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OPEN SOURCE
The coxswain brought the engines of the black inflatable boat to life. "Inflatable" was misleading as the boat had a rigid, fiberglass hull and three 200-hp outboard engines mounted on the back. It was built for speed. And utility. This night required both.
Eight other men, dressed identical to the boat's driver in black military-type uniforms and black tactical gear, boarded the boat in twos. Six of them took positions around the outside of the boat and adjusted their sling-carried automatic rifles and leg-holstered pistols. A seventh passenger stowed extra cargo in the area just behind the bow, covered it with a small blanket, and lay on top of it, holding onto the small line that ran the length of the boat on both sides. They were preparing for the bumpy ride.
The eighth man quickly verified that all were ready, by a thumbs-up signal from each of the others. When he was satisfied, he pulled his knit cap down tight and tapped the coxswain on the shoulder. The man at the bow tossed the mooring line to the pier, gave a signal to the driver, and the boat pulled away. When the bow was pointed down the channel and the engines were sufficiently far away from the dock, the coxswain opened the throttle and the boat shot out of the harbor and into the open water under cover of darkness.
* * *
A sliver of moon provided little help as the MV Baltic Venture made her way through the Kattegat, past the Danish island of Laeso. It was mid-summer and the air was clear. But it was dark. The deck officer on watch scanned the horizon looking for any unexpected obstacle that might pose a danger as the ship steamed towards the North Atlantic Ocean and the second leg of their planned voyage. He enjoyed this time of night, this time of year. It would be better when they cleared these confined waters.
"Confined" was relative. The northern part of the bay between Norway and Denmark was reasonably large, but to a 130-meter container/cargo ship, the more room one could put between the ship and land the better. The Deck Officer lowered his binoculars and checked his radar screen. Everything looked fine. On the digital navigation screen, the triangle graphic representing the ship's position was tracking nicely along the course the ship's navigator had entered three days ago, before they left Kaliningrad.
Kaliningrad was a Russian port in that part of Russia that shouldn't be part of Russia. Located on the southern Baltic Sea and sandwiched between Poland and Lithuania, the area of Kaliningrad Oblast seemed almost out of place. Kaliningrad Oblast was growing faster, economically, than any other part of the Russian Federation thanks to a dampening of corruption and a special relationship with the European Union. That was not to say that corruption did not exist. There were certainly elements of organized crime and petty criminals that still operated in the province, but they were not apparent to most observers and were virtually non-existent to the average citizen. Kaliningrad was also a strategic part of the Russian military complex. A staging area for tactical nuclear weapons, this part of not-Russia was also the home of the Baltic Fleet at Kaliningrad Chkalovsk.
The Baltic Venture used the port of Kaliningrad to have badly needed repair work done to the lower hold. A cargo of cement construction blocks had broken free during heavy seas two years earlier and broke through one bulkhead badly denting several steel frames. The deck officer wondered why the ship owners waited this long to repair the damage, but he understood economics enough to know that until water began pouring in and the ship could no longer make port on time, meaning lost revenue, the Venture would continue to deliver goods. He figured the owners finally had enough money to look after their 1,600-ton investment, and they could afford to keep the ship in harbor for the three weeks they were in Kaliningrad.
He didn't mind. It was nice to have some time off. Especially after he had to supervise the cargo offload so the repairs could be made. There was some kind of problem with the stevedore contract about when the ship needed to be offloaded and when the repairs were to begin. That meant the ship's crew had to work the offload themselves, using only the onboard cranes. What should have been a one-day job took them four. As reward for all their hard work, the captain, who had only just signed on with the ship before she left Finland, gave the crew a break. He personally supervised the reloading after the repairs were complete, including the addition of three shipping containers of Mercedes Benz the manifest said were official vehicles purchased by the Algerian government. The deck officer was won over immediately. It had been a long time since he sailed with a skipper who looked after his crew. Too many captains seemed to only be in it for the money, which was quite good by most standards. They acted more like irritated bus drivers than someone responsible for the lives of their crews and the safety of their vessels.
When the deck officer returned to the ship after a week with a nice Russian university student on holiday, the ship was already loaded, and he was ready to go.
The helmsman yawned loudly and broke the silence that engulfed the bridge. The deck officer looked up from the monitor and smiled. "Need coffee?" he asked the seaman at the ship's wheel.
"I'm okay. It is only two in the morning. Ask me again in three hours and I will say 'yes.'"
The deck officer smirked. There were only four of the twenty crewmembers awake this time of night; two engineers, the helmsman, and himself. Sometimes it was hard to stay focused or even awake when the ship was so quiet. He turned his attention back to the windows at the front of the bridge and could just make out the bow past the cargo of timber and shipping containers that occupied most of the vessel. He shined his red-filtered flashlight at his wristwatch and checked the time. Three more hours and the cooks would start making breakfast. His stomach grumbled audibly at the thought.
* * *
The black boat reduced speed and slipped quietly into the wake of the Baltic Venture; the noise a low steady rumble. The eight passengers settled onto the deck, now that they were no longer holding on for dear life. For thirty minutes they had run full-out, all three outboard engines redlined. The information they were given had been correct. The cargo ship was right where it was supposed to be.
The engines of the Baltic Venture muted the sound of the approaching speedboat, and the darkness of a near moonless night helped mask the quiet approach. They were only 100 yards astern of the large cargo vessel as Viktor Egorov looked forward. His only fear was that some insomniac peckerhead would be aft by the mooring winches smoking a cigarette and notice their approach.
Fifty yards in front of them was the last swirling mass of bubbles caused by the turning of the ship's propeller. The screw agitated microscopic bioluminescent creatures, creating an almost eerie green glow that added to the muted white of the bubbles. Viktor's grandfather once told him that the green glow was the gates of Hell opening up to take a soul to eternal damnation. Stupid old fool.
The speedboat moved across the turbulent water, momentarily making them vulnerable to detection by the contrast of the black boat and black-clad passengers against the white and green. The boat moved up the port side of the Baltic Venture. The cargo ship would provide a lee, blocking the NNE wind and allowing them to come alongside with relative ease.
The coxswain deftly maneuvered the speedboat just forward of the ship's superstructure. The freeboard between the main deck of the ship and the water was quite low because of the full load of cargo, and the opening used for staging the accommodation ladder made it even lower where the speedboat settled in and matched the Baltic Venture's speed. The man at the bow uncovered the gear he had stowed there and tossed a grappling hook just over the edge of the deck. He gave a quick pull to secure the hook onto the ship. A chain ladder hung down from the hook and one after the other, the men exited the speedboat and made their way onboard the ship. In less than ninety seconds the eight men were aboard and the black rubber/fiberglass boat turned wide to port and sped off to the south.
The men in black moved quickly to either side of the superstructure and split into three teams. The first group of three entered the white tower that contained both living quarters and control rooms and went down toward the engineering nerve center. The second group of three men negotiated the stairs and ladders of the port side while the final two went up the starboard side. It took two minutes to reach the bridge.
"Good morning, sir," Viktor said, his gun aimed at the center of the deck officer's head as the five men simultaneously entered the pilothouse. He relished the initial surprise. Only on first contact did he allow himself to play out the Hollywood script. "Please do not make any noise or it will be the last noise you make."
After that, the hijacking was all business.
Casey Shenk finished loading up the dolly and pulled the cargo door down on the back of the company truck. A white GMC Vandura, the box truck was a real piece of shit. A few weeks after he got the job running a vending machine route in Savannah, Georgia, he asked the company owners for a new vehicle. Not only did he have to buy a new battery and replace the wiring for the brake lights within the first two days, the cable to the roll-up cargo door snapped and nearly took his head off as it crashed down at 200 mph. That was in the first four days.
He was duly reimbursed for all the work he did on the truck, which allowed him to continue making deliveries. It also kept the company from having to buy him a new vehicle. Casey was non-confrontational by nature, having learned early on that you must pick and choose your battles. The truck was a battle he decided not to fight, so for five years he kept driving it. He figured it was only a matter of time before the engine gave out and he was stranded on I-95 with melting Zero bars and defrosting Hot Pockets. Surely the company would give in then.
Casey walked through the automatic door of the K-Mart and made his way to the employee break room. It was small, compared to Home Depot or Best Buy, but unlike some break rooms, he could at least maneuver the dolly to the vending machines without any trouble.
"Hey, honey. Got anything new this week?" an overweight woman asked him when he came in the room.
"Afternoon, Mary. I got some new old stuff," he said as he took out his keys and opened the snack machine.
Mary laughed. "You crazy, boy. Tanya, ain't he crazy?" Mary was talking to a younger woman sitting at the table next to her. Tanya nodded her head, but she was more interested in watching Jerry Springer on the television set sitting on a bracket nailed high on the wall. She ate a bag of M&Ms, eyes glued to the screen while Jerry's stage guards tried to keep a woman from mauling her husband who just informed the world that he was the father of both her sister and her niece.
Casey made sure he stayed out of Tanya's view of the television screen. No sense upsetting the quiet one.
Mary wiped her mouth with a napkin after she took a bite of her sandwich. Without waiting until she was done chewing her food, she asked, "Mr. Casey, you seen that new girl workin' the register over by perfume? She single, you know." She smiled mischievously, revealing the contents of her sandwich painted on her tobacco-stained teeth.
"Come on, Mary. You know I just got over my last relationship." Casey finished restocking the chips and pulled out the shelf with the chocolate bars. "Besides, I don't think I'm ready for a commitment."
"Boy, I ain't sayin' you gotta marry the girl, you should just ask her for a date. 'Sides, you dated since ole girl left. Don't tell me you ain't, cause Tanya here seen you with a girl last month."
"That was my sister."
Mary almost choked on her sandwich she hadn't quite finished swallowing. "You got some kinda lovin' family then, cause Tanya says you was tryin' to get a taste what that girl had for breakfast, you was kissin' her so hard! Ain't that right Tanya?"
Tanya didn't answer. Jerry's bouncers didn't do a very good job trying to contain the anger of the 200-pound jilted wife, and the cheating husband was knocked out cold on the stage with a torrent of blood gushing from his freshly cracked skull. Casey pushed the shelf in and shut the machine. Maybe the man on Springer was the lucky one, Casey thought. A chair to the head right now would be better than listening to Mary dissect his love life, or lack thereof.
He locked the snack door and turned to the soda machine next to it. "Mary, why are you always trying to play matchmaker for me?" Casey asked as he started loading Coke bottles.
"I ain't always trying to hook you up, Casey. I just think you could use a good woman."
"You're not always trying to hook me up?" He put down the crate of grape Fanta he had just taken off of the dolly and turned to Mary. "What about that girl Sherrie from the KFC? Or Laura who works over at the fabric store down the street? Or your cousin Detta?"
Mary balled up her brown paper lunch bag and tossed it into the trash can behind her. She brushed her hands together, moving the crumbs from her palms to the front of her loud flower-covered blouse. "And how many of them did you go out with?" she asked, squinting her eyes slightly, her stare boring into Casey's tired gaze.
"None."
"That's right. None." She leaned back in her chair as much as her Twinkie-sculpted figure would allow. "If you did go out with any of them, you might be a settled down family man now. Instead you go chasin' ho's in a bar; anything in a short skirt with blonde hair who give you the time of day!"
"Bullshit, Mary," said Casey. He didn't want to fight with Mary. She was about the only one who paid any attention to him on his vending route, and Casey didn't have many other people he considered friends, or at least friendly. He turned back to the soda machine and closed it up. "I've dated exactly three girls since Jennifer left Savannah. Three. The longest for about two months." He stacked the baskets of unused snacks onto the dolly and turned to leave. "Nobody else feels right. It's like I had my one chance and let her get away. I guess God meant for me to just be a bachelor, filling your vending machines."
"Well, I'm just saying you need to git yoself a good woman and make a family. You're too lonely. Mary can tell. It ain't even one o'clock and you look like a mule done kicked you in the nuts. You need somethin' else beside your chips and soda, and you keep looking in the past for somethin' ain't there no mo' like you do, you gonna get old real quick. And growin' old by yourself with nobody there to laugh wit' when you start havin' to wear diapers again? That ain't no fun." Casey laughed along with Mary.
He looked at Tanya and tossed a pack of M&Ms in her lap.
"Thanks," she said without taking her eyes off of the TV.
"Look, Mary. I appreciate your concern, but really, I'm fine. I'll find somebody someday," Casey reassured Mary. "When I stop comparing every possible girlfriend to Jennifer, then I guess I'll be ready. Besides, I'm not worth worrying over, trust me. Save all those good intentions for your customers," he told her, pointing his thumb over his shoulder toward the door. Casey looked at his watch. "Speaking of which, shouldn't you be getting back to work?"
"Honey, they pay me minimum wage. Mary's only gonna give 'em minimum work," she chuckled. "I'll see you next week Mr. Casey. You take care."
Casey moved out the break room door and turned around to pull the dolly through. "You too, Ms. Mary," he replied with a smile on his face as he walked toward the exit. When the door shut behind him he heard Mary get in her last parting shot.
"Brown sugar in perfume! She ain't working this weekend neither!"
* * *
On the way back to the warehouse, Casey's mind drifted to a happier time in his life. Then in a flash it brought him vividly to the worst day in his life. After Jennifer left Savannah, Casey was lost. He couldn't even concentrate on the good times they had together because his thoughts, more correctly, his emotions, always fast forwarded to the day she left. "I'm a goddamn basket case," Casey said to no one in particular. Even Paul Harvey replays on the radio couldn't put him at ease.
Thank God K-Mart was the last stop of the week.
He pulled the delivery truck through the gate of the A-1 Self-Storage and parked in front of B-15. The "warehouse" was a medium-size storage garage stuck between 200 similar garages in the one-level town of A-1. Every Tuesday, before he left for his first delivery of the day, he filled out an inventory sheet of what was remaining in the warehouse and an order sheet of what he needed to restock. On Thursday, the boxes of food and crates of soda would magically appear in the warehouse while he was on his route.
He also put the store inventories and cash pulls from each machine in individual bags with a number corresponding to which store the money came from. The last bag was empty, where Casey included another form indicating how much change he needed for the week. There was not much he hated more than showing up at a store and finding twenty yellow sticky notes complaining that "the machine stole my money." He would stop by the Customer Service desk, refund the required amount, and let the store managers make sure the employees who were "robbed" were given back their 40 cents.
After he finished the seemingly endless counting and clocked out (a new addition put in by the owners to ensure he was earning his pay), Casey got in his faded green and white two-tone Chevy 1500 pick-up and headed for home. The irony of the similarity between the truck he loved and the truck he hated was not lost on him. At least his pick-up had a cassette player. He reached in the glove box and came up with Jimmy Cliff.
"That'll work," he said and put the tape into the dashboard. One verse into "The Harder They Come," and he had completely forgotten about vending machines, Mary, and Jennifer. For the moment, Casey was content with his life and the rhythmic routine that guided it.
Just before the Wilmington River, Casey turned right and drove through one of the quietest parts of town. There were only a handful of houses on his street that were built after 1940, and most were a couple of decades older than that. That didn't mean they were the Revolutionary War-era buildings that permeated Savannah and gave it the old river-town charm that brought tourists from around the world. The houses were just old. Not antique, old.
A few blocks down, Casey eased the old truck into the dirt parking lot of The Sunset Tavern. It was only four o'clock in the afternoon, but in Thunderbolt, the weekend started early. Casey was a regular at the Sunset. He came in about three nights every week, and on Friday he stopped for a beer to toast the beginning of 61 hours away from the monotonous world of the vending business.
The Sunset Tavern was a dark, low-key watering hole that relied on local business. Tourists occupied most of the other drinking establishments in the Savannah area, especially those that cluttered Bull and River streets and the myriad squares designed into the city's planning by its founder, James Oglethorpe. The out-of-towners who ventured to Thunderbolt were usually just stopping for gas on their way to or from Tybee Island, and the Sunset Tavern was not on the list of places to see.
The name of the tavern was a misnomer as the building faced east not west. Anyone looking to catch a view of the sunset while having a drink on the back patio would be sorely disappointed, because the thick cluster of pine trees surrounding three quarters of the tavern cast shadows over the whole place as early as 5 PM in the summer, even earlier after daylight savings time ended. The view of the river from the front of the tavern was forever obscured five years earlier when a seven-floor apartment complex was built at the water's edge for wealthy snowbirds to have a place to keep their boats. There were only two permanent residents. The rest of the apartments remained sixty percent vacant even during the busiest holiday seasons.
Casey opened the front door, the squeaking hinges announcing his arrival. The air was still fresh despite the distinct smell of once-lacquered wood that mixed with the used Naugahyde scent from the stools and chairs that populated the room. The open windows would be shut at dusk to keep out the legions of hungry mosquitoes that were as much a part of the landscape in Savannah as the giant oaks and Spanish moss. But for now, the incoming breeze made the Sunset Tavern feel more like an old friend's living room than a bar.
"Hi Casey," Maude called out from behind the bar when she saw him walk in. Maude was the owner of the Sunset, along with her husband, Geoff. She was drying some wine glasses she had just washed and was placing them on the shelf behind her. Because Happy Hour didn't start for another thirty minutes, Maude seconded as the lone bartender until the regular staff showed up for the evening festivities.
"Hey, Maude," Casey replied. He walked up to the bar and took a seat on the stool next to Jas Fillmore. "Howdy, Jas," Casey said as he put his hand on the old man's shoulder and, with the other hand, grabbed the beer Maude had placed in front of him. "Anything big happen in the world today?"
Jas was the local fountain of knowledge when it came to television news. He retired a long time ago. No one was really sure when. And ever since his wife passed away, not long after he retired by some accounts, he always came to the Sunset Tavern as soon as the door was unlocked. Whether it was open for business or not, if someone was inside and could pour him a drink, Jas was there, glued to whatever cable news show was on TV. Casey wondered how Jas survived before the advent of the 24-hour news channel.
"Brett Favre retired again. There was a mudslide in India killed 134 people. Some poor bastard in Iowa got his legs chopped off in one of them wheat farmin' tractors. That's about all the big news. Kinda slow today."
Casey laughed and took another pull on his beer bottle, and Jas asked Maude for another Scotch. The Sunset Tavern was always dead this time of day, but that made for the perfect atmosphere for relaxing after the work week was finished. Casey got up and went to the jukebox. He fished a quarter out of his pocket and dialed in 8713 and went back to his stool. As soon as he sat down, the soothing sounds of Ray Charles's "Georgia on My Mind" came dripping from the speakers around the tavern. Casey knew Jas didn't mind the added noise, not only because he liked the song, but because he'd seen the same news stories repeated over and over for the past three hours. Jas only kept focused on the television in case some late breaking news was announced.
Casey closed his eyes and just listened to the song. Ray's words always made Casey homesick, even when he was home. His father, whom he loved and admired more than anyone else, never cared for the song. He felt it was too commercially cheesy, Casey's words, not his dad's, and that too many people, the state government more than anyone, had ruined the song for him through overuse and exploitation, no matter how good it was. Casey smiled at the thought of his father getting so worked up whenever the song rudely made its way, uninvited, onto the radio waves coming into his Oldsmobile.
Casey shifted on the bar stool and finished his beer.
"Want another one, sweetie?" Casey looked at his watch and then examined the empty bottle in front of him.
"No thanks, Maude. I better head home. I'll be back later tonight, though," Casey promised her. He put some money down on the bar and was just getting ready to leave when Jas spoke up.
"Some pirates captured another ship," he announced. Casey looked at the television, and sure enough, the headline in the corner announced that a ship had been hijacked. The picture of the ship showed that it wasn't an American ship, though, which made Casey wonder why it had even made headlines in the States.
"Maude, could you turn it up a little, please?"
Maude picked up the remote control from behind the bar and raised the volume on the set.
"...only just hearing about it today. While hijackings are not uncommon, as we have seen around the coast of Somalia in recent years, vessels being captured in the Baltic Sea around Denmark or Sweden is almost unheard of," the man on the TV pontificated.
"Interesting," Casey mused. He checked his watch again. "I should get a nap in before tonight," he thought.
He turned back towards the door and waved to Maude. "Thank you, ma'am. I'll see you in a few hours. Mr. Jas, you going to the Sand Gnats on Sunday?" he asked the old man who hadn't taken his eyes off of the breaking news report.
"Like always."
"Okay. I'll see you then. Bye now." Casey walked back out into the sunlight and squinted while he got into his truck. He was home in less than two minutes. After checking the mailbox to ensure no bills had arrived while he was gone, he went into the house where the long day in the delivery truck and the cool beer at Maude's caught up with him like a punch in the face. He paused at the entrance to his spare bedroom. An aura of pain and suffering surrounded the Bowflex home gym in the corner of the room which Casey imagined must have been the same menacing feeling which surrounded the iron maiden of the Middle Ages or the electric chair in 1950s America.
"I should work out," he thought. He was saved, however, from an hour of certain agony in the name of health and vanity by the sweet call of slumber coming from the other room. Casey chose pleasure over pain and collapsed on his bed. He was asleep before he could even think about removing his shoes.
The Sunset Tavern was a different place. It never ceased to amaze Casey how a mere five hours could change his oasis of post-vending relaxation into a loud, raucous frat party. Perhaps that's a bit of an exaggeration, but the Friday night crowd was definitely a more diverse sampling of Savannah demographics than the Happy Hour clientele.
The Sunset Tavern's close proximity to Savannah State University ensured there was always a healthy gathering of college coeds. Groups from Armstrong Atlantic and the Savannah College of Art and Design, or SCAD to insiders and locals, helped represent the cross-town college population. But the Sunset was not a "meat market" in the sense that the renowned retro-themed Hip Huggers was. There was not a large contingent of Army Rangers from nearby Fort Stewart or desperate women trying to snag one of the clean-cut boys in green.
What set Friday night at the Sunset Tavern apart from other lively drinking establishments in the area was the fact that, despite the college kids, the locals were always in attendance. From lawyers, of which there seemed to be more and more, to shrimpers, of which there seemed to be less and less, to the average citizen, like Casey, content with a dead-end, yet necessary, 9-to-5 job, the Sunset was a popular gathering place for those with a lasting stake in the Savannah tapestry.
Casey scanned the room when he walked in and found who he was looking for. He made his way to the table where Mike and Chip were trying to con two young ladies into not-so-long lasting relationships they would both regret in the morning. That is, the shapely blondes that Casey guessed were college juniors at best, most probably sophomores with fake IDs, would be the ones with the regrets.
As long as Casey had known Mike Tunney, he had never known him to trouble himself with consequences. Chip Walton, on the other hand, was harmless. He was utterly devoted to Mrs. Walton and their two children, Piper and Tristan. His wife let him go out as Mike's wingman on most Friday nights, just so he could be reminded of where he would be if it weren't for her. Chip took the weekly lesson on board, and although he loved Mike as a brother and had been his best friend since childhood, he knew exactly what he had waiting at home.
Mike's face lit up in mock surprise when he saw Casey. "Dude! Sit down, man!" He reached up and grabbed Casey's hand, motioning him to an empty seat across the table.
"Hey, Mike. Hey, Chip," Casey said as he sat down. He noticed the place was only about three-quarters full and looked over at Chip. "Where is everybody?" he asked while he looked around in search of a waitress.
"Todd Snider's playing a sunset gig over on Tybee," Chip replied. "It's only nine-thirty, so people should be rolling in here in a little while. It'll be packed this time in two weeks when the rest of the college kids start classes."
"Yes, sir. If you sing it, they will come," Mike quipped, motioning to the stage at the rear of the room where two bare-chested guys were performing a drunken rendition of Jimmy Buffett's "Margaritaville" to the delight of a table of young women. Jocks by the look of them, Maude was not the least intimidated as she tried to use reason and strong language to get the boys to put their shirts back on.
Casey laughed and turned back to his friends. "Guess they started a little too early, huh?"
"No. They're just asses," one of the blonde sisters offered.
"Football seniors," chimed in the other one. She eyed Casey for a reaction as she coyly sipped a hurricane through a blue-and-white straw. Casey began to feel a little uncomfortable under the young girl's obviously flirtatious scrutiny. Luckily, Mike noticed his friend's situation and came to the rescue.
"Oh man, I'm sorry. Girls, this is Casey. Casey, these are the girls. Ladies, you're gonna have to help me out here because, honestly, I can't remember y'all's names."
"I'm Trish," said the green-eyed one who still had her gaze fixed on Casey.
The other girl threw a venomous look at Mike, stood up and grabbed her drink. "C'mon, Trish. Let's go sit somewhere else. I'm sure there's some guys here who aren't collecting social security. I bet they'll even remember our names after ten minutes!" Trish did as she was told and followed her friend away from the table.
"Hey, babe, don't be like that! Stay a while. I'm sorry. I'll buy you a drink!" Mike pleaded as the girls disappeared in a crowd of people on the other side of the room.
Mike picked up his beer and took a drink and sighed. "Damn, Chip. We were that close to scoring some blonde cheerleader ass." His smile faded as he took another sip and stared pensively at the center of the table. "Fuck 'em. There's better fish out there."
"That's what she said," Casey commented.
Chip sprayed beer around the table as he burst out laughing mid-drink. "She did! She really said that Mike!" Casey smiled, happy that at least Chip got his play on words by twisting a phrase he often heard from the college crowd.
"She said, 'Fuck 'em. We'll go find someone else.' That was a good one, Casey." Chip started to catch his breath. Mike showed no signs of even hearing Chip or Casey.
"Dude, how many joints did he have already?" Casey asked Chip, as if they were doctors concerned about their comatose patient.
"I don't know. Four maybe? He wasn't bad when we got here, but he had three tall gin and tonics before he started on the beer. I think all that ain't mixin' right in his head," Chip diagnosed.
Casey shrugged his shoulders and looked around the tavern. The lone waitress was busy taking orders from the Buffett Brothers and the table full of their adoring fans. He stood up and pushed his chair in to keep it from getting swiped. "I'm going to the bar to get a drink. Barbara looks like she's got her hands full."
"Yeah, it's just her on the floor tonight. Sam called in sick," Chip explained.
"Y'all need anything?" Casey asked before he headed to the bar.
"I'll take one," Mike said, weakly raising his bottle to offer proof of its lack of contents. He was still staring blankly at nothing, trying to come to grips with the gremlins that seemed to be re-wiring his brain, affecting his cognitive abilities.
"I'm good, thanks," replied Chip. Part of his bargain with his wife meant he would have no more than two drinks the whole night, so he made sure he nursed his beer. The one time Chip came home at twelve-thirty, after having three beers over a six-hour period, his wife let him have it. "How did she know?!" Chip asked himself that night. He never found out how she kept track of his alcohol indiscretions that night, but he never wanted to test her again, and so he continued to follow the rules they agreed upon.
Casey went to the same spot at the bar where Jas sat to watch the news every afternoon. While Steve the Bartender, that was how he wanted people to refer to him, went to the cooler for two Rolling Rocks, Casey glanced up at the television. The volume was muted so it would not take away from the performances of the karaoke heroes on the stage. A third-rate version of a fifth-rate bootleg of "The Dance" added an awful, if not comical soundtrack to the silent news reports.
Casey watched a picture of the same ship Jas told him had been hijacked. He focused on the scrolling text beneath the images to try and decipher the story behind the file footage of what the captions said was the MV Baltic Venture. He read that the ship was on its way from Finland to Algeria with a shipment of lumber.
"Seven-fifty," Steve the Bartender said as he set the bottles in front of Casey and removed the caps.
Casey laid a ten-dollar bill on the bar without looking away from the news. "Warships to find missing ship and rescue hostages, Russian officials say – AP," the next part of the ticker informed. Casey stopped watching as footage of Tiger Woods sinking a bunker shot and giving a fist pump indicated that the world of sports would be covered for the next ten minutes. He pocketed his change sans a one-dollar tip, grabbed the beer bottles, and rejoined his friends.
"Thanks, man," Mike said as Casey put the green bottle in front of him. He had come out of his stoned, catatonic state for the moment and was working on the bowl of peanuts on the table.
"Welcome back," Casey said and sat down. "You need to lay off that shit, man. You're getting too old to be sneakin' roaches from your ash tray every break you get."
"Man, there's lots of dudes still smoke weed when they're like, seventy. And I'm only thirty-two. You should try it sometime. You're not in the Navy anymore, so you don't have to worry about a piss test."
"Whatever, Mike." Casey hated when he got on his soap box and started lecturing his friend about his bad habits. Especially when Casey knew he had his own issues to deal with. Mike was his friend, after all, not his kid. But he thought Mike would be better off without the pot. "Anyway, how'd the crew do this week?"
Mike was glad his friend dropped it, even though he barely listened anymore when Casey started lecturing him, choosing just to tune it out. "Not bad. Wassaw's kickin' ass this year, but I bet we'll find more turtles next week when I'm out there. Jody's lazy. She'll spend all night on one nester and have the whole group gathered around to watch instead of sending some people down the beach to find more. We missed seven nests so far this season, all on her weeks."
"That sucks."
"Yeah, but we still have almost twice as many as Sapelo and St. Simons, combined. You should come out with me this week, Casey."
Casey thought he could use a week on the island, away from vending machines, but responsibility got the better of him. "Can't, man. Thanks for the invite, though."
"Shit. Those fat-asses could get by with one week and no Ding Dongs. Just call in sick."
"I can't, man, I told you. I gotta keep clocking time so I can get a week off at Christmas. My mom's been hounding me because I only live an hour away and I never come to visit them. I'm going to surprise her by showing up at her doorstep with a suitcase on Christmas Eve. After a week, she'll probably want me to go back to Savannah and not come back until next Christmas."
"Okay. Hell, it ain't gonna be any fun anyway," Mike said. "We got a crew of Boy Scouts and four retired teachers coming out. I don't think I can handle it if there aren't any hotties out there to flirt with."
The three men laughed at the thought of Mike stuck on Wassaw Island all week with a bunch of pre-pubescent boys and old ladies. Even Mike saw the humor in it.
"Well, since you're not coming out, would you still be able to drive one of the boats out there and drop us off?" Mike asked.
"Sure, what's the catch?" Whenever Mike asked Casey for a favor, there was almost always a catch.
"Well, for one, I would need you to come get some of the group next Saturday and bring them back. Fred Anders is driving the other boat, but I was wondering if you wouldn't mind checking out the choke setting on the Honda before then. It kept stalling on me last week when I put it in idle. I tried to adjust it myself and now it's running at about four thousand rpm. Constantly. It'll make it out there and back but I don't think it's good for the engine to be running that high all the time. You're better at that engine shit than I am."
"You're right about that," Casey laughed. "I mean the engine shouldn't rev that high at idle." One of the things the Navy taught Casey was how to rebuild, repair, and maintain boat engines. Inboard and outboard. Aside from the many benefits he gained from his time as an Engineman in terms of growing up, learning responsibility and leadership, and all the rest of the standard issue recruiting hooks, Casey walked away with one of the best educations in small boat maintenance in the country. "Sure, I'll take you."
"Thanks, dude. I asked this numb-nuts over here," Mike threw a handful of peanuts at Chip who was enraptured with a comely brunette belting out Melissa Etheridge in a raspy, seductive voice on the karaoke stage, "but he's gotta take the kids to tee-ball camp."
Chip turned back to the others and said, by way of explanation to Casey and excuse to Mike, "Laura's gotta work. She's showing four houses tomorrow. Two at Modena on Skidaway. Do you know what kind of commission she could pull in? Hell yeah, I'm watching the kids." He emptied the last of his beer and picked up the glass of water next to it and took a sip. He didn't even notice the faucet of condensation that poured from the glass to his lap as he drank while shifting his focus back to Melissa Etheridge.
Casey and Mike looked at each other and laughed. They were three completely different people. But the phrase "opposites attract" applies to friends as much as it does to lovers. At least it did in their case.
When Melissa was finished, Casey asked, "Did either of y'all hear about the ship that got hijacked last week?"
"In Savannah?" Chip asked.
"No, in the Baltic Sea."
"That's more like a lake than a sea, isn't it?" Mike added.
"That's the Black Sea, dumb-ass. And you're right. The Black Sea is more of a big lake, if you ask me. No, the Baltic is up between Sweden and Germany, that area."
"Didn't hear a damn thing, Mr. Wizard," Mike said as he drank some more of his beer. "So what happened?"
"Well, it got hijacked. That's no big deal. What's strange though, is that nobody gets hijacked up there. Not since like, the Vikings."
"Was it al Qa'ida?" Chip asked, enthusiastically interested now that the stage was occupied by a homely coed in a sun dress that was two decades out of date singing an old Tammy Wynette tune.
"No," Casey answered. "Those guys aren't subtle enough to pull off a hijacking on the open ocean. The media gives them too much credit. I don't know who did it, but the Russians just sent five Navy ships to go find it."
"Find it?"
"Yeah. Nobody knows where it is."
"That's kinda strange, isn't it? You would think the people that took the boat would be asking for a ransom. With all the technology stuff the government has, they could just triangulate the position of where the call came from and figure out where it is, right?"
Casey chuckled at Chip's simplistic view of the way the world operated. Not that Casey was a suave man of the world, but Chip had never lived out of Savannah. In fact, the farthest he had ever been from the city was when his parents took him and his sister to Six Flags in Atlanta one weekend. Most of what he knew of the world beyond the Georgia border came from movies he occasionally rented from Blockbuster.
"I don't know, man. I just caught a little bit about it on the news over there," he said, motioning to the TV by the bar. "I was just seeing if y'all knew anything else about it."
Casey's inquiry was cut short by the loud, off key singing of a dozen people about their age in flower-print shirts and sandals, some with leis, some with straw hats, some with both, who barged in the door belting out the chorus to Todd Snyder's "My Generation (Part 2)." The young lady on stage was visibly upset with the interruption of her spotlight performance and was pleading with Rosie, the bar's KJ, to restart the song.
"Now we're talking!" said Mike. "Time to find me a drunk beach girl who wants to take me to her car tonight."
Casey laughed at his friend, but was still thinking about the Baltic Venture. "Well, good luck, sir," he said as he got up to leave. "I'm gonna pack it in."
"What are you leaving for, dude? The party's just starting," Mike protested.
"I'm not in the mood tonight, man. Plus I think I'm gonna go home and do some looking into that hijacked ship. Maybe it'll make a good post."
"Yeah, you haven't posted anything in a couple of weeks, man," Chip noted.
"You and that blog, dude. You're wasting your life with that computer, I'm telling you," Mike said, smiling because he finally got a chance to rib Casey for the same thing he was scolded for earlier. Mike had his marijuana, Casey had his blog. He didn't see any difference.
"Alright, Mike. You got me. Well you kids don't stay out too late, now. Gotta get up early tomorrow. Chip, tell Laura and the kids I said hi, and Mike, I'll see you at the Landings at seven-thirty?"
"I'll be there. And thanks for helping out, Casey."
"No problem. Later, guys." Casey wormed his way through the now-crowded tavern to the door and began the five minute hike to his house.
Once Casey left the parking lot of the Sunset Tavern, he couldn't keep his mind off of the Baltic Venture story. He wasn't sure why it intrigued him so much, but he thought there were too many questions that weren't answered, or even asked, by the news reporters. Casey figured the fact that "pirates" were mentioned in the story drew him to the incident in the first place. They weren't talking about Blackbeard or even Jack Sparrow, but they weren't talking about Somalia either. This was a case of The Pirates of the North Sea. Casey looked at it that way; like it was a mystery. A mystery that was current and real, and he enjoyed a good puzzle to solve. He smiled at the thought that sometimes truth really is stranger than fiction.
"You just can't make this shit up," he said to himself as he climbed the four steps to his front porch and found the keyhole to open the door to the house. He turned on the lamp by the doorway and made his rounds, turning on the three lamps in the living room and the two in his bedroom. The only overhead lights he used in the house were in the kitchen and the bathroom. Casey thought they made the other rooms too bright and preferred the homey feeling that lamps gave out.
Casey opened the refrigerator and removed a Diet Coke from a shelf on the door. He closed the fridge and retrieved a half-eaten box of Triscuits from the counter by the sink, mentally scolding himself for leaving the box open and hoping they weren't stale. He sat in the folding lawn chair in front of his laptop computer and moved the mouse to wake it from its hibernation. He checked his e-mail and studiously deleted the thirty or so unwanted solicitations. That left him with only two. One was from his mom, telling him all about the trouble she was having with the neighborhood landscaping committee who was pressuring her to remove the skeleton and styrofoam gravestones from her front yard. She argued that there were no real holidays between the 4th of July and Halloween, so why should they care if she was getting a head start by putting out decorations in August? Casey laughed and opened the next message. This one was from The Lover's Guide, providing him with a weekly tip on how to satisfy his partner for a more meaningful and lasting relationship. Casey moved the e-mail to a designated folder on the computer desktop. He figured he would be able to put that advice to use just as soon as he found a partner to have a more meaningful and lasting relationship with. Someday, God willing. Tonight he was interested in something else.
Casey closed his e-mail and opened up the Google main page. He entered in the words "MV Baltic Venture" to see what came up. As expected, the top entries were reports from CNN, the Associated Press, FOX News; all the regulars. He read each of the articles to see what information was the same, which was most of it, and what editorial twist, if any, the various news outlets took on the story. The standard facts were identical: cargo ship, Maltese flag, Finnish owned, heading for Algeria with a load of timber from Finland, 20 crewmembers who were mostly Russian citizens. Nothing breaking here that he hadn't gotten from the TV at the Sunset. He skimmed over the headlines of the next five pages of search results. Nothing else caught his eye. Casey let out an exasperated breath as he looked at the top of the computer screen and saw there were over 253,000 results for his search. He moved his cursor over the link to page 20 and skipped ahead. He noticed an overabundance of links to Baltic vacation packages and was beginning to feel frustrated. Maybe it was too early in the story development to expect anything more. After all, the media just found out about the reported hijacking today.
Casey stopped when he realized he had reached the bottom of the Triscuits box, the contents of which were only slightly stale, and licked his fingers clean. He stood up and drained the rest of his soda, wondering how drinking a Coke at almost midnight was even remotely going to help him get a good night's sleep. He threw away the can and empty box in the kitchen and went to the bathroom. When he returned he sat down and modified his search criteria.
"ITAR-TASS Russia Baltic Venture." Casey hoped maybe he would get some better information from one of the countries with a direct stake in the hijacked vessel. This meant he needed to bypass the American news channels and go right for the source. While the computer searched for results, Casey quickly went to the kitchen and got another Diet Coke. He knew he shouldn't drink as many Cokes as he did, but he justified his addiction to himself by saying it wasn't as bad as smoking. He had kicked that habit shortly after he was discharged from the Navy. That was a tough battle. He knew giving up Diet Cokes would be infinitely harder.
"Bingo." Casey found what he had been looking for. Well more of what he was looking for, anyway. Luckily the Russians, and most foreign websites for that matter, provided an English translation of the entire site, which he accessed with one click of the British flag near the top of the browser window. He knew that with some sites, particularly the official government ones, you took a risk in being presented a different set of reports than those posted in the mother-tongue version. Casey didn't blame anyone. He figured some countries wanted to control what the rest of the world, at least those that didn't speak the native language, could read about their internal affairs. Those that needed to know would find out anyway, but why let Joe Shit the Ragman have more ammunition to use in his protests over their government.
The Russian media published the same basic information as the American reports about the MV Baltic Venture, but they included the fact that the ship was carrying various containers onboard, as well as the wood from Finland. None of the reports specified what was in the containers, but then again, there was nothing out of the ordinary about that either. Casey came across an interesting fact in one of the smaller, independent Russian papers, a product of the death of Soviet Communism. Apparently the Baltic Venture stopped in some place called Kaliningrad between leaving Finland and being hijacked off of Denmark. Casey opened another tab on his internet browser and did a search for Kaliningrad to get the geography and basic demographics in his head. He went back to the other articles.
The only time he found Kaliningrad mentioned was in the one report from Novaya Gazeta. And even then there were only two sentences that stated the ship stopped there for scheduled repairs, and that the ship was there for three weeks before continuing on its voyage to Algiers. After that extra information, Casey's mind kicked into gear. He began asking himself the obvious questions that perplexed him. Some were asked by the media reports, particularly the American "experts" on the nightly news talk shows, but others were either overlooked or ignored.
First off, why was the ship hijacked to begin with? Second, who hijacked it? Also, most vessels were pirated for money, the Achille Lauro notwithstanding. The pirates want money either for the return of the cargo, the crew, or even the ship itself; usually for all three, although in this case the ship was over twenty years old and not likely going to fetch a large sum. So where was the ransom demand? According to the news reports, the ship had been missing, or last contact made, for almost a week. That's plenty of time for a ransom demand to be made. Even if the hijackers wanted to get to a safe place to wait, meaning away from the easy reach of the coast guards or other law enforcement agencies in the Baltic Sea, what could be safer than underway in the North Atlantic? Besides, with demands come negotiations, and those would take days to start. What if the hijackers anticipated a military response? It would still take time to mobilize that response. Again, time wasted for negotiations to avert such an option.
Casey sat back from the computer and reclined as much as he could in the metal and plastic-weave chair. He understood the motivation for people off of the Horn of Africa to pirate vessels. Those guys had the business end of ransom negotiations down to an art by now. But why the Baltic Venture? Casey stared at a file photo of the vessel that was open on his computer screen. How did all the pieces of this puzzle fit together?
Casey sat up, opened the report of the Russian warship deployment and re-sized the window to place it next to the ship's photo. His eyes went back and forth between the two, and his mind groped for the meaning of it all. A small spark of inspiration was attempting to fire his imagination. For two full minutes Casey sat in silence, his attention focused unwaveringly on the computer screen. "What if...?" kept repeating over and over again in his brain.
Ignition.
Casey minimized the windows on the computer and opened another web browser. He entered the address to access his personal blog space and logged in. "Stranger than fiction," he thought as he began typing.
Four thousand miles to the east, the darkness faded quickly as a new day began. With each passing minute the sun's rays heated the equatorial waters of the Mauritanian coastline and generated an oppressive blanket of steam that covered everything. The only relief was the relative breeze created solely by the forward motion of the fishing boat. Sofiane Belmokhtari, an Algerian and ethnic Moor, stood at the bow of the vessel looking aft toward the pilot house. He was not a fisherman, and he was thankful of that fact the more he observed the condition of the boat he was on. The boat was an even blend of white and rust. Sofiane was keenly aware of the smell of hake that permeated the entire boat. The fishing nets, lines and floats reeked of fish. It was evident that this boat was used often and recently, though today the lines remained coiled, the nets neatly piled on the fantail. They were not fishing today.
Sofiane turned around and saw the anchored ship just ahead looming larger and larger as the fishing boat approached. The ship was much bigger, but equally rusted. He did not recognize the symbol painted on the stack and noticed there was no flag to identify the ship's nationality. Only the name on the back of the vessel informed the Moor they were in the right place. He moved toward the rear of the fishing boat, but made sure to stay out of the way of the men who really were a part of the crew.
Bodies moved quickly about the deck as the fishing boat came alongside the Baltic Venture's port side where an orange pilot's ladder had been rigged. One of the fishermen threw a line to a man in black trousers and white t-shirt who was waiting for the fishing boat's arrival. Two of the fishing boat's crew ascended the ladder and went onboard the ship. Sofiane followed behind them with a black, rugged plastic briefcase. The two fishermen were shouting over the ship's railing back to their crewmates who were busy moving crates of vegetables and fish packed in ice on deck to hoist up to the larger vessel.
Sofiane saw another man dressed identical to the one who had helped tie the fishing boat alongside the ship. Both men were Caucasian and carried automatic weapons. Sofiane tried not to let his nervousness show, even as sweat began to soak the soiled turban that covered his head. He slowly approached the first man, the one with dark hair, and held up the briefcase for his inspection. The man swung the rifle around from his side and held it as if he were ready to use it. He motioned with the weapon for Sofiane to put the case on the deck. He gave instructions to Sofiane in a strange language. The thin Moor responded in French that he did not know what the man was asking him to do. The man with the rifle repeated the unintelligible instructions louder, but Sofiane still did not understand. He took a chance and bent down to open the briefcase.
The men with the black pants moved back. Sofiane revealed four bottles of pepper vodka and looked up at the men. He smiled as both of the Europeans, Sofiane guessed they were from Europe, began laughing. The dark haired man moved his rifle back to his side and retrieved the bottles. He showed them approvingly to his friend who spoke into a hand-held radio, presumably informing someone on the other end of the gifts the Moor had brought.
Sofiane smiled and closed the now-empty case. He stood up and asked the dark-haired one if he could go fill the case with ice to replenish the fishing boat for the ice used to pack the fish the others were still trying to get onboard the ship. The men in black pants were joined by two others and were already passing around an open bottle. They paid no attention to Sofiane. When he repeated his request, he was met with a quick bark and a wave of a hand telling him to go away. Sofiane obliged and took that as permission, as well. He moved to the other side of the ship and went through an open hatch on the starboard side of the superstructure.
He moved quickly aft and down the first ladder to the ship's dining area. He had been told before he left, exactly where to go and what to look for. He moved into the empty galley and looked around. Sink, dishes, knives, cabinets, there...freezers. Sofiane stumbled as he darted across the sterile compartment to the two large metal doors in the back of the room. He looked at the labels on the top and opened the one identified only as "No. 2." He shuddered as a blast of cold air came into contact with his loose cotton pants and tunic soaked with sweat born out of heat and fear.
Sofiane Belmokhtari went to the back of the freezer and moved a large side of beef on the bottom shelf of the large metal storage rack. Under the shelf was a black briefcase identical to the one he carried. He dropped to the deck and lay on his stomach. He reached as far back as he could and grabbed the briefcase handle with his fingertips. He replaced the case with the one he had brought onboard and stood up to leave. Despite the cold, Sofiane was still sweating. He wanted to get off the ship as soon as possible. He stepped out of the freezer and shut the door. When he turned around, he stopped. He was startled this time not by the cold, but by the presence of one of the men in black clothes, standing in the doorway between the galley and the dining area. Exactly where Sofiane needed to go through. This one was wearing a black military jacket and a knit cap despite the heat outside.
"What are you doing down here?" Viktor Egorov asked in French. He was not carrying a rifle like the other men, but instead, had his hand on a pistol resting high on his right thigh in an open holster.
"You speak French," Sofiane said, stating the obvious purely out of his need to buy time to come up with an answer.
"Again. What are you doing down here?"
"Eh, I was was looking for the toilet," Sofiane offered.
"What's in the case?" Viktor asked, ignoring Sofiane's obvious lie.
"It is empty. I brought you vodka. The men up there have it," Sofiane explained, motioning to the ceiling.
Just then another man came down. Sofiane and Viktor both turned to look. The man stopped, wondering what he had just walked into. Viktor looked down at the bottle the man was holding and asked him to let him see it, in the language Sofiane did not understand. Viktor looked at the label, took a drink and asked the newcomer another question. The man in the t-shirt looked at Sofiane and nodded while he answered Viktor.
Viktor Egorov turned to Sofiane and eyed him up and down, disapprovingly. "Get out of here," he told Sofiane. The Algerian did not argue and quickly exited the room for the open air of the top deck.
When he reached the outside, he leaned on the bulkhead to the left of the hatch he exited through to catch his breath. When his heart rate slowed to a less life-threatening pace, he walked around the superstructure toward the orange ladder and the fishing boat. The fishermen were setting down the final crate. One of them saw Sofiane coming around the corner and spoke to him in Arabic.
"Let's go Alger. We're done here."
Sofiane moved straight past him and down the ladder. The men in black trousers continued to work on one of the bottles of vodka and paid no attention to the departing men. The last fisherman untied the boat and made his way down the ladder. When all were onboard, the fishing boat pulled away from the Baltic Venture and headed back to the east, and land.
The Algerian went into the wheelhouse and squatted in a corner with the black briefcase and closed his eyes. The boat's captain was at the helm and looked back at Sofiane. "Did you get what you came for?"
Sofiane looked up at the captain without moving his head. He stared at him for fifteen seconds and, without replying, closed his eyes once more.
The captain turned back to the task of steering his boat back to shore. What did he care if this man didn't want to talk. He was getting paid to drive him and some food out to this ship. Enough money, in fact, that he did not have to go out fishing for the rest of the month if he didn't want to. It was just as well. The Spanish boats showed up two weeks before and the catch had been thin since then.
* * *
The next morning, Sofiane Belmokhtari gathered his things after sunrise prayer. He shook the dirt from the bottom of his prayer rug and rolled it up, putting it into his bag. He moved over to the tin-roofed shack by the gate to the docks. He had slept the night behind the ragged building, preferring the hard earth to the motion of the fishing boat, even though the captain had offered to let him stay onboard until morning. He looked at his watch and noted the time. Ten minutes.
While he waited, he pulled a folded photograph from the breast pocket of his tunic. He opened it up and stared at the two young, smiling faces on either side of the crease. A boy of six years holding a ball in one hand, with the other arm around the shoulders of a three year-old girl. They both had cat-like, black eyes that resembled their mother's. Sofiane smiled. The picture was taken ten years ago. When life was simple. When he had hope. And love.
A sporadic buzzing came from up the road. He shielded his eyes, squinting toward the sun, low in the eastern sky. The rising dust meant it was almost time. He glanced at his watch again. Early. Good. The sooner he started, the better.
Sofiane took one more look at the photograph in his hand. His smile was gone. Replaced by a single tear that broke from his eye and ran down his cheek before disappearing in the sandy dirt at his feet. He folded the picture in half and tucked it away again in his breast pocket. He stood and waited for the vehicle to reach the docks. Finally.
He had only one more thing to do.
Monday morning. Another week. Susan Williams chewed on the cap of her pen as she waited for the video to load. She thought about what her old high school friend she ran into at the Sheraton hotel bar last Friday night had said. "You mean you just get to surf the internet all day? That has to be the best job ever!" Still loading. Yeah, great job. She dropped the pen on her keyboard and buried her head in her hands. She couldn't believe she slept with him.
The computer beeped, signaling the download was complete. Susan put on her headphones, looked up at the monitor, and focused. A graying Lebanese man was at a public gathering in Beirut. He began speaking in a low, solemn tone, extolling the greatness of Allah and his prophets. "Just like the beginning of all of these sermons," Susan thought. Wait for it...there.
After one minute and thirty-eight seconds by Susan's clock, the holy man shifted into a frantic tirade that make her wince and reach for the volume control. Susan noted the time on her yellow legal pad and began taking notes. For 12 minutes and 17 seconds she listened intently to Sheikh Ali bin Talib bin Rahman preach the glory of Islam, while at the same time blaming Hizbollah and Hamas for the ongoing plight of the Palestinian people. If those misguided, militant organizations would focus their collective manpower and resources to working with Israel instead of trying to destroy it, he argued, the world would fall in line on the side of the Palestinians. The West would force the Israelis to stop settlements in the West Bank and put an end to the naval blockade off Gaza.
The crowd cheered, and the Sheikh, who did not so much as grin during the entire production, gave a wave of superiority to his adoring fans. Susan looked over her notes, satisfied that her Arabic skills had progressed far enough that she did not have to watch the clip again. Though she was hired because of her ability to speak and read the Persian language, and because she held a master's degree in Iranian Studies from UCLA, her job, indeed the nature of geopolitics in the Middle East, necessitated that she be fluent in both Farsi and Arabic.
Susan worked for the Intelligence Watch Group as an Iran Specialist in the Middle East/Southwest Asia cell. IWG was a private analysis and forecasting corporation whose clients included government organizations, Fortune 500 companies, small businesses, academic institutions, and individual subscribers. They provided reports based on translations of international media and internet material, coupled with information provided from their own paid sources around the globe, to support foreign policy decision-makers and CEO's in making the most informed decisions possible. The analysts at IWG, who were the heart of the company, connected the dots of current events, past histories, and government personalities to provide both long- and short-term predictions of what they believed would be developing in the worlds of politics, economics, social and military affairs.
The Intelligence Watch Group was only ten years old, but it had already earned a reputation as a producer of valuable, accurate, actionable intelligence estimates that equaled, and in some cases surpassed, the quality and timeliness of those produced by the Central Intelligence Agency. It wasn't the only private intelligence company in the country, but it was one of the most successful. That success was owed in large part to the work of Susan Williams and her fellow analysts. Their job was to systematically muddle through the material both readily available and that frequently overlooked, make informed conclusions, and get results.
Susan finished typing up her notes about the Sheikh's speech and pushed her chair back to get up and stretch. She thought a cup of coffee might do her good, too. Although her work was more interesting than any she could think of in corporate America, she still worked in a cubicle like the rest of the drones that made up the bulk of the white collar work force in the country. Occasionally IWG employees could be heard comparing their lives to the characters from the movie "Office Space." Some even talked about re-enacting a scene from the movie and forcibly removing their cubicle walls to create a more open work environment. Susan had no such fantasies. She enjoyed the isolation. She liked conversation and friendship as much as the next person, but when it came to anticipating the next move of the government of Iran by sifting through countless open sources, discarding those that were unreliable or merely political rhetoric and focusing on the tidbits of information that had possible credence or consequence, Susan wanted total concentration. Besides, she thought most of her co-workers were idiots.
It wasn't that Susan thought she was better than them. On the contrary, she was prone to second-guess every conclusion she came to, on the assumption that she was probably wrong and it was better that she determine that early rather than hear it from her boss, or worse still, directly from a client. It was just that many of the people she worked with didn't seem to understand that working for IWG was not a right they inherited as a result of their hard work in graduate school. It was a privilege. In the current economy, just having a job was a blessing. Some of her fellow analysts acted as if they would rather be working at McDonald's, except the work tempo would have been too hectic. Laziness in others, particularly others she often depended on to do her own job, just left a bad taste in her mouth.
Despite her success in academics and beyond, Susan had suffered from low self-esteem for most of her life. She recognized her affliction and tried hard to overcome it, but she was cautious not to take risks if the stakes were too high. Because of that, she remained a virtual non-entity as far as the upper echelons of the Intelligence Watch Group were concerned. Her output was above average, but because she was unwilling to put herself out in the open for fear of being reprimanded should she come to the wrong conclusions, her work was quietly absorbed into the products that were generated by the group as a whole, whether in the name of IWG or her particular analysis cell. That was just fine with Susan. It was in her personal life, however, that her low opinion of herself and the incumbent fear of rejection got her into trouble.
Susan returned to her desk after refilling her coffee mug in the break room. She came back to a white post-it note stuck to the screen of her computer monitor and a blinking light on her phone indicating she had a voice mail. The note was from her immediate supervisor, Jim Shelton. He wanted her to stop by his office as soon as possible. Susan wondered what the crisis of the moment was now. She always thought Jim took his job as supervisor way too seriously. Susan thought he was a decent guy, it just seemed to her that he believed every scrap of intelligence, every project of the day, was all that stood between nuclear holocaust and peace in our time. Sometimes she had to work late to meet an impossible deadline for something that turned out to be nothing more than interesting background fluff. But Jim still took it seriously, even though she was the one who did the analytical work and listened to screaming sheikhs and read entries in Mahmoud Ahmadinjad's blog until her eyes bled. All Jim did was turn in the reports to the next higher-up in the company chain-of-command. "Well, that's better than me handing it in," she thought. "That way Jim gets the heat from the Big Man when I get it wrong, not me."
She picked up the phone's handset and pushed the button to retrieve her message. Some people preferred to listen to their messages on speaker, but Susan didn't like to let a casual passer-by in on her phone conversation, so she listened through the handset.
"Hey Susan, it's me. I had an incredible time Friday. I fly back to Houston tonight, but I've got to come to New York for a conference in two months. Maybe we could get together again. I'd like that. Ciao."
"Yeah, like that will ever happen," Susan said as she angrily put the receiver back in the cradle. "Wait...did I give him my phone number?" she asked herself. "I gotta lay off the liquor."
She stared up at the fluorescent light in the ceiling above her head and rubbed her temples. "I can't believe I slept with him, uggghh."
"Slept with who?" Susan looked at the opening in her cubicle. It was Phil Davis. Phil worked primarily in the Asia cell as an economics analyst.
"What? Who? I mean, nothing, uh, no one." So much for not letting casual passers-by in on her conversation.
"I thought you just said you shouldn't have..."
"Never mind. And it's 'whom,' not 'who,'" Susan quipped in a desperate attempt to block Phil's inquisition.
"Excuse me?"
"'You slept with whom.' Not 'who.' It's the object, so you use 'whom' instead."
"Man, and people call me a nerd." Phil leaned on the doorless doorway of Susan's cubicle and took a sip of coffee from the mug he carried. He was never seen without it. "Did you know the CIA has a gift shop?!" he would ask when someone inquired about his black mug with a gold rendition of the official crest of the Central Intelligence Agency. Apparently Phil had a friend from college who worked there in some capacity, though Phil never said what exactly his friend did, if he in fact knew that information.
"Hey, you know your boss is looking for you, right?" Phil asked Susan.
"Yeah, I better go see what he wants." Phil took another sip of coffee and moved out of Susan's way as she left her cube. She took three steps and called back, "Hey Phil, want to grab a drink after work?" She glanced over her shoulder but kept walking.
"Sure," Phil replied. "Sheraton?"
"No, let's try somewhere else. I don't like the Sheraton anymore."
"Okay. Let me know."
Susan waved her hand in acknowledgment and continued down the "hallway" between the cubicles toward Jim Shelton's office. As a Regional Cell Leader, Jim actually had a bona fide office. It wasn't very large, but it did have a door. And windows. Two, in fact.
Susan knocked lightly on the open door and Jim motioned her in.
"Yes, sir. No problem, sir, we're monitoring it. Okay, bye." Jim hung up the phone and looked up at Susan. "Have a seat." He took a moment before saying anything, appraising his Iran specialist. He always liked Susan. She was a good analyst; a solid researcher. And, more importantly to Jim, she was there to work. He had seen too many people come to IWG with the attitude that they would use their employment with the company as merely a stepping stone to bigger and better things. Jim knew from first-hand experience that "bigger," namely the CIA, NSA, or FBI, or even Homeland Security nowadays, didn't mean "better" by any stretch of the imagination.
Jim had worked for the National Security Agency for sixteen years before he left to join the upstart Intelligence Watch Group. NSA, to Jim, was a meat grinder where too much bureaucracy got in the way of important information getting into the hands of the people who needed it the most. At the National Security Agency, that meant key members of Congress, military leaders, and the President himself. Jim saw the work IWG tried to do as a way to provide meaningful support for the country's defense; something which NSA had long forgotten was in their mandate.
"You look like shit," Jim said, breaking the silence in the room.
Susan shifted in the chair and brushed her hands quickly through her brown, shoulder-length hair, trying to tame any frazzles that may have tipped Jim off.
"I mean, you look like you haven't slept in a few days. Rough weekend?"
Susan thought about how to answer that question, fearing that the wrong answer might blacklist her for the next series of downsizing layoffs. "Well, I, um..." was all she got out.
"Forget it. Look, I have a new project I want you to work on. This one is cross-regional, so you may need to work with some of the other cells to run this to ground."
"Sure," Susan said. It wasn't like she was prepping a briefing package on possible Iranian negotiating tactics regarding their nuclear program, or that she had spent the last two weeks developing a personality profile on Sheikh Rahman as a possible lever for the U.S. to use to keep Hamas in check while they worked to broker a final solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. She wasn't busy at all. "Is that what the boss was calling about?"
"What? Oh, no he's going to Pakistan next week to try and work out final arrangements with a new contact we've established inside the ISI. He was looking at reports that Taliban resistance in the Northwest has virtually stopped over the past few days, and he wanted to find out why. But that isn't what I called you in here for. This one is more of a puzzle that needs solving, and I need your unconventional thinking. We want to nail this one before Langley does, but more importantly, before the P5+1 talks with Iran begin in Ankara. Whatever else you were working on, table it. This is priority one."
Susan read two things from that last bit. One, everything she just did for the whole month preceding was apparently not that big a deal, and two, Jim had no idea what his own people were working on, except on the day he assigned a project and the day the final product arrived on his desk. She tried not to let her frustration show.
"I'm working on a tactics piece for those very talks. It's almost finished, but I'm going to need a few more days," Susan pointed out, looking for guidance and trying to salvage the work she had already done.
"Give it to George. Let him have your notes and what you've done so far. If you've done all the leg work and made your conclusions, he should be able to type it up. Right now I need you on this."
"Fair enough. What is it?" Susan was at least relieved that something was going to come out of her work on Iran negotiating options. She thought it was too important to just bin it. George was the other Iran specialist in the building. He was a hard worker, and because Susan was four years his senior at IWG, he pretty much did what she told him. She was confident he would produce a good report, but she made a mental note to have him give her the final product to review before he submitted it, anyway.
"Pete Grozny's people have been following a Maltese-flagged cargo ship that was apparently hijacked around Denmark just over a week ago." Pyotr Grozny, "Pete," was a long-time Soviet defector who was the head of the Russia cell. There was an entire group dedicated to Russia because of the importance the country still played in the world arena. Besides, most of the executives at IWG refused to believe the Cold War was over.
"Normally an incident like this wouldn't even make the radar screen as anything more than a mere curiosity. But given the circumstances surrounding the ship, Pete decided to watch it a little more closely." Jim swiveled his chair and retrieved a picture from the far corner of his desk. He handed it to Susan.
"This is the MV Baltic Venture. Her particulars are on the back." Susan flipped the picture over and verified that there was indeed information written on the back of the photo. "She was scheduled to deliver a shipment of cut timber from Finland to Algeria, with an arrival date of August 4th, four days ago. The press got wind of it on the 5th, and it's been all over the networks in Europe and Russia. With the way things are going off of Africa and the problems we're having with Somali pirates, people are afraid the same thing has spread to the Baltic. At least the media wants everyone to be afraid, in order to expand their viewership and sell some more newspapers.
"On July 31st, a member of the crew contacted the Finnish owners and reported that the ship had been hijacked. That was the last communication anyone had with the vessel. The owners reported the phone call to the International Maritime Bureau who noted it, but did not list it in their weekly piracy update. I wouldn't have either, since as far as anyone knew, the Baltic Venture was steaming along her intended course to Algeria and someone in the crew might have just been making a crank call, if it even came from the ship."
Susan looked at the picture again and read the print on the back. She still didn't know what the possible hijacking of a merchant ship in the Baltic had to do with her. She knew Jim was getting to that, but she just wished he'd get there quicker. She really did have a rough weekend as her boss quickly deduced from her apparently disheveled appearance. Now she was getting a headache that was creeping up the back of her skull and threatening to attack her eye sockets at any moment.
Jim continued. "When the ship didn't show up on the 4th, the IMB decided maybe the owners were right to be worried. They contacted the NATO Shipping Center in Northwood, England, and asked if they could assist in locating the overdue ship. They also put out a statement about the lost vessel that was picked up by the AP wire and shotgunned out to various news outlets throughout Europe. This is where Pete got involved.
"After a reporter in Germany did some digging, he discovered that after the Baltic Venture left Finland with the load of timber, she stopped in Kaliningrad for some repairs. The ship was in port for three weeks before she set sail on July 26th. This was a scheduled stop, so there was nothing unusual suspected by the owners. However, Kaliningrad is crawling with Russian military. There are several bases in the province and what made Pete curious was the fact there has also been penetration by Russian organized crime into the region over the past year, not to the level immediately following the Cold War, but it's there nonetheless. His fears of mob influence on greedy military commanders, stationed far from the watchful eyes of Moscow, were, if not confirmed, at least reinforced, when one of IWG's sources in Kaliningrad claimed that Russian S-300 missiles were loaded onto the ship during its stay there. The source claims he didn't notify us about the shipment sooner, because he just came across the information two days ago when he was at a party with some loose-tongued friends whose tongues were loosened even more by vodka and television reports of the hijacking."
Susan looked at her watch and said, "Jim, sorry to interrupt, but I still have no idea how this whole thing involves me or the cell."
Jim leaned back and smiled. "Pete's source says the missiles are bound for Iran."
Susan's interest was now piqued, and her analyst's mind immediately began working. "How reliable is this source?" she asked.
"As reliable as the next guy selling state secrets for a profit, I suppose. But his story just may have some truth to it. The Russian daily, 'Kommersant' is reporting that a Russian destroyer and ocean-going tug left Tartus, Syria on the 5th and began a westbound transit through the Mediterranean toward the Strait of Gibraltar. We also know that two Russian frigates were dispatched the same day from the Baltic Fleet Headquarters and are currently heading south through the North Atlantic. That may all be coincidence, and the whole story may be just the imagination of a drunken sailor, but that's why we hired you. First, I need you to figure out if the buyer really is Iran. And if so, was this a state-sanctioned deal or some rogue element either inside or outside the government. Second, assuming the transaction is legit, what are the implications of this deal? Pete's guys will work on the vessel's whereabouts, Russia's intentions, and the alleged seller's story while you tackle the buyers."
Susan got up to leave, happy for the chance to help solve a crime. It was a welcome twist to her usual work. She decided she needed to take back all of the bad things she thought about her boss. "I'll see what I can dig up on the destination and also draft a memo on the consequences of the possible arms sale. I'll have the memo on your desk by five. I'm going to need more time to track down the buyers."
"Of course. Oh, and Susan," Jim remembered, "it appears the press doesn't know anything about the missiles, at least no one is reporting it. That may limit your available information sources. We want to keep this quiet until we have solid information and can publish a credible analysis."
"You got it, boss." Susan walked quickly back to her cubicle, a little more spring in her step than when she left to go to Jim's office. On the way, she passed Phil drinking coffee by the copy machine. "Phil, I have to cancel our plans for after work." She waved the photo as she abruptly turned into her analyst's sanctuary. "Gotta work late," she offered as explanation while she sat down at her desk and logged back into her computer.
"Okay," Phil's distant voice replied from over the cubicle walls. Susan had already started working.
Susan came back to her desk with another cup of coffee; her sixth since Jim had given her the Baltic Venture assignment that morning. She sat down, exasperated. The image on her computer monitor blurred as her tired eyes tried to take in everything and nothing at the same time. It was eerily quiet in the office. Even the night cleaning crew had come and gone. She wouldn't be surprised if she was the only one left in the building, except she knew that two floors above the Intelligence Watch Group offices, which occupied the ninth and tenth, was one of the more successful corporate law firms in New York City. There were always young attorneys bucking to make Partner who worked unholy hours in pursuit of the almighty dollar. Susan reflected that at least they had a purpose. She wondered what was keeping her working so late. It definitely wasn't the money.
She shook her head to try to wake herself up and maybe jolt herself into action. She combed her hair back with her hands and took a sip of coffee. What could she be missing? She had looked at every available news source out of Iran for information about a possible arms deal with Russia. She checked every dissident website for even a hint of an accusation of such a transaction. Nothing. She was beginning to think that either Pete Grozny's source was wrong and there wasn't a secret arms deal between Russia and Iran, or she wasn't as good as Jim made her out to be. She guessed it was probably both. She had been a fool to buy into Jim's confidence in her. She knew he was mistaken in his trust and overrated her abilities by a long shot.
She closed out what she was looking at on the computer and stretched. She was trying to think of any reason why she shouldn't just close up shop and try again tomorrow morning. She stood up and pushed her chair in, admitting defeat. She powered down her computer and grabbed her purse from under her desk. After checking to make sure her car keys were still there, she clicked off her desk lamp and headed for the exit.
Susan hated giving up like that. She knew no one expected results by Tuesday morning when she had just been assigned the project. But, damn it, Jim had put his confidence in her, and that just didn't happen very often. She wanted more than anything to impress him. It had been a long time since someone actually took notice of her abilities and appreciated the hard work she did. In fact, she couldn't ever really remember the last time someone thanked her or even told her, "good job, Susan." Certainly her parents never did. She loved her parents as much as any kid could love two uber-successful university professors who demanded so much of their only child and expected nothing short of perfection. Susan tried her best to make them proud. If they were proud of her, they sure never told her.
Susan locked the main doors to the IWG offices and walked over to the elevators. She pushed the down button and waited. Her mind shifted involuntarily back to the alleged Iran arms deal. The elevator slowly made its way up to the ninth floor. Why would you want to ship a bunch of missiles from Russia to Iran via Algeria? She supposed the sellers weren't very smart, which could be an explanation in itself. But why put it on the Baltic Venture and risk losing the shipment at sea? Why not send it over land? The elevator stopped with an audible ding. The ship. The door to the elevator opened. She hadn't looked into the ship. She had spent all day searching Iran while the Russia cell, she knew, looked into possible Russian sellers. What if the ship had the answer? It was at least another angle to investigate.
The door to the elevator closed. Susan was still standing in the common area outside the IWG offices. She looked around the room and hesitated momentarily. She turned around and unlocked the office door. She got to her cubicle and put her purse down while she turned on her desk lamp and powered up her computer. When she had logged onto the company's system she began a meta-search for the MV Baltic Venture.
She filtered and discarded most of the American media reports. She found that the media in the United States was adequate when you took it as a whole and the issue they were covering directly involved the American people. Unfortunately, that meant it was celebrity news that got most of the press because that was what was most important to Americans. She viewed three results, one from Finland and two from Russia, that were posted in the past hour. Nothing of note there. When Susan got to the twelfth page of search results, her eyes stopped on a piece coming out of the United States. But it was not a media outlet that produced the link, it was on a personal blog. "Middle-Truths.blogspot.com," she read as she clicked the mouse to figure out why this link showed up in her search for the Baltic Venture. When the blog post opened, she read every word.
The Wrong Place at the Wrong Time
August 6th
"A little over a week ago, on July 28th, MV Baltic Venture, a Finnish-owned, Maltese-flagged cargo ship was hijacked in the Baltic Sea. She was on her way from Kotka, Finland, to Algiers, Algeria, with a load of timber. A cell phone call from one of the crew members to the ship's owners, alerting them to the hijacking, was made on July 31st. That was the last time anyone heard from the ship.
The news of the hijacking wasn't even made public until yesterday, a day after the ship was scheduled to arrive in Algiers.
This report puzzles me for three reasons.
First: the location of the hijacking. We hear about Somali pirates taking ships off the east coast of Africa quite a bit these days. But the Baltic Sea? I think piracy in that region went out with the Vikings.
Second: the alleged hijacking wasn't even made public until six days after the owners received word of the ship's capture. I can understand not wanting to overreact, but six days? I would think a shipowner, or at least the business whose goods were being transported would at least want an update on the ship's position every couple days. This seems like it would be even more important when the last communication you had indicated your ship was now in the hands of pirates.
Third: the ship was supposedly taken nine days ago. Where is the ransom demand? Nine days is plenty of time to take the ship away from any coast guard or naval interference and make your demands. Why haven't the hijackers talked to anyone?
Now, those are just some of my basic problems with the hijacking story. They just don't fit the usual pirated vessel scenario. Even more intriguing, and perhaps more telling of what is really going on here, however, is the part that happened next.
Today it was reported that the Russian Navy dispatched five vessels to track down and free the Baltic Venture. They obviously buy into the idea that the ship was indeed hijacked. What doesn't fit is the level of the response. Why send three warships, an oiler, and a tug to rescue a pirated cargo ship?
The 20 crewmembers are majority Russian citizens, but that's still not a good reason to send five of the only operable fleet assets you have to go chase pirates. After the Cold War ended, Russia's navy took a nose dive as maintenance was neglected and money was scarce. The Russian Federation is stretching itself thin. For what?
When the ship is located (its whereabouts are currently unknown according to open sources), wouldn't a crack team of Special Forces fast-roping from a helicopter be a more viable response? It would certainly be cheaper. We know from the delicate handling of the school hostage rescue a few years back that the Russians pay no mind to collateral damage, so who cares if some of the crew gets caught in a crossfire during the takedown?
Another question: Is Finnish wood that valuable?
I think the answer is "no." Which leads to the next question: What's on that ship that is so valuable? What is so important that the Russians would deploy two frigates and a destroyer to get it back, or keep someone else from having it? And why don't the Russians want anyone to know what that cargo is?
How do I know they don't want anyone to find out? Because they haven't said a damn thing! They haven't even offered the pale explanation that they are sending warships to rescue their citizens who are on that vessel. Sometimes silence in the face of controversy speaks louder than any words.
I believe there really is something valuable on the MV Baltic Venture. But by valuable, I don't mean money.
If an expensive military response is the answer to retrieving the hijacked ship, then she must be carrying some expensive military cargo. Cargo the Russians don't want to fall into the hands of some criminals looking to make a quick buck.
So, again, why all the secrecy?
Herein lies the rub: the cargo, whether missiles, guns, explosives, whatever, was probably not meant to be sold. I mean that whatever the Baltic Venture is carrying, it was probably stolen and is being shipped illegally to some as yet unknown buyer. If we knew what the cargo was, we could probably guess who the buyer is; or at least come up with a good list of potential buyers.
The Russians don't want the world to know that they cannot keep track of the weapons they own. Particularly given the number of nukes left over from the decades-long stand-off with America that many were sure would lead to the end of life as we know it.
Russia is making strides to re-enter the world stage as a competent player to be reckoned with. They want to get back some of the prestige they enjoyed when the Soviet Union was a Superpower. They need that smuggled cargo back in their control. They got lucky. The ship was hijacked, and as far as anyone knows, hasn't made it to the intended buyers. They also found out about the illegal shipment. Why else would they respond the way they did?
Now the big question is: who told them? The answer: I leave that up to you, my friends."
Susan was surprised by what she just read. The fact that somebody in America was following this story was one thing, but what was even more incredible were the assumptions this guy (gal?) was making. The arms shipment hadn't been leaked to the press. IWG only knew about it because a paid informant in Russia heard a drunk guy mention it. Was this person for real? An average Joe with their pulse on the reality of the geopolitics of the day was rare. Not unheard of, just rare. Or maybe this person worked for one of the intelligence agencies near D.C. and moonlighted as a blogger because they couldn't keep a secret. Susan dismissed that thought as not very career-enhancing, not to mention borderline criminal, and therefore not likely. She thought if she could figure out who came up with this idea, maybe they would have some ideas on the buyer. Or at least talking it over with someone who had obviously done their homework already might help her find the answers she was looking for. Then she might be able to come through for Jim and earn the trust he put in her.
Susan couldn't find any contact information on the blog's home page. Apparently this person liked to voice their opinions, but was smart enough not to stick their neck out within easy stomping distance if someone did not care for those opinions. She could understand that. But she also knew the internet inside and out and knew full-well that once you put fingers to keyboard, you were marked. Somewhere, somehow, everything you did could be tracked back to you, no matter what precautions you thought were protecting you. Identity theft was too easy, and finding just a name or number was even easier.
Susan started with the blog's Internet Protocol, or IP, address. This number, which her computer displayed for every link found on any one of the search engines she used, was how she keyed in on the fact that the posting had been made from a location in the United States. She deconstructed the number, translated from the standard binary code into a number usable by people who weren't computer programmers by trade, and determined the site came from the Southeast; somewhere between Charleston, South Carolina, and Jacksonville, Florida. Despite her years of schooling and advanced degrees, she didn't acquire this skill until she attended a company cookout a few summers before. She learned what you could determine from a computer's IP address and how to use it from one of IWG's administrative assistants; read: secretary. More accurately, she learned from one of the secretaries' 12-year old sons. The things kids are capable of these days!
Now that she knew a little about where the blog originated, she began trying to get specifics. Susan went to the blog archive section and opened the oldest post available. December 19, 2005. Not that long ago, but it showed that "Middle-Truths" had been in existence for a while. The majority of weblogs were only maintained by their creators for a few months if they lasted more than a week.
Susan read with interest the inaugural post, trying to gain some clue as to the identity of the blog's owner. Whoever this person was, they were a bit of a Grinch, Susan surmised as she made her way through a colorful rant decrying the commercialization of Christmas. Apparently this person grew up as either a Roman Catholic or an Episcopalian, based on the repeated references to the selling out of the "priesthood." The author was most likely from somewhere around Charleston or Savannah, as opposed to other cities further south in her search area, given the specific barbs to places made in the post. Susan went to the next one. This post was dated December 24th. Nothing revealing here.
Wait. At the bottom of the post was a mention of someone named Jennifer. So the author had been dumped by "Jennifer" sometime in the past and Christmas Eve was a rough time for him. Susan decided to play the odds and deduce that the author was, in fact, male, although she kept the possibility of lesbian in the back of her mind; the very back of her mind. From what Susan could gather, this Jennifer woman had meant a great deal to the author. The rest of the post was a series of bitter, self-pitying statements lamenting Jennifer's absence and may have been the tell-tale signs of suicidal tendencies, except the guy was still around.
The third posting was written on New Year's Day. Early New Year's Day. It was apparently written under the influence of alcohol or, at the very least, the remnants of a night spent celebrating; heavy on the sauce. Susan couldn't help but feel somewhat voyeuristic as she peered into this guy's life one little bit at a time trying to find out who he was, or just as importantly, where he was, so she could contact him. She laughed at the sarcastic, but probably true-to-fact description of the party the night before.
Susan snapped to attention and got her pen ready. The party had been at a place called "The Sunset." Restaurant, bar, boat house? She was guessing a bar or tavern of some sort. Further down, the author mentioned that the party was so loud he could still hear some of the drunk singers from his front porch. That meant "Sunset" referred to a bar. Drunk plus singers invoked a vision of karaoke in Susan's head. She smiled at a flashback of Wednesday nights while in college. She refocused. More importantly to her search, the post revealed that the writer didn't live very far from the bar if he could still hear the party from his house.
Susan opened another tab on her web browser and did a Google search for "Sunset Bar Savannah Charleston." The closest hits she got on the first page were the Sunset Grill in Charleston and the Sunset Tavern in Savannah. The Sunset Grill had its own website, and Susan opened that link to photos of a very picturesque, very expensive-looking restaurant on the Cooper River. Probably no karaoke there.
The link that mentioned the Sunset Tavern was to a page from the "Creative Loafing" news weekly that listed bands playing the local area. One of them was at the Sunset Tavern. Susan jotted down the address and typed it into Mapquest.com. She got a location of the bar on the Wilmington River in Thunderbolt, a suburb of Savannah. Now she was getting somewhere. All she needed was a name.
She read two more posts on the Middle-Truths blog until she came to one with a comment at the bottom. Susan buried her head in her hands and scolded herself for not looking for comments to the posts in the first place. If someone who knew the author replied to the post, there was a good chance it started with a greeting that might give away the author's first name. Sure enough, there it was. On the fourth comment.
"Damn, Casey! Where do you come up with this shit?" was posted by someone identified as "mom2four."
The busy mother must not have subscribed to "Casey's" scientific argument that a car engine whose cylinder valves were coated with the filling found inside a Dunkin' Donuts Boston Kreme Donut could go 13,000 miles between oil changes. Susan sided with mom2four on that one.
So, Casey from Thunderbolt. Susan decided that was all she needed and went to the online White Pages for Savannah, GA. She entered the name "Casey" and came up with four matches listed in the phonebook. She looked at her watch. Nine thirty-seven. Well, she needed to try. The first number rang seven times before an answering machine picked up with the voice of a small girl announcing that no one was home and could Susan please leave a message. Susan hung up, deciding that there was a good chance the house was being robbed at that exact moment, thanks to the thoughtful tip left by the little girl.
Susan put a question mark by the number on her list as a possible, but not probable hit. Her decision was purely a gut feeling. She looked at the next name and number on the list and dialed.
"Hello?" a raspy voice answered, followed by a deep cough from lungs that had tasted the business end of too many cigarettes over the years.
"Mr. Casey Johnston?" Susan asked, referring to her list of numbers.
"What?" More coughing. "Look I ain't givin' any more money to you bastards. I got pulled over last week and those cops ain't give two shits about that sticker on my window."
"What? No, no. Mr. Johnston, my name is Susan Williams from the Intelligence Watch Group in New York. I wanted to ask you a couple of questions about something you wrote on the internet."
"The internet? Missy, I'm 78 years old. I've never used a computer, and I ain't got no reason to start now. You musta got the wrong guy."
Susan was relieved. She was hoping the coarse attitude on the other end of the line wasn't the author of the Baltic Venture theory. She really did not want to extend her conversation beyond what had already occurred.
"I'm sorry, sir. Sorry to disturb you," Susan said as she hung up the phone. She started to get a sinking feeling as she looked at the two remaining numbers on her list. Maybe she had guessed wrong after all. She dialed the third number and waited for an answer.
"Hello?" she heard, along with what sounded like hundreds of chanting fans at a ball game of some sort.
"Um, yes. Hello?" Susan replied loudly trying to overcome the background noise. She leaned forward at her desk with one finger in her right ear.
"You don't have to yell," Casey said as he turned down the volume on his TV.
"I'm sorry. Mr. Shenk?"
"That's me. Who is this?"
"Um, my name is Susan Williams from IWG in New York City," she said, regaining her composure. "Are you the owner of a weblog called Middle-Truths?"
"Yes."
Susan's face lit up. "You are? Good. Mr. Shenk, I wanted to ask you a couple of questions about a posting you made on Friday night."
"Fuck!"
Susan moved the phone away from her ear as the obscene outburst both caught her off guard and undoubtedly damaged her eardrum.
"Damnit."
"Uh, Mr. Shenk, perhaps I should call back tomorrow?"
"What? Oh, no. Sorry. Chipper just hit into a double play and lost the one real chance we've had in days to end this losing streak."
"Excuse me?"
"The Braves, ma'am. Baseball. Sorry, you were saying?"
Susan gathered her thoughts quickly. "Yes, sir. I read your post about the Baltic Venture and was curious to know how you came to your conclusions? I mean, how did you come up with a theory about a secret arms deal?"
Casey turned off the muted television and sat on the couch so he wouldn't be distracted during the conversation. He had a few questions of his own now.
"First off, it's Casey, not sir. And who did you say you were again?"
"My name is Susan Williams. I'm an analyst with the Intelligence Watch Group in New York."
"What's that?"
"We're a private company that monitors world events, and national ones for that matter. We piece together what we find and come up with usable analyses that companies and government agencies can use to better understand what is happening behind the scenes and what the meanings of those events are."
"Like the CIA?"
"No, sir...I mean, Casey. We're a private company."
"Like STRATFOR."
The slap in the face. Strategic Forecasting, STRATFOR, was IWG's biggest competitor. If there were such a thing as competition in what they did. Susan, and many others at IWG believed the work they did, both at her company and at groups like STRATFOR, were providing a service to the nation by trying to untangle the web of global geopolitics so world and company leaders could better understand what the other side was thinking. They hoped their efforts would lead to more meaningful, honest discussions in the diplomatic arena without the all-too-common misunderstandings that led to bad blood or, at worst, war. But IWG was a business, and in the world of Capitalism, that meant the other guy was just a competitor. At least that's how the board and bean counters viewed it.
"Sort of. We're not as big as STRATFOR, but we try our best."
"Okay. How did you get my number?"
Susan smiled for the first time since Casey answered the phone and actually started to relax. "Like I said, I'm an analyst. I take little bits of information and try to tie them together into what I hope will be the right answer. If it makes you feel any better, yours was the third number I tried."
While Susan explained her investigative prowess, Casey opened up his internet browser and found the IWG webpage. He went to the employee section and found Susan's name listed as an "Iran Specialist." He continued talking while he performed his own search.
"Alright, but what does an Iran Specialist from the Intelligence Watch Group have to do with a hijacked ship in the Baltic Sea?"
Susan was not expecting to be questioned by Casey right at the beginning. Hell, she hadn't even asked him a single specific question yet. And how did he know she was an Iran analyst?
"That's why I'm calling you. You see, we're looking into the hijacking of the Baltic Venture because we are curious about the circumstances. Circumstances which you yourself pointed out in your blog. I wanted to know how you came up with the idea that there were weapons being smuggled on this ship?"
"It's all right there in my blog. I mean, what other reason would the Russians have for sending their navy out to find her? To rescue the crew? I doubt it. My guess is, the crew is perfectly safe right where they are. If these hijackers have learned anything from their counterparts down in Somalia, you stand a better chance of collecting a ransom if the crew stays healthy and is released upon payment. I mean unless you captured a French vessel, then I guess you're fucked either way."
Susan laughed at that last statement. The French were very aggressive in rescuing their citizens in a couple of instances in the past when Somali pirates hijacked yachts that were cruising too close to the coast. France didn't like to negotiate.
"Fair enough. But where are you getting your information?"
"From the internet. Same as you. You don't have to have a Masters from UCLA to figure out that the world bares its soul on the information super highway. You just have to know where to look to find it. Am I right?"
This guy was good. "He might as well be working at the desk next to me," Susan thought.
"You are right about that," she said, wondering how much of her own life Casey was reading on the computer while they talked. "Still, the news didn't say anything, I mean in any country, about a weapons shipment. You just came up with that on your own?"
"Yes, ma'am."
"It's Susan."
"Well, I was taught to respect my elders. And since you are 33 and I'm only 31, that makes you my elder."
Susan smiled. He was too much, this one.
"Okay, so you know everything about me. You're good, I'll give you that. But tell me this: who are the buyers?"
"Again, I refer you to my blog. If I knew what was onboard, I mean besides wood planks from Finland, I could probably guess. Why? Do you know what the cargo is?"
Susan didn't know how to answer that. She sat for a moment trying to decide how much she could tell this guy. Jim told her to keep a lid on the information from Grozny's source. Although IWG was a private company, they still played by the same rules as the U.S. Intelligence Community. For the most part. And one of the sacred laws of intelligence was that you don't burn a source. Too much information in the wrong hands could eventually be traced back to its origins. That meant you would most likely lose that source of information forever, either because they lost trust in you, or worse, they were killed by someone who did not want to air their dirty laundry.
"You do know," Casey said, breaking the silence.
"I never said that."
"You took too long to deny it. Hell, you're still not denying it. That means you know that some type of weapons are being shipped on the Baltic Venture. I bet you even know what they are." Casey was enjoying this unexpected repartee.
Susan grimaced. "Jim is going to have my ass. At the very least, my job," she thought. She was so proud of herself for making what she thought was headway when she stumbled onto Casey's blog that she didn't think of the ramifications of her follow-on actions. By calling Casey, she had alerted someone outside the company that they were following the hijacking, and by default, she told him that she thought his theory was correct.
"If I do have that information, it still doesn't change anything. I was just calling to see what you thought because you have obviously thought about it quite a bit, and I was interested in your opinion," she offered as a diversion to try to steer the conversation away from interrogating her to finding out what Casey believed.
"Because you want me to do your job for you."
"No, goddamnit!" Susan was surprised at her outburst. This guy was starting to get under skin. Who the hell was he? She felt exposed, and she did not like it one bit.
"Look," she said as calmly as she could. She thought for a second, exhausted from the long day and seeing the light of revelation dimming as she knew this might be her only chance to get some help and save face with her boss. And herself. She could not believe she was going to give in. Her stomach twisted as the words came out of her mouth.
"What if I did told you, I mean hypothetically, that the Russians were shipping S-300 air-defense missiles to Iran on the Baltic Venture?"
Casey did not hesitate. "I would say bullshit, I mean hypothetically." He hadn't had this much fun talking to a woman, an intelligent one at that, since he could remember.
"What?" Susan didn't believe she heard him right. She just admitted, for all intents and purposes, that she knew for a fact that the Baltic Venture was carrying missiles headed for Iran.
"I mean bullshit, I don't think the Russians are shipping anything. I thought you said you read my blog? If it was a legitimate sale, why would they sortie their warships to get it back. Their best bet to keep a low profile on a busted deal would be to pay the hijackers to let the ship go. Then the ship goes about her business, delivers the goods, and no one's the wiser. I think the missiles were stolen and they want them back."
"Okay. You're right. Forget the Russians. I should have said 'Russian missiles.' So we know that someone stole some S-300s...."
"You know."
"...and they're...what? God, you're impossible. Okay, well, I'm telling you, someone stole some missiles. You were right, and I'm telling you. Congratulations. Have I stroked your ego enough?"
Casey laughed. "Alright, sorry. Please continue."
Susan sighed. "The question is: who are the buyers? We were told the missiles were going to Iran, but I don't think the Iranian government would make a deal like that."
"Why not?" Casey decided to stroke Susan's ego a bit and let her give him her expert analysis.
"Because Iran needs Russia. The Russians are building their reactor at Bushehr, for chrissakes. If Russia found out Iran was making deals to buy stolen weapons...well, that's just bad statesmanship."
"No one ever said the Iranians were rational actors."
"But they aren't stupid, Casey. They wouldn't knowingly bite the hand that feeds them. Especially when that hand is a permanent member of the UN Security Council. They need all the friends they can get to stave off any more sanctions like the ones that are slowly choking them right now. It's the same reason they do so much trade with China. If they really wanted those missiles that bad, why not get the same ones from the Chinese? Legitimately?"
"You just said why. United Nations sanctions. China helping the Iranians develop a natural gas field is not the same thing as the Communists sending over a boatload of military hardware. The only way Iran can get anything nowadays is to build it themselves or buy it off the black market. Or get it from North Korea, I suppose. I don't think Kim Jong Il gives a shit about sanctions. But even then, you have to get them into the country somehow, and there's enough do-gooders out there who are working hard to keep that from happening."
"So what about the report?"
"What report?"
"The one my company got that the missiles were going to Iran. I might as well tell you that much. I've already told you too much. Thanks, by the way. I'll probably have to find a new job after this."
Casey thought Susan was being a bit melodramatic, but he felt a little responsible just the same. After all, she just called for an opinion, he was the one who pushed her for information she probably wouldn't have given up without being made to feel like she was under duress.
"Look, Susan. I'm sorry. Let's take a step back and think about it for a minute." Casey was into it now. He knew Mike and Chip would never take this much interest in his puzzle solving fetish. He posted these theories, among other things, on his blog to try and illicit the kind of debate he was having with Susan right now on the phone. He enjoyed the mental stimulus. Especially when the voice on the other end sounded hot.
"If you buy off on the assumption that the Iranian regime is probably not the buyer," he continued, "that doesn't mean your source is wrong. I am assuming by 'report' you mean you have a source in Russia that told you this information. Anyway, the report may still be correct, if you change your way of looking at it."
"A 'paradigm shift?' You sound so clinical."
"Well, I didn't say it like that, but whatever you want to call it, we need to think of Iran as something different than your run of the mill nation-state. You're the Iran specialist, you tell me. What makes Iran different than everyone else?"
Susan chewed on this question for a minute before answering. She felt like she was back in school. Or worse, back at her childhood home being "helped" with her homework by her genius professor parents.
"Well," she started, "besides being the only Shia government in a sea of Sunnis, they aren't that different. They have an appointed leader, like many non-democratic states, an elected parliament, the Majlis, a military...wait. Iran's military is really made up of two militaries. There are the conventional armed forces and then there is the IRGC."
"Bullseye."
"You mean you think the IRGC may be the buyers?" Susan couldn't believe she didn't think of it sooner. She had concentrated so much all day on searching for anything she could find that would possibly give even a hint of an arms shipment to Iran, that when she kept coming up empty, she forgot to turn off the computer and just use her brain. If the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps was behind the purchase, she surely wouldn't have found any information from the open sources. While the IRGC commanders liked to brag about their military capabilities, they were also part of a very shrewd business organization that would take extra precautions to ensure they were in no way responsible for tarnishing the image of the Supreme Leader or the institution of the Islamic Republic. They were, after all, the Defenders of the Revolution. Any secret deal for Russian missiles would be just that, secret. She couldn't have hoped to find anything. Especially in just one day.
But it made sense. The IRGC operated under the direct control of Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. They were, in effect, an autonomous entity. They did not answer to the regular armed forces, in fact it was quite the opposite. They were not under any civilian leadership, unlike the United States military. They truly were the force that kept the predators at bay, both foreign and domestic. It was very much in the realm of possibility that the Revolutionary Guard Corps had their own people abroad making arms deals with corrupt Russian military commanders or even the Russian Mafia, as Pete Grozny had suggested.
"That actually makes a lot of sense," she told Casey, and herself. "I'm going to look into that tomorrow." She thanked him for pointing her in the right direction.
"It was my pleasure, Ms. Williams. And don't worry, I won't tell anyone about the classified information you divulged tonight."
"Oh, right. Thank you. I shouldn't have said anything, but I was really hitting a brick wall until I talked to you. I like the way you think, Casey. Would you mind if I called you again if I ever need any help? It would all be theoretical, of course."
"Of course. And yes, you can."
"And here, take down my number in case you come up with any other theories about this case, or anything else."
"I have it," he said quickly, smiling. "Caller ID."
"No, that's my work number. Here's my cell phone," she said and she gave him the number. "I have this one on me all the time, so if I'm not at work you can reach me."
"Got it," Casey said when he was done writing the phone number down.
"Thanks again, Casey, and good night."
"You're welcome. Good night."
Susan hung up the phone and picked up her coffee mug. Cold. She put it back down and looked at her watch. She needed to get some sleep. She straightened up the papers on her desk into a single, unsorted pile and put an open notepad on top of it. She jotted down the letters "I-R-G-C" and turned off the lamp on her desk and left for home. Again.
Casey pulled his pick-up onto the patch of dirt he used as a driveway on the side of his house. Being a vending route driver did have its advantages. Not many, but there were some. The primary one being that Casey set his own hours for the most part. As long as he clocked eight hours, or close to it, and made all the scheduled deliveries, he could begin and end his work days when he saw fit. The beginning, of course, depended on how early the store managers where he made his first deliveries would open the doors for him to do his work. Casey always went to the big businesses first. Big meant Home Depot, Lowes, and WalMart. The earlier he started, the earlier he was done. On Tuesday, that translated to about two o'clock in the afternoon.
A menacing blue and silver sedan labeled "Georgia State Patrol" was parked just in front of the mailbox of the house across the street. A black uniformed patrolman in a grey Smokey Bear hat was talking with a thin mustachioed white man. The crisp uniform of the officer barely contained the well-defined muscles that covered every bit of his six-foot three-inch frame and contrasted sharply with the yellow tank-top and baggy shorts of the much smaller, much thinner man he questioned.
"Casey, do you have any flour this nice officer can borrow?" the smaller man yelled from across the street as Casey walked around the truck to the front of his house.
"What, do I look like a food bank? Tell this pig to take a hike," Casey replied.
The patrolman laughed and put out his hand as Casey approached. Casey grabbed the man's goliath-sized paw and smiled. "Hey, Anton."
"Hi, Casey."
Anton Laycock moved in just down the street from Casey three years earlier after transferring from the GSP Troop in Atlanta. A new husband and father, Anton, or more precisely, Tina, his wife, thought the job of a state trooper at Post 42 in nearby Rincon in neighboring Effingham County would be more conducive to family life, meaning a less-hazardous duty environment. Though he compromised the potential for excitement for his wife's sake, he still insisted on volunteering for Troop I's SWAT Team, which was more of a collateral duty.
"You off duty?" Casey asked.
"For now. Got two days family time before I start nights. I worked that so I could celebrate the old lady's birthday tomorrow without worrying about having too much wine before going to work."
"Tomorrow, huh? Well, tell her I said Happy Birthday."
"So do you have any flour for this strapping gentleman, or not, Casey?" Vince Matthews interrupted. Vince and his partner, Allen, lived across the street from Casey and made no effort to hide their gayness from anyone. In the South, that was a rarity, but in Savannah one could almost get away with it without any hassle.
Casey acknowledged Vince with a glance and looked back at Anton. "Sure, I got some. Why don't you come up and I'll get some for you," he said as the three men made their way to Casey's front door.
As Casey unlocked the door, he turned to Vince. "You need some, too?"
Vince stopped and searched for an explanation for his presence on the front porch but couldn't find one. "No, but I could use some water," he said as he invited himself in. Casey sighed and put his keys on the counter as they entered the kitchen. Vince opened a cabinet and fetched a glass.
"What do you need flour for anyway?" Casey asked the Trooper.
"Making Tina a birthday cake. Cheaper than buying one," he answered.
"Fair enough. Two cups?"
"Better make it four, else I'll be coming back for some more, knowing my luck."
Casey measured out the flour into a ziploc bag and handed it to Anton.
"Thank you, sir."
"No problem, Anton. Anytime. Let me know when you want to get together and we'll watch some baseball and have a few beers."
"Sure thing, Casey. Thanks again," Anton said as he headed out the door to his cruiser.
"How come you never invite me over for a beer and baseball?" Vince asked as they watched Anton drive away.
"It's a guy thing, Vince."
Vince's smile evaporated and his face took on a scowling countenance. "Fuck you, Casey."
Casey laughed and barely caught the half-empty glass of water Vince shoved at him as he stormed out of the house. When he first moved to Thunderbolt, Casey walked on eggshells around Vince and his much larger, much hairier partner, not wanting to inadvertently offend their sensibilities in the name of political correctness. Now it was just a game, and both sides knew the roles they played. Besides, by their own admission, Allen was more of the husband in that pair and Vince the wife. Who invited wives to drink beer and watch baseball?
Casey waited until Vince theatrically slammed his front door shut before closing his own. He went to the kitchen and put Vince's glass in the sink and then opened the freezer. His routine dictated that he ate a late lunch which he also counted as his dinner. Casey knew this was part of the reason he weighed a healthy 170 pounds; overweight, but not obese, for his modest 5-foot 8-inch frame. He surveyed the meager contents of the freezer and decided on a Pepperoni Pizza Hot Pocket and placed it in the microwave.
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