched plates, then out to the river where 

the elephant was disappearing amidst the tall yellow grass. An imported 

bottle of Stags Leap left unopened on the table as a gentle breeze sifted 

through the trees carrying his gesture away. He turned directly to Sam and 

said, “The Triads.” 
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amas Kone was the one who pulled the trigger. Do you know 

that name?” 

He listened to Angela’s tone, but avoided her unblinking stare, as he 

sensed a familiarity that sent a twinge of concern vibrating through him. 

Stone neglected to mention her in their brief conversation. 

He trusted Francis to handle Daniel Armstrong. It was a regrettable 

decision. Using Daniel as bait was a last resort. After years of covering up 

the truth and trying to fulfill a promise, risking one man to save thousands 

was an unavoidable choice. The only way to pull Siatembo from the 

shadows was for him to believe he was no longer safe in the dark. He 

needed to be reminded of the past. And five million was the cost for justice. 

Kone guaranteed to deliver him dead or alive. 

In the world’s eyes this would be deemed a humanitarian mission, an 

act of bravery by Fulani to end Siatembo’s decades of brutality. It would 

also be a political trophy for the next election. Twenty-four hours since the 

video from Kone and the uncertainty changed the mission's objective to 

containment and deniability. 

Angela pressed harder. 

“Do you know who Damas Kone is?” 

He managed to keep his wits about him. He eyed her closely, shifting 

slightly in his chair. His surprise was noticeable. “Yes...I know that name.” 

“Then you must know he is here...in your country,” Angela stated 

“D 



THE DISILLUSIONED 

195 

matter of fact. She didn’t give an inch. “Vice President Mwananmuke met 

with Danny because he was searching for Stella Adams, and then he was 

kidnapped by Kone. Don't you find that highly suspicious, Mr. President?” 

During his years in office he sat across from many journalists, including the 

TIME correspondent who wrote Jessica’s story. A story that became a 

platform for change during his first presidential campaign. Angela’s 

aggressive outburst forced him into a corner. 

One lie. One cover-up. All to lead a nation. 

“Sam, perhaps we should speak in private.” 

Angela protested. Sam glanced at her and their eyes met. She stood to 

her feet. “Mr. President, our brief conversation has been insightful. Thank 

you for your hospitality.” 

Sam waited until Edwin escorted Angela out. Finally they were alone. 

So far so good. 

“Walk with me,” Fulani said. 

Sam followed as they crossed the deck and headed down a narrow 

path hidden by the tall grass. Moments later they stepped into a clearing 

only feet away from the Zambezi. 

It was the place Fulani walked when he needed time to think. He 

wondered how much to tell Sam. Across the river he noticed the distinctive 

stripes on a zebra who raised his head aware that he was not alone. How he 

wished the truth could be as black and white. 

“Your father made me a believer...in God...and in him. He raised 

millions to build many orphanages like Bethel. He founded the Zambian 

Children's Initiative to provide scholarships and feeding programs. The 

messages he preached and the work he accomplished inspired many to 

believe they had a future...” 

"...until the affair with Rebecca Roberts," Sam said. 

His eyes narrowed. “We were disillusioned by your father.” 

The reality was he and Francis were young and ambitious. Growing up 

in a rural village their destiny was forever changed because of Pastor John. 

College education. High level relationships. Influence in the global non 

profit and political sectors. 
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“When he left, the money left with him. Most of the orphanages 

closed. Bethel was the last one. Siatembo seized control. He raped children. 

He took their food. He made them suffer. All because he hated your father 

for not believing in him. He disappeared and thousands with him because 

we turned our eyes from the truth.” 

“But now you’ve found him,” Sam said haltingly. Fulani didn’t 

respond. “Why else would you have withdrawn the money?” 

Fulani strolled further up the banks with Sam by his side. “When your 

father learned what Siatembo did to Rebecca and about Stella’s 

disappearance, he wanted justice. It was left for me to use the money when 

the time was right.” 

“That’s why Kone is here, isn’t it?” 

They stopped a foot apart. 

“You must believe when Daniel spoke with Francis, we did not know 

he killed your father,” Fulani admitted. “However, we have no way to stop 

him now. He was paid to do what he does best. I pray it is over soon and 

your brother is returned safely.” 

Fulani had said enough. Sam could put the rest of the pieces together. 

"Sam, you understand I will deny any knowledge of our conversation." 

Fulani didn't wait for a reply, instead he turned and walked back to the 

lodge, leaving Sam behind. He had a full agenda and the sooner he 

distanced himself from the situation the better. He ordered his head of 

security to ready the chopper. 

Ten minutes later he was onboard directly above the lodge as the force 

of the rotors pressed the branches back. He glanced out the window to see 

Sam walking through the center of the lodge headed back to the tent. He 

checked his cell for any news from Francis. No messages. Again he looked 

out the window. This time Sam was gone. 

For a moment the chopper hovered over the Zambezi, then turned 

west headed back to Lusaka. With any luck, Kone would kill Siatembo and 

hold up his end of the deal by bringing Daniel back alive. The pieces were 

in motion and soon it would come to an end, for better or worse. 
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ngela was waiting as Sam entered the tent. He could tell she was up to 

something as she quickly stepped away from his backpack. She turned 

her eyes for a split second. A dead giveaway. That told him she was still 

working the story. 

The plan was to push Fulani to a tipping point, where he would tell 

them the truth. That didn’t exactly happen. What Sam was left with was a 

deep rooted resentment toward his father. None of this would be 

happening if it wasn’t for a lie he had carried to the grave. He thought 

about his mom, and how maybe she knew the truth all along. Part of it 

anyway. Hiding the truth had caused people to die. He knew even Fulani 

felt this weight for his own people. He also knew that Danny would only 

stay alive as long as Kone needed him. 

The sound of the chopper faded. 

He stepped further into the tent. His eyes flicked past Angela as he 

checked the other rooms. “He didn’t tell me everything...but it’s enough,” 

he said as he removed Angela’s cell from his side pocket and handed it 

over. 

“Is he going to help find Danny?” 

“He’s using Danny to get to Siatembo.” 

“I don’t get it.” 

“Mwananmuke sent Danny straight to Kone to use as bait. Siatembo 

hates my father and this was a way to flush him out and stop him from 

A 
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taking anymore children. The whole thing is so twisted.” 

She held up her cell. “Are you sure about this?” 

“We have a deal. Did you call Stone?” 

“He tracked Jessica Mwenzi down in Livingstone. But Stone wants us 

back at the Embassy in the morning to brief him on your conversation with 

Fulani. He’s been given orders to keep us there until further notice.” 

“Right now she’s the only lead. I’m not going back.” 

Sam dug into his backpack. He checked the SAT phone and noticed 

two numbers listed. One he assumed was Stone. The other was an 

international number he figured was Angela’s boss. He could tell she was 

watching. He punched the keys on the GPS and waited for it to locate 

Livingstone on the map. It was twenty miles from the lodge. 

“Listen, when you land in Lusaka, I need you to call Stuart Cohen. I 

added his number in your cell. If something happens he’s the only one I 

trust. Tell him everything.” 

"What do you mean when I land?" 

"I need to finish what I came here to do." 

Angela shook her head. "Kone is a killer. What could you possibly do 

even if you tracked Danny down? We should go back to the embassy and 

let Stone will help us. Sam, this is real life. It's not a movie." 

They were both still standing. Sam was determined. He liked her. He 

wondered where that came from. They were two different people, from 

different sides of the tracks, who were traveling two different roads. He 

didn't want to read into her words as concern. Maybe if he survived, he 

would see her again. 

His rations of trail mix and beef jerky were already running low. He 

grabbed the leftover peanuts, cabbage, and bottles of water and stuffed 

them in his backpack. From his side pocket he pulled a wad of cash and 

peeled off five hundred dollar bills. That should be enough. He slung the 

backpack over his shoulder and said, “Well, that was quite a first date.” 

Angela gave a short laugh. 

“You didn’t even buy me dinner or get me drunk. Seriously...Sam...you 

can’t...” 
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"Maybe next time." 

Sam reached out his hand and Angela instinctively grabbed it. His grip 

tightened. He studied her for a moment. 

“Angela, I want you to tell the whole story. Everything you know 

about my parents, about the sealed report, what's on the recording. Tell 

Stuey to give you what they've found back at home. It will help connect the 

dots. No more hiding the truth." 

Sam let go and headed down a dirt path towards the river, leaving 

Angela behind. When he walked back to camp after Fulani left he noticed a 

fishing boat docked at the opposite end of the lodge. With any luck it might 

still be there. It was a long shot, but this was it, there was no turning back. 

If he stayed on the Zambezi he'd eventually find Livingstone. If he passed it 

he'd go right over Victoria Falls. Sounded like easy navigation. 

When he reached the dock he wasn’t alone. Edwin, still dressed in his 

Zambezi Lodge uniform, was aboard the twelve foot vessel tying up his 

catch. He was already aware of Sam as he approached. 

Sam stopped short of boarding the boat. 

"Edwin, how would you like to make some extra cash?" Edwin stared 

suspiciously as Sam waved the hundreds in his hand. "Five hundred 

dollars...what’ll you say?" 

"What must I do?" Edwin asked cautiously. 

"Take me to Livingstone." 

"That is not possible." Edwin set the fish down by the stern. "The 

river is too dangerous." 

"Make it a thousand then," Sam insisted. 

Edwin's brows raised. A branch cracked on the trail. Both turned as 

they heard someone approach. Angela appeared from the trees carrying her 

backpack and a smile. He could see a glint in her eye. 

“I was wondering where you wandered off to,” she said to Sam. Then 

she turned her attention to Edwin. “Are those Tiger fish?” 

“They’re the greatest fresh water fighting fish in the world," Edwin 

explained. “They have teeth like piranhas.” 

Angela stepped aboard. Edwin pulled the jaws of the fish open so she 
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could get a closer look. “That’s amazing.” 

Still onshore, Sam watched bewildered. 

“Edwin, have you ever been to America?” Angela asked, as if they 

were friends. 

“I have only lived here...on the river.” 

“Have you ever watched a movie...or listened to a song on the radio?” 

“No.” Edwin replied innocently. 

“So you’ve never been to a big city, like Lusaka?” 

“No.” 

Angela glanced at Sam and smiled. He was still trying to figure out 

what she was doing. She leaned forward and whispered something to 

Edwin. The two laughed as Sam stood by and watched. Edwin turned 

toward Sam as Angela smirked. 

“I will take you to Livingstone,” Edwin said to Sam. “If we leave now, 

we will arrive by morning.” 

Sam was surprised by Edwin’s change of heart. 

"I thought you said it was too dangerous?" 

"We say that to all the visitors. You will be safe with me." 

He was curious to know what Angela could’ve possibly said to 

convince the African otherwise. Angela motioned for him to put the money 

away. A few minutes later he helped Edwin push the boat from the dock. 
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y late afternoon the sun had disappeared behind the trees and the 

temperature cooled. The engine whined as the boat zigzagged through 

the gorge headed south. Twenty feet up on a ridge an elephant charged, ears 

flapping, and trumpeted. A warning to stay away from his territory. A pod 

of hippos emerged from underwater. Their small eyes and ears on top of 

their heads. Their giant mouths opened to reveal thick ivory teeth. It was 

like watching Nat Geo in real life. 

Edwin maneuvered the route as if he’d traveled it a thousand times. 

Sam woke in a panic at the trumpet sound. Shortly after they left the 

lodge he found a spot in the stern and crashed. The last thing he 

remembered was Angela asking Edwin if he ever met any celebrities from 

America at the lodge. 

He leaned back against the boat, his body stiff, still groggy. He 

retrieved the trail mix and beef jerky and offered some to Edwin, who 

gladly accepted. He watched as Edwin chewed the jerky curiously and ate a 

handful of nuts and chocolate chips. 

Angela was seated on the edge of the bow, her hoodie zipped up tight 

as the brisk air dropped a few more degrees. He handed her the trail mix 

and sat beside her. 

“Okay...how’d you do it?” 

Angela laughed. Then she said in a hushed voice. “I told him you’re a 

famous music producer...when that didn’t work I said we were on a private 

B 
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getaway, if you know what I mean.” 

“Was he curious to know why we met with the President?” 

“He didn’t ask.” 

“So he agreed just because he thinks we’re...” 

"Para algunas personas el amor es mas importante que el dinero o la 

fama." 

“English.” 

“To some people love is more important than money or fame,” 

Angela whispered. “Edwin’s lived here his whole life. He doesn't know who 

Tom Cruise, Julia Roberts, or Tom Hanks is, so he’s definitely not going to 

know who you are. That doesn’t mean anything to him. Giving him money 

doesn’t either. He’s survived without it. “But love...love is something that 

has value no matter who you are or where you’re from.” 

“How did you know he’d go for it?” 

“I followed my instincts.” 

"Did your instincts tell you not to go back?" Sam said softly. 

“I couldn't leave you out here alone,” she said. “This isn’t Malibu.” 

“It’s not Echo Park, either.” Sam smiled. He wrapped his arm over her 

and pulled her close. She didn’t resist. He wanted to believe it was to play 

the role they’d played since landing in Lusaka. But he knew it was more. He 

whispered in her ear, “Thank you.” 

It was strange to be so attracted to her. He knew she was older. But it 

didn't matter. Late twenties. Early thirties. It was all relative. He was only 

twenty-two yet he felt like he was an old soul. Life had been on overdrive 

for a long time. He'd accomplished more in a few years than most would 

achieve in their entire career. He felt like he’d known her forever. Strange 

how that happened. Maybe it was the heightened emotions. Maybe it was 

the uncertainty. Or maybe it was just a lack of sleep. Whatever it was, there 

was a warmth about her that calmed him. 

Her cheek rested on his shoulder and stayed there for a while. 

Edwin slowed as night engulfed them. The stars were the only specs of 

light. Too numerous to count. Edwin turned a spotlight on and pointed it 

towards the banks where three pairs of eyes reflected back at them. Sam 
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and Angela watched for a few moments until the crocodiles disappeared 

into the water. Edwin spoke in Bemba and then moved the light towards 

the bow to guide their path. 

The Zambezi seemed even more dangerous after dark, which created a 

combined sense of excitement, curiosity, and fear. 

“Edwin, do you have any family?” Angela asked. 

Sam laughed to himself. She couldn't stop asking questions. 

Edwin hesitated. His eyes fixed on the beam of light. Sam offered him 

the rest of the trail mix when he realized Angela had struck a nerve. For a 

moment there was silence, except for the engine behind them. 

“My wife’s name was Mary...and my son was Isaiah,” Edwin said 

grimly. “We lived in Ikatulamwa.” 

“What happened to them?” 

“Mary died of AIDS when Isaiah was two years old. And then...when 

Isaiah was eight...he was taken.” 

“Taken...by who?” 

“Die Duiwel.” 

“Die Duiwel?” 

“In English you say...the Devil,” Edwin’s voice faded. Sam and Angela 

glanced at each other but waited for him to continue. “I went fishing with 

the men from my village. We came back the next day and our village was on 

fire. The women were piled on top of each other burning. Isaiah and the 

other children were gone.” 

Across the beam of light, Sam noticed the moisture reflected from 

Angela’s eyes. He swallowed the lump in his throat and tried hard not to 

picture the scene. It was one thing to read about it, watch the news or a 

movie, or even donate a few bucks once a month to feel better about 

helping those in need. But to listen to Edwin speak about losing his family 

made it hard to comprehend the reality, the devastation, and the aftermath. 

“Die Duiwel has stolen many souls.” 

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Angela said softly. “Did you try to find 

Isaiah?” 

“I walked many miles to many villages...I still pray at night to God for 
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Isaiah to come home.” 

What words could be spoken to comfort a man who lost those he 

loved? 

"My father loved the bottle more than his family,” Angela said. “We 

wanted him to love us but he didn't...or he couldn’t...I don’t know. I can see 

you loved your wife and your son very much. You're a good man, Edwin. I 

hope one day you will find peace." 

Edwin didn't respond. He slowed the boat as he navigated the gorge. 

His mind was taken back to a wife and son he had not forgotten. 

Angela sniffled and wiped her nose against her sleeve. Then she leaned 

in close to Sam until he could feel the rise and fall of her body. Before long 

her breathing grew heavy. 
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wananmuke grabbed a pen and scribbled a few last minute notes on 

the speech in his hand. Not just any speech, but one that would 

change the future of a nation. 

Thousands gathered in the streets outside the State House. An 

outpouring of emotions ranged from outrage to sorrow. He could almost 

hear their cries through the glass. 

He folded the speech and slipped it inside his coat pocket. Then 

straightened his tie and tucked his shirt tightly around his belly. He walked 

out of the office and was instantly surrounded by his security detail, who 

escorted him down a flight of stairs. 

Lights, cameras, and reporters filled a nondescript white-walled room. 

CNN. CBS. BBC. ZNBC. Africa Unite. Muvi Television. TBN. And many 

other global networks he didn’t recognize. The world was watching, 

waiting, to hear from him. 

He gathered his thoughts. The anticipation outweighed the guilt. He 

had made a deal with Die Duiwel. The reporters quieted as they watched 

him walk the corridor alone. Bright lights switched on. He stopped directly 

behind the podium and smoothly placed his speech in front of him. He 

focused on the center camera. 

Five...four...three...two... 

“At three o’clock yesterday afternoon, President Fulani was returning 

to Lusaka aboard a military helicopter. Twenty minutes from the State 

M 
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House there was an explosion. The helicopter crashed near Kangombe. A 

rescue effort was launched immediately...however...there were no survivors. 

President Fulani is dead. A full investigation into the cause of the explosion 

is already underway.” 

“Today, as a country, we face this tragic accident. We have not only 

lost a leader...we have lost a friend. A man who loved the very people who 

define our nation. A man whose heart beat with a will and determination to 

lead us through the ever-changing seasons. A man who fought for justice 

and who believed all were equal. He was the leader for our future 

generation who stood strong against the evil and corruption that threatened 

to tear our country apart. We will never forget the man who was loved by 

all who knew him.” 

“I step into my role as President with a heavy heart. But I am 

determined to finish the term assigned to me in honor of my dear friend. I 

ask that you keep his wife and children in your prayers. Details of his 

memorial will be forthcoming. I will not be answering any questions at this 

time.” 

Mwananmuke turned his back and headed down the corridor. Several 

reporters yelled out questions they knew he wouldn’t answer but they had 

to try. He relished the moment as he slipped the speech into his pocket. His 

solemn gaze was necessary as he weighed the choice he had made for his 

own ambition. Forgiveness was a luxury he refused to embrace. Instead, he 

thought about his words being broadcast around the world. 

He instructed his head of security not to disturb him as he secluded 

himself in the Presidential office. Fulani’s personal photos and documents 

had been removed. An attempt by the staff to make the transition easier. 

The only pieces left were an aerial photo of the State House and the 

Zambian flag. In time he would make the office his own. 

He thought of how Fulani’s hatred toward Siatembo was the fuse. 

Kone was the match. And five million was the price to lead a nation. Soon 

he would be rid of Die Duiwel for good. Saving the children of Zambia 

would be his legacy since he was no longer second in command. 

A knock at the door interrupted him. 
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Cabinet members entered and found their seats around an oval 

conference table. The briefings were scheduled to last into the early 

evening. He found himself embracing his role. A role he had wanted the 

moment Fulani announced his intent to run for the presidency. 

Outside the gates the crowd continued to gather by the thousands. 

Zambia was in mourning. 
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t the end of a shallow valley bound by sandstone hills, a thundering 

cloud of water rose into the sky. Nearby, a group of tourists stood on 

a rock at the edge of Livingstone Island ready to dive into Devil’s Pool only 

a few feet away from a three hundred and fifty-four foot drop over Victoria 

Falls. 

Edwin docked near the Zambezi Sun, the closest resort to the Falls 

inspired by an African village with five star amenities. Sam and Angela 

followed a rock path to a gated fence surrounding the resort. Edwin 

inserted a key and the gate unlocked. Neither wanted to question why he 

had a key. Instead they thanked him and said their goodbyes. 

Angela took the lead. She walked briskly across a grassy area, passing 

an empty poolside bar. Sam hurried to keep up. He was distracted by the 

eyes watching him. Wild monkeys in trees, darting across the grass, huddled 

together along the fence, and dozens more scattered throughout the hotel. 

He’d never seen anything like it. On any other day he would’ve stopped and 

taken in the incredible sight as he listened to the thundering roar of the 

Falls. Maybe he’d return one day to enjoy it all. 

Neither of them had talked about the night before. Angela opening up 

about her father left Sam curious. He didn’t really know her, yet he felt 

close to her. She intrigued him. He wanted to know more. That too would 

have to wait for the right time. 

One word stuck with him from his conversation with Fulani. 

A 
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Disillusioned. He guessed it resonated because he understood what it 

meant. His father created a life here that Sam or his family knew nothing 

about. Thousands followed him. His message to end child slavery was 

noble. He built orphanages that no doubt saved many children. But when 

he left it all behind it changed everything. He abandoned the people who 

needed him, returned to a different life and lived a lie with his family. 

Cheater. Manipulator. Coward. Absent father. 

Those were the words Sam used to describe his father. 

As they entered the main building he was hit with the smell of bacon 

and eggs. Angela never broke stride as she continued down the tiled hallway 

with its mosaic walls. The aroma grew stronger. 

“Where are we going?” Sam asked, mostly to break the ice. 

“We need a starting point.” 

Maybe she regretted letting down her guard. Maybe she wished she’d 

kept that part of her life to herself. Maybe she was just a reporter chasing 

down a story. He wondered if he misread the signals. 

“Angela, are you okay?” 

“I’m fine.” 

Sam paused at the entrance to the restaurant. He glanced inside at a 

full buffet steaming with food. Guests were already dishing up their plates. 

His stomach rumbled. Everything looked amazing compared to the trail 

mix and jerky. He wanted to dive in. He glanced around at the tables and 

watched as everyone ate in silence. He also noticed that all the guests were 

white. American. South African. European. Not one of them was black. 

Every server was black. Every hotel employee that passed by was black. 

Something about it didn’t settle with him. 

By the time he caught up with Angela she was near the concierge. Sam 

pointed to the television behind the front desk. Both watched the end of a 

statement by Mwananmuke and then footage of thousands of people 

gathering in the streets. 

“Excuse me,” Angela said to a young woman dressed in a mosaic 

colored uniform with a name tag that said, LENJE. 

“Yes?” 
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“Can you tell us what’s going on?” 

Lenje’s eyes teared up. “President Fulani is dead.” 

Sam felt like he’d been punched in the gut. 

“How did it happen?” Angela asked. 

“Helicopter crash.” 

“Oh my God.” 

Sam headed straight outside, reaching for the SAT phone. It only rang 

once before Stone answered. 

“Sam, where are you?” 

“We’re in Livingstone.” 

“What happened to the GPS?” 

“I turned it off,” Sam admitted. “Fulani’s dead?” 

“We’re not sure how it happened. Our sources tell us it was a 

malfunction with the chopper. Mwananmuke has been sworn in as 

President but I haven’t spoken with him yet.” 

“It doesn’t make sense.” 

“What did Fulani tell you?” 

“He paid Kone to kill Siatembo...and was using Danny as bait.” 

“He said that?” 

“I have it recorded.” 

“They paid Kone...” 

“Five million.” 

“The money that your father stole from the church?” 

“Fulani has access to an offshore account where the money was being 

kept." 

"How do you know this?" 

"That's not important right now. The fact is Siatembo hated my dad 

and Mwananmuke sent Danny straight to Kone for a reason.” 

Sam checked the lobby where Angela was still speaking with Lenje. He 

watched Mwananmuke’s statement play again on the television. He was 

missing something. Then it clicked. 

“Maybe Kone wasn’t here to kill Siatembo,” he said to Stone. 

“The only person who would benefit from Fulani’s death is 
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Mwananmuke.” 

“Kone needed to keep Danny alive as long as Fulani was alive.” 

A twinge of fear shot down Sam’s spine. He paced back and forth. 

Nervous energy spiked through him. His instincts were to focus on finding 

Jessica. He knew it didn’t make sense with what had happened, but that was 

what he needed to do. 

“Listen, I’m rerouting Shawn to Livingstone to bring you both back 

here.” 

“There’s no time,” Sam said firmly. “I need Jessica’s address.” 

“Sam you’re not...” 

“If you want to help then give it to me or I’m hanging up.” 

The line went silent for a few seconds before Stone replied. 

“I have an agent close by." 

"She's off the map for a reason...I don't want her to disappear if she 

sees your guy coming. Listen, I'm not trying to be the hero here..." 

“Hold the line,” Stone interrupted. 

Sam headed towards Angela and listened as she worked Lenje, who 

looked more nervous the more Angela talked. 

"We've traveled a long way to interview her,” Angela said as she 

flashed her FOX press credentials. 

“I cannot help you.” 

Sam stepped forward, still waiting for Stone to return to the line. He 

leaned in close. “Lenje, I understand if you don’t want to get involved, but 

we believe Jessica can help us find Die Duiwel.” 

The mention of his name caused Lenje to step back. Her eyebrows 

arched. Sam reached into his pocket for the five hundred bucks. He did it 

slow enough for Lenje to see as he slipped the bills underneath a stack of 

brochures. Then he held up his hand for them to wait. 

“417 Akapelwa Street,” Stone said. “But here’s the deal. You turn that 

GPS back on so we can track you. If you turn it off then I’m sending my 

guys to pick you both up. Understood?” 

“Got it.” 

“Sam, you’re not to go anywhere else. Kone and Siatembo are 
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dangerous men. If what we think is true then there’s no telling how far 

Mwananmuke will go to cover his tracks. Remember who you are. We will 

find your brother, but we don’t need you or your girlfriend ending up 

missing or dead.” 

“Fine.” 

Sam hung up and tapped the coordinates into the GPS. He showed 

the screen to Lenje as he pointed, “All you need to do is drop us off here.” 

Lenje picked up the stack of brochures. “Wait outside.” 

She disappeared into the back, leaving Angela and Sam standing face 

to face. 

“You don’t have to go with me,” Sam said. “You’ve already got the 

smoking gun that will guarantee your career.” He wasn’t sure why he said it 

that way. Angela stared at him long enough for him to feel uncomfortable. 

She was hard to read. “I know you called your boss yesterday. I just 

figured...” 

“He fired me,” Angela replied. 
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enje was behind the wheel of the Zambezi Sun shuttle as it pulled up 

to the roundabout entrance. Sam and Angela jumped in and the van 

headed away from the five-star hotel. Traffic was light on the T1 Highway. 

Ten minutes later they passed Livingstone Railway on the left and the 

outdoor central market on the right. The van stopped at a street corner. 

Lenje never turned around. 

“Walk through the market,” she said. “Akapalwa is on the other side.” 

Sam pulled the sliding door shut as the van pulled away from the curb. The 

market was packed full of people. More wild monkeys perched on the 

burlap that wrapped over bamboo posts covering each of the vendor’s 

spots. 

“I’m sure once you play the recording they’ll change their mind,” Sam 

said. 

“We’ll see,” Angela said passively. 

“You’ve got to tell the truth. It’s way more than just my family now. 

Any news agency will want it. You’ll be able to name your price.” 

Women dressed in T-shirts and colorfully patterned skirts weaved 

fabric as if they’d been doing it since they could crawl. Another row of 

dried fruit stands was covered in flies. 

The deeper they headed into the market the more they were being 

watched. This wasn’t the typical market for tourists. This was for locals 

only. 

L 
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“My sister and I were on our own after my mom died,” Angela said. 

“We had no family left so we bounced between friends and foster care. It’s 

one reason why I joined ExP. They accepted me. They protected me. They 

treated me like family. But after a while I wanted out. I wanted to get away 

from life on the streets and make something out of myself.” 

“I’ve never looked for her. I don’t know if she’s dead or alive. I’ve just 

been so focused on getting the next story. Pushing others aside no matter 

what it meant to them. I didn’t care if anyone got hurt. All I cared about 

was making a name for myself. But you know, the harder I tried to succeed 

the more I’ve lost.” 

A group of children wearing knockoff NBA jerseys darted in front of 

them. Some even danced to the African reggae that played from a boom 

box nearby. 

“Believe me, I know how it feels to leave your family behind,” Sam 

replied. “I didn’t think I had a choice. I didn’t want to be stuck where they 

were. I wanted more. I chose not to be there for my mom. It’s made her 

death harder to accept. But I can’t change the past. You can’t either. All we 

can do is make our life count right now.” 

“Is that why finding your brother is so important?” 

“He’s the only family I have left. He asked me to help him and turned 

my back. I owe it to him and his wife to see this through.” 

“And the life you have...has it been worth it?” 

“I know it’s hard to believe, but it gets old. Sure, in the beginning it 

was everything I wanted and more. Cars. Houses. Money. But it was never 

enough. I always needed more. Angela, there’s a loneliness with success. I 

didn’t have anyone around me who loved me away from it all, except for 

Stuey.” 

“Your manager?” 

“I can always trust him.” 

“What about your family?” 

“Depends how you define family,” Sam answered. His pace quickened 

as they reached the last row of stalls where mealie meal was being mixed in 

large pots over a fire. “Music used to be the most important thing in my life 
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because it brought me freedom. But it hasn’t been the same lately.” 

“Would you ever leave it all?” 

“I’m only twenty-two and I’ve had already done stuff most people 

dream of but I don’t think that’s enough anymore.” 

"It's not your fault that Danny chose to come here, you know." 

"He wanted to honor my mom's wishes...to find Stella and give her 

what's rightfully hers. I was selfish. I didn't want to risk losing out on the 

next deal." 

The warmth of the sun climbed a few degrees as the clouds cleared 

like a curtain opening on center stage. The blue sky seemed to stretch 

forever as it looked down on them. Even from their vantage point they 

could still see the mist rising from Victoria Falls miles away. 

Sam breathed in through his nostrils. The air filled his lungs and 

helped awaken his weary body. Again, Angela had opened up to him and 

he’d done the same. Sharing his feelings wasn’t something he did with 

anyone. For some reason he told her exactly what he’d kept inside. 

They reached the end of the market and turned on a street they 

believed to be Akapelwa. Sam scanned the buildings in search of a number. 

He crossed the road with Angela by his side and headed west. He thought 

about her intentions. Was she asking to get another angle on her story? Was 

she telling the truth about being fired? Maybe it was all to get him to open 

up. He told himself he needed to be more careful moving forward. 

Another few blocks and he realized they were being followed. The 

same children from the market were running to catch up with them. Soon 

they were surrounded. 

“Hey Joe,” one boy shouted. “Are you from America? Do you know 

Michael Jordan?” 

Sam smiled as he noticed the Bulls jersey. A girl grabbed Angela’s 

hand and swung it back and forth. Another reached for the hair on Sam’s 

arms, staring at it like it was from another planet. For a moment they were 

caught off guard by the joy and laughter from the children as they asked 

more questions. 

“What’s your name?” 
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“I’m Angela, and that’s Sam.” 

The children repeated their names in unison, and then continued to 

laugh. They were almost to the end of the block and Sam still hadn’t seen 

an address. The buildings were made of cinderblock with cutouts where 

windows and doors should be. But instead of glass and wood, some where 

completely open while others were covered with worn sheets. 

"That is my home," one of the boys said as he pulled Sam. "Come." 

"Uh, we can't. We need to go..." 

Angela grabbed his shoulder. "I don't know about this." 

"Please'" the boy begged. 

Sam shrugged. "Five minutes."’ 

He waited for the children and Angela to enter. Even though it was 

day, they found themselves in complete darkness. Obviously, no electricity. 

They followed the children down a narrow hallway past rooms on both 

sides. Sam could see shadows of people lying on the ground, leaning against 

the wall, and others watching as they walked by. Most looked skinny and 

weak. 

Sam was glad to have taken the malaria pills. 

They reached the end and entered a larger room. As if on cue the 

children stepped aside. A haze of light sifted through a white sheet over the 

window. Sam could tell that the room was empty. He bumped into Angela 

as she abruptly stopped and then instinctively stepped back. 

A shadowy figure stepped from the darkness. Sam’s first instinct was 

to turn and run. His adrenaline was balled up in his chest as he listened to 

his heart beat in his ears. He glanced at the children who stood quietly. 

They didn’t seem afraid. 

Then the figure stepped into the hazy light. A woman. Bronze skin. 

Sandy blonde straight hair. Arms muscular but toned. Steel bluish grey eyes. 

It was a clearer picture than the one Stuey described, but there was no 

doubt. 

Sam stood face to face with a ghost. 
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n 2001, Bethel burned to the ground. The horror was left forgotten in its 

ashes and rubble. Sam wanted to go there, to see it for himself. He 

needed to understand why the truth was covered up for so long. He wanted 

to see with his own eyes the place where Siatembo’s sadistic acts and 

Rebecca’s bravery happened. Maybe it was the voyeur in him. Maybe it was 

the only way he could come to terms with what his father had done. It was 

the place where it all began.  

The African boys who were now men, mentored by his father, had 

chosen different roads. Rebecca was left abandoned, tortured, raped and 

mutilated. No wonder she chose to die one smoke at a time. His own 

blood, a sister he’d never met, never knew her mother or her father. All of 

it was a world he had known nothing about yet he was in it up to his 

eyeballs. 

“Who are you?” The woman said with a hint of a South African 

accent. 

“I’m Sam...and this is...uh...my friend Angela.” 

“Are you two alone?” 

“It’s just us.” 

“Who sent you here?” 

That was the one question Sam didn’t want to answer. He already lied 

to Stone about Angela, which he guessed Stone had figured out by now. 

The last thing he wanted was to point the finger at the U.S. government. 

I 
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Instead, he reached into his front pocket, braced for her to pounce, but was 

relieved when she didn’t flinch. Her eyes were locked on his every move. 

Slowly he pulled out his cell, found a photo of Danny, and handed it over. 

Angela and the children stayed quiet and watched. 

“My brother’s been kidnapped.” 

Sam watched her eye the photo of Danny. Wavy mop of blonde hair. 

Blue eyes. There was more than a passing resemblance and he counted on 

her to notice it too. 

“By who?” She asked, unconvinced. 

“A man by the name of Damas Kone,” Sam said. “I believe he was 

taken to Die Duiwel and I need Jessica’s help to find him.” 

Her eyes narrowed at the mention of the name. Sam watched and 

hoped it was enough. Angela was still unsure of who the woman was, or 

what was really going on. 

“Die Duiwel?” 

“Yes,” he said matter of fact. He used the name on purpose. He 

wanted to hit a nerve. He fought off his first impulse, which was to vomit 

everything out at once. It was impossible to tell her everything in a few 

seconds, which was all he had left to persuade her. 

“I’ll take you to Jessica, and we’ll see if what you are saying is true.” 

The woman handed the cell back and headed outside. 

Angela tried to get Sam’s attention but he ignored her. He followed the 

woman and the children around the back of the house. Angela swore under 

her breath and then hurried to catch up. 

A Toyota pickup was parked close enough to the wall to be hidden 

from the main road. Sam didn’t remember seeing or hearing an engine 

when they walked the road earlier, which meant that someone had warned 

them. 

Years exposed to the elements caused the paint to chip and turn a dull 

green underneath a layer of dried mud. Scratches and dents were dinged 

into the body. Oversized off road tires stuck out from the wheel wells. A 

roll bar was welded to all four corners of the bed. A camouflage mesh 

pulled over the top and tied down at the base of each bar. 
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He didn’t know if Stone’s intel was right. They never found the 

address. Maybe they’d drive right down the street to the house where they’d 

find Jessica. Maybe not. One thing was certain, Stella wasn’t what he 

expected. 

“Sam, who is she?” Angela said in a hushed tone. 

“She’s my half-sister.” He whispered. 

“What do you mean?” 

“Not now.” 

In the daylight he was struck by Stella’s natural beauty. But there was a 

hardness to her features that showed she was a survivor. She didn’t grow up 

a block from the beach. She wasn’t given the same opportunities he’d been 

given. No matter how much he loathed his dad, the truth was he lived most 

of his life with all the benefits. While he acted tough on the outside, he 

could tell she was tough from the inside out. He knew she could kick his 

backside if she wanted to. No doubt. 

The children paired off and each tandem grabbed a fifty pound bag of 

mealie meal and hoisted them into the bed. Stella grabbed one on her own, 

which caused Sam to instinctively grab another burlap bag and stack it with 

the rest. Angela joined in. The bed dipped under the weight once all the 

bags were loaded. 

All the laughter and dancing had stopped. 

“Laat gaan,” Stella said. Let’s go. 

The children jumped in the back and hung on to the roll bar. Sam 

didn’t know if they were under her orders or if they were just going along 

for the ride. 

Angela and Sam climbed into the cab with Stella behind the wheel. 

The inside wasn’t in much better shape than the exterior. A cracked 

dashboard. Torn seats. Everything was covered in a thick layer of dirt. 

Dust kicked up as Stella hit the accelerator. The truck bounced along 

the dirt as she steered the loaded truck onto the main road away from the 

direction they had been walking. 

Sam glanced back at Angela, who was cramped in the backseat, in an 

attempt to reassure her he knew what he was doing. He noticed a sawed off 
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shotgun and rifle behind the driver’s seat. Then he turned his attention to 

Stella, who was focused on the road ahead. It was hard to grasp the reality 

that she was blood. The further they headed out of Livingstone the more he 

thought about how he was going to tell her the truth. 
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ort of Beira. Two days.” 

A maze of tunnels was illuminated by a row of gas lanterns. The 

response crackled off the rock walls. Siatembo crouched next to a 

shortwave radio. Damas had confirmed the location after he told Siatembo 

the details about Fulani’s death. He was a professional and assured 

Siatembo that the investigation would reveal the crash was a mechanical 

malfunction. Mwananmuke would make sure of it. 

A sly smile pursed his lips. He hoped the President suffered, greatly. 

He leaned back and laughed aloud. He thought about how easily he had 

convinced Mwananmuke. One man’s thirst for power was greater than his 

loyalty to a friend. He understood it. Power was the only way to survive. It 

was the only way to stay in control. 

Years earlier Pastor John promised Fulani and Mwananmuke a chance 

to become political and spiritual leaders. Siatembo never trusted the 

American who preached God’s word. He was young and naive. He didn’t 

have control. He trusted his friends who promised to persuade the 

American to take him with them. That never happened. He was left behind. 

It was the genesis of his rage and revenge. 

“Faith made them weak,” he said under his breath. “My children will 

follow me. They will die for me. I am their God.” 

He grabbed a small leather pouch. A bonus for a job well done. It 

wasn’t the first time Damas had given him good news. Once before revenge 

“P 
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had been paid in gold. A gift for the Triad leader who had sent Kone to kill 

Pastor John, and then to finish off Fulani. All of it was a means to an 

end...to rid the world of his enemies. A smile crept across his weathered 

face as he thought of how he would kill the dead preacher’s son. 

Public....and brutal. 

He headed through the tunnels, a place where he had stayed hidden 

for years. His network of followers was spread from Lusaka to Ndola to 

Kitwe. Most had never seen him in person. That was about to change. It 

was time to bring them all together and take his followers to the Promised 

Land. 

His most trusted soldiers, dressed in camouflage, were alert as he 

emerged from the mine. Fifty hand selected children were lined up in single 

file. The rest were still locked in the containers. Those standing before him 

had been through this ritual before. It was time to turn them into soldiers. 

At least those willing to kill under his command. 

The first two were selected and stepped forward. Neither showed any 

emotion, especially fear. They knew it was the first sign of weakness. Die 

Duiwel always matched the strongest with the weak. Neither knew which 

was stronger but they both followed protocol. 

“My name is Bomani,” the first boy said. “I am eleven years old.” 

He was followed by the second. “My name is Gahiji. I am thirteen years 

old.” 

“Bomani and Gahiji,” Siatembo announced. “Powerful names.” 

The test was about to begin. A lieutenant slipped the clips into two 

handguns and clicked the safety off. Then he handed one to each of the 

boys. Everyone watched to see which one had the courage to pull the 

trigger. Siatembo began to count in Bemba. 

“Seven...eight...nine...ten.” 

Gahiji and Bomani kept their guns pointed toward the ground. Neither 

pulled the trigger. Instead, they stared at one another. It wasn’t a surprise to 

Siatembo. Killing for the first time was difficult. There were some who fired 

easier than others. He knew they needed a push. 

He gripped the handle of his machete and stepped closer to Bomani 
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who took a step back. That move showed the rest that Siatembo had made 

a choice who he believed would be his soldier. He pressed the blade against 

the back of Bomani’s ear. Beads of sweat soaked through the boy’s ragged 

shirt. 

“You will obey me,” he screamed so loud that Bomani soiled himself. 

A puddle of urine formed in the dirt, mixing in with the dried blood from 

Danny and Isaiah the day before. Tears welled up in Bomani’s eyes as his 

body shook. He had shown the first sign of fear, but a moment of fear 

could be turned into a second of courage. Courage to obey his master. 

Siatembo kept the blade pressed firmly like he’d done to so many 

before. “I am a freedom fighter,” he seethed. “Not a terrorist. Not your 

father. Not your mother. I protect your life. I defend you. I will bring you 

to the Promised Land. You must obey me...or you will be my enemy.” 

With one swift move, the blade sliced through Bomani’s ear. The boy 

screamed in pain as his ear hit the dirt. Instinctively, he dropped the gun 

and reached for his wound. Blood poured down his neck, his hands were 

covered in sticky crimson. Siatembo held him up and forced the gun back 

into his hand. 

Bomani aimed the barrel at point blank range and fired once. 

The bullet hit Gahiji in the shoulder, sending him stumbling backwards. He 

fired back but the bullet ricocheted off a tree trunk. He hit the ground and 

looked up helplessly. 

“Voltooi hom,” Siatembo demanded. Finish him. 

Bomani pressed his free hand against the side of his head. He stared at 

Gahiji and then to the children standing like statues. His wild eyes blazed as 

he turned back to Gahiji and fired twice more. Gahiji’s body lunged 

upward. His eyes stayed open as he struggled to breath. With one final 

exhale it was over. 

“You are now my disciple,” Siatembo said to Bomani. Then he tore 

the shirt from Gahiji’s body and motioned for his lieutenant to bandage 

Bomani’s wound. He turned to the others. “Who is next?” 
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hirty minutes outside of Livingstone, the mist from the Falls 

disappeared as Stella turned off T1, heading straight into a six foot 

wall of yellow grass. The truck broke through and skidded onto a dirt road 

not visible from the highway. Stella navigated the route as if she knew 

exactly where she was going. Sam glanced over long enough to see she was 

purposefully not paying attention to him or Angela. 

Through the back window he watched the children hang on as the 

truck dipped and leaned each time the tires dug into potholes caused by the 

rain. The deeper they drove into the bush, the more the road was washed 

away. Sam gripped the side of the roof and held on as the scorching heat 

sucked his energy. Fatigue seeped into his bones. It was as if ever since he 

boarded the plane in L.A., the jet lag refused to go away. He reached into 

his backpack and popped a malaria pill. He needed to ease his mind from 

the thought that he’d contracted some disease. He sensed Angela behind 

him. He thought about why she chose to stay with him. It didn’t matter if 

she was fired. Every news agency would be begging her for the headlines. A 

dead president. A political scandal. A national cover-up. An American 

citizen kidnapped. Everything she needed to write her own ticket was there. 

“Maybe she needs to know how this’ll end,” Sam thought. 

They reached Mongule Village by mid-afternoon. A group of mud 

huts covered with grass roofs. A cinder block structure in the center. It was 

a forgotten place. 

T 
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Stella headed inside the structure as the children hopped from the 

truck. Before Angela could speak, Sam was already outside stretching his 

legs. Dozens of children poured from the building, running towards him 

yelling, “Picture. Picture.” 

Sam smiled and reached for his cell. The children posed with their 

index finger and thumb wrapped under their chins. He snapped a few 

photos. Each time they heard the clicking sound they rushed forward to 

stare at themselves on screen. Smiles were followed by laughter. The joy in 

their faces was unexpected. He showed a young girl how to work the photo 

app and then left her in charge. The older teens ignored the impromptu 

photo session and formed two lines facing one another. One by one they 

unloaded the burlap sacks and passed them down the line until they were 

carried inside. Sam was about to help when Angela caught up and cornered 

him. 

“How is she your half-sister?” She asked. 

“Let’s just say my dad got real close to a missionary who worked at 

Bethel.” 

“You’re saying they had an affair?” 

“Danny’s wife, Brooke, found Stella’s mother living in Sunland. She 

told her the whole story. I didn’t think telling Stella back there was a good 

idea. She never would’ve believed me. I guess that’s why my mom wanted 

Danny and me to find her. I don’t know how or when she found out...but 

she did.” 

“Your family has more secrets than Houdini.” 

“You’re not the only one who’s said that.” 

“With President Fulani dead, don’t you think we should let Stone 

handle this now that we’ve found her?” 

“Fulani’s death is gonna launch a political firestorm. The U.S. doesn’t 

want to be anywhere near it when it explodes...and that goes for Stone too. 

Right now we’re under the radar and the clock is ticking.” 

“Sam, how do we know he’s still...” 

Angela never finished the question. Sam knew what she was thinking. 

He’d thought the same thing since leaving Livingstone. But he couldn’t 
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allow himself to stay there. He had to believe Danny was alive, and as crazy 

as it sounded, he was willing to die trying to save his brother. 

Sam and Angela paced around the village. A few children followed, 

but the others were still busy posing for photos or unloading fifty pound 

sacks. At the far end of the building they came across a group of women 

who were mixing a five gallon pot of mealie meal over an open flame. With 

a large stick they stirred the grits and swiped the flies away. On the ground 

next to them were three naked babies whose cries were constant. They were 

skin and bones. This was the Africa Sam expected. Real people, sick and 

starving. Still, nothing prepared him for staring at extreme poverty front 

and center. It transformed what he’d seen on the news. The smell of death 

lingered. He swallowed hard and tried not to vomit. 

“This is heartbreaking,” Angela whispered, her eyes moist. 

Sam nodded. It seemed the reporter had a heart. He couldn’t stand 

there any longer so he circled the other side of the building where he found 

a metal plaque that had been drilled into the concrete. The letters were 

worn, but he could still read the dedication. 

HOPE	  HOUSE.	  BUILT	  IN	  1985.	  NEWPORT	  COMMUNITY.	  HEBREWS	  13:8.	  

He stared at the words for a moment and pictured his dad standing in 

this exact spot. He visualized a group from Newport raising money, buying 

airfare, and paying for hotels, all so they could make a difference in the 

name of God. And this is how it ended. It was obvious no one had been 

here in years. He thought about how his dad and others returned home 

leaving this place as a memory captured in glossy photos and archived 

footage. 

Sam ran his fingers over the lettering. He knew he was a casualty of a 

man who built a ministry yet neglected his family. A man who hid the truth 

to leave his legacy untarnished. A man who preached about saving the lost 

while he chose to leave Jessica, Stella, Rebecca, and countless faceless 

children to survive the wrath of the Devil. 

In that moment, Sam promised to make it right with the people of 

Zambia. He stepped behind the religious curtain and was disillusioned by 

what he’d seen. His faith was wrecked. At twenty-two, he lived the dream, 
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and chose to walk away from what the church defined as a relationship with 

God. He made choices that went against everything he’d been taught as a 

kid. He prided himself on making it on his own. The truth was his greatest 

fear was ending up like his dad. So, he dropped a few bills in a cup on the 

freeway off ramp. He donated to charities to avoid paying more taxes to 

Uncle Sam. He wasn’t willing to sacrifice his dream for religion. Standing 

there, staring into the eyes of these children, he realized the aftermath of his 

dad’s choices. And the selfishness of his own. He realized that his feelings 

about the church and its leaders didn’t let him off the hook. No longer 

could he blame his broken relationship with God on anyone else but 

himself. It was time that he lived a faith that changed lives. 

He strolled around the rest of the village. His eyes picked out several 

children. One boy had a stump for an arm. Another watched him with only 

one eye. A young girl was scarred across her beautiful face. A homemade 

crutch helped another boy balance on one leg. There were others who 

donned visible scars as if they’d been wounded in war. Each time they 

caught him staring he quickly glanced in the other direction. 

“You okay?” Angela asked. 

“This isn’t right...they don’t deserve to live this way.” 

Their attention was redirected to the building as Stella stepped outside, 

followed by an African woman in her mid-twenties. Sam recognized her 

immediately. He wiped the sweat from his stubbled head and face, and then 

took a deep breath. 

“I see Stella brought you in one piece,” Jessica smiled as she 

approached. 

“Jessica, I’m Sam Armstrong...and this is Angela Reyes.” 

“Welcome to Mongule,” Jessica replied as she shook their hands. 

Stella called out to the children and they quickly gathered in one long 

line that wrapped around back by the mealie meal station. Sam guessed it 

was lunch time. The line continued to grow as more children appeared 

from the bush. Each child was given a red plastic bowl. They waited 

patiently for their turn. 

“We thought you were in Livingstone,” Sam said. 
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“These days it is much safer in the villages.” 

“Who are all these children?” Angela asked. 

“Survivors.” 

“From what?” 

“Die Duiwel,” Jessica replied as she nodded towards Stella. “She 

brings them to me, and I care for them.” 

“How did she know we’d be in Livingstone?” Sam asked. 

“He told me.” 

“Who?” 

“President Fulani.” 
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e hid in the bush and watched the fire burn everything to the 

ground. Bethel was once our home...but it became our prison. 

We were afraid to return. We traveled from village to village. Sleeping at 

night in train stations, bus depots, and on the streets. We stole kapenta, 

guave, and pawpaws from the markets. Many called us night walkers 

because we only traveled in the dark. Dying alone was better than dying as a 

slave to Die Duiwel.” 

“He hunted and killed the others who escaped. Stella and I are the 

only ones left. We are the only ones who remember the evil in his eyes. For 

many years we have traveled the Copperbelt and found other places like 

this, that your father built. All were empty. People too afraid to stay because 

of Die Duiwel. Now we use these Hope Houses to hide those we rescue.” 

“At least some good came out of them,” Sam mumbled. 

“I told the reporter my story because I hoped it would end this war. I 

believed the world would help us...but it has only made him more 

dangerous. Still we have done what the government has not been able to 

do. We have saved lives. And tried to protect our people. We have hunted 

Die Duiwel and his followers. You will hear in the villages whispers about 

the spirit who protects them. They have a hope that one day Die Duiwel 

will pay for what he has done. But to find him one of us needed to be a 

ghost.” 

“That’s why no one knew if she was dead or alive,” Sam said out loud. 

“W 
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 “Jessica, do you remember a missionary at Bethel?” 

 Jessica shook her head. “No.” 

“She was there after my dad left the last time. Siatembo locked her up. 

He tortured her in ways only you could understand.” 

Jessica nodded as her eyes flashed with a painful memory. “I have 

prayed to God for the strength to forgive...but each morning when I open 

my eyes I remember everything.” 

“I can’t imagine what you’ve gone through,” Angela said. “Was there 

anything about that night...” 

“Wait...there was a woman...she helped us escape. I always believed 

she was an angel.” 

“She was no angel,” Angela replied. “Her name is Rebecca Roberts.” 

“She was the missionary...and she’s Stella’s mother.” 

Jessica took one step back. Her face showed her surprise. “We always 

believed we were orphans.” 

“Stella and I have the same father,” Sam said. “President Fulani, 

Rebecca Roberts and my dad kept it a secret. The first time we knew 

anything about Stella was when we read my mom's will. Jessica, she is going 

to receive an inheritance because she is part of my family.” 

Angela drank from a Coke bottle, then offered the rest to Sam. She 

tried to hide her surprise about the inheritance. That was a piece of the 

story Sam had kept to himself. Sam swallowed the sweet carbonation as he 

felt a bit lightheaded. He watched as Jessica put the pieces together. 

“Your brother disappeared because he was searching for Stella?” 

“When I talked to the President he refused to help. When I asked 

about you he said he didn’t know how to find you. But you just said you 

spoke to him?” 

“We are always moving from one place to another. When I talked to 

him he didn’t know I was in Livingstone. When I told him, he said you 

would be coming and that I could trust you. Now I understand why. I left 

an hour after I learned of the crash. Stella waited for you.” 

“Is that the only time you spoke to him in the last two weeks?” 

“There was one other time. A week ago. He asked me to follow a man 
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he said would lead me to Die Duiwel.” 

“Damas Kone,” Angela said to Sam. 

“Stella and one of our boys, Isaiah, followed him to Kitwe where he 

met with an American.” 

“That has to be Danny.” 

“Isaiah followed them into an alley between two buildings. Stella 

watched from across the road. She ran to catch them but when she entered 

the alley they had disappeared.” 

Angela shot Sam a bewildered look as if to say, “Edwin’s son?” She 

wanted to know more. “Have you heard from Isaiah?” she asked. 

“Stella stayed in Kitwe and searched for him. Two days ago we 

received a text.” Jessica showed them her cell. On the screen was one word: 

LUANGWA. “We have tried to call and text but there has been no reply.” 

“Where is Luan...” 
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essica glanced over Sam’s shoulder, distracted by a faint sound that 

seemed to grow louder as the seconds ticked. Thirty feet away Stella 

heard it too and headed straight for her loaded shotgun. It took Sam a few 

more seconds before he heard the shifting gears of a diesel engine followed 

by yelling and screaming. Stella steadied herself and aimed in that direction. 

Seconds later a flatbed barreled through the tall yellow grass, narrowly 

missing the children who had stopped posing for pictures. Stella moved 

swiftly past them, the butt of the shotgun held firmly against her shoulder. 

The tires skidded to a stop, throwing a cloud of dirt into the air. She 

emerged from the haze of dust with the barrel aimed at the driver’s side 

door. She turned toward the back of the truck and caught sight of the 

carnage. 

“Help me!” Jessica yelled as she brushed past Sam and Angela. Sam 

dropped the Coke bottle as a twinge of panic shot through him. It took a 

few more seconds before his feet moved. He rushed towards Stella with 

Angela a few steps ahead of him. She didn’t hesitate. Both stopped cold 

when the driver stumbled out of the cab and collapsed. Jessica knelt beside 

the man, pressing her hand against his neck. She felt a faint pulse. His lips 

moved slightly as she leaned in closer to hear his incoherent whisper. 

“Bly by my,” she said under her breath. Stay with me. 

Blood seeped from the wound to his chest. A puddle formed beneath 

his body and under Jessica’s feet. His body went limp. Jessica compressed 
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her palms against his chest as more blood oozed from the bullet hole. His 

eyes stared frozen at the sky. She tried for another minute before reaching 

over and closing his eyes. 

Across from her, Stella took control. With shotgun now only half 

raised she barked orders as her eyes darted from the flatbed to the outlying 

area. A teenager corralled the younger children inside the building. Others 

climbed aboard the flatbed to help the injured. Screams and cries intensified 

like a deep groan of uncontrollable fear. Those who could move frantically 

climbed over the other bodies desperate to escape whatever horror had 

done this to them. 

Everything around Sam moved in slow motion. He desperately wanted 

to help but he was frozen like a statue. Sweat formed on the back of his 

neck and forehead as a chill shot through him. His knees buckled. Angela 

tried to grab him before he slumped to the ground in a heap. She was too 

late. He laid on his back struggling to get up. A ringing in his ears drowned 

out the chaos. He felt himself hyperventilating. Angela was crouched over 

him saying something. Then as quickly as the world went silent, the sound 

hit him like a rushing wave. Whoosh! Everything snapped back to real time. 

“Are you okay?” Angela shouted. 

Sam managed to nod as his head stopped spinning long enough to see 

Stella dart past with the shotgun in one hand and a young girl in the other. 

He stared into the whites of the girl’s eyes as her head leaned over Stella’s 

shoulder. 

Seeing Sam was conscious, Angela turned and reached out to a little 

boy standing on the edge of the flatbed. Tears streamed down his face as he 

sobbed uncontrollably. His hand was wrapped in a dirty blood stained shirt. 

She reached out her arms and the boy lunged forward. She caught him in 

mid air. He clung to her neck as she followed Stella inside. 

Jessica left the man on the ground and caught up with Angela. Sam 

managed to roll on to all fours. Stella appeared back outside with six other 

teenagers armed with AK47’s. She ordered each of them to stand guard. 

“Joe. Joe.” A voice called out. A boy waved at Sam, who stumbled 

over, trying to regain his balance. Together they helped a seven year old girl 
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down from the flatbed. Sam grabbed her and tried not to look at the nine 

inch gash to her arm that was so deep her humerus bone poked through 

her skin. 

Inside the concrete building an old pulpit with a red painted cross was 

shoved against the wall. Several rows of old wooden pews were staggered. 

Jessica moved from one to the other making split second decisions on who 

needed attention first. Angela was on her knees, tears in her eyes, as she 

caressed the boy’s forehead. Sam gently set the young girl on a pew behind 

them. 

“We need to stop the bleeding,” Jessica said to Sam. 

He darted back outside, his legs moving better, and returned with both 

of their backpacks. He pulled every stitch of clothing, tore them into strips, 

and handed them to Jessica. She went to work on the two children, skillfully 

bandaging their wounds. Sam went back out. By the time all the children 

were brought inside, he was out of breath and his hands, cargos, and shirt 

were caked in blood. 

“We need to get them to a hospital,” Jessica told them. “They will not 

survive the night.” 

The children from the village stayed grouped against the wall, 

watching. Sam stood in the doorway. His attention split between the 

teenage boys on guard, Jessica and Angela working in tandem to stabilize 

the twenty six injured, and Stella who carried seven dead bodies to an open 

area. That day in the rain flashed before his eyes, standing beside Danny as 

their final tribute to a woman he loved so deeply. A loss he had yet to 

grieve. His eyes were moist as he watched Stella dig graves for the innocent. 

He couldn’t bring himself to bury another body. 
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am tried to block out the bloody images, the sounds of a child gasping 

for air, and the trembling of their body from shock. It was 

overwhelming, like a lethal combination of grief and pain. Knowing that 

one choice to abandon Rebecca and Stella had resulted in a war made him 

sick. A deep sense of loss weighed on him, especially for the seven left 

behind in Mongule. 

At the same time, he was in awe of Jessica, Stella, and Angela. Never 

had he been surrounded by three women who took control when 

everything around them seemed out of control. The mix of emotions left 

him wondering how close he was willing to get to the darkness. He wasn’t 

ready. This wasn’t a studio deadline. This wasn’t another outburst from 

Frank. This wasn’t an argument with Stuey for more time off. Those had 

been the gauges of his life. None of it meant anything in the world that now 

surrounded him. 

He resembled the one man he hated. He failed to love unconditionally. 

He failed to sacrifice for others. He failed to protect the innocent. His dad 

used religion to hide his sin, but Sam used faith as a sign of weakness. He 

thought he was strong enough without it. Like his dad, both were selfish 

and self absorbed. This bothered him now more than ever. 

He watched as Jessica injected a dose of morphine into the first girl he 

carried inside. Then she butterflied the gash as best she could. The girl lost 

a lot of blood. It was clear the stitches were only a temporary fix. Jessica 
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had made the decision to leave as soon as possible. Stella was busy loading 

the others onto the flatbed with the help of the other teenagers. The two 

hour drive back to Livingstone would take much longer after dark. 

Sam slipped away for a few minutes to clear his head. He needed to 

shake the thoughts that rifled through his brain. As he stood beside the dirt 

graves he stared at the sky. He prayed silently for each of the children 

buried beneath the dirt and envisioned them standing at Heaven’s gates 

being greeted by his mom. It was what he hoped was true. He breathed in 

the crisp air and felt a sudden urge to run. He longed to be back on the 

beach in a place where he escaped. None of that would ever be the same. 

He had seen too much. Too much had been revealed about his family and it 

changed everything. He exhaled deeply and closed his eyes. 

“Even though I walk through the darkest valley,” he whispered, 

surprised that this verse came to mind. “I will fear no evil, for you are with 

me. Your rod and staff, they comfort me...God, I know I’ve walked away 

from you. But I need to know you’re close right now. Give me the strength 

for what’s ahead. And please keep Danny alive.” 

The heavens didn’t part, and the angels didn’t sing. The weight was 

still heavy but somehow speaking those words brought one thing he hadn’t 

felt in a long time...faith in something greater than himself. He passed Stella 

and noticed the edge in her eyes. Jessica’s words rang in his ears, “One of 

us needed to be a ghost.” Without a doubt Stella deserved the inheritance. 

Now he understood why his mom had written that into her will. Stella was 

abandoned but she chose to save the innocent. She was wronged but fought 

against injustice. She had the courage Sam could only hope to find. 

Deception was a killer. It sent his mom into a tailspin. It made his 

father choose his ministry over people. It made his brother reckless. And it 

made him live selfishly. For Stella, she never knew her family. She never 

knew the truth, and that made her one thing...innocent. But that innocence 

made her anything but weak, it made her unbreakable. Behind those steely 

features she was a survivor who shed no tears for the dead, no laughter 

with the children, and no fear in the midst of battle. She was exactly as 

Jessica had said, a ghost. As much as she craved revenge against Siatembo, 
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Sam needed that same hunger for redemption. 

The SAT phone rang once. Hearing Stone’s voice was a relief. Sam 

could barely describe the scene less than an hour earlier. 

"I'm glad you guys are okay," Stone said calmly. "Listen, there's been 

zero communication between Mwananmuke and Kone. We're watching the 

airport in Lusaka. I've tried to reach out to him but so far he hasn't 

responded. Frankly, I don't expect that to change. Power makes people do 

unspeakable things.  He's in control of the country now. If I push too hard 

there'll be a political backlash that will only make matters worse. It's too 

early to know for sure what caused the chopper to go down, but Sam, I'm 

convinced the real target all along was President Fulani." 

“Where does that leave Danny?” 

“Danny was leverage,” Stone said matter of fact. “Maybe you’re right. 

It was a way to get Fulani to release the money. Maybe Kone needed him 

alive long enough to receive payment. From what you told me, the account 

is empty, which means the money’s been transferred. My guess is now that 

Fulani is dead, Mwananmuke will cover his tracks and Kone will disappear. 

Our only lead to finding him is tracking the bank transfer. But as far as 

Danny...we’ve hit a brick wall. I’m sorry, Sam.” 

“Jessica had Kone followed...the last text she received said Luangwa.” 

“The Zambezi and Luangwa rivers connect and form a border with 

Mozambique and Zimbabwe. Civil wars have been fought in that area for 

years. If he’s on the Mozambique side, the wilderness is extremely dense. 

It’ll be like finding a needle in a haystack. We tracked Jessica’s location 

using Fulani’s cell signal...maybe we could do the same with this. Do you 

have the number?” 

Sam hurried over to Jessica who gave him the digits. He repeated them 

to Stone. 

“I’ll get on this right away and try to convince the Secretary of State 

and the President to take immediate action...but I can’t promise how 

quickly they’ll respond. I’m afraid they may want another proof of life.” 

"There may not be one," Sam answered sternly. "We need them to act 

now! They need to send in the frickin' Seals and get Danny." 
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"Sam, I’ll do everything I can...but...you do what you have to do." 

“I’ll need Shawn’s help.” 

“He’ll be waiting at the Nkumbula airport first thing in the morning." 

"I appreciate it. I'll call if I know anything else." 

Sam hung up and tossed the SAT phone into his backpack. Angela 

approached as he pumped the handle to an underground well. At first the 

water trickled but as he continued to work the arm it began to gush out. 

Angela pulled her hair back into a ponytail, and then washed her arms, 

hands, and face. She dried herself with her shirt. Then she took her turn on 

the pump. Sam removed his shirt and tried to wash the blood out of the 

cloth. He drenched it thoroughly, wrung it out twice, but it didn’t do much 

to remove the stains. He dipped his stubbled head under the water and 

allowed it to flow over him. He could feel Angela watching as he pulled his 

shirt over his head and felt the dampness cool his body. 

“You know...I was wrong about you,” he admitted. Then he stepped 

forward and kissed her gently on the cheek. Her brows raised and eyes 

widened. “You’re one amazing woman.” 

He brushed by her and headed for the trucks. Both were overloaded 

with the injured and the rest of the Mongule children. The women of the 

village stayed behind to distribute the burlap sacks to those nearby. Jessica 

and Stella waited behind the wheels as the engines rumbled and exhaust 

kicked out the back. 

“Sam, what did Stone say?” Angela called out, her cheeks flushed. 

Sam yelled over his shoulder, “We need to find a needle.” 
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 bell chimed. 

Danny glanced up as a woman in her early twenties dashed inside. 

Lightning flashed. Thunder rumbled. It was the first time he laid eyes on 

her. In that instant Brooke grabbed his heart in a way like no other. 

A flash. 

Two of them on the boardwalk in Manhattan Beach. Hands interlaced. 

Sun on the horizon. He leaned in and kissed her cheek. Then he slipped a 

gold ring on her finger. Tears welled up in her eyes. The waves rolled and 

the white caps morphed into a row of lilies in a quaint backyard. Danny 

looked out on a handful of friends. His mom smiled. Sam stood beside him 

as his best man. It was perfect. 

“I now pronounce you...” Words faded into, “Carole Armstrong loved 

her boys...” 

A closed casket with a photo of his mom stared back at him. Love was 

replaced with guilt and anger. How could this happen? Why did God allow 

it to happen? He gritted his teeth and squeezed Brooke’s hand. 

People surrounded him. Shuttle buses. Taxi’s. Loved ones returning 

home from a trip. Luggage being wheeled along the sidewalk. Danny let go 

of Brooke as she pulled away. He stood at the curb and didn’t move until 

she disappeared into a sea of traffic. 

He blinked several times. Still groggy. He knew right away he wasn’t 

inside the shipping container any longer. No putrid smell. No children 
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whispering. Lying on his stomach one side of his face pressed against the 

dirt. Both hands were tied behind his back. Pain tore through his bones 

when he tried to nudge an inch. It felt like someone was dragging razor 

blades up and down his spine. 

“Your father made many promises.” Danny shivered at Siatembo’s 

voice. “Food. Education. Eternity. He was a deceiver who deserved to die.” 

“Please let me go,” Danny moaned. He stared through the shadows 

but he was surrounded by darkness. 

Siatembo used his cane for support as he kneeled close. Danny felt his 

breath against his neck. “His killer was so close...but you were too blind to 

see.” 

“Damas,” Danny groaned. He pictured the scene underground at the 

bus station in Ndola. Damas killed with precision, a sign of a true 

professional. 

“He told you what you wanted to hear to bring you to me.” 

A hand gripped his hair and jerked him to his feet. He cried in agony 

as his legs were too weak to stand. He felt Siatembo close by but there was 

someone else. He feared it was Damas. A burlap sack was pulled over his 

head. Everything quieted for a few seconds as he listened to his own 

breathing. Every time he breathed out he felt it bounce back at him. 

“You will pay for your father’s sins,” Siatembo seethed. 

Another hand clenched Danny’s shoulder. His mind desperate to fight, 

but his body unable to respond. He was about to die. His breathing grew 

shallow. His body trembled. The assassin was there to finish him. Silently 

he prayed and said goodbye to Brooke. 

A bullet never fired. A blade never pierced his skin. Siatembo’s 

presence seemed to disappear. He was wrong. For a few seconds all he felt 

was his body ravaged with pain. He jerked as something was pulled over his 

head and wrapped tightly around his body. He stumbled as the grip on his 

arm guided him forward. 

He was still alive. For now. 
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he caravan approached the outskirts of Livingstone close to midnight. 

The journey was mostly uneventful, except for a pack of hyenas that 

followed for a while and then a brief standoff with a bull elephant who 

blocked the dirt road before rambling into the bush. Sam rode in the back 

with the children while Angela rode shotgun with Jessica. He wanted to ride 

with Stella, but at the last minute he changed his mind. He needed time to 

think. He guessed she needed the same. Time to process everything Jessica 

told her before leaving the village. 

Hours of nonstop jerking and bouncing left his body stiff. He 

managed to stay awake by focusing on the headlights cutting through the 

darkness. All the while he couldn’t shake a sense of danger just beyond 

where the dim beam faded. He thought about Brooke back in Malibu, and 

how she must be worried sick about Danny. He thought about Stuey, who 

he now realized was his closest friend. He’d be sure to tell him that when he 

returned. He thought about his life, the life he always thought he wanted, 

but now he wasn’t so sure. He loved music. He loved the rush of being in 

the studio with the musicians and session singers. But now that he knew the 

truth about his family he couldn’t imagine going back and forgetting about 

all of this. 

In the hours since Mongule, he began to come to terms with how 

much he resembled his father. It made him angry at himself. His sins were 

just as unfathomable. He thought about Damas Kone, a man who had 
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killed his father and now held Danny’s life by a thread. He wondered if 

Stella was going to go with him to make this man pay. He guessed his only 

shot was to convince her they would find Siatembo there too. 

A few miles outside of Livingstone the wall of mist was overshadowed 

by a reddish orange hue that rose into the sky. Sam’s adrenaline kicked in 

the more the radius widened as they approached the city. On Main Street 

the reggae music thumped as hundreds of locals and tourists scrambled 

from The Times, Dragon 96, The Hippos, Chez n Temba, and Fawlty 

Towers. Cars, trucks, and tour buses were ablaze. Bursts of automatic 

gunfire erupted from camouflage trucks that barreled down Main Street. 

Armed men hung off each side and with one glance it was obvious they 

were neither local authorities nor government military. No uniforms. No 

insignias on the vehicles. No conscience for innocent life. 

Another barrage of bullets struck from the sidewalk as Sam ducked, 

narrowly escaping the rounds that whizzed overhead. Whoever these men 

were, they were now aware of the caravan from Mongule. More rounds 

ricocheted off a concrete building to his right, followed by the shattering of 

glass. He crawled on all fours between the children who were now huddled 

together, out in the open, with no place to hide on the back of the flatbed. 

Miraculously none of them were hit. One look into their wide eyes showed 

the same fear that was exploding through his chest. 

On his knees, he scrambled towards the cab. He felt someone grab his 

arm. He turned to see the girl with the butterfly stitches. She was still alive, 

and that gave him an ounce of hope. He squeezed her hand tight in an 

attempt to reassure her. The diesel engine shifted gears. It was clear Jessica 

wasn’t stopping. He reached the back window of the cab where he could 

see Angela ducked low in the passenger seat. 

A split second later, Stella whipped past at a high speed before 

swerving in front. The teenage boys were crouched in the bed with AK’s 

ready. They didn’t show the same level of fear as Sam or the other children. 

Instead, there was a look of determination as if they had been through this 

before. Another onslaught ripped through the side panel of their truck, 

causing both Stella and Jessica to swerve in opposite directions at the same 
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time. Screams and shouts from the people were drowned out as tires 

screeched against the concrete. 

Jessica and Stella maneuvered their way through the debris and 

destruction directly outside of Livingstone Memorial, the epicenter of the 

reddish orange hue. The two-story hospital was an inferno. Stella dropped 

back as the armed men gained ground. Sam couldn’t count the bullet holes 

along the side of the truck. As if on cue, the teenage boys opened fire as a 

second wave of men approached the flatbed head on. Jessica slammed her 

foot to the floor as bullets hit the windshield. Angela reached for a forty-

five on the seat and handed it through the window to Sam. 

“Safety’s off!” she shouted. 

Sam could barely hear as the engines revved into another gear. In that 

split second something switched. Instead of falling to the ground 

hyperventilating, he knew exactly what he needed to do. He breathed in 

through his mouth in an attempt to slow his heart rate and then climbed 

around the passenger side and steadied his hand. He gently pulled the 

trigger until the gun recoiled. With only one hand gripping the gun the 

initial kick nearly knocked him off balance. He gripped the side of the 

vehicle and fired again, and again, until the clip emptied. He didn’t know if 

he was hitting anything but it was enough to cause the oncoming truck to 

veer off course. Jessica kept her foot on the gas and plowed through. One 

truck spun out of control, while the other was clipped as the flatbed sped 

by. 

Stella and the boys were still behind, but the other men were closing in 

fast. Sam wanted Jessica to slow down so they could stay together, but he 

wasn’t in control. Angela reloaded the forty-five, because Sam didn’t know 

how. He wished he had paid more attention at the gun training class he’d 

taken at Shooters Paradise in Oxnard. He gripped the side rail as he made 

his way to the rear. He hesitated to aim in Stella’s direction. 

Another sharp turn and the flatbed was now in the outdoor market 

they had walked through earlier that day. Jessica slammed into the empty 

vendor stalls. Stella stopped the truck and got out, as the boys jumped from 

the bed and split up. The men were already on them. Sam fired two shots 
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and hit one of them in the shoulder, then he lost sight of Stella and the boys 

as they disappeared.  

“Jessica, we have to go back!” he yelled through the window. Jessica 

never turned her head. Her eyes were fixed directly on reaching the end of 

the market. Angela was digging for another clip, but there was none. Sam 

slammed his hand on the roof of the cab. 

At the end of Akapalwa a gate opened and the flatbed disappeared 

inside. Sam hushed the children as the engine died and the lights switched 

off. For a few minutes no one moved, everyone held their breath, and 

waited. The rush of adrenaline sapped Sam of his last ounce of strength. He 

slumped down on the edge of the flatbed, with his legs hanging off the side, 

leaned forward and rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands. 

The sound of several vehicles approached. For a second Sam thought 

it might be Stella. But they passed by slowly and then faded in the distance. 
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SUNRISE. 

he peaceful morning was in stark contrast to spending the night holed 

up inside. Dr. Kamfwa from Livingstone Memorial arrived with 

several others around 3 A.M. to care for the injured including the young girl 

who was now forever attached to Sam’s heart. Finally, he knew her 

name...Sarah. 

It seemed Jessica knew the doctor well so Sam slipped outside and 

strolled around the property. A grassy yard was around back. A metal slide, 

swing set, and monkey bars painted bright red. The outside and inside of 

both concrete buildings were identical. Eight bedrooms. In each were four 

bunk beds with a three inch thick mattress and hard as a rock pillow. A 

simple kitchen with a tiny fridge and a four burner gas stove. There were 

also two larger rooms that looked like either a dining area or classroom. 

Shelves lined the walls filled with a random array of books. Sam guessed 

most of them were donated by people from all parts of the world. There 

were two things missing: a phone and a television. 

Most of the children cried themselves to sleep safely in the beds. It 

was a night of terror they would never forget. While Jessica and the doctor 

talked in the kitchen, Sam found a spot on the steps by the front door. He 

held the reloaded forty-five in his hand with the safety on and stared at the 

eight foot brick wall that surrounded the orphanage. He was struck by the 

local interpretation of barbed wire: broken glass cemented onto the top. He 
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checked his watch, well aware that another hour passed with no sign of 

Stella or the boys. 

Angela joined him with a gift, a warm bottle of Coke. Sam gulped 

down the sweet carbonation and felt it fizzle in his stomach. He hadn’t 

eaten since the morning before, but he wasn’t hungry. 

“Siatembo’s men hit every village within twenty miles starting 

yesterday morning,” Angela said. “The doctor said there’s been word from 

Lusaka, Ndola and Kitwe of the same thing. The hospital was swarmed 

with people. More than they could handle. They were loading up the 

patients when the fire started. They transported most of them to the 

Zambezi Sun.” 

“Lenje?” 

“Jessica and Lenje are friends. She knew we were coming and waited 

for us at the front desk. She knew exactly where we needed to go before we 

even asked. Jessica wants to move the children there later today.” 

“I’ve never shot anyone before,” Sam said softly. 

“I shot my mom’s boyfriend. He was a local gang banger who got me 

initiated into ExP. I’ll never forget that night...he beat my mom until she 

was unconscious. I ran through the house until I found his gun under their 

mattress. I shot him in the leg...even though I was aiming at his chest. The 

paramedics took him away and he never came back. I did what I had to do 

to protect my family. I didn’t hesitate...and neither did you.” 

“We should’ve gone back to help her...we should be out there right 

now searching.” 

“Sam, she’s lived her whole life here. She’s a survivor. Didn’t you see 

how she drove that truck? She’s not like us...she’s a warrior.” 

“You’re right, we’re worlds apart.” 

“But now you’re family.” 

“So what do I do?” 

“First, you’ll need to do a little more practicing with that,” she joked as 

she nodded toward the forty-five. “Don’t get me wrong...you were 

brave...but you aimed like you were blindfolded.” 

Sam smiled but didn’t laugh. He knew Angela was trying to lighten 
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things up. He appreciated it. She grew up on the streets. She knew what it 

was like to watch someone get shot. For her, maybe humor was the only 

way to deal with it. For him, it was unsettling and unnerving. Everything 

since arriving in Livingstone had gone wrong. His original plan was out the 

window. He needed Stella. He was nowhere without her. 

“Back there in Mongule...” 

Angela grabbed the Coke bottle and finished off the last drop. “You 

got caught up in the moment. I get it.” 

“I meant what I said...and what I did.” 

Angela set the bottle on the step and leaned in until her head rested on 

his shoulder. It was the same feeling he had when they were on the 

Zambezi River. His feelings for her were even stronger than before. He still 

didn’t know if it was love, but it was close. He wasn’t willing to risk her life 

anymore to find Danny. 

“So what do we do now?” She sighed. 

Sam wrapped his arm around her as they watched the smoke in the 

distance get washed away by the mist of Victoria Falls. The reddish orange 

hue was no more. Only the ashes were left. For a few minutes neither said a 

word. It was the safest Sam had felt in a long time. He knew what he had to 

do. 

“I need you to go with Jessica.” 

“No way. I’m staying with you.” 

“Stone is sending Shawn to meet me at the airport. I thought by now 

I’d get Stella to go with me...” 

“...and what are you going to do when he drops you off in the jungle?” 

Angela raised her head. Her dark eyes stared directly at him. “You can’t do 

this alone.” 

“You’ve got the story,” Sam insisted. 

“I don’t care about the story...don’t you get that?” 

“If something happens you’re the only one who can tell it.” 

“Sam.” 

“Trust me...please.” 
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ince the early morning Jessica had contacted others throughout the 

country. She listened as each recounted stories of children who were 

abducted and others who were killed. After each call she sat silently as 

Angela and Sam watched it unfold. It was clear these were not nameless or 

faceless people. These sweeping abductions by Siatembo left everyone 

asking, “Why now?” 

During the night Sam thought about calling Brooke. What was he 

going to tell her? No words could explain what had happened. Guilt was 

already upon him for not calling sooner. No words could justify why he had 

waited so long to tell her the truth. He thought about Stuey and how he 

promised to keep himself safe. He would have a heart attack if he knew 

what Sam was planning. Sam's heart raced just thinking about it. He fought 

the familiar instinct to run. No way could he leave Danny behind. It was 

about more than that now. It was about making it right with Stella. It was 

about justice for his mom whose life was destroyed by all the secrets. It was 

about bringing a man who had killed thousands to justice. 

Stone had already called with an update from the Secretary of State 

and the President. No one was willing to make a move until there was proof 

of life. This left Sam with a Hail Mary. He found a box of matches in the 

kitchen and headed outside. Right in front of the building he removed his 

blood stained shirt, lit a match, and burned it. He dropped it to the ground 

as the flame slowly subsided. Then he stomped the rest of the flame out, 
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leaving the shirt charred black. It was a much needed release. He slipped on 

a dark colored shirt Jessica found in a box of clothes sent from a church in 

Australia. It fit snuggly, but was the only one that wasn't a bright colored 

target. 

“Feel better?” Angela said as Sam turned around. 

“It won’t get rid of the memory but at least it’s off my back for now.” 

“None of this is your fault, Sam.” 

“My dad made choices that have hurt more people than I’ll ever 

know.” Sam glanced at the gate, hoping that Stella would miraculously 

appear. “It’s time to end it." 

Sam turned away and stared at the wall. Angela hesitated for a 

moment. 

"My Aunt Sofia used to take me to work with her late at night. She 

cleaned toilets and scrubbed floors of a beautiful church in Echo Park. I 

used to sneak into the sanctuary, sit in the front pew, and stare up at the 

stained glass windows and this giant cross. I wondered if all of it was for 

real. I wanted to know for sure that God was real. I wanted to hear his 

voice ring in that place so badly. I sat there for hours but you know what...I 

never heard anything. I guessed if he was for real, then maybe I was just too 

far away. In that place I promised myself I would make it on my own. 

That’s why it’s hard for me to trust anyone." 

"After my mom jumped in Newport, I did the same thing," Sam said. 

"I watched her turn from the mom I knew into someone else. Withdrawn 

and isolated. All because of my Dad's ministry. She loved him. Trusted him. 

She sacrificed her dreams so he could live out his. I can't imagine what it 

must've done to her to find out about Stella." 

"Sam, if God is real why didn't he stop her from jumping? And why 

doesn’t he stop Siatembo from killing innocent people?" 

"I wish I knew the answer, Angela. All I know is that I believe God is 

real.” 

"Even after everything that's happened?" 

Sam nodded. "I'll admit he hasn't been at the top of my list for a long 

time. That doesn't mean he doesn't exist. He’s given us free will to make 
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our own choices, and I think sometimes we choose not to see him because 

of our own pain. Being here has shown me just how selfish my life has 

been. When I get home it's going to be different." 

"You believe that?" 

"Mom used to say that believing in God wasn't about finding a 

religion. It was about having the courage to trust him when everything 

around you didn't make sense. She said you had to travel the hardest roads 

to find real faith. Look around us...I’d say this is one of those roads." 

Sam processed his own words. He'd never shared that story with anyone 

else. It felt good to remember her as someone more than a patient in a 

psych ward. 

"I don't know if I can blindly trust...but I'll take a chance on you.” 

“You’ll stay with Jessica?” 

“As long as you promise me you'll contact Stone if you find Danny, 

and that you won't try anything on your own." 

"Deal. Thank you for..." 

"I'm not done yet," Angela interrupted. Her tone made Sam stand up a 

bit straighter. Their eyes met as he paid full attention. "If you don't find him 

in the next few days then you'll get out of there and we'll head back to 

Lusaka. You'll let Stone take it from there. For now I'll stay here and help 

Jessica search for Stella and the boys." 

Sam waited until he was sure she was done. "Angela, believe me if 

there was another way..." he said, grateful that this woman he was falling for 

would be far from the danger he knew he was putting himself in. 

She stepped in close and wrapped her hands around his waist. He felt 

her body press against his. Neither had said how they felt. The fact that 

they were trusting the other was enough for now. Maybe once this was over 

they'd sit on the beach with a bottle of wine and spill their souls. Angela 

kissed him gently on the lips. She was too tough to shed a tear. She wasn't 

going to let her guard down completely. 

“I know,” she whispered, then she let go. 

Sam picked up his backpack and slung it over his shoulder. Inside was 

a gallon of water, the GPS already programmed with the last known 
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coordinates of Isaiah’s cell courtesy of Stone. The SAT phone was fully 

charged and the forty-five was fully loaded. Jessica offered the leftovers of 

the mealie meal, but Sam graciously declined. He didn’t know when they’d 

be able to get more food, so whatever was left needed to be for the 

children. He figured once they reached the Zambezi Sun, they’d have plenty 

to eat, but that was only an assumption especially with what he had seen in 

the hotel restaurant. There was no telling who else had escaped to the resort 

for safety. 

Angela slipped her fingers between his and offered a half smile. Jessica 

and Sarah walked out onto the steps. Dr. Kamfwa was right behind them. 

He climbed into the Toyota Corolla and started the engine. It was time. 

Sam let go of Angela’s hand and climbed into the passenger seat. The car 

backed out of the driveway and Jessica immediately pulled the gate closed.
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am leaned back in the pseudo leather seat and felt the coolness of the 

air conditioner. In this place you were either rich or poor. No middle 

class. He could tell Dr. Kamfwa was higher up on the social ladder from the 

way he dressed and the slightly British accent. In many ways Zambia was 

like most of the rest of the world. People chasing after security, stability, 

and success to survive. What made this place different from anywhere Sam 

had ever been was the fact that having those things meant the difference 

between life and death. 

"I am sorry about your brother," Kamfwa offered. "Die Duiwel has 

killed many." 

"Danny's not dead," Sam replied matter of fact. 

With that Kamfwa turned his attention to the road as they passed what 

was left of the open market before heading down Main Street. Restaurants 

and shops were closed. Windows boarded up. Local police stationed on 

every block. City workers swept broken glass and debris out of the streets. 

Charred vehicles were scattered for blocks. It would take weeks, maybe 

even months, for them to be hauled away. Livingstone had suffered an 

economic blow, perhaps greater than the rest of the country. 

Tourism was their lifeline. 

Videos and photos of the devastation were already posted on 

Facebook, Twitter, blogs, websites, and broadcasted on televised media 

worldwide. The message convinced tourists that visiting this iconic city was 
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too great a risk to take. Many of the news reports showed archived footage 

of Bethel burned to the ground. No one publicly made the connection 

between Siatembo and these latest attacks. The footage was to merely hit 

home the fact that the world was aware that children in Zambia were once 

again in danger, as if this had not been happening over all these years. 

Sam thought about the involvement between Mwananmuke and 

Siatembo. It was possible the raids were something Siatembo did on his 

own. Maybe it was a way to distract from what was really going on. What 

that was, he still didn’t know. Everything in Sam's gut told him there had to 

be a reason why Siatembo was herding children like cattle without any 

concern for being caught. 

Kamfwa remained quiet for another few miles until they reached T1. 

Sam felt like maybe his response to the doctor was too harsh. After all, he 

was helping him. He watched as Kamfwa read a text message while he kept 

an eye on the deserted highway. 

"President Mwananmuke has issued an order to close all airports.” He 

said this as he changed lanes and exited. “There will be no domestic or 

international flights allowed until the civil unrest is under control.” 

Dr. Kamfwa recognized Sam's look of concern. 

"Do not worry," he smiled. "My brother-in-law works in the tower and 

his friend is head of security. Your pilot will be allowed to land but you will 

need to board quickly." 

Sam nodded and thought, “At least that takes care of the forty-five.” 

Ten minutes later they pulled up to Livingstone International Airport, 

a newly renovated rectangular canary building with a dark green metal roof 

and awning. A large Coke Zero banner hung above the entrance. A bronze 

statue of three African men stood in the center of the roundabout. Dr. 

Kamfwa parked in front and they headed inside the Domestic Terminal. 

A slender man in his early thirties approached wearing dark pants and 

a white shirt with the airport logo stitched into the pocket. His name badge 

read: Abraham Amukusana, Head of Security. He greeted Dr. Kamfwa with 

a smile and then shook both their hands. Without delay he led them 

through the empty terminal and the security checkpoint without so much as 
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blinking. 

Outside the main windows Sam could see the runway. On the tarmac 

below were two Boeing 727’s. British Airways and Air Botswana. They 

passed Gates 1 through 5.  Abraham stopped at Gate 6 and unlocked a 

door that read: Do Not Enter. They followed him down a flight of stairs 

next to the parked 727's. Abraham’s walkie crackled and a voice cut 

through the speaker in Bemba. The door at the bottom of the stairs opened 

to the outside. 

They turned their attention to the sky. A small spec appeared just 

beneath the clouds. As the aircraft approached the winds caused the wings 

to dip back and forth. The Cessna steadied just as the tires screeched 

against the Tarmac. It looked like a toy next to Air Botswana. The propeller 

spun as Shawn stayed behind the controls. Sam shook hands with Kamfwa 

and Abraham, then walked briskly toward the passenger side, keeping 

himself safely away from the propeller. He climbed inside and Shawn 

handed him a pair of headphones. 

Sam buckled himself in and felt the familiar nervousness from the last 

time. His stomach cramped as he knew there was no turning back. Shawn 

whipped the aircraft around and headed for the runway. He wasn't the same 

laid back bush pilot missionary from the Zambezi. The mere fact that he 

was there when every other plane in the country was grounded meant he 

knew what was at stake. 

Shawn flipped a few switches and pulled a few levers as the Cessna 

accelerated. Just as he was beginning to pull back on the controls Sam 

glanced out the window. He couldn't believe it. 

"WAIT!" 

Sam pointed out the side window towards a security fence. Shawn 

slowed just enough to keep the wheels on the ground. He glanced in the 

direction where Sam pointed. Stella was already climbing over the top of 

the fence. Nervousness dissolved into excitement. Sam felt a new wave of 

energy surge through him. Shawn turned the Cessna and slowed even more. 

By the time they neared the fence Stella had already hopped down. 

Sam unbuckled his harness and climbed out of the cockpit. Shawn 
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kept the engine running as the wash from the propeller pushed against 

Sam’s back, indirectly washing across Stella. Her bronze skin covered in 

dirt. Her Sandy blonde hair soaked in sweat. Her muscular arms bloodied. 

Several scrapes on her face were all that was left of a night Sam couldn’t 

begin to imagine. She looked tired and worn, but her steel bluish grey eyes 

were unchanged. 

“Are you okay?” Sam shouted. She nodded in reply. “What about the 

boys?” 

“We reached the orphanage shortly after you left. All of them are 

safe.” 

“They told you where I’m going?” Again she nodded. Sam held up the 

GPS. “This is our last shot.” 
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iatembo was the last to leave. 

He listened to a familiar hum from a generator half mile below. Then 

he slid the iron cage closed and pulled a lever. It was an archaic machine left 

behind thirty years ago, before Luangwa became a national park. He had 

taken a few minutes to gaze across the valley below, a place of freedom 

now turned into a resort for tourists. A sly smile pursed his lips as he 

thought of the years he remained hidden within the mountains of 

Muchinga. 

 The elevator descended slowly. 

 None were wise enough to find his lair. Fulani was a coward. 

Mwananmuke too afraid. Both were deceived by John Armstrong, a man he 

vowed to hate until his final breath. The years of war had not left him 

unscathed. He leaned against his stick as the sting pulsed through his leg. A 

constant reminder of how close the bullet had come. It was the root of his 

rage, that someone would dare try to end his rule. One day he would have 

his revenge. 

 For now, the clock was ticking. Zambia was in turmoil. It was a final 

reminder to its people of who held the true power. Not God. Not the West. 

Not the government. All had failed them. Die Duiwel was their God. He 

held the power to take what belonged to them to satisfy his thirst. The 

children were his slaves. Kone his servant. Mwananmuke a pawn. Each was 

necessary to ensure his glorious reign. Now it was time to take his kingdom 
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and his army of slaves to a new land. A place where he would become even 

more powerful. A place where he would not have to hide in the mountains. 

A place where his gifts could be used in greater ways to take his piece of a 

thirty-five billion dollar industry. At his core he saw himself as a 

businessman with a commodity millions secretly wanted. It was a natural 

evolution to send his slaves into the Golden Triangle to fulfill the darkest 

desires of their new masters. 

 Vengeance was achieved. John Armstrong was dead. Fulani was dead. 

His smirk widened to a grin, his eyes narrowed, as he thought about how he 

had used the five million that was supposed to catch him, to free him from 

this hiding place. He had given the assassin little choice. He knew his 

weakness. A woman. He used this as leverage. Kone made a deal with Die 

Duiwel. One last kill and she would be spared. Siatembo felt it was a small 

price to pay. 

 A bitter taste was left for Mwananmuke. A weak man. Desperate for 

power without the courage to take it. Siatembo had given him a gift. The 

more this lingered, the more he felt like Mwananmuke owed him an even 

greater debt. One day he would collect from his old friend. For now, 

Mwananmuke was a political casualty. After the raids the people would 

demand action, and when he failed he would find himself powerless again. 

 The cage rattled all the way down until it jerked suddenly at the 

bottom. Siatembo slid the gate open and limped out. He switched off the 

generator and ordered his men to load it into the container. He stepped out 

into the daylight as his eyes adjusted to the brightness. 

 Trucks had been arriving since daybreak loaded with soldiers and 

children. Some had died along the way and were left piled like trash. The 

area was much flatter than up above but still hidden beneath the mass of 

jungle that surrounded them. One dirt road in and out, big enough for a 

semi-truck. Four of them were parked loaded with brightly colored shipping 

containers. The sides were painted with the words, Mulfira Mining 

Corporation. 

 Those who survived the night stood shaken, fighting back tears so 

they would not suffer the same fate. Nearly one thousand watched 
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Siatembo emerge from the tunnel. He glanced up towards the clouded skies 

as drops of rain fell. The route from Luangwa was over a thousand 

kilometers. A sixteen hour drive. He knew they needed to leave the valley 

before the floods. He ordered his men to begin. 
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hawn was a seasoned bush pilot. Zigzagging through the jungle. Diving 

low over the plains. Ducking through the valleys. Seemingly skimming 

the Luangwa River at times. A herd of buffalo drinking along the banks 

scattered at the sound of the buzzing propeller. Stella sat behind the pilot 

seat, her attention directed towards the ground below. Sam guessed it was 

her first time in the air. He tried to act like the flight was normal, even 

though he kept a vice grip on the door. 

 Headphones drowned out only part of the engine. Enough to prevent 

any lengthy conversation. Not that Sam was ready to open up to Stella with 

Shawn in the loop. It seemed so far whenever they were together it was a 

life and death situation. Definitely not the best way for siblings to get 

acquainted. After the chase through Livingstone and her disappearance it 

had sunk in even more that she was family. Now that they were together it 

seemed even more real. 

 He never dreamed of having a sister, especially a woman as tough as 

Stella. In a way she reminded him of his mom...before. She was far different 

from anyone he had ever met back home. Of course, so was Angela. Two 

strong women who were now engrained in his life. Stella’s strength 

intrigued him. He didn’t know if she was going to ever open up. Yesterday 

she was an orphan. Today she had a family she never knew existed. She was 

a warrior who fought in the trenches. He couldn’t relate to that. He could 

never be like her. The fact he was heading to Luangwa wasn’t because of a 
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sudden surge of bravery. It was out of fear of losing Danny.  That was it. 

He didn’t see it as courage...he saw it as blind faith. 

 He wondered about Stella’s motives. Maybe she showed up at the 

airport not to save Danny but to even the score for all who lost their lives 

at the hands of Siatembo. There was a part of Sam that wanted that too, but 

he wasn’t willing to trade Danny’s life to get it. He needed her help and if 

that meant a chance for her to get revenge then he was willing to walk that 

line. 

 “Muchinga Valley.” Shawn’s voice cut through the static. He banked 

hard west and for a few seconds dark clouds blocked Sam’s view. Once the 

plane leveled he saw what Shawn had pointed out. A series of mountains 

that rose above the jungle. “Your coordinates put you in that area there.” 

 “Where are we going to land?” 

 “Wherever we can.” 

 The approach into Nsefu Camp was hard and fast. Tension in the 

cockpit thickened. Shawn searched for a road or a makeshift runway. 

Nothing. Finally he found a short stretch of dirt along the banks. Sam saw 

it too. He gripped the door even tighter as he watched the water streak by 

as they flew parallel to the river. Stella was leaning forward staring out the 

front windshield while the aircraft drifted side to side. In that moment Sam 

had a random thought. “Would she ever leave Zambia?” 

 All three were jolted in their seats as the wheels collided with the dirt, 

sending the Cessna airborne. Water sprayed from the propeller wash as 

Shawn tried a second time. Quickly their opportunity was closing. This time 

Shawn managed to get both wheels on the ground and ended up with the 

left wing barely missing the thick bush. He spun the Cessna around and 

then killed the engine. This way if they needed to leave in a hurry they could 

takeoff without being trapped. A gentle spit of rain landed on the 

windshield as they all exhaled...relieved. 

 Nsefu Camp was a downgrade from the Zambezi Lodge. A row of 

five tents built from baobags with straw thatched roofs. No pool. No 

beautiful deck. No filet mignon and cabernet. No westernized bathroom. 

None of that mattered because they didn’t plan to stay. 
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 “Luangwa is one of the largest wildlife sanctuaries in the world,” 

Shawn said. “All the campgrounds are closed until the rainy season is over. 

There’s a good chance this entire valley will be flooded soon which will 

bring the animals down to the watering holes.” 

 “Floods and wild animals...that’s perfect,” Sam said. “That’s just what 

I wanted to hear. I guess we better get moving before either of those show 

up. Where’s the Land Rover?” 

 “The nearest highway is about eight hundred kilometers from here. 

The only vehicle is used by the guides who take care of this area...” 

 “And they’re not coming back until the rain’s gone. I get it.” Sam 

interrupted. He pointed towards the mountains. “So how are we supposed 

to get over there?” 

 “We walk,” Stella said over her shoulder. While the two guys were 

talking, she was busy digging through Sam’s backpack, which he had left in 

the cockpit. She removed the forty-five and checked that the safety was on. 

Then she slipped it into her belt and grabbed the GPS. She checked the 

coordinates and glanced across the river. Sam watched as she loaded her 

rifle before tossing the backpack towards him. He caught it in midair. 

 “Why does everyone go through my stuff?” 

 “There’s a crossing about half a mile up,” Shawn said to Stella. 

 “How far to the mountains?” 

 “I’d say from here...about five miles.” 

 “If we leave now we can make it in two hours.” 

 “I’ll radio Stone with our location,” Shawn said to Sam. “Then I’ll set 

up camp. I suggest you don’t let her out of your sight.” 

 Sam turned to Stella who had already walked past and was about 

twenty yards ahead. He looked back at Shawn who shrugged. “C’mon. 

We’re walking into the jungle? This is crazy.” 

 “This is Africa,” Stella yelled over her shoulder. “What do you 

expect?” 

 “Can I have the gun back then?” 

 No response. Sam turned from Shawn and jogged to catch up, passing 

a giant ant hill about eight feet tall. He was bugged that she took the GPS 
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and the forty-five. He didn’t want to admit that both were probably safer in 

her hands anyway. It was clear she was going to lead the way and he was 

along for the ride. When he caught up to her he picked the river side for no 

other reason than he wanted to make that choice. 

 “Watch for crocs,” Stella warned. 

 “Huh?” 

 “They hide along the shore...before they lunge for their prey.” 

 “Uh...since you’ve got the weapons,” Sam said as he switched sides, 

not knowing if being closer to the tall grass was any safer. “I’ll just stay on 

this side.” 

 About a half mile upstream they reached a bridge held afloat by blue 

plastic barrels strapped underneath a row of logs, which caused the crossing 

to move with the current. Each end was tied to a pair of smaller logs 

embedded into the ground. The bridge was only wide enough to walk 

across single file. 

 “Who goes first?” Sam asked. 

 “I’ll go.” 

 “I’d feel safer if I had the gun.” 

 “No. Wait until I’m on the other side and then cross.” 

 Stella stepped carefully onto the bridge checking its stability with her 

boot. Drops of rain increased in intensity and within minutes they were in a 

downpour. She balanced her weight in the center and crossed slowly. Sam 

waited impatiently. His head on a swivel. He checked the grass behind him, 

and then the banks in front. He pictured Shawn hurrying to tie down the 

plane and finding shelter inside the Cessna. If the rain kept up the mud 

would make it impossible for them to takeoff when they returned. 

 He pulled his damp shirt from his skin, slipped his backpack over both 

shoulders and took a deep breath. His heart raced. Stella was only halfway. 

He looked across the river and thought, “Noah survived. How bad could 

this be?” 
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am heard rustling in the shoulder high grass. At first he thought it was 

paranoia. Then he heard it again. Followed by a high pitched noise. His 

attention had been solely on watching Stella cross the floating bridge 

without falling off. Where she stepped. How she balanced her weight. He 

planned to follow her every move. Shawn’s words played in his head. 

Floods. Animals by watering holes, which in this case meant right where he 

stood. Again, the high pitched noise. It seemed to be getting closer. 

 I ain’t waitin’. 

 He ditched the original plan and rushed to take his first step. Then he 

froze like a tree on Christmas morning. Out of the corner of his eye he saw 

an enormous barrel shaped torso. A bull hippo stepped into the clearing 

about fifteen feet away. Stubby legs. Nearly hairless body. Two tons or 

more. Eyes, ears, and nostrils high on the roof of his flattened skull. 

 Sam watched Nat Geo enough to know that hippos were one of the 

most aggressive creatures in the world. Extremely territorial. He stood 

motionless and tried to be invisible. Then two more massive creatures 

joined the party. All three paused at the banks as Sam held his breath. He 

didn’t dare take his eyes off of them, even though he wanted to look to 

Stella for help. He nearly fell to his knees when the three hippos 

nonchalantly waddled into the water. From the other side Stella waved 

vigorously for him to cross. He noticed she had slipped her rifle from her 

shoulder and was now pointing the barrel towards the water. That wasn’t a 

S 
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good sign. 

 The rain beat against the river and caused the current to move swiftly. 

Sam stepped gingerly on the wooden bridge and right away felt it move. 

He’d never walked on a floating bridge before. His hands shook, not from 

the downpour, but from the unknown. Where did they go? Even he knew 

that was another bad sign. A few more steps. He worked hard to keep his 

balance. 

 “Do you see them?” He yelled. 

 Stella continued to scan the river. Sam glanced down and was struck 

by how much faster the current looked between the gaps in the logs. He 

panicked for a second and planted his Merrells heavily on the bridge 

rocking it to one side. He started to run. Stella stepped onto the bridge with 

her rifle pressed against her shoulder. This wasn’t the Jungle Cruise at 

Disneyland. 

 The next few seconds felt like an eternity. 

 The first hippo broke through the surface and rammed the bridge with 

such force that Sam was knocked into the river. He gasped for air as he 

swallowed a mouthful of water. An enormous jaw hinged back a hundred 

eighty degrees showing its massive ivory teeth. Sam swam against the 

current desperate to escape. The hippo roared and grunted. Sam reached 

out for a rope that held the blue plastic barrels together. Stella fired once. 

The bullet hit the hippo dead center in the side of its skull. The body sunk. 

A circle of blood floated as evidence. Sam struggled to pull himself onto the 

damaged bridge. He knew he was far from being safe. 

 A second hippo rammed the bridge again. The logs exploded into 

pieces. Splinters floated down the Luangwa River. Stella fired again. She 

missed. Knowing the bridge was no longer an option, Sam swam for shore 

as he heard Stella’s voice. 

 “Sam, move faster!” She yelled. 

 Come on. You can do this. You’re not gonna die. Not here. 

 Stella fired again just as the second hippo disappeared under the 

surface. Sam scrambled to avoid the logs as they hit him from all sides. He 

choked as water flushed down his throat. His muscles tightened with each 
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stroke against the current. He was a strong swimmer but he was getting 

winded as he fought the feeling he was drowning. He kicked hard and kept 

his arms moving. It was a desperate effort knowing that any second a giant 

mouth could snatch him. 

 Stella was on the move. She tracked Sam in the water and watched for 

the beast. She didn’t hesitate the second she saw the shadow beneath. Her 

fourth shot found its target. Less than a foot behind Sam, the hippo 

surfaced with another grunt and groan. Stella fired again, this time hitting 

the animal between the eyes. It was a perfect kill shot. Sam kept swimming, 

avoiding what was left of the bridge as it floated down river. He fought 

against the power of the water until he crawled on all fours and collapsed 

on the banks exhausted. 

 Two down. One left. 

 Stella backed away anticipating the next move. It was only a few 

seconds before the third hippo rapidly burst from the river with a bone 

chilling roar. Stella stood her ground with the barrel aimed directly at the 

beasts skull. Their eyes met and everything around them stopped. No one 

moved. Slowly the bull backed away and disappeared into the river leaving 

the other two at the bottom. 

 Sam reached for his Swiss Army backpack, surprised that it was still on 

his shoulders. He unzipped it and grabbed the SAT phone. He expected it 

to be soaked. Instead, it was perfectly dry. Thank goodness it worked as 

advertised. It was then he noticed his iPhone was dead. He’d forgotten to 

charge it when they arrived in Livingstone. Everything from there happened 

so fast. He wondered how many times Brooke and Stuey had tried to call. 

 His Merrells kept his feet dry but the rest of him was soaked. The 

whole scene would have made for a perfect commercial. Maybe Stuey could 

get an endorsement deal out of it when he returned home. The SAT phone 

rang, snapping Sam out of his random thought. He answered. Shawn 

informed him that he had taken off at the first sign of rain to avoid being 

stuck in the mud. He planned to land at another bush camp further inland. 

They agreed to check in again in a few hours. Stella reloaded her rifle as 

Sam caught his breath. 
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 “Let’s not do that again,” he said. 

 “If Die Duiwel is here, we have lost our only advantage.” 

 Both were quiet for a moment as this sunk in. 

 “Stella...thank you.” 

 “Now we are even,” she replied with a smirk. 

 Her words made him think maybe he had helped to save her the night 

before. A miracle shot. Still, there was nothing he could do to repay her 

bravery. He breathed in the fresh air, grateful to be alive and wondered if 

she’d even care about the money. There was something about nearly dying 

that made money irrelevant. Something about it that brought two different 

worlds closer. And there was something about it that made him more aware 

of the beautifully massive sausage trees, tamarinds, lilac and wild mango 

trees that lined the shore. It was as if the world around him became more 

alive. 

 He joined Stella as they stood at the edge of a vast forest engulfed with 

cathedral-like mopanes and six hundred year old baobags that had been 

there long before any explorers set foot in the valley. Finally, they had 

reached the entrance to Devil’s Graveyard. 
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o you remember Bethel?” 

Minutes passed with no response. Sam didn’t want to push it but 

it was one of those questions he needed to ask. He figured there was no 

better time than after staring down the gaping jaws of a wild animal and 

living to tell about it. He shivered at the thought of those giant tusks. The 

whole thing was surreal. 

He stayed a few steps behind as they hiked further inland. Swallowed 

by the unknown. The rain eased, leaving the ground muddy and the 

landscape glistening beneath the baobag trees. Humidity grew thick and 

hung in the air, leaving his shirt drenched from a mix of river, rain and 

sweat. He drank from the gallon bottle. He figured he’d lost at least ten 

pounds since he stepped off the plane in Lusaka. 

Maybe he asked the wrong question. Maybe he should’ve started by 

telling her about their father. After everything he’d learned in the last week 

it was hard to know where to begin. It was more complicated than he could 

grasp. How could he tell her about him when he was still trying to believe it 

all himself? 

He stepped alongside and they walked together for a while. Every now 

and then he jumped at movement in the bush. Stella glanced over several 

times but never flinched, even when they heard the roar of a lion in the 

distance. They reached a clearing and stopped at the base of a mountain. 

Sam stared at the steep terrain and thought, “You gotta be kidding me.” 

“D 
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“Every night he came for us,” Stella finally said. Sam snapped out of it. 

There was another pause as she turned towards him. Her blue eyes softened 

slightly. “Jessica protected me...many times. She is why I am alive.” 

“She’s strong. Like you.” 

“Much stronger. She believed God would save us. I didn’t. She took 

the pain from me when I was afraid. She taught me how to have faith. To 

live with a greater purpose than simply being an orphan or a survivor. 

When she told me about my mother, I remembered an angel in the fire. She 

looked like me. White. I did not know it was her. I cannot believe she was a 

prisoner after I was born...” 

“She searched for you for a long time.” Sam paused. “Stella, what 

happened at Bethel never should’ve happened.” 

“Jessica told me your father built Bethel and the other Hope House’s. 

He must not have known.” 

“What else did she tell you?” 

“You and your brother came here to find me.” She drank from her 

own bottle and stared off in the distance. Then she turned back. “She 

would not tell me why.” 

Sam hesitated. He was sure Jessica had told her everything. He was 

wrong. He had thought about how he would tell her a dozen times. Now 

that it was the moment, he struggled to find the right words. 

“About a month ago my mom jumped off a bridge in L.A.” Sam 

began. “She was the last person I ever thought would commit suicide, but 

she did. She found out a secret.” 

“A secret?” 

“For a long time I thought she killed herself because of losing my dad. 

A year ago he was killed in the Philippines preaching in a soccer stadium. 

Shot by a man named Damas Kone. The same man who’s kidnapped 

Danny. In my mom’s will she left specific instructions to find you. To give 

you an inheritance. That’s why Danny came here.” 

“How could she have known about me?” 

“Your mother was a missionary. My father hired her to work at Bethel. 

He visited there many times. Danny and me were young. My mom always 
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stayed behind to take care of us. We didn’t know anything until after she 

died. My dad..uh...our dad...lied to all of us.” 

Stella leaned against a rock. She crossed her arms and stared straight at 

him. Sam didn’t know what else to say. He had told her the truth, most of it 

anyway. 

“The only other person who knew was Fulani,” Sam continued. “He 

admitted it when I met with him. I don’t know how or when my mom 

found out but I promise you it’s the truth. It’s the only way she could’ve 

known about you. Danny came here to find out who you were and to 

honor my mom. I should’ve come with him. I never thought any of this 

would happen.” 

“Three years ago I tracked Die Duiwel to Kitwe,” Stella said. “To a 

bus depot. I watched as a hundred children were taken inside a concrete 

building. Inside there were empty rooms. The children had vanished. I 

searched until I found Die Duiwel with a twelve year old girl.” 

“What happened?” 

Stella pulled up her shirt halfway, revealing a scar that crossed her 

ripped abs. “He told me he raped and murdered my mother. I shot him 

once before he did this.” 

“He lied.” 

“I could see it in his eyes...he was afraid to die.” 

“How’d you get away?” 

“I made a choice. One I still regret. I left the girl behind. I promised I 

would never do that again...he has hurt those I love...and I will not stop 

until he is dead.” 

“One person can’t save everyone.” 

“If I am not willing to sacrifice myself for that purpose then I have 

failed God.” 

Sam could tell this had stayed with her since that day. The fire in her 

eyes was proof of her calling. Knowing that she had been so close to 

Siatembo brought a renewed hope. She had tracked him once, and that 

meant she could do it again. At the same time, he was caught off guard that 

she didn’t react to them being family. It was as if she had put the pieces 
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together already. 

“I failed my mom. I failed Danny.” Sam contemplated. “And I’ve 

definitely failed God. I guess some of us just have less faith than others.” 

“Faith lives in the grey. In the center of our soul there is life and death, 

courage and fear, sacrifice and revenge. We only fail when we choose for 

ourselves. Faith surrenders those choices to God. Sam, do you have enough 

faith to let him choose?” 

Her words stopped him cold. He wanted to answer but he didn’t. That 

was still undecided. He wanted to believe he would, but the truth was the 

only way to answer that question was when he faced that moment and 

made that choice. 

“I just want a chance at redemption.” Sam replied. 

Stella slipped the forty-five from her belt and handed it to Sam. 
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MULFIRA MINING—PRIVATE PROPERTY|DO NOT ENTER 

 

he disintegrated sign was tossed to the side next to a tunnel large 

enough to fit an oversized truck. Once the largest coal mine in 

Zambia, it was suddenly closed in the late nineties. Mulfira Mining struck a 

business deal that drastically increased their bottom line. It was a deal kept 

off the record. A deal with the Devil. 

Siatembo provided man power, or child labor would be a more 

accurate explanation. In exchange, Mulfira built tunnels between their 

mines that stretched from Lusaka to Ndola to Kitwe to Luangwa. Like the 

Mexican cartel, they found a way to avoid the government’s watchful eye. 

Mulfira pocketed millions. Siatembo had a route to smuggle the children 

below ground. Some were even kept to work at the mines. The others were 

sold to the highest bidder. 

In the midst of the commotion Siatembo stood like a King watching 

over his servants. Bright yellow plastic jugs were passed down the line, row 

by row. Each child forced to drink a clear liquid inside. Then they were 

flocked like cattle and moved into the shipping containers mounted on the 

back of four semi trucks. No one bothered to care for the pile of dead 

bodies, even though the smell was nauseating. It was as if they didn’t exist. 

Nameless. Forgotten. Their bodies decaying as their spirits dissolved into 

the hereafter. 

T 
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As the rain intensified he barked orders for everyone to move faster. 

Dozens of soldiers roamed the area. Some loaded the last of the children. 

Others guarded the surroundings with weapons readied. In less than 

twenty-four hours the vessel in Beira would leave with or without its cargo. 

Once they crossed the border into Mozambique, Siatembo would unleash 

the last piece of his plan. A distraction that would garner the attention of 

the world. 

Two soldiers escorted Danny from the tunnel. For a few seconds all 

eyes turned towards the American. A burlap sack was pulled over his head. 

His hands tied behind his back. Blood stained clothes. A black Teflon vest 

strapped to his chest, pressing tight against his wounds. He writhed in pain 

with each step. Stitched into the Teflon was a series of pockets containing 

C-4 explosives wrapped around his body. A small black box was exposed 

near his right shoulder. 

Danny was led to a six wheeler diesel with an exhaust pipe perched 

vertically on the passenger side. A pale brown tarp stretched over the 

metallic frame. A tailgate was dropped so the soldiers could lift Danny 

inside. He screamed in agony. Once aboard, the soldiers rounded the front 

of the vehicle and stepped up into the cab. Painted in black on the door and 

hood were the letters: UN. 

Minutes passed. 

Inside the containers most of the children were unconscious. The 

mixture had knocked them out with enough dosage to keep them sedated 

until Beira. Many of them were sprawled out on top of one another. Each 

container was padlocked. 

Slowly the caravan of semis rolled across the gravel before exiting the 

property and driving a windy muddy road that led away from the 

mountains. Somehow the drivers were able to keep control of the big rigs 

as the tires slipped and slid. If the rain didn’t intensify they’d reach the 

Great East Road before nightfall. 

Siatembo turned his attention to the sky, surprised by the sight of a 

single engine Cessna that buzzed overhead. It was nearly impossible for any 

aircraft to see beneath the baobag trees. Any other time of year this would 
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simply be a chartered flight dropping tourists at one of the local camps on 

the other side of the river. From his vantage point he watched the aircraft 

disappear to the west. An uneasiness crept in. The semis were exposed. 

He limped towards the six wheeler right as shots echoed throughout 

the valley. He recognized the roar of a hippo. A second shot followed. The 

shots and sounds were coming from the other side of the mountain. He 

tossed his stick inside, grabbed a metal rail and pulled himself up. A soldier 

closed the bed and pulled a tarp down over the back. Between the opening 

in the canvas Siatembo glanced at the mine for the last time.  

He was a puppet master who pulled the strings of those who valued 

their survival above all else. To many he was pure evil, a sinner, a demon 

who must be stopped. To others he was their salvation. He smirked at the 

thought of being the hunted. 

Let them come. 
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e stole five million from the church,” Sam said. “Then hid it 

offshore. There were two other signers besides him. Fulani and 

your mom.” 

 “She knew about it?” Stella asked confused. 

 “I don’t think she had any idea. It was probably a safety net in case 

something happened to the others,” Sam suggested. “If she was the only 

one left maybe she’d get some kind of communication that told her what to 

do.” 

 For the last mile, they made their way up the mountain and Sam filled 

Stella in on as much detail as he could. He told her about the locked room 

in Newport. About Brooke finding the account numbers and then tracking 

down Rebecca Roberts. He told her about the archived TIMES photo that 

caught her blurry image in the background. It was how they connected her 

to Jessica. Now he was breaking down the money. 

 “What was it used for?” Stella asked. 

 “In the beginning I think it was to find you. Maybe he realized he’d 

done the wrong thing. I don’t know. Then after the years passed, I guess 

they thought you were dead.” 

 “Then Danny shows up looking for me.” 

 “Fulani sees an opportunity to bring Siatembo to justice.” Sam 

speculated. “He was in it from the beginning. He was going to finish what 

our father started...” 

“H 
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 “...and guarantee his presidency,” Stella interrupted. “The elections are 

only a few months away.” 

 “So Kone arrives a few days after Danny...but he’s just the trigger 

man. He’s paid to kill not capture. Fulani told me he didn’t know he was 

hired to kill our father. All the evidence was classified by the CIA until a 

few days ago. They believed the Triads wanted him dead, but Siatembo had 

as much motive as anyone. What if someone was playing both sides?” 

 “Who?” 

 “Fulani told me that he grew up in a village with Mwananmuke and 

Siatembo. All three were orphans. They were raised in one of the Hope 

Houses. When they were teenagers our father chose two of them and left 

one behind. That’s where all of this started. Siatembo wasn’t good enough 

to save. Fulani was the one destined to be a leader. Mwananmuke was 

number two. The default candidate. Maybe that wasn’t enough for him. 

Maybe he strikes a deal with an old friend to change things.” 

 “So he can become President. If all of this is true, what does Die 

Duiwel gain?” 

 “Danny.” 

 “For what?” 

 “I don’t know.” 

 A resolve flowed through Sam’s veins. The pieces were fitting, even 

though there wasn’t much proof to back up his theory. 

 Together, they pushed further up the mountain towards the last jaunt 

before the peak. An incline straight up a rock wall that jutted out with huge 

boulders suspended over the valley. Sam fought the urge to glance behind. 

It was an instinct like looking over the edge of a building at the street 

below. He knew if he did, he’d freeze. 

 Stella slipped off her boots and tied the laces around her backpack 

harness. Sam did the same. Then she gripped a rock and dug her toes into a 

slim crevice. She climbed the rock wall one move at a time until she reached 

the overhang. She eyed the nearest boulder and then stretched out until her 

fingertips gripped the stone. With both hands she clung for a few seconds 

before swinging herself up and over the top. 
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 Sam watched her disappear and shook his head in disbelief. It was as if 

the jungle was her playground. It just came naturally. Like sitting behind a 

console in a recording studio, except much more dangerous. Sam took a 

deep breath, which seemed to be a routine he’d picked up since stepping 

off the plane. Anytime he was about to risk his life he breathed in as if it 

was going to be for the last time. 

 “You can do this,” Stella poked her head over the side. “Slow and 

steady.” 

 “Slow and steady,” Sam mumbled. “Right.” 

 He nodded to her as if her words reassured him. Then he gripped the 

rocks, dug in his toes, and tried to follow the same route. His biceps, 

forearms, and quads burned by the time he reached the protruding 

boulders. His fingers struggled to grip the stone. 

 “Stella!” He grunted. 

 “Hold on!” Stella yelled as she leaned farther over the edge. She 

grasped his forearm tight with both of her hands. “Let go with your other 

hand and grab the rock.” 

 Sam felt his feet begin to slip just as he reached. For a split second he 

felt himself falling. Stella pulled harder. She was his anchor. He managed to 

grab the boulder with his free hand and swing his leg up high until he was 

straddling the boulder. Stella’s grip never loosened. She helped heave him 

over the top until he was lying safely on his stomach. He patted the ground. 

Relieved. It wasn’t graceful, but it got the job done. 

 “Let’s not go back that way,” Sam breathed. 

 Stella slipped on her boots as Sam rubbed his arms and legs trying to 

ease his burning muscles. Stella stood and checked the GPS. “About one 

kilometer.” 

 Sam pulled his boots on too. He noticed the ledge was like a ring 

surrounding the jungle on top of the mountain. He took a moment to gaze 

down on the river. Such a magnificent place filled with treacherous twists 

and turns. A place he never planned to visit again. He breathed in expecting 

to fill his lungs with fresh air. Instead the air tasted tainted. He knew he 

hadn’t showered in a few days but it was more than that. Rancid. Foul. 
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Rotten. A mix of it all filled his nostrils. 

 “What’s that smell?” He gagged. 

 “Death.” Stella whispered. 

 Stella moved like a ghost. Sam’s footsteps were heavy. Snapping twigs. 

Crackling leaves. He tried to step gently but it seemed the harder he tried 

the more noise he made. Stella slipped the rifle off her shoulder and 

pointed the barrel ahead. Sam thought about pulling the forty-five from his 

backpack but he thought better of it. Stella moved swiftly as the smell grew 

more intense. Nothing could prepare Sam for what he was about to see. 

Nothing. 

 He was so focused on stepping in the right spot, and keeping up with 

Stella, that he nearly knocked her over when she abruptly stopped. She 

raised her hand and motioned for him to wait. Then she crouched down. 

Sam peered over her shoulder to see what she’d found. At first he didn’t see 

anything. Not until her hand moved beneath a thin wire about six inches 

off the ground. The wire ran straight across their path and disappeared into 

the bush on both sides. Stella followed it while Sam stood still, listening for 

any sound amidst the silence. A few minutes later Stella emerged. 

 “It is connected to explosives underground,” she whispered. “Step 

carefully.” 

 Gently they stepped over the wire and continued towards the GPS 

coordinates. Sam pulled his shirt over his mouth trying to get some relief 

from the unbearable odor. He found himself praying more with each step. 

 When they emerged from the bush they stopped. Sam doubled over 

and dry heaved. He’d never seen anything like it. Stella scanned the area to 

be sure they were alone. Sam wiped his face with his shirt. Both stood side 

by side as they stared at a swarm of flies and mosquitoes buzzing over a pile 

of decomposing bodies to their left. At least a hundred children. 

 “What is this place?” He said stunned. 

 Stella pointed towards two rusted shipping containers camouflaged by 

the jungle. As they inched closer Sam recognized the Mulfira Mining logo 

faded on the side. Stella motioned for him to open the metal door. He held 

his breath and slowly lifted the latch. Stella kept the rifle pointed at the 
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opening. Sam pulled the door open. Another wave hit them in the face.  

 Excrement. Feces. Bodily waste. Filth. 

 Sam swallowed the puke in his throat. 
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our Marines with M4 carbine rifles exited the Mi17 transport and 

flanked Ambassador Stone and one of his intelligence officers, Josh 

Harrison, who carried a large black pelican case. 

 Jessica and Angela waited in the lobby of the Zambezi Sun and 

watched as the entourage approached. Behind the check-in counter a flat 

screen played footage from the night before. Most of the hotel staff, 

including Lenje, were tuned in to ZNBC. With Mwananmuke’s orders to 

ground all flights and limit access to the borders, no other networks had 

managed to get close. CNN. NBC. CBS. FOX. BBC. All relied on local 

anchors who stared nervously into the cameras knowing their words would 

be heard around the world. So far all they had to report was shaky cell 

phone footage that was already uploaded to YouTube, Facebook, and 

Twitter. World leaders called for President Mwananmuke to take immediate 

action as a result of Fulani’s death and the attacks. 

 Stone knew his decision to go to Livingstone would be opposed by the 

Zambian government as well as his own. Lack of intel. No fly zone. Safety 

concerns. Political backlash. These were just a few reasons why he didn’t 

ask for permission. No government soldier was going to fire on a U.S. 

military chopper with the Stars and Stripes painted on its tail fin. Of course, 

the same couldn’t be said about those responsible for the attacks. He made 

a promise to Sam he intended to keep. He wasn’t going to turn and run. 

Not this time. 

F 



D.J. WILLIAMS 

280 

 “Lusaka. Kitwe. Ndola. Kabwe. Kasama. Chipata. And Livingstone.” 

Harrison reported as the chopper blades slowed. “All the major cities were 

hit. The list goes on with a dozen other smaller villages. Total casualties 

unknown. Our sources tell us it could be in the hundreds. It’s impossible to 

know how many more are injured or missing.” 

 “I want all staff escorted to the safe house,” Stone ordered as they 

headed across a grassy area where monkeys watched from branches above. 

The pool and bar were empty. “What about Mwananmuke?” 

 “His office won’t confirm whether he will address the country. So far 

they deny any knowledge of who’s responsible.” 

 “What about the crash?” 

 “They’re still saying it was an accident.” 

 “We need a face to face,” Stone pushed. “Tell them it’s at the request 

of the President.” 

 “Yes sir.” 

 “I’m telling you he knows what’s going on. He was the closest to 

Fulani. He knew about Kone. He sent Danny right to him for God’s sake. 

We need to find Kone to put the pressure on him.” 

 “We’re monitoring the borders and airports. With our limited 

resources there’s a chance we might miss him.” 

 “Anything from the State Department?” 

 “They’re still not budging until we have proof of life.” 

 “I can’t believe Sam is our only play here.” 

 “Sir, do you think it’s a good idea...I mean...he’s a civilian.” 

 “Right now, he’s all we got.” Stone answered, a look of concern 

crossed his brow. “Josh, I brought you with me because you’re the best. We 

need to play this close to vest and do everything we can to keep Sam safe.” 

 “That’s going to be hard to do from here.” Harrison replied as he 

glanced at the Marines who surrounded him. It was clear they were close 

enough to hear the conversation but their demeanor never changed. “So 

much of this is out of our control.” 

 “I promised Sam we’d take care of the children. Now we need to 

protect him as best we can. If he finds proof of life then we pull him out.” 
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 Stone entered the lobby and greeted Jessica and Angela. The Marines 

faded into their surroundings. Harrison split off to find the conference 

room and get everything set up. 

 “Jessica,” Stone said warmly. “It is a pleasure to finally meet you.” 

 “Ambassador Stone,” she replied, a bit embarrassed. “Thank you for 

coming.” 

 “After what Sam has told me, I wish it had been sooner. 

Arrangements have already been made for the children to be taken to 

Lusaka once it is safe to do so. I understand the injured are stabilized?” 

 “They are resting in their rooms. I think they are enjoying the beds and 

television.” 

 “Good. I look forward to meeting them. I also heard that Stella caught 

up with Sam. She sounds like an amazing woman.” 

 “Have you heard from them?” Angela asked. 

 “Not yet.” Stone eyed Angela carefully. “Jessica, if you need anything 

please let me know. I’m here to help in any way I can. Now, if you wouldn’t 

mind, I’d like to speak with Angela privately.” 

 “Thank you so much,” Jessica replied. Angela reassured her with a 

nod. “The children are waiting to eat in the restaurant. They have never 

seen a buffet before.” 

 “I’m sure they’ll enjoy it,” Stone smiled. 

 Angela noticed how Stone’s presence was both engaging and 

reassuring. She remembered that from the airport. He made you feel like 

you had known him for a long time. Instantly you trusted him. At the same 

time he cut right to it. She knew what was coming. She was sure by now 

they had run a background check. It was standard protocol. She wondered 

whether Stone knew she had been fired. It didn’t matter. She would tell him 

the truth. After a few hours weighing her options she knew Sam was right. 

She needed to write the story. Every last detail. 

 Harrison reappeared in the lobby and motioned for them to follow. 

The conference room was located at the end of a hallway, hidden from the 

lobby, restaurant, bar and guest rooms.   Inside, the pelican case was already 

opened revealing a small bank of monitors and a mini satellite dish. One 
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screen was tuned into ZNBC. Another showed a satellite map. A third 

mirrored a laptop on the table that showed grainy airport security photos of 

Damas Kone, and other familiar images of Ali Siatembo. The same photos 

Angela had seen in the Embassy situation room. 

 The Marines stationed themselves outside the door and further down 

the hall. Harrison, Stone and Angela were alone. She waited for one of 

them to speak. 

 “You and Sam weren’t exactly truthful,” Stone said. 

 “I can explain,” Angela replied. “We had a deal.” 

 “Angela, this is not a game. Lives are on the line here. I allowed Sam 

to go this far against direct orders from the President. If word reaches any 

of the press it will put Sam and his brother in greater danger.” 

 “I haven’t told anyone. Believe me, that’s the last thing I’m going to 

do.” 

 “You won’t mind if I have one of our men shadow you?” 

 “Go ahead. But just so we’re clear...when this is over I’m going to 

write the story. That’s what Sam wants. I won’t reveal my sources. You 

have my word.” 

 “Then that will have to do,” he sighed. 

 Angela glanced at the mobile workstation. “Are you tracking Sam?” 

 Harrison pointed at a blinking dot on the satellite screen. Stone and 

Angela stepped forward and looked over his shoulder. “It looks like they’re 

right on it.” 

 “Shawn radioed in to tell us the weather had gotten worse,” Harrison 

said. “He dropped them off on the river and then headed inland. We’ve 

tried to reach them on the mobile but there’s no answer.” 

 “There’s something else,” Stone said. On cue Harrison pulled up a 

series of digital photos taken from inside the cockpit. Four semis driving 

down a dirt road. “These were taken a few miles north of Muchinga two 

hours ago.” 

 “Who are they?” 

 “We don’t know. Trucks that size aren’t found in this area especially 

during this time of year.” Harrison zoomed in on the lead truck. “Shawn 
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didn’t get a good enough angle so we can’t ID who they belong to. My 

guess is whoever they are, they were near the old Mulfira mine. It’s been 

closed for years, but it’s right on those coordinates.” 

 “They’re headed towards the Great East Road,” Stone said as Harrison 

highlighted the route on the screen. “It’s the only way out of there. If Kone 

took Danny to the mine, then there’s a chance he might be in one of those 

trucks.” 

 “If he’s still...” Harrison stopped as Stone glared at him. “Sorry.” 

 “We’re missing something here,” Stone said to Angela. “And we can 

use your help.” 

 “Now that Fulani is dead...why keep Danny alive?” Angela asked. 

“That’s what you want to know, right?” 

 “The chain of events started when Danny arrived in Lusaka. Kone. 

Fulani. All of it was put in motion then. They needed Danny for some 

reason, which means if he is alive this isn’t over.” 

 “When Jessica talked with her contacts earlier this morning, the one 

thing that kept coming up was that the soldiers who attacked seemed 

focused on the children. When we arrived in Livingstone we had a flatbed 

full. When they saw us they headed right for us. If it weren’t for Stella and 

Jessica, we would all be dead.” 

 “Ali Siatembo is the only one in Zambia who could’ve orchestrated 

what happened yesterday.” Harrison said. “Once the children are abducted 

they’re moved from one location to another so that it’s impossible for 

families to search for them.” 

 “Sam told me that Fulani, Mwananmuke, and Siatembo all grew up 

together in one of the orphanages. What if...” 

 “Mwananmuke and Siatembo had all of this planned from the 

beginning,” Stone finished.  “That still doesn’t explain why they would 

kidnap Danny...or why they would launch these attacks on the cities.” 

 “I don’t know the answer to the attacks...but Sam believes Danny was 

bait.” 

 “For what?” Harrison asked. “Why is he so valuable?” 

 “Josh is right, kidnapping Danny doesn’t make sense if Fulani was the 
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target.” 

 “Fulani wouldn’t release the money to pay Kone unless there was a 

sure way to get to Siatembo,” Angela suggested. “Mwananmuke brings 

Danny on a silver platter and convinces Fulani that using Danny is the only 

way to get close. But Fulani secretly asks Jessica to shadow Kone to Kitwe, 

to make sure that Danny stays safe. That’s where Stella and one of the kids, 

Isaiah, tracked them. Danny and Kone met together and then vanished, 

along with Isaiah.” 

 All three were quiet for a moment thinking about what was fact and 

what was pure speculation. Angela agreed with Stone. This wasn’t over. 

Still, they couldn’t answer the key questions. Why keep Danny alive? Why 

launch a mass attack to abduct children? Unless... 

 Stone’s cell interrupted them. He checked the number, then handed it 

to Harrison, who plugged it into a speaker built into the case. Angela’s heart 

raced as Stone answered. 

 “Sam...are you there?” 
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tella cleared the bamboo shack and returned with the news Sam 

expected. Another dead end. A sliver of hope wanted to believe Danny 

would miraculously walk out unharmed and this would all be over. It would 

never be over until Danny was safe and Siatembo paid for what he’d done. 

That thought alone was constant and brought a twinge of hopelessness. 

Sam thought about Stella’s words. He dug deep to muster enough faith to 

believe Danny wasn’t dead, and this was not the end. 

 “They’re headed for the Great East Road,” Stone said. Sam gripped 

the SAT phone, holding it in front of him so both of them could hear as 

they jogged down the trail. “Once they reach that intersection we’ll lose 

them.” 

 ‘How long ago did they leave?” Stella yelled, hardly winded. 

 “About two hours.” 

 “What about the bodies?” Sam asked. 

 Stella grabbed his shirt and they skidded to a stop. He breathed in 

deep, trying to see what she had seen. She pointed a few feet ahead. It was 

the eighth trip wire in the last mile. Someone had secured the entire 

mountain. Every trail. Every possible route to get to the bottom. Each time 

they stopped he knew they were losing valuable time. 

 “David, this whole place is booby trapped.” 

 “We’ve already notified the UN.” Stone reassured Sam. “After the last 

twenty-four hours I’m sure they’ll launch an investigation. Right now we...” 

S 
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 “Fifty yards,” Harrison interrupted. He had guided them down the 

trail, marking on his laptop each spot where they’d stopped. It was valuable 

intel that was going to be needed in the weeks ahead. 

 Sam took the phone off speaker and the line went silent. They picked 

up the pace through the bushes. Sam concentrated on making his imprint 

light. He was a novice who was out of his element compared to the ghostly 

swiftness of Stella. In exactly fifty yards they reached a weathered chain link 

fence partially dismantled. Quickly Stella found an opening and the two 

pushed on. They crouched as the main entrance came into sight, and 

kneeled just at the edge of the overgrown brush. Everything seemed 

undisturbed. 

 “Wait here,” Stella whispered. Sam knew better than to object. He was 

following her lead, and he was fine with it. From his spot he watched as she 

dashed alongside the base of the mountain until she reached the opening of 

the mineshaft. She glanced around the corner and then disappeared inside. 

 “What’s happening?’ Stone asked urgently. 

 “Hold on.” Sam said gassed. “She’s going inside the mine.” 

 Sam wiped the sweat from his forehead. His muscles tightened. A 

nervous energy swept through him as he breathed in the familiar odor. He 

couldn’t tell if the rancid smell was still lingering under his nose, or if there 

was something else. He knew Stone, Angela, and Harrison were waiting for 

him to speak. Less than a minute passed before Stella reappeared. She never 

looked in Sam’s direction. Instead, she walked straight ahead. Sam followed 

her gaze. 

 Angela’s voice cut through the receiver. “Sam, what is it?” 

 It was as if she could read his mind. 

 “More bodies,” he said haltingly. In the center of the property a pile of 

fresh bodies were covered in flies, twice the size of the one at the top of the 

mountain. Sam guessed it wouldn’t be long before the wild destroyed what 

was left. “We have to get them out of here.” 

 Stella walked up closer, the flies and gnats surrounded her, and stood 

with her eyes closed. Her mouth moved slightly but Sam couldn’t hear what 

she was saying. He approached carefully but kept his distance. He struggled 
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to believe what was right in front of him. The bloody mess looked like it 

was out of a horror movie, but this was real. 

 “How many?” Stone asked. 

 “Hundreds.” 

 “What else do you see?” 

 “Shell casings...everywhere.” 

 “He was here,” Stella called back. 

 “Who was here?” 

 “Die Duiwel.” 

 “Sam, ask her what was in the mine.” Stone pushed. 

 Sam repeated the question. “They want to know what you saw in the 

mine?” 

 “Sleeping quarters. Ashes from a fire. Deeper in there was fresh blood 

on the ground.” 

 “Any sign that Danny was there?” 

 Stella shook her head. “No one else would do this.” 

 Sam listened as keys punched on the other end. He guessed Harrison 

was noting everything they were saying. An overwhelming need to be with 

Angela swept over him. To hold her in his arms along the Zambezi. To 

forget that any of this was happening. He fought the odor that seeped from 

the already decomposing skin and fluids. 

 “I want you two to stay where you are.” Stone ordered. “Shawn can 

get to you in the next few hours. We’ll find another way to track down 

those trucks.” 

 “No way.” Sam objected. “You said it yourself. Once they reach that 

intersection we’ll lose them.” 

 Stella stepped away from the conversation. She searched the area, 

stopping to press her palms against the fresh tire tracks engrained in the 

mud. Then she headed towards a pickup truck, the only vehicle left behind. 

She checked for keys before crawling underneath the dash. She felt around 

and pulled two wires free, flicking the ends together until they sparked. On 

the third try the ignition turned over. She reached over to the accelerator 

and gave the engine enough fuel to come to life. 
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 “You sure you didn’t grow up in L.A.?” Sam yelled, a nervous reaction 

to the lifelessness around him. He knew his comment wouldn’t make sense 

but he blurted it out anyway. He needed to ease the tension and sickness 

that rifled through him. Stella ignored his remark and tossed her backpack 

over on the passenger seat. 

 “You drive.” Stella said to Sam. 

 “David...” 

 “I heard. We’ll track you on the GPS. Check in every hour.” 

 “Okay.” 

 “Do not engage. Understood?” 

 “Got it.” 

 Sam hung up the SAT and thought it was strange how Stone talked to 

him like a commander. Sam wasn’t a soldier. Far from it. He didn’t belong 

here. The truth was he was scared to death at what he had seen even 

though he tried to keep a calm demeanor on the outside. He didn’t want to 

look weak in front of Stella. She was the real deal. She was a soldier. He 

needed her to trust him. 

 He tossed his backpack to her and climbed behind the wheel. The 

engine revved as he pressed down on the clutch and shifted into gear. The 

back tires spun as he punched the gas, causing the bed to fishtail. He 

headed out of the property. Now it was more than an abandoned mine. It 

was a graveyard and a crime scene. Sam hoped Stone would get the UN 

there before there was nothing to recover. 

 The truck raced towards the Great East Road. Stella’s fiery eyes 

focused directly ahead. Sam pushed the truck harder with each second, 

sensing the rage that was burning in the seat next to him. He was numb but 

angry. Exhausted but determined. Afraid but willing. 

 Faith lives in the grey. 
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fter sixteen hours they arrived in the Ship Graveyard. Rusted hulls and 

beached shipwrecks littered the coastline. A few miles before the 

Great East Road near Chipata they caught up to the semi trucks. From 

there, each took turns driving throughout the night and morning being sure 

to keep their distance as they traveled from Malawi to Mozambique. Like 

clockwork they checked in with Stone, Harrison, and Angela. It had been a 

test of endurance for them all. 

 Sam wanted to spill out everything he’d seen to Angela. He hesitated. 

He didn’t want to break down. He felt his nerves on edge. He was tired, 

hungry, beyond stressed. The reality of what they were facing had sunk in as 

the hours passed. There was a good chance he was too late to save Danny. 

It was sobering and disheartening. He tried hard to hang on to Stella’s 

words but he had to admit his faith tank was hitting empty. He wanted off 

the roller coaster. One minute he believed God was going to intervene, and 

the next he wondered if he was even there at all. He kept the check-ins 

short, and pretended to sleep whenever Stella was the one to call. 

 They parked the pickup across the street at the South African Timber 

Company, cut across the railroad tracks, and headed for the Port Authority 

office. They had gone over the plan with Stone and hoped he was able to 

reach his contact in Beira. 

 Inside an officer was seated behind a desk. He greeted them over the 

sound of an air conditioner rattling in the window. It was more of a dust 

A 
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creator than a machine to cool down the cramped room. 

 “How may I help you?” 

 “We’re here to inspect a shipment.” Sam said confidently. “Mulfira 

Mining.” 

 “Identification.” 

 Sam handed over his passport while Stella checked her pockets as if 

she had misplaced hers. Stella was a ghost who no longer existed in any 

government database. Stone had already called his contacts in Malawi and 

Mozambique to get them across the borders. They hoped he’d reached the 

Mayor of Beira in time. 

 “I must have left it at the hotel,” Stella shrugged. 

 “Where are you staying?” 

 “Tivoli.” 

 Stella lied like a poker player. The officer eyed them curiously. On the 

way they had each bought a fresh shirt at a gas station in Malawi. It looked 

like Sam hadn’t shaved in weeks. His eyes were bloodshot. He was sure they 

smelled like death. 

 “We have to catch a flight in a few hours,” Sam insisted. 

 The officer checked his manifest. “Do you work for Mulfira Mining?” 

 “We are with the United Nations.” Stella said in Afrikaan. “We are 

investigating Mulfira Mining’s shipments. Mayor Siseho has approved this 

already. I am sure he would want your cooperation.” 

 “Wait for a moment.” 

 Sam glanced over at Stella and raised his eyebrows. He didn’t know 

what she’d said, but whatever it was his spine stiffened as the officer picked 

up the phone and dialed. He held his breath. The officer gave Sam’s name 

to whoever answered, listened to a voice on the other end, and then hung 

up. He scanned the names on his clipboard, glanced at the passport one 

more time, and then up at Sam before asking for his signature. Sam 

scribbled while the officer grabbed two visitor tags from a cabinet. 

 Stone had gotten them in. Now it was up to them. 

 “Mulfira is on the Phuket,” the officer said as he stood and crossed the 

room. In the corner was a pair of bolt cutters. “They are scheduled for 
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departure tonight.” 

 Compared to the one in Long Beach, the port was only a fraction of 

the size. Still, it bustled with activity. Semis passed each other at the gate. 

Rows of truck-sized containers were stacked four high. Workers moved 

about looking busy. At the docks a massive crane swung a container over 

the hull of the Zuni Princess, the only other freighter docked besides the 

Phuket. 

 Sam noticed the red, white, and blue striped flag that waved above the 

bridge on the Phuket, as well as the Asian crew who watched from the bow. 

The captain was already stepping down the gangplank by the time they 

arrived. 

 “Inspection,” the officer said. The captain shrugged his shoulders. 

There was a definite language barrier. The officer pointed to his audit logs. 

“Mulfira Mining...inspect.” 

 Sam wasn’t the only one to notice the inked tattoo on the captain’s 

forearm. Stella’s eyes were already locked on the dragon encircled in red 

ink. Before he could ask her what it meant the captain finally seemed to 

understand the officer’s orders at the same time the crew disappeared from 

the view. 

 The captain led them towards the aft of the ship, where the cargo hold 

was full. He checked the officer’s audit logs again and then pointed to the 

bottom row of containers. The officer used the bolt cutters to cut through 

the lock. A flashback to Luangwa made Sam brace himself as the metal 

door was pulled open. 

 Light pierced the blackness. 

 At first Sam thought they had found something. That familiar smell of 

filth and bodily waste was released into the air. He expected to find 

someone dead or barely alive. Carefully they stepped inside as the captain 

waited outside. What they found was...two wooden crates. 

 “We need to open these,” Sam said to the officer. “Right now.” 

 The officer wedged the bolt cutter between the wood and pried the 

top off. Sam helped him lift the lid. All three stared down into the box. Sam 

was relieved it wasn’t a coffin, but what they found made everything even 
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more confusing. They opened the second crate and found the same. Then 

they went down the line of containers and found each one carrying the 

same cargo. 

 “They must be onboard somewhere else,” Stella whispered. 

 “They’re not going to let us look,” Sam replied. “We need to call 

Stone.” 

 “We cannot leave.” 

 “I must file a report,” the security officer said to them. Then he turned 

to the captain. “Lock containers, okay?” 

 This time the captain nodded as if he understood clearly. He smirked 

at Sam and Stella long enough for Stella to step towards him. Sam grabbed 

her by the shoulder and she spun around ready to swing. Her eyes stared 

angrily at him. 

 Walking back to the Port Authority office Sam dialed Stone. 

 “They weren’t there,” he shouted. 

 “What was inside the containers?” 

 “Gold.” 
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nce the pride of Africa, the Grande Hotel was a paradise destination 

along the coast of Beira. One hundred guest rooms. A sparkling pool 

with an ocean view. There were even plans to build a casino. None of it was 

enough to garner the white clientele from South Africa. When the 

Mozambican civil war erupted this place turned into a refugee camp. Now it 

was home to thousands of squatters. 

 Tin shanties guarded the entrance. Bamboo scaffolding covered 

sections of the deteriorating walls. Women washed clothes in the partially 

filled pool, while a man bathed himself with a shirt drenched in the murky 

green water. The pool bar was now a urinal. 

 Inside, everything of value had been looted long ago. Tiles. Glass. 

Wood. Iron. Cracked cement threatened to collapse at any time. Still, even 

in this place, there were rules. Blocks A thru D were run by Chiefs who 

resolved residents problems, handled security, and acted as landlords to 

collect rent. 

 Damas slipped into Block C unnoticed. The Chief waited for him on 

the second floor. He followed the bony man down a corridor where 

vendors sold food and toiletries. Graffiti covered the walls with random 

words like, “Dead Boss.” The corridor was lined with multicolored doors. 

The Chief stopped outside number 227 and knocked. A red door cracked 

open and a boy poked his head out. 

O 
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 “Watho muno.” Kone said. One from here. 

 The Chief left as the boy stepped back far enough for Damas to enter. 

His hand rested gently on the grip of his gun tucked into the back of his 

jeans. As he suspected, two soldiers stood armed with AK’s. Everyone 

relaxed as Siatembo entered from another room. He was clean shaven, and 

dressed in a button down shirt and dark slacks. Damas almost didn’t 

recognize him. 

 “Victory is ours.” Siatembo announced. Then he motioned to the boy. 

“Shake Shake.” 

 “I am not staying.” 

 Siatembo leaned against his cane, a wicked grin made his scar even 

more crooked. He was not surprised. The assassin was there for one reason 

only. He reached inside his pocket. Damas watched him closely as he 

removed a black pouch and tossed it over. 

 “It is a gift...for her.” 

 Damas eyed the gold inside. 

 “What about the money,” he replied coolly. 

 Siatembo laughed as he pointed with his cane towards a laptop. Damas 

picked it up and hit the space bar. The screen blinked on and right away he 

recognized the Bank of China logo. He entered the account number and hit 

SUBMIT. A few seconds later a confirmation screen appeared. 

 TRANSFER	  CONFIRMED:	  $5,000,000	  

 “I have kept my word. Now it is time for you to do the same.” 

 “Where is he?” 

 Siatembo led Damas into the other room. Sunlight beamed across the 

American who hung with a chain tied around his wrists and pulled 

overhead high enough so his toes barely touched the rotted floor. His 

muscles and tendons were stretched. His head hung down over his chest. 

His face was swollen. Drops of blood dripped into a puddle beneath his 

feet. A towel was shoved in his mouth and taped, leaving only a small hole 

to keep him alive. 

 “I am the judge...and you are the executioner.” Siatembo boasted. For 

a moment both admired the perfectly tailored vest. “The world does not 
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understand us, Damas. You do what many are too afraid to do. I do what 

must be done to protect my kingdom. We both have gifts. Yours is to end 

lives...and mine is to transform them. You see, we are the same...we give 

people what they secretly desire most.” 

 Danny groaned as his head lifted slightly. His weary eyes gazed at 

them. Damas smelled a mixture of blood and urine. He never locked eyes 

with the American. This wasn’t personal. He reached for the black box 

stitched into the shoulder of the vest and slipped the cover open to reveal a 

series of wires, a mini screen, and keypad. It was much more sophisticated 

than the novice suicide bomber. It was not left up to one person to flick a 

switch. It was fail safe. Once the vest was armed and the straps were locked 

into place the only way to disarm it was to punch in the right combination. 

 Damas hit a series of numbers while Siatembo squinted curiously over 

his shoulder. Both waited for the red light to turn on. A click sounded as 

straps locked even tighter. The clock started. 

 1:00:00...59:59...59:58...59:57 

 Damas left Siatembo in the room, walked past the soldiers and boy, 

and left. He thought about returning to the New York of Asia, to the 

woman he had vowed allegiance, and to a lifestyle far from the poverty of 

Africa. He passed the tin shanties, hit the street, and was gone. 
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ngela needed a twenty minute break. It was her turn. A quick shower 

helped wake her senses and clear her head. She walked back toward 

the conference room thinking about the last call with Sam. She was worried. 

During those sixteen hours they had all been convinced if they got inside 

those containers this would be over. They rolled the dice and they were 

wrong. It seemed they were following all the wrong clues. 

 She stopped for a moment to watch the children splashing and diving 

into the pool. Several of the injured were seated with their feet in the water. 

Soaking in their smiles and laughter was a much needed exhale from the 

tension and uncertainty. 

 One story about an embezzling preacher had morphed into a search 

for the most evil child trafficker in modern history. Not to mention the 

story of two brothers who were on their own journeys. Angela thought 

about another thread. The countless orphans and children who disappeared 

in the night. Unknown heroes like Isaiah. She hoped he was still alive. 

Maybe he was with Danny. 

 Not being in Beira with Sam was a strange feeling. She had gotten 

used to being with him. Now it was as if she was a bystander, a spectator to 

the story. She never expected to fall for him. She needed him back safe. Her 

worry was mixed with anxiousness. 

 She’d be lying to herself if she kept trying to keep the story at the back 

of her mind. So many pieces fitting together like a mosaic. She hoped there 
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were only a few pieces left before the picture would be complete. She 

doubted anyone was going to go on record when this was over. That’s why 

she knew she had to write it from beginning to end. This just couldn’t end 

up being an eight minute segment on 60 Minutes. She allowed her mind to 

rifle through a rough outline as the itch to lock herself in a room and pour 

it all out crept into her veins. She shook it off as she opened the door to the 

conference room just as Harrison turned up the volume. 

 “Many have hunted me. Many have tried to defeat me. Many have 

bowed to me. Many have waged war against me in the name of God. There 

is no God powerful enough to stop me. I am still free to reign over my 

children.” 

 “How long ago was this?” Angela asked. She found a spot next to 

Stone. 

 “It’s real time.” Harrison replied, busy tapping on the keys. The video 

went fullscreen. “We found the link on a Twitter feed a few minutes ago. 

It’s already gone viral.” 

 Stone picked up a black and white photo from the table and compared 

it to the monitor. The man was older...clean cut...but the scar was a dead 

giveaway. 

 “Send those images to Langley,” Stone said to Harrison in a lowered 

voice. His attention was split between the live stream and his cell. 

Harrison’s eyes stayed on the screen without so much as blinking while his 

fingers moved across the keyboard as he typed rapidly. 

 “Do we know where he is?” Angela asked. 

 “We’re trying to narrow that down.” Stone answered. “If we’re right 

about those trucks then he has to be somewhere in Beira.” 

 They stopped talking as the video image panned across the room. For 

a split second the jerky movement stopped on what looked like an open 

window. Then it continued moving until a man with his hands tied above 

his head came into frame. The camera zoomed in closer. No one said a 

word. Stone tapped the screen on his cell and set it on the table in front of 

them. 

 A voice cut through the speakerphone. “Ambassador Stone please 
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hold for the Director.” 

 “He’s alive.” Angela whispered. She turned to Stone. “We have to call 

Sam.” 

 “We can’t send Sam or Stella in there until we know where and what 

we’re dealing with.” 

 Siatembo stepped back into frame. His face filled the screen. His clean 

cut appearance turned dark. His eyes narrowed and his teeth clenched. 

 “I am the God of Africa...I hold the power to destroy,” he hissed. “I 

am the God who will free its people. In my kingdom only the strong will 

survive...the weak...they must die.” 

 The live stream continued as Siatembo walked out of the frame. 

Danny moved slightly and moaned. It was hard to watch but Angela was 

reassured he was alive. The grainy video made it hard to determine the 

severity of his injuries, but he was obviously in bad shape. They needed to 

find him quickly. The camera angle allowed light from the window to flare 

on the left side of the screen. Harrison worked on the laptop to clean up 

the picture. Angela squinted as if that was going to help her find a landmark 

outside. The video feed cut out. 

 Harrison grabbed a screen capture and then started working on 

sharpening the image. In a few seconds the picture was clearer. 

 “That looks like...the ocean.” Angela pointed at the top part of the 

photo. “Is that sand at the bottom?” 

 Harrison nodded. “Looks like the room is up a few floors. Maybe a 

block from the beach.” 

 Angela slipped into a chair next to Harrison. “What buildings are close 

to the water?” 

 Harrison hit another screen and a Google map of Beira appeared. He 

started to rattle off locations. “Standard Bank. Hotel Infante. Rainbow 

Hotel. Definitely not the consulates.” 

 “It’s gotta be some place that’s rundown.” Angela pointed to the wall 

behind Danny. “Look at the cracks...and there’s no reflection in the 

window.” 

 “Okay. What about...” 
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 “David...” A voice cut through the cell. Harrison and Angela 

continued scanning the map. Stone picked up the cell and took it off 

speaker. “How did you get involved in this?” 

 “The President asked me for help.” Stone replied. “Director Samuels, 

we have proof of life on Daniel Armstrong.” 

 “You’re one hundred percent certain.” 

 “Yessir. He is the man in the video.” 

 “Any idea where he is?” 

 “We believe he’s in Beira.” 

 “We don’t have any intel. David, how do you know this?” 

 “I’d rather not say at the moment. Right now we need to find the 

source location for the stream.” 

 “That will take some time. I’m sending two of my agents from Malawi. 

They’ll be there within the hour. I’ve asked the Mozambique government to 

delay the departure of the Phuket. They’ve agreed to wait for our assistance 

to search the ship. David, we’ve just received photos from Luangwa. I’ll 

send them over.” 

 “Thank you, sir.” 

 “We’ll keep working on our end and will monitor all channels. I’ll let 

you know when we have more.” 

 “I’ll do the same.” Stone hung up and turned to Harrison. “They’re 

sending over photos from Luangwa. Maybe that will give us something.” 

 “Now are you going to call Sam?” Angela asked. Stone didn’t respond. 

 Harrison’s email pinged. He opened the attachments. Angela and 

Stone looked as Harrison scrolled through the images. The photos of 

Luangwa were graphic. It was hard to believe Sam and Stella had stood in 

the middle of the carnage a day ago. It was a sight Angela knew would stay 

with them for a long time. 

 With no obvious clues, Harrison swept the photos aside and returned 

to the map. He pushed further east along the beach. There was a long 

stretch of tin roofs right up against the sand. Then a rounded corner of 

coastline with nothing but greenery until they reached the Beira Club. 

Harrison held on that and turned to Angela. She shook her head. He 
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moved on. About a block further he stopped on the Grande Hotel Beira. 

At first they didn’t see it...then. 

 “Look at the pool,” Angela said. 

 “It’s half empty.” Harrison added. 

 “Is that hotel open?” 

 Harrison Googled the Grande Hotel Beira and the two of them read a 

short summary on Wikipedia about the hotel. It had been closed for many 

years since the civil war. Most of it had been looted. Now it was filled with 

squatters. 

 “That’s it!” Angela shouted excitedly. “It has to be...it’s close to the 

beach...it looks rundown.” 

 “It’s where Siatembo could hide,” Stone said. “I’ll call the Director 

back.” 

 “David, it will take them an hour or more before they have people on 

the ground.” 

 “He’ll contact the government to send local authorities.” 

 “We have to tell Sam and Stella.” Angela insisted. 

 “Sir...” Harrison chimed in. “I have to agree.” 
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lonso De Paiva swarmed with thousands of squatters who spilled out 

into the streets. Local police forcefully moved the crowd back, which 

created even more chaos when the locals pushed back. Batons and fists 

swung aggressively. 

 Sam blended into the commotion. He dodged out of the way of a six 

wheeler diesel as it rolled by. He recognized the UN lettering along the 

drivers side but kept his tunnel vision. All that mattered was getting to 

Danny in time. 

 “They moved him to the roof of the building to the far left.” Harrison 

yelled through the SAT phone. 

 Sam kept a vice grip on Harrison, his lifeline. He reached the entrance 

to the Grande Hotel and never broke stride up a flight of stairs that 

wrapped around to the second floor. He sprinted down an empty corridor, 

passing multicolored doors on both sides, and then up two more flights. He 

reached the roof winded, but his adrenaline pumped blood through his 

veins so rapidly that he burst through the doorway. 

 “Danny!” Sam yelled as he slid across the concrete. Danny lifted his 

head at the sound of his name. Sam barely heard his hoarse reply. 

 “Sam...” Danny raised his bloodied hands and grabbed the vest. “Get 

outta here.” 

 “It’s gonna be okay.” Sam reassured Danny. He took a deep breath to 

slow his racing heartbeat and to stop the fear from shaking his bones. Of all 
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the times in his life, this was the one time he had to hold it together. Both 

of their lives depended on it. Days of searching came down to this...his 

chance at redemption. 

 His sweaty palms reached for Danny’s shoulders as tears welled up in 

his eyes. “I’m sorry Danny.” Seeing his brother slouched over on his knees 

severely beaten was hard to take. “We’re gonna get through this...God is 

here with us.” 

 Harrison’s voice cut through the phone. “Sam, I’ve got Agent Warren 

on the line from Langley. He’s going to help us out here.” 

 “We need to move quickly but carefully.” Agent Warren said calmly. 

“Tell us what you see.” 

 “Uh...there’s a vest strapped to him...and a small black metal box 

attached near his right shoulder.” 

 “Okay, I want you to feel around the vest and see if there’s anything 

inside.” 

 Sam kneeled so that he was eye level with Danny. He put the phone 

down and hit the speaker. He ran both hands over the front and back of 

the vest, stopping midway. Danny started to lean back as if he was going to 

pass out. Sam pulled him back up and held him there. 

 “There’s something stitched inside. It’s like the size of a small brick. 

There’s more than one.” 

 “Sounds like C4.” Agent Warren said matter of fact. “Tell me about 

the black box.” 

 “Clock.” Danny mumbled loud enough for all of them to hear. 

 “Sam, is there a way to take the vest off?” 

 Sam cautiously tugged and searched for a release. “It’s too tight and I 

don’t see a way to loosen the straps.” 

 “They’re probably locked in place. Okay, we need to move quickly.” 

Agent Warren said urgently. “Take the cover off the box very carefully.” 

 Sam wiped his hands against his cargo pants and shook them before 

he reached for the box. They were still shaking as he gingerly slid the plastic 

cover until it popped off. 

 “I see a digital timer and a numbered keypad.” 
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 “How much time on the clock?” 

 “Two minutes twenty-three...twenty-two....twenty-one.” 

 “Are there any screws?” 

 “Two screws...one on each side of the timer.” 

 “You need to remove the screws so we can look behind. Don’t pull it 

all the way out, understand?” 

 “Got it.” 

 Sam’s body shook as he checked his watch and started his own 

countdown. Before they had split up, Stella had given him a pocketknife 

when he gave her the forty-five. He used the edge of the blade to loosen 

the screws and then he pulled the timer panel out just enough to see the 

wires. 

 “I can see them.” 

 “Clock still running?” 

 “Yes.” 

 Two minutes ten seconds. 

 “How many wires?” 

 “Three...green, red, and yellow.” 

 “Standby.” 

 Sam heard his own breathing. Danny was barely conscious. 

 “Harrison...you there?” 

 “We’re all here, Sam. The Ambassador and Angela.” 

 “No matter what happens I’m not leaving him.” 

 “We know Sam. We’re with you.” 

 One minute fifty. 

 “I’m back.” Agent Warren interrupted. “Since we can’t see the device 

we’re gonna have to improvise. Are you ready?” 

 “Tell me what I need to do.” Sam pressed. 

 “One wire is for the C4...the other is the strap lock...and the third 

stops the timer. All we have to do is cut the wire that goes to either the lock 

or the timer. Then we’ll decide from there.” 

 “Which one is it?” 

 “That’s the gamble, Sam. We don’t know for sure.” 
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 Sam rubbed his stubbly head as sweat drenched his body. He looked at 

Danny, then back at the vest. One in three chance. Sam paused and 

steadied his hands. 

 He spoke softly. “Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of 

death, I will fear no evil. You are with me. Your rod and staff comfort me.” 

 “You need to cut one of those wires now.” Agent Warren insisted. 

“Ninety-seconds.” 

 “Okay...here we go.” Sam eyed the colors. “Cutting the yellow wire.” 

 Sam gripped Danny’s shoulder to stop him from moving. He held his 

breath as he slipped the blade underneath the yellow wire and then sliced all 

the way through. He heard a clicking sound, but no explosion. 

 “Sam, are you there?” 

 “Still here...” Sam exhaled. “Straps unlocked. Clocks running.” 

 “That means it’s still armed. Can you get the vest off him now?” 

 Sam grabbed the vest as Danny screamed out in pain. He pulled 

harder and managed to slip it over Danny’s shoulders. He stood to his feet 

with the vest in both hands. It was much heavier than he expected. Danny 

fell backwards sobbing. For the first time Sam saw Danny’s bloodied chest 

and back. 

 Sixty-seconds. 

 “I’ve got the vest off of him...now what?” Sam shouted. 

 “You need to cut another wire, Sam.” 

 Sam didn’t answer. He stared at Danny and made a choice. He pulled 

the vest over his head and it dropped down on his shoulders. He felt the 

blood from the inside of the vest press against his body. He yelled over his 

shoulder as he raced for the doorway. 

 “I’m heading for the water.” 

 He hit the stairs and corridor at full speed. His Merrills screeched 

against the concrete as he turned and jumped down the wrapping staircase 

two steps at a time. He wasn’t going out the way he came in. He dashed out 

the back of the hotel and sprinted past the decaying pool. His eyes bulged 

when he saw the beach in front of him. 

 Thirty-seconds. 
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 He pumped his arms and legs harder as he hit the sand and pulled the 

vest over his head. He splashed into the water about knee high as he lunged 

back with all his strength and flung the explosive into the ocean. 

Immediately it sunk beneath the surface. He turned and drove his legs 

through the water until he was free. Then he dug his feet into the sand and 

ran for it. He barely reached the pool. 

 Three...two...one. 

 The blast sent Sam airborne. 

 He landed face down in the murky green water as debris landed all 

around him. 
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tella was two cars behind the UN six wheeler when she heard the 

explosion and caught a glimpse in her rearview mirror of water erupting 

into the sky. She flipped the safety off and swerved around a Toyota Run 

X. In front of her a muzzle poked through a gap in the brown tarp a split 

second before bullets ricocheted off the hood of the truck. She swerved 

into oncoming traffic, narrowly missing a public bus that blared its horn as 

it whizzed past. Cutting across two lanes she pointed the forty-five out the 

window and fired several rounds. 

 Bullets pinged off other cars as the six wheeler barreled down Capitas 

De Sofala. All she could do was punch her foot to the floorboards and hold 

on as vehicles spun around her. More gunfire erupted. She gripped the 

steering wheel with her free hand and pushed the truck at high speed. 

Bullets rattled off the windshield. She ducked as glass shattered. Both 

vehicles swerved off the main street headed down a dirt road towards the 

beach. 

 Stella fired back as smoke steamed underneath the hood. Her shots 

found their mark. The back tires of the six wheeler blew out, causing the 

driver to slam on his brakes. Bystanders ran for cover as Stella rammed the 

six wheeler with such force that it skidded sideways. Tires screeched as the 

brakes locked before slamming into a row of beachside shanties. 

 Dust and smoke hovered. Burnt rubber and oil filled the air. Stella slid 
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out from the driver seat as Siatembo’s guards stumbled out of the front cab 

unloading their magazines. She was pinned down as bullets rattled across 

the metal. She crawled on her stomach towards the back of the truck and 

then inched herself to the other side. All she needed was a clear shot. She 

fired twice hitting each man squarely in the chest. Both dropped to the 

ground as the locals watched in disbelief. 

 Stella made her way through the crowd to confirm both were dead. 

Then she moved to the rear of the vehicle. No hesitation. No fear. No 

mercy. The tailgate was already lowered. She cautiously poked her head 

inside ready to empty her clip. No one was there. Like a hunter, her 

instincts told her he was still close. She scanned her surroundings as 

residents of the shanty town kept their distance and tried to figure out what 

was happening. With all the screaming and yelling she almost missed 

him...but his limp gave him away. She pushed her way through the crowd 

with weapon raised. Everyone scattered. She stayed focused on her prey. 

She had waited a long time for this chance at revenge. Before she could 

squeeze the trigger Siatembo disappeared down a side alley. He wasn’t 

going to surrender, and the truth was she didn’t want him to. 

 She moved swiftly down the narrow alleyway until she reached a 

tunnel directly beneath the two story shanties on the edge of the sand. In 

the darkness her senses were heightened. She smelled nicotine. Her eyes 

adjusted enough to see shapes and shadows. A man smoked in a doorway. 

A stray dog roamed by her feet. She breathed quietly as the sounds faded 

and the picture grew sharper. She crept slowly and listened closely. When 

she turned towards the doorway again the man was gone. 

 “Jy sal sterf soos jou pa,” Siatembo said in hushed voice. You will die 

like your father. 

 Whooosh! 

 Stella didn’t react quick enough. The first strike knocked her off 

balance. She stumbled and fired aimlessly. She heard Siatembo grunt. Then 

the second strike cracked against her ribs. She fired again. This time the 

muzzle flash gave her a split second target. Siatembo was right on her. She 

aimed and squeezed the trigger.  
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 Click. Click. Click. The clip was empty. 

 Another blow nailed her ribs again. The force sent her to her knees in 

pain. She struggled to catch her breath. Her palms felt a plasma fluid on the 

ground. Siatembo was hit. 

 Stella braced for another blow...nothing. She watched the shadow 

disappear into a shanty. She tossed the forty-five and headed straight for 

the doorway. 

 The shanty had two levels. Stella climbed a crude ladder with one hand 

as she grabbed her ribs with the other. She fought the pain and readied 

herself. On the second level she spun around the room ready for an attack. 

Her steely blues connected with the innocent hazel eyes of a frightened 

young girl standing in the corner. Stella pressed her index finger against her 

lips. The girl pointed to the roof. 

 Siatembo was already four or five shanties ahead by the time Stella 

reached the top. He hobbled awkwardly across the tin. Stella was the 

predator. She jumped from one piece of tin to another, gaining ground 

every second. Siatembo glanced back but kept moving. Stella was too fast. 

She dove through the air and tackled him. Both crashed through a roof as it 

collapsed under their weight. 

 Debris fell as she rolled off of Siatembo. His fists barely missed her 

jaw. Her ribs stabbed at her insides as she kicked and punched in defense. 

Siatembo laughed, his white shirt turning crimson near his stomach, and 

then he lunged again. Stella ducked and kneed him in the groin. He 

dropped to one knee. She swung around, wrapped her legs around his 

throat, and yanked him backwards to the floor.  

 “You cannot kill me...” Siatembo gurgled in Bemba. “God will not...” 

 Stella squeezed her thighs together with every ounce of strength she 

had left. Every ounce of hatred for the one who had taken countless lives. 

Every ounce of revenge for the scars he had left on those she loved. She 

didn’t break her hold until she felt his heart stop and his body go limp. Out 

of breath, she leaned back against a wall and closed her eyes as Siatembo’s 

lifeless body oozed a pool of blood. 
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he same officer escorted Sam past the barricade at the Port entrance. 

Every police officer in Beira had shifted from the Grande Hotel to 

here. His ears still rang from the blast but as far as he could tell there were 

no broken bones. Only aches and pains he hoped would fade away...not all 

of them physical. A lump lodged in his throat as he thought about how 

close he’d come to losing Danny. 

 Stuck in traffic on the ambulance ride to the hospital he apologized to 

his brother a dozen times. Danny reassured him when he was back on his 

feet he was going to kick his butt. When they reached the hospital Sam 

waited for the doctors to examine Danny. He didn’t leave his side except 

for when they removed Danny’s clothes. He had to look away. The injuries 

were still fresh. Hopefully, one day, those scars would heal too. 

 Sam walked towards the Phuket as officers led the Thai captain and his 

crew down the gangplank. They were handcuffed along with dozens of 

other Africans. Sam looked down the line. Siatembo was not one of them. 

A chill shot through him as he thought about Stella. She was gone when he 

returned to the corner where she’d dropped him off. He assumed she had 

come here, but he hadn’t seen her anywhere. 

 The Thai captain still wore the same smug look. Sam leaned in close. 

“I know you understand what I’m saying. I’m going to find what you’re 

hiding and then you’ll spend the rest of your life locked away.” 

 “You look like hell.” 

T 
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 Sam turned around to see Stella standing there. She looked worse than 

he felt. 

 “I dismantled a bomb.” He smiled. “Where’ve you been?” 

 “Keeping a promise to a friend.” 

 Sam didn’t need any further explanation. He could see it in her eyes. 

He promised himself he’d never ask her what happened. He faced her 

unsure of whether to high-five, hug, or shake her hand. She was the baddest 

woman he’d ever met. Seriously. With everything they’d been through in 

such a short time he didn’t know if she had accepted the truth. They were 

family and that was never going to change. He decided to take a chance. 

Another step of faith. He reached out and hugged her tight. Both howled in 

unison. “Ouch!” 

 “Ribs.” Stella grimaced. 

 “Oh...sorry...” Sam chuckled as he let go. “I don’t know how you do 

it.” 

 “We are ready to search the vessel,” the officer interrupted. “Follow 

me, please.” 

 “Let’s finish this.” Sam said to Stella. 

 The police split up to search the engine room, galley, sleeping quarters, 

and the bridge. One team stayed with Sam and Stella at the aft of the 

freighter. One at a time the crates of gold were removed and the Mulfira 

Mining containers were searched thoroughly. For the next several hours the 

crane unloaded every container from the vessel. Each one was searched 

onshore. Many of them were empty. The sweep of the inside of the vessel 

brought the same results. 

 “Maybe all he had left was the gold.” Sam suggested. 

 “He said he was free to reign over his children.” 

 “Good point. Let’s go over every inch again.” 

 The afternoon lingered on at a snails pace. Sam was determined to stay 

all night if necessary. He refused to accept that it could end this way. 

 Stone called to check in and told Sam about the police finding 

Siatembo’s body in a shanty a few miles from the port. By the way the 

officers onboard responded to Stella, it was clear word had already spread. 
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They looked to her as if she were in charge. 

 Sam paced the deck once the freighter was empty. The sounds of the 

crane and shifting metal stopped. Every container had been searched twice. 

Every inch of the vessel cleared...again. Everyone stood quiet wondering 

what to do next. 

 At first it was so faint Sam thought it was his imagination. A familiar 

melody he’d heard since he was a boy. He turned towards Stella and it was 

clear keen ears were in their DNA. 

 “I hear it,” she said, staring down at her feet. 

 Sam got down on his knees and pressed his ear against the metal. It 

was literally music to his ears. A muffled chant of a thousand voices singing. 

 

Wat die Here beloof goed vir my. 

Sy woord my hoop beskerm. 

Hy sal my skild en 'n gedeelte, 

So lank as wat die lewe volhard. 

 
(The Lord has promised good to me. 

His word my hope secures. 

He will my shield and portion be, 

As long as life endures.) 

 

 Sam pointed to the metal sections that covered the hatch coaming. 

 “We need to remove these,” he shouted. 

 The police and port workers were instantly rejuvenated. They moved 

quickly to bring the crane over the aft of the freighter and lift the first piece. 

As the metal separated from the freighter the voices grew stronger. It was 

one of the most beautiful sounds Sam had ever heard. Light shone into the 

dark hull and the voices stopped. On the edge of the opening Sam stood 

teary-eyed next to Stella as they looked down on hundreds of faces staring 

back at them. 

 Bomani was the first to climb a metal beam to the top, still wearing the 

bandage wrapped around his ear. Another followed...and then another...one 

more step to freedom. 
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POINT DUME, CA 

 

am climbed the steps to the backyard. His muscles sore from an early 

morning run on the beach. At the top of the bluff he gripped the edge 

of the glass wall and stretched his hamstrings. He slipped off his cross 

trainers, hosed down his bare feet, and gazed out on the Pacific. Today it 

was overcast, a rarity for So Cal. Honestly, he didn’t mind. It had been six 

months since he stepped back on U.S. soil, which made every day a good 

day in the City of Angels. 

 He headed inside to the living room, which was fully furnished thanks 

to Brooke and Angela. Oversized leather sofas and chairs. A square oak 

coffee table in the middle. Framed photos of the kids from Mongule. 

Finally it felt like home. Sam checked his watch and flipped on the TV. He 

grabbed a Red Bull from the fridge and watched Angela sit across from 

Pastor Bowman. With the release of her book and countless attempts to 

interview him, Bowman had little choice but to publicly defend himself. 

Sam had missed most of the interview on purpose. 

 “You have to understand I had no choice in the matter. I was just 

doing what was best for the ministry.” 

 “They paid back the money.” Angela pushed. 

 “Well...uh...yes.” 

 “All of it.” 
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 “Yes.” 

 “Five million dollars.” 

 “That’s correct...look, I know it wasn’t their fault.” 

 “What have you done with the money?” 

 “Of course, it is being used to further God’s kingdom.” 

 The camera switched to a close up of Bowman who looked agitated. 

 “Pastor Bowman, was any of that money used to lease a new jet...or to 

increase your...let’s just say...substantial salary?” 

 Sam laughed out loud. That’s what he loved about her. She didn’t 

mince words. He glanced over at a framed photo of him with Angela, 

Stuey, Devan, and Jared Anderson at the Grammy’s. Another blur since 

returning home. He flipped the T.V. off. He’d seen enough. His cell rang. 

He looked down at the display and answered. 

 “Sam, we’ve been approved.” Stella announced. Her face filled the 

screen. “We are now officially The Isaiah Foundation thanks to Ambassador 

Stone.” 

 “That’s great news!” 

 Sam could see the children crowded around Stella. He recognized the 

wide smiles of Bomani and Sarah. They always had a way of brightening his 

day. 

 “Danny told me you’ve worked everything out?” 

 “We’ve finally settled everything with the church. I think Angela’s 

taking care of Bowman as we speak. The inheritance has been transferred 

into the accounts. I know it’s taken longer than we expected but it’s all 

done.” 

 “Thank you so much.” Stella replied. Her face beamed. It was as if she 

had let go of the ghost that day in Beira. “When are you coming to visit?” 

 “Soon.” Sam smiled. “Just make sure there’s no bridges I have to cross 

or mountains I have to climb. I’m still feeling the aches and pains.” 

 “Maybe just one,” she joked. “Hold on.” 

 Stella handed the phone off. Another familiar face filled the screen. 

 “Dude, tell Stuey you need a vacation.” Danny said excitedly. “You’re 

missing everything. It’s incredible. Brooke loves it here. Listen, we’re almost 
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done with renovating the first orphanage. Oh, and finally, Rebecca is 

arriving tomorrow.” 

 “Is Stella nervous?” 

 “She won’t say. They’ve talked a few times on the phone but I think 

she’s freaking out. Isn’t that crazy?” 

 “How’re you feeling?” 

 “The last few months I feel like I’m getting back to normal. You 

know, as much as I can be. The nightmares aren’t as bad these days.” 

 “Good. Hey, Mark’s putting the Newport House on the market this 

week. I told him once it sells to deposit the money into the foundation 

accounts. That should keep you busy for a while longer.” 

 “Mom would be proud.” 

 “Yes she would.” 

 “Sam, you’re the best. Love you, man.” 

 “Love you too.” 

 Sam greeted the kids and then hung up. He wanted to be with them, 

but that would have to wait. Stuey had already agreed to a six month break. 

He hoped it was enough time. His flight was leaving at midnight. First Class 

to Hong Kong. Luckily, he wouldn’t be going alone. 
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