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Prologue
Friday, December 10,1965,3 p.m. 

Figliano, Switzerland
The train finally left, heading south toward Domodossola, Italy, and he turned away from the noise and rising dust, hardly feeling the sudden cold that swept down on the small Swiss town, pushing out the unseasonably warm weather with winter's proprietary right.
It will snow tonight,
he thought, absently, walking through the waving, bustling crowd, trailing after Waverly. He was glad Anna Paola and the boy were heading back to Italy. He had no desire to accompany them any further on their journey.
But he was ready to leave.
"Illya?"
He turned at his partner's soft question, his subconscious tuned to that one voice in the surrounding multitude. "Yes?"
"Are you all right?" Napoleon Solo's dark eyes burrowed into him, as the Chief Enforcement Agent kept step.
"Yes." He kept walking, aware of Solo's solid presence at his side, matching stride for stride as they approached the car which would return Waverly to the conference at the secured Enciente Lodge site.
Distorted images shimmered just beyond Illya's vision, the aftermath of a drug given him the day before. He had said nothing of it to Napoleon, letting the senior agent concentrate his concern on the lacerations on Illya's back. They were visible, raw, stinging still despite the numbing salve the U.N.C.L.E. medics had treated him with. The visual impairment was mild in comparison. He had still been able to drive adequately, climb a tree, shoot his gun.
Except when he had faced Mother Fear. Then the weapon had remained impotent in his hands as he stared at the Thrush agent and asked her to put her gun down in a calm, disconnected voice.
Part of him had wanted to blow her head off. He was surprised at the violence of what he had felt, and he was shocked at the fear which had frozen him in place.
For the thought had hit him then, that maybe she had been right.
They had reached the car. "I will see you in New York the day after tomorrow," the Section One Chief said getting into the waiting limousine. "Be sure to check in with the Geneva office before your flight leaves. There are documents that need to be couriered to our office and I have assured Carlo that you will pick them up. And you, Mr. Kuryakin, get your back looked at."
"Yes, sir."
"I'll see to both matters, sir." Napoleon Solo shut the door to the car and they stood silently watching it disappear around the corner. Napoleon turned to him, scrutinizing him with an ability made up of long practice. "I'm cold. Let's get something to eat. Our train doesn't leave for another hour."
Illya Kuryakin nodded tiredly and followed his partner along the street to the coffee shop, neither glancing toward the window of the Thrush-operated pastry shop as they passed it. U.N.C.L.E. yellow security tape was across the entrance way, sealing the site. From the comer of his eye, Illya saw the Figliano balloon, still in the window.
The thought of food was both attractive and nauseating. He could not remember the last time he ate, apart from a sandwich given him at the lodge, quickly washed down with a cup of excellent coffee that he had drunk too quickly. He had blamed his shaking hands on hunger at the time. Perhaps it was; he wasn't sure.
The coffee shop was more for the tourists than the locals, decorated outside with stylized Swiss maids. "We'll be in Geneva for dinner. It's only a two-hour train ride." Napoleon held the door open for him, and went to the front counter and ordered them both coffees, smiling distractedly at the quaintly costumed waitress as they took their seats. "How's your back?" he asked, turning his full attention to his partner.
"The medic at Enciente bandaged it." Illya shrugged, then wished he hadn't. Fire trailed up and down the muscles of his back; the skin felt on fire. Mother Fear had not only strapped him, but had taken a sick delight in rubbing—stroking—something into the open wounds, knowing the resultant festering pain would eat at his resources and wear him down. She had worked hard at wearing him down. Her words more than her actions.
Illya sipped at his coffee when it arrived, concentrating on controlling the minute tremble of his hands that resurfaced whenever he thought of her. Time would help, he reasoned silently. Time and a great distance.
Besides, she was dead now.
"Why don't you pop in to see the local doctor before we leave?" Napoleon asked, cautiously. "I wouldn't mind
him
looking at my palms." He held out his hands, showing off the slight reddened burns from when he had slid down the rope in the Enciente Lodge onto the choir director/Ecole Figliano leader, Dennis Jenks.
Illya smiled, shaking his head. "Go ahead, if you must, but I will wait for Geneva."
Napoleon shrugged. "I can wait until then." He took a quick sip of the too-hot coffee, then met Illya's eyes. "She was quite the lady."
"Anna?"
"No. Mother Fear."
"She was no lady."
Napoleon looked up at the coldness in his voice. "I know." His eyes glanced beyond the Russian to the street. "It's getting colder out. The sky is overcast."
Illya turned carefully and glanced out the window. The warmth of the sun had disappeared, leaving the townspeople and tourists shivering in the onset of winter. He glanced at his watch, then drank his coffee and they left to catch their train to Geneva.
The trip was without incident. During the brief stopover in Lausanne, he found a public phone and placed a call to the college where Tanya Graham was studying, but she was not in. He didn't leave his name, then thought better of it and redialed the number with a brief message saying only that he had called and would see her at Christmas. He didn't want to speak to her anyway; there was little one could communicate on a telephone. But he had promised her mother, Trish, that he would call since he was to be in Switzerland. When he had spoken with Norm Graham a few hours before, there had been a gentle reminder. But he felt uncomfortable, still unsettled from the mission, unclean, and he did not really want to speak to the young woman.
He reboarded the train, returning to his seat as though he had come back from the restroom, and Napoleon did not question his absence.
* * * * *
Geneva, Switzerland
Napoleon Solo checked into the hotel down the block from the U.N.C.L.E. headquarters, choosing a double room with two beds rather than two of the smaller single rooms. Tonight he had more need of his partner's company than that of a woman. Margeurita would still be around on his next visit to Geneva. For that matter, so would Sonia and Ming Lee.
Their plane was scheduled to leave at 11:30 a.m. the next day, which meant they had ample time to relax tonight and sleep in a bit in the morning before heading to the airport. He motioned for the bellboy to set their suitcases down, handed him some Swiss notes, and closed the door after him. A quick check of the U.N.C.L.E.-secured room showed it to be intact and undisturbed, so he opted for a shower before dinner—and a chance to change out of the suit he had worn the day before, slept in overnight, fought in, and traveled to and from Geneva. He still had his navy suit with him in the small weekend suitcase, and an untouched white shirt and one last set of clean underwear. He could travel to New York without looking like something the cat had dragged in.
He checked Illya's suitcase, took out the dark suit carefully folded at the bottom, and hung it along with his own in the bathroom, hoping the steam from his shower would help take out the wrinkles on both. Illya also had a few clean clothes left, which was just as well, as the shirt he had been wearing was stained and ripped beyond repair.
Napoleon pulled the rest of his clothes off, tossed them along to one side of the bathroom, and he stepped into the shower, letting the heat pound on his aching muscles. He had chosen this hotel, rather than the luxurious guest suite at the Geneva HQ, since he remembered the wonderful amenities the hotel offered—one of which was a superb shower. The old building the U.N.C.L.E. offices were housed in had plumbing from thirty years before. He ducked his head, feeling the heat eat away at his tension as it warmed
him.
The temperature outside had continued to drop, already below freezing, and Illya's prediction of snow had come to pass. The ground was covered in several inches and Napoleon had slipped on the wet sidewalk coming into the hotel.
The phone rang fifteen minutes later and he hurried out of the bathroom to grab it. "Solo here," he said, thinking it was his partner.
"Oh, uh... Hi. Is Illya there?"
a soft feminine voice asked.
Napoleon smiled into the receiver, trying to figure out which of the female Geneva HQ workers or agents had scored their phone number. "No... But I'd be happy to take a message for him... unless, of course, you'd rather talk to me," he added, lowering his voice.
"Is this Mr. Solo?"
the woman asked, making Napoleon wonder why
he
had the title while Illya got a first name request.
"Yes, whom may I say called?"
"Tanya Graham."
The smile widened. Norm Graham's kid. Well, not so much a kid any longer. Last he had seen her, it was in the summer at the Washington, D.C.,Safe House and he had noted that she had very successfully made the switch from teenager to young woman. Another second passed and the rest of it fell into place. Tanya was in Switzerland at a private college. "How did you know Illya was here?"
"I called my dad to find out where you were staying. He said Illya might like to talk."
There was a pause on the line.
"Is he okay? Dad sounded worried."
Napoleon's eyebrows raised. Illya had talked to Norm at the Enciente Lodge after it was all over. It had been a brief call on the U.N.C.L.E. communications network, but it had seemed strange to Napoleon at the time. Despite Illya's close ties with the Graham family, what had prompted his partner to uncharacteristically call the head of U.N.C.L.E. in Washington, D.C. at that particular moment?
He cast about for an appropriate answer for the young lady. "Illya'll be fine. We finished the case we were working on and we'll be back in New York tomorrow. Everything's still on schedule for the big bash?"
"For his birthday? Yes."
The nervous worry faded as excitement replaced it, as he had intended.
"I'll be home on the 23rd until January 8th. It'll be a blast. Mom's already been baking for it."
"I'm sure he'll have a good time. You aren't in Geneva, are you?" he asked.
"No. Lausanne."
Suddenly the phone call Illya placed when their train was at the station in Lausanne made sense.
Napoleon had wondered who his partner knew in the city, for the agent had placed a local call from memory. Illya had not volunteered the information, and Napoleon had not asked.
"He'll be back in an hour or so. Why don't you call back? I'm sure he'd love to talk."
"Great. I could have screamed when my roommate told me he had called and I had missed him. I'll call later. I've got to go run an errand, but I'll call as soon as I get back. Thanks."
"Bye, love." Napoleon hung up the phone, then groaned as a key turned in the lock and his partner slipped into the room. "You just missed Tanya. She's calling back in an hour. Grab a shower and we can get room service to bring us something to eat."
Illya shut the door behind him. "I'm not hungry. Go ahead. I think I'll turn in after she calls." The pale eyes glanced around the room. "Why the double room? You're not entertaining?"
"No. I thought we could get a head start on the paperwork, but if you're tired—"
"I agree. It would be wise to complete the reports while we are still in Switzerland. It would save time couriering them back here later. Let me get changed from these clothes; I won't be long." Illya crossed the room to his suitcase, digging through the contents for his pajamas and shaving kit.
Napoleon watched him for a moment, gauging his partner's actions and movements. "How's your back?"
"It's been better. The doctor cleaned it thoroughly, put in a few stitches, and rebandaged it. He said it should be fine. I just have to be careful for a few days." Illya turned then and met Napoleon's concerned gaze. "I'll be fine," he said firmly, then turned to walk away as though dismissing the matter.
Napoleon didn't back down, ready to confront him at least on one or two points. "I'm a little concerned here. When I finally found you in that cell, quite frankly you scared me. I've never heard you in pain like that before. You were in serious agony back there."
Illya shrugged. "I told you she drugged the tea. It made reality a little different."
"How different? What did she drug you with?"
"I don't know." Illya turned again and disappeared into the bathroom. "They took some blood tests at the infirmary and had me describe the symptoms and onset. It's not important."
The shower coming on stopped any further conversation. Napoleon sat at the small round table in the room and stared at the blank report sheets, feeling the unease slowly settle on him as he wondered what Illya had said to Norm that was so important. He glanced at the phone. It would still be working hours in Washington... but there was nothing really to report to Norm Graham, nor any reason to report to him.
Illya probably just needed a bit of time to work out the stress of the case.
* * * * *
The nightmares began that night.
New York was on fire.
The blackness gave way to intense color, two balls of fire streaking through the night to impact against the darkness of the city. The buildings echoed as the blast from the explosions shook the downtown core. Glass shattered, shards flung like daggers to the streets below. Debris and bricks fell to the sidewalks, killing or injuring pedestrians. The streets became full of people, afraid to stay inside, afraid to be outside. Fear grabbed hold of them and none of what they feared was imagined. The end of the world had indeed come.
Eyes found him and stared at him. Twin eyes of orange fire came through the night sky, swept along Broadway, and barreled him over, the impact sending him rolling head over heels to lay sprawled against an alley door, his body broken and dying.
Orange dominated his vision, huge flames licking at his consciousness, haunting his sleep. The roar of the fire mixed in with the sounds of air raid sirens and the screams of terror and agony. From where he had fallen on the side of the road, he could see a man run by him, flames igniting on his clothes. The man dropped and rolled in the dirt, screaming in pain as he lost his battle.
People rushed by where he lay, not stopping, and he was too frightened to want them to stop or want them to keep going. He was too frightened to do anything but press his face against the frozen ground and cry. She had left him there. She had promised she would come back for him. Mitya, too, had promised he would come back. But they went to help grandmother down the stairs.
And then the building had fallen.
For it was no longer New York. Kiev was on fire.
Illya sat up slowly, letting the dream images fall from his vision. It had been a long time since he had dreamed of that night. He doubted his own memories—he had been only two years old when Kiev was besieged. How accurate could his recollections be? And in what context?
Napoleon was still sleeping in the next bed. His partner had been exhausted. Neither man had slept well in the cell at Ecole Figliano. And while each had described their encounters with Dennis Jenks and Mother Fear, neither had elaborated on the emotional impact or all the unimportant details not found in reports.
She had forced him to drink the drugged tea. Before it had taken effect, she had begun her questioning, and he had not been able to isolate the reasons behind her questions. He could still hear her sickly-sweet voice. "Illya, dear, when is the last time you told your mother that you loved her? Sent her flowers? Thanked her for all the little things she's done? Told her how much you care?"
What does my mother have to do with it?
he had wondered, briefly, staring back at her. Then he had replied carefully, "I must warn you—I don't have any guilt feelings for you to prey upon. Or any resentment."
How could I? My mother is dead.
But he kept the words to himself, even when the drugs set in. It was none of her business.
And afterward, after she was finished with him... he had decided she had lied to him, but he wasn't sure what had been lie and what had been truth. For somewhere among her words was the ring of truth.
Illya stared at the ceiling, at the pattern the shadows made from the Geneva city lights coming through the draperies. He was tired, but sleep was eluding him. His back throbbed and his muscles ached from when he was thrown back by the explosion. It occurred to him again that Mother Fear could have shot him, had not Anna Paola thrown the cake at her. He could hear her voice, the deadly contempt around her words as she ordered him to move aside.
She
could
have shot him. Why did she delay?
He had stared at her, blinking back the blurring vision of another blonde woman from his earliest memories, and he had done nothing. Strange, now that he thought of it, that Mother Fear had not shot him either. That had both had ample opportunity and motive.
He knew why he had been slow to move. He'd had his mother's image superimposed on hers, drugged vision toying with his senses. What was her excuse? He would never know. She was dead.
He closed his eyes and schooled his breathing. Tomorrow they would be back in New York, with other problems. He would let this one vanish as well.


Act One
"Itsy-Bitsy Spider went up the water spout..."



Northern Kenya

December 11,1965
The two U.N.C.L.E. KENYA agents sauntered back to Bondolo compound after an enjoyable evening in the neighboring village. Native-born David Kwali had taken the American agent to dinner at his parents', and they were walking back along the dirt road under the light of the moon. It had been a pleasant time at Kwali's home, full of laughter and good food, and the agents were contentedly strolling back in the refreshing evening coolness.
"How much longer will it take to get there, David?" the senior agent asked, hardly opening his eyes as they kept to the middle of the dirt road that ran through the savannah. The new crescent moon did little to light up their surroundings.
"Bado kidogo,
John," Kwali said with an easy smile.
"In a little while... That seems to be the answer for everything around here." John Maxwell stretched as he walked.
"You are learning, then, my friend. Such is the way of all living things." David Kwali tilted his head, stopping Maxwell with a tug on the other man’s shirt. "Perhaps we will arrive sooner, than later."
A landrover thundered over the ridge, pulling up beside them for a moment, and they waited to see who had stopped, thinking someone was offering them a ride back to the compound. It was, after all, the only settlement in the area to which these people were heading.
As they approached the vehicle, half-blinded by the headlights, they saw light glinting off a weapon, pointed at them. They reached for their own guns, but it was too late; they were showered with tiny darts, biting into their exposed skin like a swarm of insects.
The landrover roared back into the darkness leaving behind the two men writhing on the ground.
They were quite dead by morning.
* * * * *
New York City

Tuesday, December 14,1965
"Napoleon, do you ever think about death?"
Straightening his bow tie in the mirror, Napoleon Solo froze at his partner's casual question. "What do you mean?" he asked carefully, deliberately keeping his focus on adjusting the lapels of his tuxedo.
The young man sat sprawled on the couch, absently paging through a boating magazine. He had appeared at Solo's apartment door a half hour earlier looking bored and tired, but it seemed he had wanted only to be alone with someone else around, atypically content to sit across the room and look at magazines about things he cared nothing for. He shrugged now at Solo's counter-question, unwilling to say more, his face reddening slightly that he had spoken at all, and immersed himself in an article about a new sail design for auxiliary luxury pleasure cruisers.
With a glance at the time, Napoleon did not pursue it. He was becoming used to the Russian's long silences, the stoic presence at his side that occasionally exploded. Eventually Illya would talk, when he was ready and had something to say, and it did no good to try to hurry him.
And with the curtain to the opera rising in ninety minutes, Napoleon had no desire to start a conversation he had no intention of finishing.
He fastened the cummerbund, slipping the opera tickets into the folds, and reached for his tuxedo jacket. There would be time for small talk later tonight. If he kept to his schedule, he would have time for the opera—in keeping with the season, Handel's
Messiah
—and time for a night cap with Barbara before rejoining
his
partner for an after-midnight search of a suspected Thrush warehouse in the Queens District.
He fumbled with the boutonnière, guilt annoyingly hampering his movements.
What kind of a question is that to ask?—'Do you ever think about death?' We were together virtually all day long and just before I am ready to go out, you ask that? Are you baiting me or are you serious?
Napoleon retreated to his bedroom for his communicator and wallet.
The Geneva assignment a few days before had been difficult. Although his partner had taken a rather severe lashing at the hands of Mother Fear, Illya had completed the case and had seemed oblivious to any discomfort—as long as no one patted him on the back. However, the bandages applied by the Switzerland U.N.C.L.E. infirmary were stained by the time they got off the plane in New York and Dr Sam Lawrence was able to examine him. The doctor had rebandaged his wounds and had reluctantly allowed Illya to keep working, providing he was able to cope with the pain. He didn't appear to be in pain. Of course, with him it was hard to tell.
Something
was on Illya's mind, though.
Napoleon had stopped by his partner's apartment the night after they returned from Geneva. Illya hadn't answered the door, and when Napoleon let himself in, he found him sitting in the dark with an empty bottle of vodka and only marginally coherent. What he did in his own time was his own business—as Illya so blatantly pointed out to Napoleon the next morning, displaying no ill effects or hangover.
Illya was still doing his job with his usual remarkable competence. He had been at Napoleon's side through a fast car chase and a wild shootout the day before and had been fine. Perhaps too calm, too detached, Napoleon wondered now, remembering Illya’s breathtaking leap from a balcony railing to knock over the last stubborn gunman. Where was the boundary drawn between courage and reckless in their line of work?
And when did one start reading too much into isolated events?
When they start adding up,
Solo thought with a rueful smile.

That afternoon, Kuryakin had stood silently in the U.N.C.L.E. basement shooting range staring at the target for over thirty minutes without moving, then he raised his gun and emptied it through the heart and brain of the target, repeating his actions with a second revolver. It unnerved the range attendant enough to report the unusual behavior to Waverly, who had then mentioned it to Solo.
With a sigh, Napoleon returned to the living room ready to talk, but Illya had fallen asleep, his head dropped to one side, the magazine against his chest. The Chief Enforcement Agent stood at the doorway and looked at the sleeping man sprawled motionless on the couch, with his brow furrowed, his chest barely rising and falling with each slow breath.
For one moment, Napoleon remembered the fear that had hit him when he walked into the cell and saw his partner on the cot, barely able to cope with the pain he was in. Knowing Illya's tolerance, anything that reduced him to feverish moans must have been phenomenal. Of course, the drugs in his system had not helped, and had further reduced his partner's resources, eroding the support mechanisms in place. Napoleon had spent that evening sitting by his side until the shock symptoms had worn off and the worst of the pain was controllable.
Mother Fear had been at the cell doors several times with Jenks, scoffing at Napoleon's gentle handling of his partner, and making snide remarks at Illya's tight grip on Solo's arm. Illya had stared back at her, eyes wide and blank, but he had not responded to her verbal taunts. Napoleon had eased his head back to the thin pillow, encouraging him to ignore her, and Illya had complied, even going as far as relaxing under Napoleon's calming massage of the tense shoulders.
Yet, somehow Napoleon felt she was behind whatever was bothering his partner now. He shook his head, puzzled, and dropped a blanket over Illya as he left the apartment.
* * * * *
"Latrodectus mactans mactans."
An unusual problem. But unusual problems landed on Alexander Waverly's desk every hour of every day. This time, someone wanted black widow spiders on the underground market, and they were willing to pay an exorbitant fee for them, dead or alive. Apparently, they had found a supplier, if this report was correct.
The spiders were not Waverly's immediate concern. He left the file open and moved back to another report on his desk as he considered the men he wanted to send on this case. Solo and Kuryakin.
Alexander Waverly knew it wasn't a recent horror that made Kuryakin's eyes cold and distant, it was what had been triggered within him by those events, the memories that should have remained buried. And forgotten.
The Geneva conference had been a nightmare, from the first stages of planning, to the deadly entertainment during dessert. As expected, Solo and Kuryakin's performance had vindicated him before the other Section One Chiefs—Carlo, in particular—but they had not walked away unscathed. In a closer examination of the events, the case report appeared vague about what had happened, about how exactly
Kuryakin had been hurt, but Solo had initialed his partner's account of the events, allowing it to pass without comment, and it had been submitted to Section One.
Waverly considered the report carefully. There really was no reason to pull Kuryakin. He had completed the Figliano case without any apparent difficulty. In fact, Waverly had not known of the wounds, nor had been told that Kuryakin was presumably recuperating, until reading Dr Lawrence's report two days previous. But they had been back from Geneva for four days and there was no indication of trauma or any remote inability to carry out his duties.
Yet, there was something in his eyes...
Waverly was not a psychologist. He knew his limits, but he also knew his men—what they were capable of and how far he could push them. With Thrush on the move again, Solo and Kuryakin were still his best choices.
He would have to trust them to find their own answers to whatever was bothering the Russian.
* * * * *
He knew he was dreaming. There was a sense of unreality about it all. Angles were wrong. Colors were off. Events were not in sequence.
But then the dream would focus.
Twin lights. Far away. Small and wavering.
Eyes staring at him. Mocking him.
Twin lights. They disappeared and he would endeavor to relax, but couldn't. He stood waiting for them, knowing the lights would find him wherever he tried to hide. He had given up trying. They had found him every time.
Her voice laughed at him.
On schedule, the twin lights came out of the darkness, engines roaring, straight for him. He felt the impact, felt the agony shoot through his broken body as his feet left the ground and he sailed through the air, losing consciousness, knowing he would never wake up again.
*
* * * *
Napoleon returned alone shortly before midnight, since the workday evening had precluded any other activity with Barbara. So had the uncertainty of having an empty apartment to bring her to.
Just as well,
he sighed now. Illya had scarcely moved, curled slightly on his side now but still lost in deep sleep on the leather couch, his head at a painful angle. If a good rest was all he needed, it was hard to begrudge him that. They didn't have to leave for another two hours yet.
He put some water on for tea and returned to the living room, staring mystified at the blond agent. He moved closer to remove his yachting magazine from the clenched hand, adjusting the blanket with an annoyed shake of his head and an amused smile.
A man must die a little every day.
Solo straightened abruptly. When had Illya said that? He could hear the clear words, spoken with a shrug and a slight smile. In a profession where they faced death every day, it was a topic they avoided, skirted around.

'Do you ever think about death, Napoleon?' his partner had asked earlier.
Why are you thinking about death, Illya? What has spooked you?
'Watch him,' Waverly had cautioned that afternoon, choosing to leave him in the field, reluctant to pull him for what was probably a simple case of Russian melancholy. But it was Waverly's very nervousness about it that made Solo take his words seriously now. It was too easy to apply the stereotypical label of moodiness.
He pulled down an extra pillow from the hall closet and placed it beneath his partner's head, straightening the bent neck before it stiffened further. There was a deep furrow etched between Illya's eyebrows, the faint sheen of sweat on his forehead, but whether the pain was from his back or some other hidden injury he had chosen to remain silent about, or whether the pain was from whatever personal demons he was fighting, Napoleon had no idea.
He changed out of his tuxedo, set the alarm for two hours, and lay down, hoping to get a little sleep in before they had to leave. When the alarm went off, he was still awake.
* * * * *
Queens, New York 

Wednesday, December 15,1965
At three o'clock in the morning, on an almost moonless December night, the indistinguishable form of Illya Nickovetch Kuryakin climbed up the side of the Queens textile warehouse. His rubber-soled shoes found a toe hold as he reached a band of boarded-up windows ringing the darkened building. Scowling, the slight, black-clad figure spotted an unbroken window to his left and pushed off from the wall, leaning into the rope and bouncing ten feet. He wrapped the rope around one elbow as he touched down and peered through the narrow, dirt-encrusted window.
His back was on fire. The rope bit into the not-yet-healed wounds, and he could feel the sticky warmth of blood across one spot in particular. Uncomfortable, yes, but not unworkable. He had seen worse.
His cigarette case/transceiver twittered and he sighed, grabbed the rope in his gloved left hand, planted his feet against the ledge, and fingered the send button on his transceiver. "Napoleon, give me a chance to get a look," he whispered, irritated. He flicked the transmitter off and leaned closer to the window, rubbing the glass with his right fist. Finally, he flipped the transceiver open again. "I don't see anyone in there. All the lights are out. I'll go in this way and meet you inside. It's not too long a drop."
"Get down here. You make me nervous up there. Hold on with both hands. Where's your safety line?"
Solo's voice crackled over the small radio.
Kuryakin peered down to where his dark-clothed partner stood below, arms waving. "You forgot to pack it, remember?" The blond agent switched the transceiver off and slipped it into his pocket. One last look inside the warehouse, then he wrapped the rope loosely around one thigh, across his body, and over the opposite shoulder and rappelled down the two stories, free-falling almost to the ground and noting sardonically Solo's frantic run to catch him.
Solo scowled as he landed. "If you're quite finished, get inside. We only have a short time before the night watchman gets back from his regular coffee run." Solo shouldered their pack of tools and turned toward the warehouse.
His hair shining in the meager light reflected from the snow, Kuryakin shook the grappling hook loose from the top of the building. "I'll be right there, Napoleon," he murmured casually as the iron claw barely missed his own head as it fell to the ground.
"What was that all about?" Solo asked, turning, his darkened features almost invisible.
Kuryakin shrugged. "Nothing. Let's go." He wrapped the cord up and slipped it in his pack, heading for the side door.
Solo caught his arm, twisting him around. "You could have killed yourself. Or me, if it had swung the other way."
"You're invincible. It says so in your file. I read it."
"Keep your nose out of my file. We'll talk later."
Kuryakin shrugged again, moving ahead towards the door. He felt Napoleon's harsh stare at his back as he bent over to pick the lock and banished from his mind the twin lights and the dark melancholy creeping in on him. There was the job to do.
He had to watch himself, school himself from giving in to the seduction of oblivion. Napoleon was right. He was being careless, and he had no intention of getting his partner killed. With a light touch to Napoleon's back, hopefully conveying that he was there and focused and would be careful, his other hand pushed at the door.
It swung open and if there was an alarm, it was silent. They waited a moment, then walked in, the light from their flashlights darting across the cement floor. The silence hurt their ears as they strained to hear a footstep, a rustle, the sound of a hammer being drawn back.
But there was nothing except their soft steps.
He concentrated and the heavy mood lifted. He turned to meet his partner's dark eyes and nodded at the wordless request, turning again before the eyes asked more. He took the right side of the building as directed, glancing into the crates, checking out the contents. They knew it was a Thrush warehouse, but were unclear as to what was stored there.
Five minutes later, his flashlight lit up a sealed box, one of hundreds in the crate, simply labeled, "Spiders..."
"Where?" Solo asked, working his way through the boxes to his side.
"What would Thrush need with dead spiders?" Kuryakin lifted one box out and placed it on the top of the crate. He slid his knife along the seal, breaking it easily, then lifted the lid off the box. "Spiders. Black widows actually."
"Are you sure they're black widows?" Solo peered at the specimen and wrinkled his nose at the sight.
"The size is right. Color, too—deep black with the red hour-glass on the abdomen.
Latrodectus mactans
is the Latin name for them."
"Why do you know that?"
"What?"
"Why do you know the Latin name of a black widow spider?"
Kuryakin shrugged. "I like to be properly briefed on anything that could potentially kill me. Besides, it was mentioned in a recent report from somewhere. Napoleon, isn't this cargo heading to Kenya according to the shipping labels?"
"They're supposed to be transferred to the airport tomorrow. Spiders, eh? Just as Waverly thought. What I can't figure out is why would somebody need ten thousand black widow spiders?"
"Ask Angelique next time you see her." Kuryakin snapped the lid shut and resealed the container as something his partner had just said registered.. "When did Waverly brief you on the case?" He glanced across the crate to Napoleon, watching the sudden uncomfortableness with interest. "No matter." He moved to another crate, noting the different numbering on the side. He broke the seal, pried open the lid, and lifted out another box.. He slid the flashlight's beam over the contents, and felt a cold shiver pass through his system.
"What? More black widows?"
"No. Sydney funnel web spiders. Probably the most venomous spider in the world. Native to Australia. Like our Thrush friends, they are very aggressive and will attack at the slightest provocation."
He opened a few more crates at random, peering into their contents. All were venomous spiders, from all over the world. Bush funnel web spiders. Brown recluse spiders. "We seem to have a theme here. Thrush seems to be gathering a rather spectacular collection of venomous arthropods. Curious, really. Unless the victim is overcome by multiple stings, or is allergic to the insect, death by envenomation is rare."
"En-what?'
"Envenomation. Poisoned by venom."
"Oh."
"Spiders caused sixty-five deaths in the United States between the period of 1950 to 1959."
"Oh. I've changed my mind. I don't want to know why you know all this."
Illya shrugged, wondering himself where he had read it.
"Are you done here?" Napoleon asked, resealing the last crate.
"Michael's school assignment."
"What?"
"That's what I read it for. He was doing a project on spiders. Trish made a cake for his class presentation in the shape of a tarantula. We bent straws and coated them with black icing for the legs."
Napoleon shone the light in his eyes, wrinkling his face in distaste. "That's disgusting. Let's go to the car." He moved quickly through the warehouse and out the door.
"He got an A on the assignment. And the cake was good." Kuryakin trailed behind him, taking his time to return everything to its original position. The car was warmed and ready by the time he slid into it.
"Waverly called me into his office this afternoon," Solo said, staring ahead out the window as he pulled away from the curb.
Kuryakin nodded, waiting for the rest to come.
"He's a little concerned about your behavior in the last few days. So am I. Should I be?"
"No, I'll be—"
"Don't—" Solo cut him off. "The truth, my friend. How are you feeling? What's wrong?"
There were no words for what he felt. "I don't know what to say."
"Say what you were thinking just now. What you were thinking when you pulled the grappling hook loose. What you were thinking earlier tonight when you came to my apartment. What you were thinking at the shooting range this afternoon. What you were thinking when I found you drunk in your apartment. What's going on?"
It was Kuryakin's turn to stare out the window, his heart beating hard and fast against his chest. "I was thinking that I will miss my birthday this year." He could feel his partner's eyes on him.
"Your birthday is in two weeks."
"I know."
"Waverly will probably send us to Kenya, but with any luck, we'll be back by Christmas. Your birthday is two days after that."
"I know."
"Illya, why... will you miss your birthday?" Solo asked staring straight ahead out the front window.
Kuryakin closed his eyes at the question.
Because I have had a dream. Over and over and over.
He took a deep breath and concentrated on steadying his breathing. He could do this. He could tell Napoleon. There was no reason why he could not be honest with his partner. Surely he owed him that. He owed him his life twenty times over.
Perhaps even his sanity.
"Illya?" Napoleon prompted softly, letting him know he was still waiting for an answer.
He looked ahead out the window, trying to sound as calm and rational as he could. "Because I believe I will be dead before my birthday."
* * * * *
New York HQ 

11:00 a.m.
Napoleon Solo stared at the conference table surface, his eyes unfocused in the glare from the overhead lights. "I don't know what to say."
Across the table, Dr Sam Lawrence leaned forward. "What it all comes down to is this: do you want him to go to Kenya with you? Do you trust him right now?"
"Of course I trust him," Solo replied, too quickly, glancing from the doctor to Waverly. "That isn't the concern here. Something's wrong. But it's not with his performance of his job. It's personal. And he assures me he can and will keep it separate from his job. I believe him."
The door to the room swished open, letting in a fourth person, and Solo gave a sigh of relief. If anyone knew what to do about Illya, this man did.
Norman Graham, head of Washington, D.C., U.N.C.L.E., traded looks with Waverly and Lawrence before seating himself next to Solo. "What's happening? Where's your partner?" He looked up quickly, again gauging the looks of the other men at the table, before concluding that his adopted son was still among the living. "What happened?" he rephrased.
Alexander Waverly shook his head slowly, his hands fingering the pipe. "I hope, nothing. Perhaps we are overreacting to a series of unrelated incidents."
"Or perhaps this is the beginning of a breakdown." Lawrence got up and poured himself another cup of coffee, bringing a second cup for Graham. "God knows, he's been pushed in that direction for years. Last summer was stressful enough for anyone. He's had a lot on his plate."
"I think that could be said of any one of us," Graham responded. "What exactly are you concerned about at this time?"
Lawrence handed him the file, the report tersely documenting the unusual behavior over the past few days, since the return from Figliano.
"Where is he?" Graham asked, still trying to make eye contact with
someone
at the table. "Does he know about this meeting?"
"No," Solo replied. "He's in his lab. Researching arthropod bites and spider venom."
"Oh... the Kenyan incident." Graham finished the report, closed the file, and tossed it back across the table to Lawrence. "I heard about the venom in the darts. I didn't think that was possible."
"That's what Illya is investigating." Solo rubbed at his forehead. "I've suggested we go to Kenya and investigate."
"Hence this meeting discussing Illya's so-called mental or emotional breakdown?"
"Come now, Norm," Lawrence chided. "We aren't making any accusations. But we'd be foolish not to at least address these issues, though." The doctor smiled. "I think there isn't one of us here who doesn't have a great deal of respect—and affection—for Illya Nickovetch Kuryakin."
Waverly cleared his throat. "My concern, of course, is for U.N.C.L.E. and the mission itself."
"Right..." Graham muttered, loud enough for everyone else to hear. He exchanged grins with Solo and Lawrence, feeling some of the tension lift from the room. "So why go to Kenya? Did our local office there request help?"
Waverly nodded. "Mr. Solo and Mr. Kuryakin have identified a Thrush shipment of various toxic spiders air shipped out of New York on route to Kenya."
"For what purpose?" Graham asked.
Solo shrugged. "Unknown at this time. The spiders were dead."
Dr Lawrence handed the Washington agent a copy of the latest Kenyan report. "According to our findings, the Kenyan agents died from multiple dart wounds which injected poison into their systems, not unlike a spider bite. Spider venom—and I'm quoting here from a study—contains many biologically active substances, ranging from compounds of relatively low molecular weight, such as gamma-aminobutyric acid, to those of relatively high molecular weight, such as enzymes and lethal polypeptide. The lethal effects of the venoms appear to result from the nonenzymatic peptides."
"Huh?" Graham tossed the paper back. "In English, please."
"It's not important," Lawrence said, putting down his report. "What
is
important is at this time, we don't have a lot of information about spider venom itself. We know how to treat it, but not necessarily how it does the damage it does."
"So Thrush is milking spiders for the venom?"
"Something like that," Lawrence answered.
Waverly gestured impatiently at the conversation. "We did not ask you to come an hour earlier to New York to talk about spider venom, Norman."
"I didn't think so. I assume that prior to our monthly meeting, we are discussing Illya. And his current competence."
"That is correct."
"And you want to know what he called me about when he spoke with me immediately after the Enciente problem."
Waverly nodded, bringing the pipe to his mouth.
"Would it matter if I said it was personal?"
"Personal to whom? You or Kuryakin?" Waverly asked.
"Both." Graham frowned, but continued, "He asked me if I knew how old his mother was when she died."
Solo glanced up. "What?"
Graham nodded. "That was it. Did I know how old his mother was when she died? I think he wanted to figure out how old she would be now, if she were still alive."
Solo shifted through a pile of papers on the desk in front of him, removing a photograph of the Thrush agent known as Mother Fear. "This is the woman who interrogated Illya. According to his report, she asked him about his mother."
"Do you have a transcript?"
"Yes." Solo read off the exchange that Illya had recorded on his report. "She asked him when was the last time he told his mother that he loved her? Sent her flowers? Thanked her for all the little things she's done? Told her how much he cared?—He said he responded by telling her that he didn't have any guilt feelings for her to prey upon. Or any resentment.—She responded by saying that was nice, and remarking that he wanted to be a good boy—then she asked about the location of the conference... Mother Fear had drugged his tea, force fed him it, and the drug started working at that point. Illya was hazy about the details following that. He knows he was stripped down to his boxers at one point, and that she strapped him quite thoroughly across his back, switching to a riding crop when the strap didn't draw blood. Jenks came in and stopped her after she had taken a few swipes at Illya, but he doesn’t remember what they discussed." Solo put the report down. "He didn't remember anything else until I came into the cell he was held in."
Waverly tapped his pipe on the table, staring off across the room. "Carlo said something I thought was interesting. He mentioned that it was interesting that Mother Fear surrounded herself with blond young men."
Solo frowned. "That's right. The two henchmen were both around Illya's age and blond."
"Coincidence or something else?" Lawrence asked.
"One of them is dead, but the other is in the hospital in Geneva. I'll contact Carlo and have the office there question him about his relationship with Mother Fear." Waverly looked back at Graham. "So Mr. Kuryakin put an overseas call to your office just to ask you a trivial question about his mother?"
"That's all he asked. Said he was curious about something and wanted to know how old she was when she died."
"Maybe Mother Fear's taunts just got him wondering," Solo put in. "As he told her, he doesn't seem to have any guilt feelings or resentment about his mother."
"Well, Illya was right about that. It would be difficult for her to make Illya feel guilty about his mother, since she died when he was two years old."
"So how old would she have been?" Solo asked.
"Late forties. She must have been about twenty-one or twenty-two when he was bom. And he'll be twenty-seven years old on December 27*."
"His Golden Birthday," Lawrence said softly. "The age and the day matching."
"Except he told me that he doesn't believe he will live to his birthday."
Graham looked surprised at Solo's comment. "Why is that?"
"Beyond mentioning some dreams, he didn't say. Maybe it was something else that Mother Fear said to him."
The door hissed open and Kuryakin stood in the entrance, blinking at the men gathered around the table. He hesitated at the doorway, uncertain of whether to walk in and join them, or leave.
"Come, Mr. Kuryakin. This concerns you." Waverly gestured to the empty space beside between the Section One leader and Solo. "Do you have a report for us on the Kenyan situation?"
Kuryakin slipped into the chair, glancing to each of the men in quick succession before putting his glasses on and reading his report. "Yes, regarding the venom of these spiders, I have read of a case where the venom was extracted from 3,000
Loxoscles reclusa
spiders by electrical shocks and was collected in microcapillary tubes. We can theorize that Thrush is doing the same thing."
"Why use spider venom in weapons rather than bullets?" Lawrence asked.
"Why not?" Kuryakin replied, lightly. "When have we known Thrush to be logical?" The smile on his face bordered on the grim. "In truth, I have no answers. I agree that we should follow the shipment to Kenya and see where it ends up."
"When does the Thrush shipment leave?" Graham asked.
"The cargo flight left an hour ago," Solo said, looking down at his watch. "We're booked on a flight in forty minutes." He stood to exit the meeting.
"Then that leaves just one more problem," Waverly said, motioning both Kuryakin and Solo to sit again. "And that revolves around you, Mr. Kuryakin."
"Yes, sir?"
"Is there any reason you can foresee that you should
not
go to Kenya?"
Kuryakin glanced to his partner, then back to Waverly. "No, sir. I believe I can be of assistance on this assignment. I would like to visit the Araneiden Research Center in Nairobi. They may have answers for this case."
"Mr. Solo, do you have any reservations regarding Mr. Kuryakin accompanying you to Kenya?"
"No, sir," Solo answered, meeting Waverly's gaze head on. "None at all."
"Dr Lawrence? Mr. Graham? Any further comments or questions?" When both men shook their heads, Waverly dismissed the meeting. "Our Section One weekly session begins in fifteen minutes," he murmured to the two senior agents as the enforcement agents left the room.
* * * * *
It was a long flight from New York to Nairobi, switching planes in Paris. Illya slept on the trans-Atlantic flight and spent the time between Paris and Nairobi paging through the briefcase full of documents he had brought with him. Both men were dressed casually, Illya in beige chinos, white shirt, and a cotton pullover, and Napoleon in a lightweight suit and white shirt. He had a tie folded in his jacket pocket, in case he needed it. Illya would be posing as a university student while canvassing one branch of their investigation, while Napoleon would be an importer from New York, looking at possible new markets.
"We're booked into the Nairobi Norfolk Hotel. Adjoining rooms," Napoleon said, breaking the long silence.
"Hmm?" Illya looked up, pulling himself from the lab reports. "Good. He glanced at his watch. "We should arrive on time, 3 p.m. local time, so there should be opportunity for me to take a cab directly to the Araneiden Research Center. I would like to set things in motion there."
"I think what I'll do is first make some inquiries with the Kenya Customs to see what their regulations are. I can certainly do that within my cover. Then I should stop by the local U.N.C.L.E. office; they are supposed to be monitoring to see if anyone has claimed the shipment of spiders. And I'd like to go over the field reports in more detail. Does that match your schedule? We could meet up there later."
"I will contact you if I am delayed. I'm uncertain what to expect at the research center, and I'm reluctant to make future commitments beyond my appointment there." Illya pushed his glasses back into place, already focused on his papers.
Taking advantage of his partner's concentration, Napoleon regarded him carefully. The slightly furrowed forehead and drawn-together eyebrows spoke of an ignored headache, as did the tight set of Illya's shoulders. But there was nothing unprofessional about Illya's manner—he appeared to be totally on top of the assignment, well-versed in the case, and ready for the cover role of American college student, as well. Sharper scrutiny revealed the dark rings under Illya's eyes, the too-coiled tenseness of his muscles, the slight restlessness, atypically manifested when usually kept under tight control.
"Are you okay?" Napoleon asked, trying to keep his voice casual.
"Yes."
"Tell me if that changes."
"Certainly."
Napoleon stared at the white clouds beneath them as the plane winged on to Kenya, his thoughts spinning slowly.


Act Two
"Down came the rain, and washed the spider out..."




Nairobi, Kenya 

Thursday, December 16,1965
Nairobi glistened beneath them as the plane landed at the International Airport southeast of the mile-high city. It was three in the afternoon, which made it seven in the morning in New York. They had been traveling, including their stopover in Paris, for almost eighteen hours. It felt like it.
After the brisk New York winter weather and the air-conditioned coolness of the airplane, the warm sunshine felt soothing on his face. Napoleon paused at the top of the stairs and stretched for a moment before he exited the plane and walked along the hot tarmac, comfortably aware of Illya just a pace or two behind him, pale eyes hidden beneath the sunglasses. Both men had their passports and the Kenyan-required visas ready. There was a gentle breeze playing across the open runway, and he breathed in the remarkably fresh air, the oxygen at this high level a little thinner than what he was used to. No wonder the Kenyan athletes were already training for the 1968 Olympics in Mexico City. They had a distinct advantage over many of the other countries attending, as the Mexican city was at virtually the same altitude.
The line slowed down as they neared the terminal building and the passengers had to show their boarding passes. Napoleon listened to the babble of voices around him, the sing-song lilt of Swahili, the mixed accents of British and American English, other languages teasing at his linguistic memory. Smiles abounded everywhere, the glistening white teeth and sparkling dark eyes of the native Kenyans, and the more reserved smiles of the old British aristocracy, still hanging on despite Kenya's independence two years previous. So far, from what Napoleon had heard, racial tensions in the country were still under control, and the passing of batons from one form of government to the other had gone remarkably smoothly in the initial utopia of having their own country. Whether that continued, remained to be seen.
They walked into the airport terminal and were steered toward customs. Everywhere was the picture of the country's first Prime Minister—and now its first President—Jomo Kenyatta. As leader of the new Republic of Kenya, he was referred to as
Myee—Old Man—a title of the greatest respect and affection. Napoleon considered briefly the times he had referred to Waverly as "the Old Man" and wondered about the similarities in moniker.
"You don't happen to speak Swahili, do you?" he asked, waiting a beat for Illya to walk up beside him.
"A spattering," Illya responded. "Enough. It is hardly necessary, though. English is an official language." He took a firmer grip on his briefcase as they eased forward in the line. The process was quick and painless once they reached the front. Their visas, passports, and other documents were processed efficiently, and a smiling attendant gestured for them to come around to the side and collect their suitcases.
"Give me your luggage claims, and I'll pick up our suitcases if you need to get going," Napoleon said, glancing at his watch. "I'll put them in a locker, then take them with me later to the hotel."
"Thank you. I'll join you at the Norfolk Hotel later." Illya turned to go, then looked back. "Are we meeting at the hotel or at the U.N.C.L.E. office. I have it in mind that we are to meet at the local office."
"The hotel is fine. I'll just check in to the Nairobi office by phone and then see about arranging transportation north tomorrow. We could both plan for an early night. I think I need to reset my body for the difference in time."
"Certainly," Illya nodded, turning to leave.
"Dinner, perhaps at eight?"
He turned back yet again, a slight smile on his face as he replaced his sunglasses. "I am fine, Napoleon. I promise to stay clear of grappling hooks."
"Just inquiring about dinner." Napoleon made a show of checking his wallet. "Did Heather give you enough local currency to get around here? It looks like I have enough here for both of us."
Illya pulled out his wallet to confirm the amount of Kenyan shillings given him, and shrugged. "Enough for tonight and tomorrow, anyway." He gave a quick nod and headed off toward the group of rather anxious-looking cab drivers lined up by the entrance.
Keyed lockers were nearby, so Napoleon got one big enough for the two suitcases and put them away, pocketing the key. Next on the agenda was the air cargo customs department.
It took him almost half an hour to find the building, as no one he asked seemed to know what he was talking about. He ended up finding it by chance, taking a shortcut through it on his way elsewhere. They handed him a series of mimeographed papers outlining the country's policies on importing and exporting, taxation and duties, but there appeared to be no one on duty who could actually answer his more detailed questions. Promising to 'call again in the morning', he ventured back to the main terminal, doubling back on his route, unaccounted by Thrush or anyone else, then reclaimed their luggage.
Napoleon had secured their two suitcases and had stepped a few yards toward the exit, when a cab driver wrestled them from his hands and offered the services of his taxi. Tucking his U.N.C.L.E. Special back in its holster, Napoleon looked around, seeing the same aggressiveness occurring with other tourists. Still not committing himself to anything, he followed the Kenyan driver to the waiting taxi, watching as his suitcases were tossed in the trunk. The black London cab was huge but looked a lot safer than the others clustered along the street, so Napoleon reluctantly went along with him to the hotel.
The Norfolk Hotel was one he had stayed at before, a collection of half-timbered, brick and stucco low-rise buildings surrounding a courtyard with aviaries. True to its reputation of being a meeting place for locals, he was immediately hailed from the terrace restaurant as he passed by the hotel's porch on his way inside.
"Jambo,
Mr. Solo.
Habari?"
"I am fine, thank you, Mr. Muliro.
Habari?"
he asked, leaning over the railing to shake hands with the head of U.N.C.L.E. in Kenya.
"I am quite well. And how is your Mr. Waverly?" John Muliro asked, not relinquishing the New York agent's hand. The Kenyan was in his sixties, gray-bearded although the close-cropped hair on his head was still black, just beginning to show flecks of white. Dark eyes shone in his expressive face, and his patriarchal presence was not unlike that of President Kenyatta himself.
"Mr. Waverly is fine, thank you. Let me go register, see to my bags, and I'll be right out."
"We will be here, Mr. Solo."
His hand finally released, Napoleon gave a quick wave and headed inside.
Heather McNabb had already confirmed their rooms from New York, and he was relieved to follow the bellboy into the cool studio suite, one of three suites that U.N.C.L.E. maintained in the hotel. Once alone, he checked both his room and Illya's adjoining room, changed his shirt and joined the Kenyan U.N.C.L.E. chief on the terrace for an impromptu update on the local situation.
Once the pleasantries were over, and their ice teas had arrived at the table, the U.N.C.L.E. representative in Nairobi had more strange news for him. Two more Kenyan Section Two agents had been found dead fifty miles east from North Horr, a township several hundred miles north of Nairobi, east of Lake Rudolf, and about seventy miles from where the other two agents had been killed. They had been killed by poison darts, apparently shot at them from close distance.
Solo scanned the report and handed it back to Muliro. "The autopsy says they died from poison that would be consistent with that of multiple spider bites."
Muliro was no longer smiling. The Oxford-educated historian lifted his head gravely, his face a deadly lion on the prowl, his eyes boring into Solo's. "It is but one of ten attacks in the last two weeks. We have been watching the area between Lake Rudolf and the Marsabit National Reserve, but you must understand, Mr. Solo, that it is a vast area of desert and savanna, and the area has many shifta-armed bandits who roam the lands. We of the United Network Command have a total now of twenty men for all of Eastern Africa. It is not enough. I have spoken with the
Myee
himself about this, and today met with Mr. Achieng, the Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Tourism and Wildlife. There is a temporary restriction put on the entire Marsabit area. We do not want a repeat of this." His words ended with a throttle in his throat, a lion's growl.
Solo met the man's fixed look. "Which is why we are here, Mr. Muliro. I would like to have a look at the area myself. If we see evidence of a Thrush nest, we'll arrange for more agents to be brought in, as many as are necessary. If it is not an international group operating, such as Thrush or some similar organization, you realize we may have our hands tied on the matter. It is difficult to interfere with the normal course of a country's development, no matter how atrocious their actions. We suspect Thrush may be involved, since the warehouse these spiders were shipped from was known to be Thrush-affiliated. If that does not prove to be the case, we will then discuss the matter again with Mr. Waverly and see what can be done. Tomorrow, I plan to go north with my partner and see for myself the situation. And if there is something else you feel we could do, please ask."
"Asanti sana,"
Muliro said, passionately. "Thank you." He pulled his chair closer to Solo's, his voice lowering. "While you are in the north, you must keep this in mind, Mr. Solo. When dealing with the police and local government, they have a... reputation for being not only unhelpful, but corrupt and quick to abuse their power—the less you have to do with them, the better. Do not get caught taking pictures of anything to do with the military. You can be arrested for doing so, and there is little I can do to help you. They are stubborn about these things."
"What is U.N.C.L.E.'s relationship with the current government?"

"Oh, with the President and top officials, we are old friends. He has stated he wishes to meet with Mr. Waverly in the very near future to discuss Kenya's relationship with U.N.C.L.E. in this new regime. Our country is facing a difficult time ahead. When we became independent from England, non-African Kenyans were given the choice of taking British or Kenyan citizenship. Many chose British, and those, especially those who are of Asian or East Indian descent, are now being pressured by the government from their jobs, their lands, their homes. Many are these people are choosing to immigrate to England before March 1968 when British law curbs Asian and Indian immigration, even for those with British citizenship."

"Isn't that what is wanted by the majority, though? A return to African government in Kenya?"
"Of a sort. But there are those rising up through the ranks, put in power because they are native Kenyans, despite their abilities. Many are those who, like Kenyatta, were involved in one way or another with the Mau Mau Rebellion. While some are in agreement with his belief in an orderly, lawful, peaceful changeover, others are more impatient to see changes—and to see themselves in charge of those changes."
"Has it affected the economy yet?"
"Again, another source of tension for us. Our country depends on agriculture; our economy is based on it. The only white man serving as a minister now is Mr. McKenzie, the Minister of Agriculture, and he is trying desperately to protect the interests of those Europeans who own land and are currently providing three out of every five jobs in the country. The government favors expropriation of the land without payment, and that will cause more problems. Realistically, too-rapid Africanization of Kenya will be to our detriment, if we are ill-equipped to handle these vast acreages. Kenyatta's motto is
'Harambee',
but this is difficult for many."
Solo let the world roll on his tongue.
"Harambee... What does it mean?" He had seen it written in big block letters on posters at the airport, on billboards as they passed through the city.
"It is Swahili for 'Let us all pull together.' We are trying, but we cannot do it in one year, or two years, or ten years. But we
will
do it—that I believe."
We should adopt the saying for U.N.C.L.E.,
Napoleon thought, smiling to himself, considering the vast number of agents from different cultures and races. "So the Network currently has a good relationship with the President."
"Yes, the
Myee
at this time is committed to work with U.N.C.L.E. But this is not so with the local governments, even with those who govern the districts. They view U.N.C.L.E. as being white and non-Kenyan. Their palms are out, waiting to be greased. Thrush is paying them to look the other way, I fear."
Solo glanced at his watch. Time was moving on, and he had yet to read the reports Muliro had brought for him. "I would like to make reservations for Mr. Kuryakin and myself to fly into Marsabit tomorrow. Can that be arranged?"
"Certainly. But if you wish to see the area where attacks have been, I suggest flying to Maikona, instead. It is still in the Marsabit area, but it is the closest airport to where you wish to go."
"Maikona?"
"It is halfway between Marsabit and North Horr. The attacks have all been in the Huri Hills and west to the North Horr area. Our base at Bondolo is northeast of North Horr. I will arrange for a flight leaving first thing in the morning, and also for a landrover to be ready for you. Would you require a driver as well?"
"An U.N.C.L.E. agent?"
Muliro shook his head. "One is not available, I am sorry. We have our compound at Bondolo—shared with a local clinic—and we are taxed to our limit due to our dropping numbers."
"Of course. Skip the driver. Just make sure I have an accurate set of maps. What are the roads like?"
Muliro laughed. "Let me tell you about the roads in Kenya. Here in the city, in Nairobi, one is very careful driving at night. There are potholes on the road big enough for an elephant to fall into, and streetlights are almost unheard of. Roads are without curbs or edges. Pedestrians will suddenly wander into traffic without looking. Bus drivers are aggressive to the point of being dangerous to anyone who gets in their way. We actually hired one to drive for us, considering his experience in driving in Nairobi without one fatality or accident, to be excellent credentials."
"And in Marsabit District?"
"The roads in Northern Kenya are few and far between. The roads that
are
there, are not in good condition. As I have mentioned, the area has many
shifta-armed bandits who roam the district. Do not travel at night."
"How long between the airport in Maikona and the Bondolo U.N.C.L.E. compound?"
"If you stick to the roads, about three hours. I will notify them you are coming. Once there, you will be escorted around by one of our agents."
"I would like to see where the attacks were first. Maybe talk to anyone who saw what the weapons looked like."
"We will do anything in our power to assist you, Mr. Solo."
* * * * *
Araneiden Research Center 

Nairobi, Kenya
Illya Kuryakin watched the Kenatco cab pull away from the research center, frowning at the scrawled receipt for only half of what he paid the driver. He turned and walked quickly up the stairs to the Araneiden Research Center, a single-storied building on the northern outskirts of the city, within a few block of a local college.
The smiles that had greeted him at the research center faded as he explained why he was there, his forged university credentials on the table before him, along with his master's thesis proposal stating he wished to research spider venom and its uses. The head of the facility brought in one of his top researchers, who answered every dull question the Russian could come up with on the nature of the center itself, while Illya wrote everything down in his notebook.
"I would like to find out more about the actual
venom
of the spiders," he asked, finally interrupting a lengthy discourse on the financial backers of the institute.
"Ah, that would be Peter's area, and he has already gone home for the day. He will be back in the morning. You must talk with him." For the first time, the head of the facility stood silently, staring at him.
"As I am only in Kenya a very few days, is there someone here at this institute who could tell me, then, about the spiders themselves?"
"Peter is our venomologist, but, yes, any of our researchers are able to instruct you on the spiders themselves and show you the various specimens we have here. But we suggest you speak with Peter tomorrow, as he has taken special interest in the venom, if that is what your research paper is on. He has done considerable work in that area, becoming somewhat of an expert in the field," he said proudly. "From your biology degree, I see you have some background in entomology?"

"Yes, I have always been interested in arthropods and other pests which attack man."
Like Thrush.
Kuryakin was then taken into the labs, walking by hundreds of dry aquariums filled with spiders of every size and shape. Most he recognized from the studies he had already done prior to leaving New York; only a few were species he hadn't encountered before. Kenya itself had few native species, and none were poisonous. Which lent the question, why had Thrush used this particular area to test their weapons in?
Unless the answer was one he had often encountered of late... Why not?
He stopped before a small glass-sided box that read:
Latrodectus.
Inside was a female black widow spider, the distinctive red hourglass figure clearly seen on the underside of her abdomen as she hung suspended by a thread within her irregular mesh web.
Illya shivered, flashing back a few days to a moonless night. The black/white shimmer of snow. The dark warehouse. The rush of adrenaline as he had repelled down the side of the building. The crates of thousands of dead spiders. The overwhelming sense of doom that had settled on his shoulders and caused him to be careless with the grappling hook.
Do I want to be bitten, or do I want to bite?
He blinked again banishing the thoughts and the dreams that clung to them.
* * * * *
Norfolk Hotel, Nairobi 

7:00 pm
Muliro finally left the hotel, and Napoleon headed back to his room, an armful of maps, brochures, and safari tourist information from the hotel lobby, as well as the reports and documents from the U.N.C.L.E. Kenyan office.
Figuring the difference in the time zones, he put a call in to Waverly's office, choosing to use the U.N.C.L.E. communicator rather than the telephone. Among other things, Muliro had warned him about the dubious service of the Kenyan telephone system. It was only mid-morning in New York, and his call was quickly routed directly to the Section One office.
"Yes, Mr. Solo. Do you have something to report?"
"Just that we are here and have begun our investigation. I met with Mr. Muliro this evening and have been updated on the current situation here in Kenya." He filled Waverly in on the details, then added, "We have a flight booked to Marsabit District tomorrow morning. The spider cargo has not yet been claimed or even processed, according to Muliro's information, and I would like to have a look at the area of the attacks."
"Keep me informed. Thrush activity is almost at a standstill at the moment, apart from the activity in Kenya. And how is Mr. Kuryakin coping?"
Waverly added, almost as an afterthought.
"He seems fine, sir. If I had thought otherwise, he would not be here with me," Solo said, keeping the annoyance from his voice.
"Certainly. Fine, then. I expect your report once you reach Bondolo."
"Yes, sir."
The line terminated and Napoleon reset the signal for that of his partner. It beeped once, and then it was cutoff. Illya must be with someone.
Five minutes later, the call was returned. "Solo here."
"It's Kuryakin." His voice sounded quiet and echoed slightly.
"Where are you?"
"In the restroom."
"How are you doing at the center?"
"I am just embarking on a tour of the research facilities. I will call you when I leave."
"I'll be here." Napoleon closed the connection and put the miniature transceiver away. He took advantage of the time to repack for the next day and the trip to Marsabit, and, once that was finished, he sat down with the lengthy Nairobi office reports and started reading.
* * * * *
Araneiden Research Center
The researcher tapped on the glass and the spider moved. "This specimen is average. Black body, about 12 mm long and a nearly globular abdomen 7.2 to 9.6 mm in diameter. The overall length, including the legs, is 38 to 43 mm.
Latrodectus hesperus
has the largest females, bodies ranging up to 15.5 mm in diameter."
"What happens if one bites a human?" Kuryakin asked.
"Well, Peter could tell you more about that, but I am familiar with the symptoms. I've been bitten several times, and as you can see, I am still alive." The man smiled, then continued quickly when he saw no trace of humor in his guest. "There is usually a slight local swelling and redness, and two tiny red spots may appear. Pain at the site, going down in a day or two. If it's a bad bite: fever, increased blood pressure, profuse perspiration, nausea."
"The usual," Kuryakin said, offhandedly. He moved on to the other spiders, listening intently as the researcher described the various symptoms of a single bite from each of the specimens there. When they reached the end of the long row, he could see through the windows ringing the top of the lab that it had grown dark, which probably explained the head of the facility looking impatient standing at the door of the lab.
He glanced at his watch, adjusted the time in his head, and realized it was after eight o'clock in the evening. He had been there for almost four hours and still hadn't come close to finding out the information he was looking for.
"I must apologize. I see I am keeping you," he said, trying to smile in a what he hoped was a reassuring manner. "I appreciate your help. I'd like to come back tomorrow and ask some more questions of your
venom
expert. What time do you open?"
"To the public, nine o'clock," the head of the facility said, firmly.
"Nine o'clock," Kuryakin repeated. "I'll be here." He used their telephone and called a cab, then left with them as the center was locked for the night, assuring them he was quite comfortable waiting outside for the cab to come. They warned him that it might take a while.
He sat on the top stair, grateful for his sweater in the cooling temperatures, and wishing that he had thought to bring his jacket. He had honestly not believed he would spend that amount of time at the research center, which was poor planning on his part, he chided himself. The temperature at this time of year could drop from a pleasant mid-seventies to mid-fifties at night, but for the time being, he was fine.
The streets around were quiet, the business area he was in closed for the night. From where he sat he could see the Machakos Hills rim the city in the southern horizon, appearing as darker shadows against the night sky.
The stars had not yet come out, but a crescent-shaped moon hung in the evening sky, large and pointed-tipped, and he thought of Russia. How far he had traveled since his youth, since making the leap from Russia's hands into those of U.N.C.L.E. How far he had come. How different he was now, and yet, the same.
How far he had traveled since he was that young child who watched his brother die and waited for his mother to return for him.
While he had always had a vague memory of what had occurred, he had not considered his feelings on the matter before, and they came to him now, prickling at his skin and his thoughts and his heart.
Mother Fear had been more dangerous than he had first anticipated. Back in New York, he had found her name in the U.N.C.L.E. records and had discovered her degree in psychology, and that she was believed to be a clinical therapist. She was also someone who had had access to his files in the Thrush databases, and he wondered now exactly what was in those files. How much did Thrush know about his life, things that he did not know?
What really did he know? What memories were real after so long a time? Traveling with Kolya, his father, he had been another child, another name and history, and he had forgotten much of what was real, caught in the lies that had kept them alive in the Soviet Union and later in the Netherlands during World War II...
And later, while still a boy, another name and another history with Mikhail Zadkine, his foster father. And more lies with the KGB and GRU, until he no longer remembered who he really was.
He had come to U.N.C.L.E. so uncertain of many things. And he had found answers there, first with Alexander Waverly, then with Norm and Trish Graham. From this American family he found his heart, his dreams, his desires.
But it was the CIA in America who had told him his birth date and who had given him a copy of his birth records, the previous January. It was the CIA who had showed him a picture of his mother. It was the CIA who had given him her small Russian Bible. He had wondered, at the time, how they had discovered these things, when he had not been able to do so. And he had wondered if they were true, but had not voiced his question in the days of celebration which had followed. Norm Graham and Alexander Waverly had accepted the information as true, so Illya had bowed to their discernment, but he had stared at the picture later, and wondered who this woman was. He could not find her in his memories.
Mother Fear had said...
But she was lying, of course. She was trying to force information from him and she would have said anything to make him give the location of the Section One, Western Hemispheric conference.
But she had said it almost in passing, as though it were not important, and that in itself had bothered him. She had said it as if it was something he should have known already, something he knew already.
But she was skilled at this sort of thing.
But was it true, regardless?
He had grasped hold of the thought, had clung to it as the strap had fallen on his back. He had focused on the idea as Mother Fear had brought out the riding crop and continued her lashings on the already red and bruising skin. As each bite of the leather sliced into his back.
And then later, when she tried to convince him further.
Then he had let it go. And had awoken in the cell alone, his back on fire, pain clouding all thoughts from his mind except two. He wondered where Napoleon was and if he would come. And he wondered where his mother was.
And who she was. And if she was...
* * * * *
The cab came finally, and after a careful negotiation of the fee to take him to the Norfolk Hotel, he arrived safely. The keys to his room were waiting for him at the front desk of the hotel, and Kuryakin pocketed them and read the note from Napoleon as he climbed the stairs to the U.N.C.L.E. suite.
With a sigh, he opened his room, checked it quickly, then knocked on the door separating his suite from Napoleon's.
"Come in."
He walked in and crossed the room to where Napoleon sat at the table, papers spread out around him. Napoleon waved him to an empty chair. "How did it go at the spider place?"
He smiled, despite his weariness. "The spider place? Fine. I'm going back tomorrow to find out more. The man I needed to talk to was not there today."
"Have you eaten? Room service is available for another hour. I've already eaten."
"I'm not hungry."
"You should probably eat-"
"Yes, I know." He went over to the telephone and ordered some soup and bread to be brought up. "There. I will eat."
Napoleon was busy studying a map of the country. "I spoke with Muliro. He said there have been numerous attacks with the poison darts, all in one area of the country."
Illya peered at the topographical map. "Marsabit District. Where is that?"
"In the Eastern Province, in the north part of Kenya. Ethiopia is to the north of Marsabit District. The area we are concerned with is to the northwest of the Marsabit National Park and Game Reserve, between there and Lake Rudolf."
"And the attacks have occurred where precisely?"
"All have been within the North Horr, Loiyangarani, and Laisamis Divisions. According to this information, the land there is mainly non-arable, desert-like."
"The roads, I assume, are passable but slow?"
"On a good day. At least we aren't in the rainy season."
"It rains on the desert?"
"It floods in areas, run off from the rain." Napoleon looked up. "You said you were going back to the spider place tomorrow? Is that necessary? I have a flight out for us at nine in the morning."
"I have to be at the Araneiden Research Center at nine. I am to meet with a scientist who specializes in spider venom. Can you book us on a later flight?"
Napoleon nodded. "I'll try. Why don't you have a quick shower before your food comes and I'll see if I can reschedule?"
Illya took a shower, changed into his pajamas and returned to Napoleon's room to eat his soup, waiting for him to get off the telephone. It took awhile for Napoleon to find someone at the U.N.C.L.E. office who could help him, since the office was only manned by two people during the night shift, and neither felt they were authorized to make changes to something John Muliro had set up. Napoleon had to remind them of his own rank, which was at the same level as Muliro's, if not higher, since he had Alexander Waverly's personal approval of this decision.
Evoking the Head of Section One's name seemed to do the trick and finally his partner put down the receiver. "Okay, they'll rebook your flight. You'll be leaving at eleven-thirty tomorrow morning. That should still give you time for the flight and plenty of time to make the drive to Bondolo compound before dark. That's limiting your time at the research center to two hours."
"That should be adequate. "
"I'll still take the nine o'clock flight, which gives me time to look around."
"I wanted to talk to you about that." Illya took a mouthful of the soup, waiting until Napoleon looked up from his maps. "Why take separate flights? Can you wait and fly up with me?"
"I'd rather not. This way, I can take my time checking things out up north. Just call me on the transceiver when you arrive at Maikona, and we can meet somewhere." Napoleon was busy studying a map of the east coast of Lake Rudolf.
"There are bandits in the area. It may not be safe." Illya bit off a piece of bread.
"The
shifta?
Yes, I've heard of them. Muliro mentioned them, but he said there have been no disturbances in the last few months. It should be safe." Napoleon looked up at him then, the dark eyes seeking out his. "Unless you think..."
The words trailed off, and Illya realized what Napoleon was thinking. "No, I don't have any specific premonitions of disaster here. It just seems to be a waste of money to fly us separately, rent two vehicles, and duplicate the effort, when we could travel together."
"I ran it by Waverly, and he didn't comment on the expense. He wants us to tie up the affair and get back to New York." Napoleon yawned, then smiled. "Sorry. It's been a long day. I'm beat."
Illya popped the last of the bread in his mouth and finished his soup. "I'm heading for bed myself. See you in the morning, then." He returned to his room and turned out the lights, getting into the remarkably comfortable bed. Sleep came quickly. As did the dream.
 
He was waiting for her to come back, sitting on the edge of the sidewalk. Day turned to night, the hours passing as he grew hungry and thirsty. Sometimes the sky would light up orange and red and the noise would hurt his ears.
But he didn’t want to leave in case she came and he wasn't there.
Then a bus came up and stopped just a few feet from him. Kolya—his father—was behind the wheel this time. Illya could see him, but he did not see Illya, sitting on the sidewalk. The door to the bus swung open, and the occupants came out. Children he had known in Rotterdam, now all nameless faces. Childhood friends from the ballet school in Leningrad. Students from Ecole Figliano, their faces staring at him in hatred.
Then Mother Fear came out of the bus, holding the hand of a blond child, about six years old.
"This is Mitya," she said to Illya.
The little boy stared at him, saying nothing.
"He is your older brother," she added. Smiling.
Illya looked at the little boy, then over to Kolya, but his father just stared ahead out the front windshield of the bus and said nothing.
Then the little boy looked up at her and called her 'Mother'.
Illya screamed. And he ran.
Eyes followed him as he moved down the narrow road. Twin balls of fire, they hovered three feet above the pavement, pacing his frantic race through the streets. Orange lightning streaked out toward him, then came the impact as it hit him, throwing him into the air, his body falling to lie crushed and broken by the side of the road, his sightless eyes to forever reflect the bombs' red glare.
 
He woke with a start and wiped the sweat from his face, then sat up in the darkness, breathing deeply to calm the tremors that shook him.
It was only midnight. He had seven more hours to go.
* * * * *
Napoleon woke at two in the morning, needing to use the bathroom. One of the curses of multiple time zones was that it always threw his body systems out of kilter for a day or so.
Coming out of the bathroom, he passed by the open door between his suite and his partner's and he could see the bedside lamp on, the bed empty. He had taken a step closer, checking to make sure all was well, when he saw Illya on the small balcony of his suite, sitting staring up into the night sky, his arms wrapped around his chest, the thin pajamas inadequate for the cool evening breeze.
He paused for a moment, then stepped into the other room.
Illya turned and stared at him, watching as he approached. "Did I wake you?"
"No. I got up to use the facilities, then noticed your light on." Napoleon sat down near him. "Trouble sleeping?"
Illya nodded. "The time change, as you said."
"And the dreams." Napoleon waited for Illya to look back at him. "More dreams?" he prompted.
Again, the slow nod. Reluctant to share, but knowing the wisdom of it. "The same as before."
"What are they of?" Napoleon asked, not certain of a reply. "Something I need to know?" he added, allowing his partner an 'out'.
Illya shrugged. "Odd memories from when I was a child mixed up with another reoccurring theme."
"The nightmare," Napoleon said.
"Of sort."
Napoleon waited, feeling the tension between them magnify, then slowly ease.
Illya stood and came back into the room, closing the door to the balcony. He looked down at Napoleon. "I'm not sure what's wrong, what's causing the dreams. It won't interfere with my work, I can guarantee that. If you think I can't handle this—" He shrugged.
Napoleon got to his feet, arms crossed thoughtfully. "Just keep talking to me. Keep me informed. It'll resolve itself somehow."
Illya laughed. "I've had nightmares before. They are nothing new."
"But they've never involved Mother Fear before. She was called that for a reason, you know."
His partner sat on the edge of his bed, glancing up at him. "Did I mention Mother Fear?"
"Are you telling me that the dreams don't involve her?"
"I just don't recall mentioning it."
It was Napoleon's turn to laugh as he headed back to his own room. "Don't forget,
tovarich,
that I met her, too." He closed the door, leaving Illya to his thoughts.
* * * * *
Maikona, Marsabit District, Kenya 

Friday, December 17,1965
It was hotter than he had expected, stepping off the Cessna plane. After a ninety minute flight, they had dropped him at an old government airstrip four miles out of the township of Maikona. A surly welcoming party there handed him the keys to the landrover and a map, then wished him well and took off again, as though trying to avoid some lingering plague of dealing with a foreigner.
Napoleon dropped his duffle bag in the back of the landrover and sighed with relief when the engine turned over, not that there was anyone around he could ask for help if it had not been running. For the hundredth time in the last hour, he wished his partner had come with him. Or more correctly, that he had waited for Illya. There was a distinct uneasiness with being separated from the Russian, one that he could not attribute solely to the melancholia hovering around Illya.

That morning, they had breakfasted early, made plans to reunite in Bondolo, and then had gone their own ways. Napoleon had felt the tension between them, but also the strength, the bonds that united them. They had been through a lot together already, physical and emotional situations—whether personal or on behalf on U.N.C.L.E.—situations which potentially could have dissolved their partnership or cemented it. Napoleon was convinced that whatever nightmares Illya was wrestling with, they were not about U.N.C.L.E., nor their friendship. It was something deeper.
Something about dying.
If Mother Fear were still alive, Napoleon would have gladly killed her again.
As soon as the thought crossed his mind, he wondered if that was what was causing the nightmares. Was it because the woman was dead? He had come out of the Enciente Lodge to see Illya standing to one side as several U.N.C.L.E. agents pulled her body off the waterwheel. Illya had said nothing, his face blank, unreadable. Then he had turned and gone inside the building, and put in a call to Norm Graham, asking him the seemingly innocent question about his mother.
Perhaps, when they were back in New York, it was time he had a good talk with his partner, at least verbally offering a listening ear in case there was something Illya wanted to discuss. Neither were competent at the art of confiding yet, but they had taken steps in that direction and it was plain to see the value of one partner knowing what was going on in the other partner's head, even when he didn't know himself what was wrong. Not looking for advice, or sympathy, or anything else, but the practical precaution of both partners knowing the possible limitations of the other.
Along the lines of reporting on the operating condition of my weapons, my physical condition, and my mental condition.
Napoleon smiled grimly at the memory of a previous conversation with his partner.
Well, that only works when your partner is there beside you, not at the other side of the country. Illya, you were right. It was a dumb move on my part.
One of his first instructors at the U.N.C.L.E. Survival School was famous for quoting a verse from Ecclesiastes when lecturing on why the United Network assigned partners rather than sending agents to work alone.
'For if either of them falls, the one will lift up his companion. But woe to the one who falls when there is not another to lift him.'
The paradox existed. You were expendable; the mission was of utmost importance—lives depend on your actions. But the flip side was that you were valuable, as all life is valuable. You need to protect yourself, and you need to protect your partner.
He took a deep breath and looked away from the small airplane as it disappeared into the hazy blue sky. There was a wildness to the air around him. The frontier edge he seldom experienced, certainly not since his trip into the Australian outback. Nothing seemed stable, familiar. The smell was as foreign as the feel of the wind on his face. He felt a stranger in a strange land. His skin prickled with danger from a thousand directions, unknown variables.
He checked the time and debated staying in place for another two and a half hours, until Illya was due to arrive. Separating had been a bad idea, but it was done now, time was moving on, and Waverly had stressed the importance of getting to Bondolo as soon as possible. So he would just make this time profitable and see what bird watching he could get in, even in this desolate area.
Napoleon pulled out the map and laid it over the hood of the landrover, holding down the comers. He looked up, squinting against the sun, his eyes picking out the road heading northeast into the arid lands. With a deep sigh, he got behind the wheel and headed out.
* * * * *


Araneiden Research Center 

Nairobi, Kenya, 9:45 a.m.
He had waited for over half an hour before the venomologist came in. Peter Kawali stood close to six and a half feet in height, an easy smile on his face. He wore a pristine, white lab coat over his clothing and tilted his head to one side to peer down at Kuryakin with an amused, tolerant look on his face. "What exactly are you looking for, Mr. Johannsen? Why have you chosen this as your topic?"
Kuryakin smiled back at him. "I've always found spiders fascinating, and during some course work I took one semester, the professor teaching the course touched on the chemical and pharmacological properties of spider venom—" he spread his arms wide, "—and I was hooked."
"And what has brought you to Kenya, then? There are no poisonous spiders in our country. It seems an unusual place for you to visit." Kawali walked slowly down the rows of dry aquariums, stopping now and then to peer into the glass boxes with the same curious look on his face that he had previously given Kuryakin.
"Why Kenya? I was speaking with a friend from Tanzania, and he told me of the Araneiden Research Center. I had some time free since the school has taken a winter break, so I came. Besides, I heard there was an expert venomologist here."
Kawali nodded, listening as the U.N.C.L.E. agent spoke, but Kuryakin had the distinct impression that his cover wasn't believed by this man.
"Well, Mr. Johannsen, let's take a look around the lab, I will show you a portion of my research. It may or may not be helpful to you. I warn you now, I must leave in an hour for another appointment. I had only come in today to get some documents."
Kuryakin followed him for thirty minutes, occasionally asking questions, but more and more just listening to the man, one of the first graduates of the Kenya Science Teachers College outside of Nairobi. From there, Kawali had gone to Sweden for further studies—as that country was the sponsor of the college and staffed it—and then Kawali had gone on to Australia for further work. He had been back in Kenya for almost a year, conducting most of his tests at the Araneiden Research Center.
"May I ask what you did prior to attending the science college?" Kuryakin asked. The man was in his early forties and the background he had given the U.N.C.L.E. agent had occupied only the last six years.
The question, however routine, was not well received. "I was not involved in scientific pursuits. Shall we limit our discussion to the matter at hand, Mr. Johannsen?" Kawali asked sharply.
"Certainly. I apologize if my question was inappropriate," Kuryakin said, waving off the segue. "I am merely curious at what led you into this research. As I told you, my field was chemistry and pharmaceuticals, and I now find myself immersed in this subject."
Kawali stared at him for a moment, then smiled abruptly. "No offense taken. You asked to see how the venom is stored—come this way."
So, you won’t tell me about your past... Kuryakin referenced what little information he had, deciding to wait for the time being until a proper check could be run on the man. Men with no pasts—men who for one reason or another wanted to keep their past secret—often were ideal for Thrush to scoop up. And Kawali seemed suspicious of him, something the other researchers at the center had not indicated by their behavior.
Why would someone be suspicious of a college student doing research? It wasn't as if there were military secrets being kept here. Or nuclear stockpile.
Then, again...
There were spiders.
* * * * *
Marsabit District, Kenya 

Loyangalani/Marsabit Road
Napoleon Solo pulled slightly off the road and stared at the map. The instructions said the first bodies were found 1.5 kilometers past the last junction, which should be about... here. He looked up and around, seeing nothing beside the semi-parched scrub land and isolated acacia trees. Glancing up at the fierce midday sun, he adjusted the wide hat on his head and stepped out of the landrover, heading to a distant marker, thirty or forty yards off the road. The red flags flickered in the breeze. He carefully walked around the marked area, but it didn't take long for him to see that whatever evidence there had been at one time, was now removed, or scrubbed down by the sand.
He slowly trudged back to the landrover, taking a moment to drink some water and wipe down his face before starting the engine again. Driving a short distance up the road, he paused under the dubious shade of a low spreading tree and once again studied the map.
Part of the problem was the
why
of the entire situation.
Why
had Thrush picked this particular country, this particular place, and this strange weapon? Why spider venom? Something else could have been manufactured at a fraction of the cost of finding or cultivating black widow spiders.
Or was it merely the psychological advantage of having the deadly spider venom as a weapon?
Idly he tapped his fingers on the steering wheel, still staring at the map. He tried to see the entire picture, to put the Marsabit District and Chalbi Desert on some grander scale. Discarding the local map, he reached behind him into the back seat and opened a larger map of Kenya, showing its relation to the entire East coast of Africa.
Sudan to the northwest. Ethiopia to the north. Somali to the northeast. Uganda to the west. Tanzania to the south. The Indian Ocean to the east. No large cities near the Marsabit District to encourage crime or criminal activity on a larger scale. Although, he had to admit, a relatively short flight of several hours had brought him from Nairobi to Maikona airport.
Rather than accessibility, then, perhaps the
inaccessibility
of the location? Again, why
here,
though? There had to be a reason why they were using this particular area.
Or did it have more to do with where the personnel were located, than the area itself?
He was putting the map away, tucking it into his leather backpack, when he heard the low deep laugh from outside the passenger side of the vehicle. His reaction to turn his head was halted by the warm solidness of a gun muzzle at his neck, preventing the movement.
"Ah... Mr. Solo, I presume?"
* * * * *
Araneiden Research Center
"Is there a telephone I could use?" Kuryakin asked suddenly, interrupting the researcher who had taken over the tour when Kawali excused himself to leave. Three men in business suits were meeting with the venomologist in his office/laboratory.
"Sir?" the young scientist asked, confused.
"I need to use the telephone," he repeated, glancing around the laboratory.
The two researchers looked at each other quizzically, then one nodded. "This way, Mr. Johannsen. You do not wish to continue the tour? Most want to see the frozen storage facilities housed in the cellar. Was there something else you wanted to see?"
"I must use your telephone first," Kuryakin said, quite firmly. "Then, as time permits, we will continue the tour." Without being obvious about it, he wiped his palms on his slacks, trying to absorb the sudden sweat that had hit him.
They led him into a small office, and he waited until they had left the room before picking up the receiver. His hand shook, he noted with detached interest. He dialed the number of the local office, breathing out slowly until the call was picked up at the other end. He identified himself and was immediately put through to John Muliro's office. He was in conference, but his assistant took the call.
"Yes, Mr. Kuryakin. It is Mr. Kusini of Section Two. And how are you doing this fine day?"
"Quite well, Mr. Kusini. I am calling to confirm Mr. Solo's arrival in Marsabit District." His tone was level, but he stopped breathing for a moment waiting for the response.
"Mr. Solo confirmed his arrival upon touchdown. The pilot reported seeing him get into his landrover and begin the journey to Bondolo."
Kuryakin exhaled. "I see." Words stalled on his tongue as his mind foraged for a course of action—and a plausible reason for his course of action.
"Is there a problem, Mr. Kuryakin?"
Kusini prompted.
"Not that I am aware of, Mr. Kusini." Three heartbeats later, he continued, "I have almost finished my tour of the research center. Is it possible to push up my flight to Marsabit by an hour?"
"I do not see a problem with that, Mr. Kuryakin. I will inform our pilot, and also request a vehicle ready for you at the runway at Maikona in the Marsabit District."
"Thank you. I would like to get airborne as soon as possible. Where at the airport should I direct the cab driver?"
"I perceive you are quite anxious to be off,"
Kusini said slowly, the rustle of paper clearly heard in the background.
"I will have one of our own drivers take you. One moment, please—"
Even with the man's hand over the receiver, Illya could hear him yelling in a loud voice for one of his staff to go pick up the New York agent at the Araneiden Center, and a smile flickered briefly over his face, warring with the growing feeling of apprehension that had crept up on him. Despite Napoleon's assurances the evening before, he did not like them to be separated in so vast an area of land as the northern frontier of Kenya.
"Yes, Mr. Kuryakin. One of our agents is on his way to your area, perhaps in twenty minutes time. His name is David. He will be most happy to take you to the airfield here in Nairobi, and I will have your flight and vehicle confirmed by the time you reach the airport."
"Thank you, most kindly, Mr. Kusini. I will pass on my appreciation of your gracious hospitality to my superior, Mr. Waverly."
"No matter, Mr. Kuryakin. We are happy to be of service."
"One more thing, could you please do a check on a man named Peter Kawali, currently a researcher here. I'd like to know anything of his past activities."
"We will get right on that. Is there anything else?"
"Not at this time. Thank you." Kuryakin hung up the telephone, immediately aware that the feeling that had made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up was gone. Whatever strange sense that had alerted him to danger was quieted now, with the promise of action. He looked back at his watch. There would be time yet to finish the tour. He still had several questions left for the researchers. He rubbed at his arm, irritated that the tiny injection was bothering him.
"Mr. Johannsen? We have the spiders ready, if you would like to examine the venom glands now."
He looked over at the head of the research facility, his mind shifting gears to remember where they had been in the demonstration. "Certainly. May I use your washroom first?" He needed time to wash his hands, and drink some water to calm his nerves. He was reacting to something, and he was fairly certain it had to do with Napoleon.
* * * * *
Loyangalani/Marsabit Road
There had been four men in all. The leader of the group had been white, his accent faintly British. He spoke Swahili fluently—or whatever language it was they spoke among themselves. The other three men were all African, and all four men knew how to fight. Their moves were silent and deadly, trained in unarmed combat in a unique style that was not native to Kenya. Napoleon had seen it before, had seen Thrush operatives the world around use that one particular kick/release that pointed to a common teacher for all.
Had the odds been better, he would have been able to block it, but once they got him down to the ground, he had put up little resistance. By then, he was concentrating on staying alive. Even the little he knew about them might be valuable in the right hands.
He had remained conscious for most of the beating, trying to keep the damage to himself to a minimum. It had been the last blow to his head with the blunt butt of a pistol that had sent him to the ground, unable to offer resistance as they tied and staked him.
He gasped as the rough nylon thongs were tied around his ankles and wrists, his bruised and battered body flinching from the tight binding as his legs and arms were stretched and tied to four stakes.
At least there were no ants around, he hoped.
* * * * *
Airport at Nairobi Kenya
Kuryakin stepped onto the plane and strapped himself into the passenger seat, waving ahead to the pilot that he was ready. They wasted no time, gaining clearance from the control tower and taking off.
The co-pilot on this flight was an U.N.C.L.E. agent from Nairobi. "We still have not been able to make contact with Mr. Solo. It is possible there is a problem with his communication's device," the man called back to him.
He leaned forward. "When was the last time he checked in?"
"Just on his landing. Nothing since then. He was to have called the Bondolo office at around noon today, and he missed that check in."
"I see. How far could he have traveled in that time?"
"From Maikona to Bondolo is about three hours. By noon he should have been around the branch road to North Horr."
"Thank you. That narrows my search margin." He leaned back, staring out the window at Mount Kenya, rising off to his left. The jagged rocks of the mountain still had white snow trapped in its upper ledges, the second highest spot in Africa. When the mountain finally disappeared from his view, he closed his eyes.
Strangely, despite his misgivings and concerns about their inability to raise Napoleon on the transceiver, he slept most of the way to Maikona, his body trying to catch up from the night before. He woke as the pilot began to circle the dirt landing field, blinking the sleep from his eyes as he ran one hand over his face.
A jeep was waiting for him, its color long hidden under layers of dirt and mud. It started smoothly enough, back firing once, then idled restlessly as he reclaimed his bag from the abandoned runway. The plane had dropped him, then left before he could make any further requests of them.
He took out his transceiver, carefully pressing the location beacon that indicated the direction of its mate. The signal was silent. He had to be within twenty-five miles of Napoleon's transceiver before the emergency signal could be picked up. He set the small cigarette box on the dashboard, wedging it along the window, then set off in the direction Napoleon had last been seen heading in.
* * * * *
Napoleon tried to raise his head and squint around him, but the very effort almost caused him to lose consciousness again. His head felt heavy and the movement made his stomach roil. And that was dangerous, considering he was flat on his back, his arms and legs spread-eagled and tightly tied north, south, east, and west. He could hardly turn his head away from the fierce, midday sun.
They didn't shoot him, and he wondered why only briefly, until they told him. It seemed that just over the rise was a water hole, one of the last ones in the area still holding the remaining water from the last rainy season. All sorts of animals were drawn to it, some of which would be pleased to find such a welcome snack as an U.N.C.L.E. agent, his belly bare to the sun.
Actually his shirt hung in ribbons over his chest and stomach, the fabric ripped by the knives that slashed at him, only nicking his skin a few times. The bleeding from the small wounds had stopped quickly, but it would possibly be enough to summon any of the local animals, should he be upwind of them.
Any time now, Illya.
He must be in Marsabit District now. In a landrover somewhere, driving this way. Knowing there was a problem because Napoleon had not answered the transceiver. He could hear it chirping in the vehicle, unattended. Illya would know. He would come. He was coming.
Closer by now. He really had no idea how long he had been lying here. The sun had shifted slightly in the sky, but it was still mid-day.
He managed to stay conscious another ten minutes before succumbing to the pain and heat.
* * * * *
"Damn."
Kuryakin had hardly cut the motor before he was out of the jeep and running across the clearing, sliding through the dust the final few feet, his knife drawn. His partner was stretched out tightly, spread-eagled on the parched, wilderness terrain. All four limbs were tied and staked to the hard ground, and the Russian straightaway began sawing at the nylon ropes, trying to cut through the durable fiber and ease the tortured splay of Napoleon's body.

He's breathing. He's breathing. He's breathing.
The thought rattled through Illya's brain as he wrestled with the ropes, his eyes darting from what he was doing, over to Napoleon's chest, then back again.
Keep breathing, partner.
He broke through the left hand tie, breath hissing through pursed lips as he gently eased Napoleon's arm down, only moving it fractionally as the abused muscles were probably spasmed from the brutal stretching.
Sweat dripping from his brow, Illya quickly cut through the right hand thongs, then lay the knife aside. He would leave the ankle ties for now. He studied Napoleon's face, reaching carefully to touch the bristled chin, but the enforcement agent had lost consciousness and there was no response to Illya's tentative contact. Napoleon's battered face was sweating, he had a cut above the left eye, his mouth was half-open. Illya leaned over, listening to the raspy, shallow breathing, his own breathing staggered as he tried to sort out what to do, where to start.
He lifted his head and looked around, standing and checking out their surroundings, but there was nothing to see across the arid plains. They were alone. No discernible danger.
Back to Napoleon, he crouched down, then knelt by his partner’s side. He was unconscious, but why? Head injury? Blood loss? Heat exhaustion? Probably the latter, but he checked the other two possibilities first, before ruling them out. So, heat exhaustion or heat stroke. Solo's tom clothing had offered him some protection from the searing sun, but his exposed face and hands were burning in the mid-afternoon heat. And beneath the burn, his skin was pale, cooler than it should be considering the heat, and damp. The pulse beneath Illya's fingers was weak and rapid.
"Napoleon..." Illya muttered to himself, going back to his fight against the ties. "What have you gotten yourself into now?" It took several more minutes to cut through the ropes but finally he dropped the dulled knife and gently dragged the senior agent into the meager shade of the jeep, moving him carefully, aware of the beating his partner had taken.
Illya reached into his vehicle and snagged one of the canteens, pouring some of the precious water into a tin cup. From the jeep's first aid case, he withdrew a packet of salt, mixed it with the liquid, and forced the saline water down Napoleon's throat. He poured more of the water from the canteen onto his handkerchief and dabbed at his partner's face.
"You should have waited for me, Napoleon. I told you this would happen."
I knew this would happen. It was inevitable. But I thought it would be me, not you. I should be the one who...
But that wasn't how the dream had went.
The Russian pulled his knapsack from the jeep and placed it under Napoleon's legs, moving alongside him and checking his partner's vital signs again. He noted with relief that although the pulse was still rapid, Solo's skin was moist to touch, almost cool, which meant Illya had arrived before the more deadly sunstroke had set in. But heat exhaustion was dangerous enough, and Kuryakin lifted the sunburned head again and dribbled more water into the dark-haired agent.
There were other injuries, but none seemed life threatening. Taking off his own thin cotton shirt, he ripped it into strips and cleaned the worst of the abrasions and bruises from Solo's face and midsection, where the beating had been centered. Whoever had done this had been careful; no bones had been broken, no serious damage done. But why had they left Solo here, so close to the road that it would have been impossible for anyone not to see his partner as they passed?
Or did people pass this way? The U.N.C.L.E. compound was small—an outpost really, there to monitor the changing tensions of the district. The road itself was more of a path with a series of signs set at irregular intervals. One relied on one's compass more than the ground indicators.
Kuryakin drained the canteen into a tin cup, added more salt to it, and tapped at Solo's face, able to arouse his friend briefly to drink a few more swallows of water before the agent lapsed back into fitful unconsciousness.
It was still hot; soon the sparse shade of the jeep would disappear as the sun moved steadily across the sky. Crouched down, Kuryakin stared from the sun to Solo, fanning him with a map as he sorted out what his next steps should be. He was reluctant to move the U.N.C.L.E. agent yet; taking him in the open jeep or landrover would offer no protection from the direct sunshine and in any case, Solo was responding to the treatment and would probably revive on his own within fifteen or twenty minutes. The first order of business seemed to be providing some sort of reliable shade to last the next hour or so.
Kuryakin was pulling out a tarp from the back of the vehicle when he heard a rustle in the shrub brush behind him where a moment before there had been nothing. He froze, knowing his gun was in the front seat, out of reach. If it was a wild animal come to check them out, there would be time, but...
Looking over his shoulder, he saw figures moving across the undulating wilderness, several Thrush agents in full uniform stalking towards him. Four were Kenyans, three with guns leveled at him, and the fourth, a towering figure wearing a dusty felt hat with a brim wide enough to hide his eyes. With them, was an older white man with a malevolent, dangerous look on his face and holding a strange object in his hands, as though it were a weapon.
It was no weapon Kuryakin had ever seen before and he eyed it suspiciously as he slowly straightened, his hands slightly raised, knowing it would be suicide to try for his own gun.
So it is to happen after all.
He waited for the right moment to move. "Salama," he said, loud enough for them to hear.
Peace.
"My friend here is hurt. Could you help me?"
They came at him steadily, stopping when they were fifteen feet away. "We figured someone would come to get him," the white man said, his words a clipped British in accent.
Kuryakin returned their scrutiny silently, his hands in the air, waiting. They had not returned the greeting he had made, which said much of them. And there was still Solo to consider. Death may walk the same path as the Russian, but he would stay a step away from it. For now.
The tall Kenyan spoke then, his British-accented voice rolling comfortably over the language. "We need a volunteer to check out some new modifications to our latest experiment in arsenal. You just volunteered, Mr
Johannsen."
Peter Kawali tilted back his hat enough for Kuryakin to see who he was, then nodded to the white man, who raised the strange cylindric object slightly, pointing it at Kuryakin.
"If it's all the same to you, I'll pass." Kuryakin felt his mouth go dry and stared warily at the weapon, trying to make some sense out of flechette-style cannon aimed at him.
He heard a series of whistles as the weapon fired and six darts embedded themselves in his chest and left palm. He gasped as they stung on impact, but the effects were not unlike wasp bites leaving behind half-inch metal stingers.
The weapon was aimed again and Kuryakin turned and made a mad leap towards the jeep, trying for his U.N.C.L.E. Special in the front. The second volley of darts partially caught him mid-back, the third on the shoulders and neck as he reached for the gun. He twirled, thumbing the safety off and firing but the Thrush agents had backed off. He fired several shots after them, watching, puzzled, as they loaded into Napoleon's landrover and disappeared from his sight.
He dropped to his knees shaking his head, the gun tumbling from his hand. The annoying darts were starting to hurt, making it awkward to move or take a deep breath. Kuryakin frowned, looking down at Solo again. His partner was resting easier, but the sun had now moved in the sky and the shade of the jeep would disappear within minutes. Kuryakin got to his feet wearily, feeling the tiny lances in his body protesting the movement. He slowly spread out the tarp, stringing it between the jeep and some low trees, then sinking beneath it into the welcome shade next to Solo. The entire effort only took a few minutes, but already there was a persistent dull pain spreading through his back, chest, and abdomen.
"Open Channel D," Kuryakin said, flipping open the cigarette case/transceiver. "Kenya. Bondolo Compound."
While he waited for the call to go through, he stared at the dart in his left palm. It was really starting to smart and he peered into the open first aid case looking for a pair of tweezers to pull it out. Instead he picked up the hunting knife.
"Bondolo Compound here. Come in, Mr. Solo. Where are you?"
"Mr. Solo is resting," the Russian said with a wry smile. "This is Kuryakin. I am not sure of my exact location. I pulled off the Loyangalani/Marsabit road at the U.N.C.L.E. landmark, fifty miles east of North Horr. I believe I'm on the right road, about twenty miles beyond the road branching northeast from Maikona. Can you pinpoint my location? We could use some medical assistance." His back muscles were beginning to ache intensely; the other wounds were pulsating, tiny points of fire.
"What’s the problem?"
Kuryakin described Solo's condition, and then started to explain about the weapon that had attacked him, but the agent on the other end interrupted him.
"Did it fire darts?"
he was asked quickly.
Kuryakin frowned at the transceiver, trying to put the question into some context that he knew should make sense. "Yes." He shivered abruptly, his vision blurring.
There was a short silence on the radio, then the Bondolo agent's strained voice came on again.
"Listen carefully, Mr. Kuryakin..."
He listened, then closed the channel and looked off across the arid landscape. In the distance, a cloud of golden dust lifted from the desert floor and blew across the scattered bush. He was on the edge of the Chaldi Desert, on a savannah that disappeared behind him into the horizon.
He pulled himself to his feet and stumbled up to a higher point not far away, the hill they had been hidden behind as the approached him. There was no one in sight now as he turned slowly, scanning the area. He could feel the ever-present wind dry against the bare skin of his arms and neck, the heat of the sun warming the chill creeping over him. He closed his eyes, basking in the heat, his straw-colored hair blowing across his forehead. A minute went by.
He felt the echo of the ground and turned to look behind at the savannah and a herd of giraffes, perhaps a dozen, ambling their way towards an outlying water hole, pitifully inadequate for their needs. Soon it would be the rainy season again and they wouldn't have so far to travel. It would be easier for them. But now they wandered miles across the dry grassland looking for water.
Two minutes passed.
He watched the wind caress an acacia tree, its shade inviting, but even the short distance was too far for him. The tree stood alone on the dry grassland, its roots anchored in the arid African desert, somehow flourishing despite its environment.
Three minutes.
He turned again and from a distance Kuryakin stared at the other agent—his partner, his friend—still unconscious but stable enough that when help came, he would be alive.
Illya closed his eyes, facing the wind. Fatigued beyond thought, he could feel the cold poison seeping into his body. He was tired.
So tired.
Of it all. Of fighting. Of guns and weapons and bombs and war. Of coworkers and friends and family injured and dying. Tired of U.N.C.L.E. and Waverly and demands and assignments and surveillance and arrests. So tired of living.
It would be so easy to do nothing and wait for the end to come. To fall into its arms and close his eyes.
His hand tightened on the hunting knife still clutched in his right hand and he raised it, his eyes following its blade to the very tip, then dropping to look at his left wrist. At the veins pulsing beneath the sweat-damped skin. His right hand shook with fatigue and he knew he had only to relax and gravity would take care of the rest, pulling him closer to the end.
He took a breath. Waiting. Listening for a signal.
But the world around him, everything around him, was fighting to survive.

* * * * *
Napoleon Solo came to slowly in the midday heat, his eyes trying to focus on the orange tarp that had been rigged over him, protecting him from the equatorial sun. His head throbbed violently as the light burrowed into his skull.
He heard a sharp cry of pain nearby, an intense moan cut off quickly, and he rolled over looking for the source. "Illya? Illya!! What are you doing, man?" he whispered quickly, pushing himself up.
His partner sat hunched over near him, slicing into his bare chest with a thin razor blade clutched in his right hand, gasping as he slit a one inch incision. Illya's eyes were open but glazed, the end of his leather belt clenched between his teeth. Blood ran freely down his chest from several other self-inflicted incisions. Tears flooded the Russian's eyes as he pushed the razor further, his head tilting back, panting against the pain.
"Illya?" Solo reached over and grabbed at Kuryakin's wrist.
Mumbling to himself, Kuryakin shook himself free, dropped the blade, and picked up a pair of tweezers, blood dripping from his left palm as he used his forearm to wipe the tears and sweat from his eyes. He could hardly see what he was doing. He didn't seem to know the other man was there, but concentrated on extracting something from the hemorrhaging wound and tossing it away.
Solo crawled closer, ignoring the sharp jab of pain in his ribs, and he caught his partner as Kuryakin collapsed onto his right side, his breathing rapid and shallow. He twitched in palsied jerks, staring at Solo wide-eyed and holding out the razor that he had retrieved.
"C-c-cut," he gasped out. "Must... c-c-cut... out-out."
"Why?" As Napoleon tried to move, a wave of dizziness and fear swept the Chief Enforcement Agent. Ignoring it, he bent over the younger man. Kuryakin's flesh was gray and clammy, his hair matted with sweat and drying blood. His back looked like an acupuncturist had inserted almost a dozen needles into it. Frowning, Solo carefully grasped one of the metal shafts where it punctured his friend's shoulder and gently tugged at it. It broke off between his fingers.
Kuryakin arched in pain, a scream ripped from his throat, then clamped down to a quiet whimper as he fought for control, tears streaming from tortured bloodshot eyes.
"My God," Napoleon whispered. "They're barbed darts, aren't they?" He tried to calm the other man's spasms. He grabbed the canteen and flushed the wound quickly, getting rid of the burning acid. The Bondolo report flickered through his confusion as he tried to remember everything on it.
One thought was left clear enough: the Thrush poison darts had left no survivors.
"Illya?" he whispered. "What can I do?"
Incapable of talking, Kuryakin reached blindly for the U.N.C.L.E. transceiver that subsequently slipped from his damaged left hand. Solo picked it up and called into the Bondolo office.
"Jambo, Mr. Solo! It is good to be hearing your voice. I am Doctor Kitovu. Is your friend still there?"
"Yes, he is. Listen, he was hit by darts—probably the same ones you've had trouble with. Has Illya spoken with you already? Is help on the way?" he asked quickly, stumbling over the words.
"They left fifteen minutes ago—they had to get supplies ready first—but they won't get to you for another forty-five minutes at least. How are you, sir? "
"I'll be fine. I don't know why but Illya was trying to cut the darts out."
"That's what we told him to do. It is an outside chance—but it is all he's got, sir. You know what are the statistics on these attacks... The darts will continue to slowly leak the spider venom if left in; they must be extracted. Can you tell me how many has he been able to remove?"
Solo counted the bloody lacerations. "He was working on the fifth."
"You will have to do the rest, Mr. Solo. The shafts have a painful acid in them that will cause local burns if they are broken, but it is the barbs that have to be removed. They contain the poison. The venom. One bite is dangerous enough, but we could treat it. Eighteen bites? Untreated, I can offer no hope."
The agent gave him the instructions and Solo reluctantly closed the channel, the horror of the situation gradually registering as anger cleared his vision. Thrush would pay for what he would have to do to his partner. They would pay dearly.
Solo took a deep breath and turned back to the blond agent. Kuryakin looked up at him through a haze of pain and smiled, exhaustion etched into the usually stoic features and Solo returned the smile grimly. He reached for the razor and gritted his teeth, taking the blood-stained blade between his fingers.
He wiped it on Illya's discarded T-shirt and cleaned it with the alcoholic swab in the first aid box.
Napoleon tightened his grip on the blade, then carefully sliced beside a puncture spot on Kuryakin's shoulder, spreading it with his fingers and unhooking the broken barb, using the tweezers to loosen and remove it.
Kuryakin had remained motionless throughout the procedure, but gave a sigh of relief as Solo maneuvered him onto his stomach. Six darts were out now, but there were twelve left. The poison was working through the pale Russian's system. As the Bondolo doctor had forewarned, Kuryakin's body began shaking and convulsing, the sweat-soaked skin stained with blood and dirt.
Another dart came out cleanly but the next broke off. Kuryakin was unable to choke back a sob as the green fluid within the piece flowed into the open wound despite Solo's quick effort to wash it out. Solo glanced at his watch. Help was still thirty minutes away. Medical attention was an hour beyond that. He tried to flush the wound with water and mop up the burning fluid as he poked for the barb, trying to at least get that from his partner's back. Eight gone. Ten to go.
Illya suffered silently now, his energy sapped, nonexistent. He drifted in and out of consciousness as Solo worked on the ninth dart, his weakened body almost beyond shaking from either the poison or the incisions.
Solo stopped when his eyes clouded and wiped the sweat from Kuryakin's face and his own, then shifted away to take a drink of water. He stared hopefully down the road, but there was no sign of anyone coming. He tried to get to his feet but his stomach churned and threatened to disgorge what little food he had eaten that day and he fell back against the jeep clutching at the fiery pain in his side from the cracked rib. The fierce pounding in his head was escalating, excruciating in intensity, and he longed to lie down again.
But the responsibility of his partner's life rested in his hands—Illya was alive and as long as he was alive, there was hope.
Kuryakin lay utterly still now, his breathing faint and rapid. Solo picked up the razor, wiping it again, and turned his attention back to the ninth dart. He sliced through the skin alongside a tiny projectile, watching the blood rapidly ooze up and run down the back. Solo closed his eyes and swallowed, opening them to remove the poisonous barb. Nine down. Nine to go. Halfway there.
The next one broke off instantly as he touched it and Kuryakin moaned softly as the acidic fluid within the dart shaft contacted his skin. The blond agent was in shock and Napoleon knew Illya's time was limited. Where was the Bondolo U.N.C.L.E. team? Too far. He used up the last of the water from the canteen, cleansing the acid from the wound.
Solo scrubbed at his eyes, but he could no longer focus and the razor slipped from his nerveless fingers. He had tried, but he wasn't going to succeed. Flies buzzed around them as he sat leaning back against the jeep, fighting to stay conscious at least. He pulled Kuryakin closer, holding him, cushioned his head, and rested one hand on his partner's back, making sure his weight was. "Sorry, buddy."
Kuryakin lay in a crumpled bloody heap beside him, but a faint smile crossed the pallid face as he seemed to take comfort in the contact. If he knew he was dying, he also knew there was a friend with him during his last moments.
Unable to do more, Solo watched blurrily as his partner's sightless eyes closed and the breathing gradually slowed and faltered.
And stopped.


Act Three
"Out came the sun, and dried up all the rain..."



Awareness returned slowly.
The cool breeze on his skin was delicious and Napoleon lay peacefully, enjoying the sensation. He yawned and opened his eyes, blinking the fog from his sight. Overhead, a wooden fan revolved lazily, the air current soft as breath on his hot skin.
He tried to turn his head, but at the slightest movement, a searing pain lanced through his temples. He placed a weak hand shakily over his eyes and felt the ointment on the back of his sunburned hands and face. He glanced down and saw he was stretched out on a narrow bed, his red blistered skin slathered in the medicinal salve, a thin sheet spread over his lower body. His ribs were bound, the bandages around his torso making it difficult to take more than a shallow breath.
It was twilight or dawn; the room he was in was filled with dark shadows, a bed lamp the only source of illumination. Still he did not know where he was. There were four beds in the room and his was the only one occupied. At one end of the room was a desk and telephone and a door to the outside. At the other end of the room was another door, light seeping beneath the crack at the bottom.
A medical clinic? Yes, it had the look of a small hospital. He could hear a generator humming in the distance, providing electricity for the lamp and the wooden fan. He was in a field hospital, then, not in the city...
Then he remembered why. The breeze turned chill.
Illya was dead.
Before he had time to catch his breath, a remarkably stunning figure in white entered the room and came into his field of vision. The Kenyan nurse saw he was awake and approached him, smiling gently.
"Jambo, bwana
Solo."
A cool cloth was placed across his forehead. Reflexes at work, he smiled up at the beautiful African woman and cleared his throat to speak to her, trying to get past the tightness in his chest and the stinging tears in his eyes.
She placed a finger over his mouth, and carefully lifted his head, helping him to swallow some water and painkillers. "I've taken you off the IV now. Go back to sleep,
bwana. Bilita mpatshi—good dreams. When daylight comes, we will see what the day holds." As she eased him back against the pillows, she placed a thermometer in his mouth and busied herself by the desk at one end of the long room.
Good dreams? How? Illya was dead.
So, it was over. They had lost. He closed his eyes, his head pounding, feeling a deep pain in his chest that he knew would take some time to fade.
Bilita mpatshi?
Not likely.
Napoleon lay dazed, his features hardening as he stared at the fan turning, wondering how he could continue on alone and yet knowing he would, already plotting how he would effect his revenge. There was no shock involved this time; Illya's premonition of his death and his growing acceptance of it had been warning enough. But had they given up too quickly?
A moot point now. He was dead.
At least Illya hadn't been alone when it happened. It was little to take comfort in, but it was something. Towards the end, the pain had faded for his partner, lost in a numb world beyond the suffering, and as Napoleon had lapsed into unconsciousness himself, he had felt the life flutter from his friend. The help that had arrived, had come too late.
The nurse returned and retrieved the thermometer, glanced at the reading, apparently satisfied, then left his side.
He could turn his head now without the sharp pain. The clock on the wall said 6:38. Morning or evening? From the nurse's comments, he thought it was evening. How much time had gone by? One day? Two? Had they buried his partner already in this hot climate? Had the body been sent back to New York? Did Waverly know what had happened?
He could picture the U.N.C.L.E. chief at his desk and hear the man's gruff voice responding when he told Waverly that Illya Kuryakin was dead. "These things happen," Waverly would probably say. "What is important now is the case and what Thrush's next move is."
But right now, he didn't care about Thrush. He wanted a bottle of bourbon. Something to deaden this ache. He had lost his partner once more.
On their very first assignment together, he had thought Illya was dead and even at that early date, he had been devastated by the loss. Then, a few months later, his partner had been kidnaped, gone for months and declared dead, missing in action. During the affair in Paris, he had been talking with Illya on the phone when his partner was attacked, and for hours he had feared the worst. During the Love Affair, he had thought Illya was dead when the car the Russian was driving was blown off the road. How many other times had there been injuries and bullet wounds and the potential for the unimaginable?
Illya was like a cat with nine lives, rising from the dead to keep fighting. The worst case scenario hadn't really happened. He had yet to bury the body.
What made it different this time was the finality of it. Those other times, Napoleon hadn't been there. He hadn’t watched his partner die. He hadn't felt the pulse still beneath his fingers. This time...
As the nurse passed through the door into another room, Napoleon heard a weak scream that cut through his thoughts, shattering the direction they had taken him in. In a brief second, he replaced one reality with another, accepting the new scenario immediately.
Because he knew that voice. He turned his head in the general direction, seeing the light from beneath the doorway, and listened to other voices talking, muted by the closed door, and he knew where he had to go. Napoleon blinked away the perspiration and carefully sat up, then wrapped the sheet around his waist as he stood. The floor threatened to come and hit him, but he took some steadying breaths and let the world settle around him a little more graciously as he inched his way to the back room door, one hand protecting his ribs.
He heard another gasp of pain again from the other room and felt both jubilation and sorrow as he leaned for a moment on the closed door, his forehead resting on the painted surface as he pulled himself together.
He turned the door knob with difficulty, the ointment on his hands making it almost impossible to twist the knob. Someone heard his tries and opened the door on the other side, and his eyes were bombarded with faces and bright lights and far too much information for his drugged mind to cope with.
Before he could get a good look at the patient, he realized that one of the men in the room was none other than Norm Graham. No, that couldn't be right. Norm should be in Washington, D.C. running the U.N.C.L.E. office there. Norm wouldn't be here in a frontier outpost in Northern Kenya.
But Norm Graham looked up at him, frowned, and looked back at the man on the table. With his jacket off and sleeves rolled up, Norm was standing facing Napoleon on the far side of the surgery table, his attention focused on the writhing patient, his hands bracing Kuryakin's shoulders as the sweat-drenched agent twisted on the table. "Easy. Easy," he whispered.
The room began a slow spin and Napoleon shivered. "Illya."
The Russian's wrists had been tied together, palms bandaged. A Kenyan agent stood holding down Illya's legs, while the nurse Napoleon had seen earlier mopped up the blood as the doctor attempted to remove the remaining objects from Illya's back. From the numerous small, blood-soaked bandages Napoleon could see, they were almost done.
Norm Graham looked up again, his face pained, eyes haunted. "Napoleon, you should be resting. We have the situation under control. Please, go lie down."
"What are you doing here?" Napoleon mumbled, his eyes on the back of Illya's head. "How is he?"
Why isn't he dead?
he wanted to ask, but the words failed him. He really didn't want to know. He was more than happy to add this to his collection of times-Illya-was-almost-killed. But-wasn't.
The doctor swore, tossing his instruments into a basin. "I have to take a break. I can't see straight any more. If I'm not careful, this one is going to break; it's caught on a muscle." The doctor had the nurse take his place, watching as she sponged off the areas he had just cleared.
"How many?" Solo tore his gaze from his partner to look at the doctor.
"How many left? Just this one, and one more." The doctor lifted the hair at the nape of Kuryakin's head to reveal another one at the base of his skull. "This is the one I am most concerned about. I was hoping he would pass out again, as it is imperative that he not move while it is removed. I would prefer not to anesthetize him." He took the glass of water the other agent handed him and drained it before handing it back. "What kind of people would do this? This is barbaric. Poison darts that are almost impossible to remove and cause such excruciating pain. I don't know if we can keep him alive."
"He'll live. If you've kept him alive this long, he'll live. He's too stubborn to die." Napoleon met Norm's eyes and stumbled around the table to stand next to the man who was for all intents and purposes his partner's father. He could see Illya's face now. He lay panting, his eyes half-open and glazed but determined to stay conscious. His face was gray, his lips faded, his bare skin glistening with sweat, his body twitching. He was conscious, but barely so, as his body fought the poisons it was absorbing.
Norm leaned over to retrieve a damp cloth, placing it across Illya's forehead, and Illya's eyes closed.
"What are you doing here, Norm?" Napoleon asked again, clinging to the side of the surgery table. "How'd you get here?"
"Alexander asked me to represent U.N.C.L.E. at a meeting later today with President Kenyatta and Mr. Muliro about this situation, but Mr. Muliro heard of the attack and requested I see for myself the results of the new weapon they are up against here. When I arrived at Nairobi airport, they had a flight waiting for me to North Horr, and I came the rest of the way by one of our vehicles." Norm glanced back at the Chief Enforcement Agent. "I suggest you sit down, Napoleon. You won't do 'Lusha any good if you fall over and worsen your injuries."
The Bondolo agent brought a chair to the side of the surgery table and Napoleon sank down onto it.
At this new level, Illya could see him. A brief smile crossed the Russian's exhausted face as he recognized Napoleon was okay. Napoleon held the gaze as long as he could, letting the aliveness of his partner register through his senses.
Norm cleared his throat, bending low to Illya's ear. "They are almost through, son. Two more. Just keep breathing."
Illya nodded, his breaths short and labored. He shivered briefly as the nurse removed the sheet covering him, replacing it with a clean one.
"How many in all?" Napoleon asked, hearing his words beginning to slur as the medication he had been given began to work. The room was spinning dangerously now, and it was all he could do to hold the focus.
"Eighteen total. Three rounds of six, all of which hit him. Nine were removed by the time he was brought here—then they were kept busy trying to treat him for shock and keep him alive. They removed five more, then his breathing faltered again and—"
"He was dead, Norm," Napoleon interrupted, closing his eyes against the dizziness. "On the desert. He stopped breathing. He died in my arms."
"The medics must have arrived just moments later."
"How did they—?"
"The agents who found you reestablished his breathing," the doctor said, returning to the table. "Well, then, Mr. Kuryakin. Let's finish this up. Please remain as still as possible." Illya's eyes were open, but he wasn't blinking, wasn't moving at all. "Mr. Kuryakin?"
"Damn it, Illya!" Napoleon rose to his feet but was shifted aside in the sudden commotion of the room. He felt Norm's hands on his upper arms, steering him away from the table, felt other hands pull him firmly from the room. "No," he whispered weakly. "I can't do this again."
There was a rushing sound in his ears and then he, quite mercifully, passed out.
* * * * *
Napoleon woke again a few hours later to the sound of soft voices in the room. It was full night now. As his sunburned eyes tried to focus, two figures in white passed by the foot of his bed and out the far door. The clock read 10:15. He swallowed, wanting some water for his parched throat, knowing the irksome lump there wouldn't fade. Beside him, he could hear the nurse's rhythmical, accented English and turned his head toward her.
His eyes widened at the sight of her taking the pulse of the patient in the next bed who was sleeping peacefully, one bandaged hand resting across his chest, his breathing steady and easy. Napoleon nodded dizzily, feeling the grin break across his face as he drank in the sight of his partner alive—hooked to an IV bottle, his face naturally pale against the white pillow—but alive.
A sandy-haired fifty-year-old man approached and Solo's eyes widened further as Norm Graham came into focus, his tired features smiling at his agent's surprise. The U.N.C.L.E. Washington Section Head sat on the edge of Kuryakin's bed, facing Solo. "Yes, he's alive and out of danger. There were a few rough hours during the earlier hours of the night, according to Dr Kitovu, but Ilyusha pulled through. I called Alexander and told him that you both will make it."
"What are you doing here, Norm?" Napoleon asked when he found his voice. "I vaguely remember talking to you before, but—"
"I had a meeting scheduled for this afternoon with the president of the country, Jomo Kenyatta, and John Muliro, Head of U.N.C.L.E. Kenya, concerning Thrush activity in the area. Since the new government took place, Kenya has not reestablished relations with U.N.C.L.E."
"Why isn't our African office handling this?"
"As you may recall, our acting head died in Switzerland during the August Affair. He was to have been appointed Head of U.N.C.L.E. Africa, but now the office there has been in flux. We have several junior acting heads who are doing a remarkable job, but none with the background to stand up to Kenyatta. Alexander asked me to meet with them, representing himself and all of the Section One leaders." Norm stretched, yawning. "He seems to be resting now, so I might go lie down. I'm beat."
"Muliro told me about the other attacks. I can't believe Illya's alive," Napoleon whispered.
Norm glanced down at Illya as the still-pale agent groaned slightly in his sleep. "He's the first survivor. They have an antidote to the venom and the poison now, but it doesn't counteract the pain of the acid or speed the removal of the hooked barbs."
The Bondolo doctor joined them, one hand resting briefly on Kuryakin's forehead, then frowning and shaking his head as he saw Napoleon was awake. He took a chair on the far side of the Russian agent's bed. "You should be asleep, Mr. Solo. You need your rest."
"Is he all right?"
Dr Kitovu nodded. "He should be. We do not have black widow spiders in this part of the world, but unfortunately, of late we are well familiar with the symptoms." With his stethoscope, he listened to his patient's heartbeat, nodding in satisfaction. "At least we have saved our first victim. He's had a dose of the antitoxin, which as of tomorrow morning, all our agents will be issued a supply. He had one other factor in his favor—Early this morning, Mr. Kuryakin was given an injection of antitoxin as a precaution, as he was handling spiders at the Research Laboratory in Nairobi. We have been in contact with the research center and they have been most helpful in providing information and a supply of antitoxin that is suitable for this kind of spider venom. They sent it to us on the same flight that brought in your Mr. Graham."
"What are the lingering symptoms?" Norm asked. "What's his recovery time?"

"For a single black widow bite, the pain can be felt immediately and lasts between twelve and forty-eight hours, gradually subsiding. In severe cases, such as multiple bite as Mr. Kuryakin has sustained, there is rigidity and spasm of most of the larger muscles, particularly of the abdomen. Fever, high blood pressure, sweating, nausea. Possibly chills, hyperactive reflections and other symptoms. So, we will watch him and see how he heals."
"What about that green fluid that came from the shaft?"
"Five shafts were broken, and in each case the wound was quickly flushed with water. We have treated the infected areas, and will continue to monitor them for secondary infections. Overall," Dr Kitovu sighed with relief, "we are pleased."
"And his recovery time?" Norm asked again.
"A few days for full recovery. About the same as Mr. Solo."

Illya twitched in his sleep, a quiet moan escaping his lips.
"He's still fighting a fever." Norm let his palm rest on Illya's forehead, then brushed back the damp hair.
"It should be dropping. We're watching him. Why don't you get some rest yourself, Mr. Graham? My staff will watch him."
"I'll just sit here for a little while longer, if you don't mind." Norm settled himself more comfortably on the edge of Illya's bed, one hand moving covering his adopted son's hand.
"He doesn't think he'll be alive for his birthday," Napoleon said in a soft voice, once the doctor had left.
"I know." Norm's grip tightened on Illya's hand. "Maybe this was what he had a premonition of. And he survived, so maybe he'll be okay now."
"This wasn't it."
"You know that for sure?"
"I've been thinking about it, and I know this isn't the dream or he never would have let us travel on separate flights. He was uncomfortable with the idea, but not enough to fight me on it. If he had felt this was going to happen, he would have said something, even if it was only a premonition."
"Or he'd knowingly have put your life in danger... I see. Then what the hell is spooking him?"
Napoleon shut his eyes, feeling the medication once again pull him away. "I don't know. But we've got nine days to find out."
* * * * *
Bondolo U.N.C.L.E. Compound 

Saturday, December 18,1965

7:30 a.m.
Illya Kuryakin blinked awake, his eyes taking in his surroundings long before he focused on any one object. The ceiling fan threw him off for a moment, but he realized shortly thereafter that he was in a hospital—no, a clinic of some kind. Much too small to be a hospital.
He turned his head and looked at the bed beside him, noting Napoleon apparently asleep. They did not appear to be held hostage. He traced back through his memories, trying to locate the firmest one amidst a swarm of images and ended up shivering, hardly able to get his limbs to settle down. Vague recollections of darts and blood and pain. Razor blades and hunting knives. Flies.
And for whatever reason, he was alive. The thought gently nudged at him, rising to the surface above the others. He was alive. Napoleon was alive. Whatever had happened to them, they had survived it.

He waited, not sure of his own feelings on the matter. He looked again at Napoleon, studying the reddened skin, the aura of pain on his partner's face. Napoleon had somehow survived and pulled him along with him in that web of good fortune that his partner lived in.
Well, it was not yet his birthday, still several days away. Dynasties and kingdoms had risen and fallen in so short at time. He would see what the future held, one way or the other.
Illya closed his eyes, surrendering to his body's demand for rest.
* * * * *
Napoleon woke at noon, alone in the room. He stared at the empty bed beside him that showed no sign of his partner ever being there. He lifted his head and looked around, wondering if had been a dream. His head felt heavy, his eyes reluctant to focus on anything.
He turned his head at a soft footsteps in the hall outside and the sound of the door opening. The nurse had returned, but with her was a young man, dressed only in a white cotton
kansu—a long white gown the natives wore. She assisted him into the bed, waved her finger at him in admonishment, then left them alone.
Illya crossed his arms stubbornly and watched her leave, then turned to Napoleon with a wide smile.
It took Napoleon a moment to fit it all together. He wasn't sure which was the greater shock—Illya Kuryakin alive and walking around, or the grin spread across the pale face.
"Good. You are awake. How are you feeling, Napoleon?" Kuryakin stretched cautiously, obviously enjoying the stunned expression on Solo's face.
"How—?" Solo asked, fighting for words that escaped him entirely. He struggled to get up, but the sharp wave of pain across his eyes and head prevented him from sitting upright. Before he knew it, Illya was out of his bed, and Napoleon reluctantly allowed him to tuck some pillows behind him. "You look ridiculously healthy," he said, finally. 
"You
just look ridiculous, Napoleon. You have red and white stripes on your chest." Illya's head tilted to one side staring down to where the sun had left bizarre markings through Napoleon's shredded shirt. "We are quite a pair. I am a leopard with my spots, and you a tiger with your stripes."
"I don't mean to sound insensitive, but why are you out of bed?" Napoleon knew he was staring but he no longer cared. "I'm not even sure why you're
alive."
"I'm alive because of a series of shots and a partner who helped dig eighteen darts out of my chest and back," Illya answered succinctly.
"Okay," Napoleon said, waving the answer off. "I already knew that part. Why are you out of bed? My body doesn't even want to
think
about moving yet."
"I wanted to check something in their medical lab, and the nurse decided I was still an invalid and therefore somehow unable to function in a laboratory setting." Illya shrugged, unable to understand her reasoning.
"Norm was here," Napoleon said suddenly.
"I thought he might have been," Illya admitted. "I know I wasn't... uh, totally aware of everything for a brief time, but it seemed an unusual thing for my mind to conjure up. Why was he here? Has he gone or will he be back?"
Napoleon told him about the meeting scheduled that day, then added, "You stopped breathing twice." He stared at his partner, unable to pull his eyes away.
"The nurse said I stopped breathing four times, but she may have exaggerated for effect," Illya said. "And you—how do you feel?"
"Aching, sore, burned, reluctant to take a deep breath, but damned lucky to be alive."
"So... what exactly happened to us? Who attacked you? Thrush or native?"
Napoleon shrugged. "Thrush. At least Thrush-trained... There were moves that were familiar." He described the kick/release that he had seen two of the men perform. "Four men in all: one white, three native. And you? Do you remember what happened?"
"Vaguely. I remember a group of men, a weapon, and running for my own weapon." He eased himself down to his bed, closing his eyes briefly as his stomach muscles cramped.
"How many?"
"Four or five. I remember a white man there. Beige hunting jacket."
"Yes, the white man I encountered had a beige jacket, as well."
"Let's hope they were the same group." Illya frowned. "There was something more about them, something unusual..."
"Well, there was the weapon. Why did they come after
you
with it and not me?" Napoleon shifted, trying to get comfortable. "For that matter, why not kill me outright? Why go to all the trouble of tying me down? It would have taken hours or days for me to die."
"Maybe they were just keeping you there... until the weapon arrived. I recalled one man saying something about needing someone to experiment on."
Napoleon shrugged. "That's a possibility. Then you came along, and they used you instead.—Are you okay?" he asked, as another spasm seemed to vibrate through his partner.
"Apparently, it will do this for a few days. It is not debilitating, just irritating."
They both turned their attention to the door as a Kenyan U.N.C.L.E. agent came in, peering at them cautiously.
"Yes?" Solo prompted.
"Mr. Kuryakin?"
"Yes?" Illya said, from his bed.
The Kenyan agent turned to him. "You asked our Nairobi office for information on Peter Kawali. I have it for—"
Kuryakin sat up quickly, the cramped muscles momentarily forgotten. "Kawali! That's what I was trying to remember. He was there when I was shot!"
"Who is he?"
"The venomologist from Nairobi. He called me Mr. Johannsen." Kuryakin turned to the Kenyan agent. "I would like a complete dossier on Kawali done, as well as any information on the three men who met with him the morning I toured the Research Center in Nairobi. The head of the research lab should be able to help you."
* * * * *
Bondolo Compound, Kenya

Monday, December 20,1965
Illya moved carefully across the compound, glad to feel the returning strength to his body. It had been a difficult two days, recuperating from his injuries and trying to ease the frustration of the case, as he felt personally unable to investigate it in his normal manner. The eighteen dart wounds were beginning to heal, only two of them showing signs of infection and both of those were now responding to treatment. The ordeal had greatly sapped his energy, but he was determined to make the meeting and any action that followed.
"Ilyusha!"
He turned to see Norm Graham striding across the compound toward him, and he waited until the older man reached him, smiling patiently as he was embraced and released, Norm brushing the hair from his forehead as if to see him more closely. "I am fine, Norm. Really."
"Trish sends her greetings." Norm studied him, thoughtfully now, not releasing his grip on Illya's forearm. "You still look pale. Have the dreams stopped?" he asked, quietly.
"No." He had hoped they would, but he had woken at four o'clock that morning, shaken from another vivid nightmare, his body cramping again from the dream's physical effect on him. "Perhaps once I am back in New York?"
Norm pulled him into another hug which he relaxed into for a moment, allowing the tension to flow out of his body. Both Norm and his Soviet-born wife, Trish, had taught him the value of being a part of a family, and he had long since given up on the idea that they would not hug him in public. Worse things could happen, he supposed, and in truth, he didn't mind it at all. For once in his life, he was loved for himself and if these people wanted to hug him as part of that, he was more than willing to let himself be hugged. Besides, Norm seemed perfectly able to function in both of his worlds, as colleague and as... well... Norm. Friend/Father.
Napoleon had become family, as well, but he expressed it in a different way. Friend/Brother. Napoleon asked him if he was 'all right' a dozen times a day, and each time, he meant it, whether it was said in a teasing way or whether it was said with a concerned frown or a wary stare. When he had been allowed to walk around outside that first day, his partner stayed at his side, attentive to how he was doing, even though the senior agent had his own injuries that Illya was monitoring. And although neither man had mentioned it, Illya remembered Solo's warm embrace when he lay dying on the savannah a few days previous.
But he hadn't died.
Not yet.
The weight on his shoulders grew heavier; he sighed and leaned into Norm's arms, feeling the momentary release from everything he was carrying. It wasn't often he took advantage of the man's paternal instincts, but occasionally it proved itself healing. It would keep him going the extra few days—or hours—he needed.
Norm released him finally with the obligatory pat to his back, something Illya had noticed males—American males included—did, maybe as a way of making light of the hug. A ritualistic slap, representing the message that 'I could have beaten you up, you know' or something along those lines, or perhaps merely an indication the emotionally tinged physical action was complete now, and life would continue as it had.
Illya stood silently, his eyes looking beyond the buildings and beyond the fence of the compound to the rolling, dry land with its twisted brown scrub brush.
"Alexander asked about you," Norm said, his voice level, one hand gripping his shoulder. "Are you ready for this assignment? The doctor here was vague about your recovery time."
"I'm sure even the great Doctor Samuel Lawrence would give me a Class Two rating. I'm not up to marathons yet, but if I'm careful, I can still go on the mission. They need every able body."
"And this body is able?" Norm asked skeptically, poking a finger carefully in his ribs.
Illya grinned. "More or less. Let's go. I want to eat before the meeting starts, as I suspect I may be too busy after the meeting."
Norm nodded. "I agree. I'll join you. I haven't eaten since breakfast and that was at the Norfolk Hotel in Nairobi, this morning. I will simply note on my report, Ilyusha, that you said you were hungry and I took that as an all-important sign that you are in good health."
"Take it anyway you wish."
* * * * *
"Napoleon!"
He turned his head at his partner's voice, easily seeking out the blond-haired agent waiting for him in the middle of the compound. Solo ran a few steps to catch up with him, enjoying the return of mobility to his muscles and ribs. As he moved alongside his partner, his sharp eyes registered the replenished energy of Illya's walk, an echo of his own situation. His ribs were still bandaged, but that was more a precaution than anything else. If he needed to move suddenly, he didn't want the added risk of reinjuring his ribs. After the assignment, then he would consider having the tape removed, but meanwhile, it afforded him the added mobility. "I thought I heard Norm Graham was here," he asked, looking around. "Did he come back from Nairobi?"
"Yes, he's here," Illya said, walking backwards for a moment to watch several trucks enter the compound, loaded with personnel. "He's inside, getting ready."
"Who is handling the meeting? Norm or John Muliro?"
Illya shrugged. "Both. Norm is acting on Alexander Waverly's behalf, but it is John Muliro's country and his people. They will have to agree on a procedure." They reached the mess hall, where the meeting was scheduled and entered the building, blinking against the dimness after the morning sunshine.
Graham looked up from his reports, waving them over to join him. "Glad to see you up and about, Napoleon."
"Glad to be on the mend. We've got a job to do, and I'm—quite frankly—more than ready to close this operation down. What is are attack force going to consist of? Did you fly here alone?" he asked.
"John Muliro came with me. If we are going to move on this, we need him to be aware of what is happening. We have five agents from Ethiopia joining us in about three hours, as well as four from our Tanazania office who just arrived with the Nairobi agents. Somali Republic has only one man to spare, but they have four agents from Egypt and several from South Africa at their office who have been rerouted to assist us."
"How many agents have been assigned to Eastern Africa?" Napoleon asked.
"In all, there are twenty Section Three, shared among the offices, then one Section One leader for each country, with two Section Two assistants and a few office personnel. Bondolo compound is shared with Ethiopia and Somali Republic."
"How many men in all will be assigned here?"
"We should have a group of thirty."
Illya took his place at the table. "You have news then? We are on the offensive?"
"Let's just say that by midnight tonight, I hope we have exterminated a nest."
* * * * *
Norm Graham glanced up from his notes to the fourteen men gathered in the mess room at the Bondolo Compound. Behind him, a map of the district was displayed, multi-colored pins showing where the different attacks had occurred. "This is a surveillance film shot by a CIA spy plane on a joint assignment with U.N.C.L.E. It shows several groupings of buildings unaccounted for by the official government map of the area, a matter of great concern to the Kenyan Minister of Tourism and Wildlife. One of these groupings is within the parameter of the killings, about forty miles beyond the road branching northeast from Maikona, twenty miles from where Solo and Kuryakin were attacked. The other two possible locations are equally suspicious, but too far away to be considered for this current infestation: one northeast near the Ethiopian border, and one much farther east, near Ramu."
Muliro frowned at the map, staring at the location flagged. "Ten buildings. A runway. Not even twenty-five miles from where we sit. Within five miles from a road leading to this very compound. How have we not seen them before?"
Kuryakin shrugged, silently tapping the eraser of his pencil on the table as he spoke. "They are good. They don't want to be seen." He gestured toward one of the surveillance photos. "I have been studying that particular photo for the last half hour, and I believe there area a lot more than ten buildings. Look at the ground cover here—and again, here," he said, using the pencil as a pointer. "See how the shadows fall? And here there is a road that suddenly comes to a halt. I suspect there are buildings beneath camouflaged roofs. We could be looking at another two or three buildings, each the size of a standard army barracks."
Graham studied the photograph, then passed it to Solo. "In an enlargement of one area, we are fairly certain there are several landrovers and trucks parked beneath camouflaged netting. We estimate about thirty to fifty men at this camp."
"Thirteen buildings,” Muliro repeated, thoughtfully. "What would they be housing there?"
"If it is a Thrush base," Norman Graham said, "there are thousands of possibilities. With the country so newly re-created, there may be even a bid to force the government to move in a certain direction." Graham handed out copies of a letter from the office of the Permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Tourism and Wildlife. "I met with Mr. Achieng yesterday, and he sent this to me this morning at the Norfolk Hotel, based on our conversation. I'll go over the points in brief." Graham waited until they all had a copy, then began. "What Mr. Achieng is suggesting in this letter, is that this current situation is related to the Mau Mau rebellion of the early 1950s."
"I was in Korea during much of that time. Could you refresh my memory?" Solo asked. "I have heard of the rebellion but I'm vague on the details."
"Certainly." Muliro clasped his hands in front of him on the table. "To be brief, what has been termed the 'Mau Mau rebellion' dates between the years 1952-56. The group was initially formed by a group called
Anake a 40—the Young Men of 40. There are various reasons sited for its existence, and I'm sure if we spoke to five different Mau Mau leaders, we would have five different reasons. One large reason that they all held in common was that when many of the men returned to Kenya after fighting in World War Two, they discovered that the Kikuyu, one of the largest tribes in Kenya, were evicted from their land to make room for white immigrants. Our new President of Kenya, Jomo Kenyatta was once a leader of a political group within the Kikuyu. Because this group was anti-government, it became considered illegal, branded Mau Mau, and Kenyatta was arrested in Britain where he lived at the time, and he was held for nine years."
"Was he the head of the Mau Mau? I recall reading that somewhere." Solo glanced from Muliro to Norm Graham, when the Kenyan seemed reluctant to answer.
Graham shrugged. "That doesn't appear to be clear. What concerns us here, and what concerns Mr. Achieng, is another group which was formed during the Mau Mau emergency. Now, one of the aims of the Mau Mau appeared to be to force the Kikuyu people by unbreakable oaths, to join with them. They were a people who took oaths and pledges dead seriously, and the Mau Mau attacked, tortured and killed those of their fellow Africans who refused to swear the initiation oath and were therefore thought likely to report them to the police. The Mau Mau set up guerrilla bases in the forests and the caves by Mount Kenya, gradually choosing a more militant campaign. The public reacted to this and what was known as
pseudo gangs
were formed to deal with the situation when it seemed the military was unable to do so."
"Pseudo gangs?" Kuryakin asked, curiosity peaked.
Muliro nodded. "Many members were Kenyan-born Europeans, but also ex-Mau Mau joined them, dissatisfied with what was occurring. These people were given training in small arms, grenades, unarmed combat, daggers and other weaponry, as well as the Europeans being taught the skill of moving silently through the bush, tracking, and survival techniques. Working together, they made a dangerous unit. Some Europeans, armed with submachine weaponry, went so far as to staining their skin dark to pass as Mau Mau forest fighters and infiltrate the enemy lines."
Graham moved to the cork board and began pinning photographs up. "According to Mr. Achieng, these pseudo warriors became legendary, among them these two men: Ian Henderson and Robert Pemberton, two men made famous by their daring exploits. Also among the heros to arise was an ex-Mau Mau , a gangster who specialized in making guns from odd scraps of piping, door bolts, bits of wire and metal, and even rubber bands. He is currently going by the name of Peter Kawali." Graham added the third picture, then looked over to Kuryakin. "Kawali was a relative of Dedan Kimathi, the militant head of the Mau Mau, who was arrested and finally executed by the British in 1957. At that point, the Mau Mau fell apart, partly from internal struggles and warfare within the group, partly from ongoing disease and hardship, and many of the rest simply surrendered. Some believe they won the fight eventually, since Kenya is now an independent country; others believe that they lost, as Kenya would be in the same situation regardless, with less loss of life to its own people."
"So the Peter Kawali who my partner met as a scientist specializing in spiders, and who later shot Illya with a weapon utilizing spider venom, was a pseudo gang member who helped with the Mau Mau rebellion," Solo summarized.
"Or, one could also say that," Kuryakin said quietly, "that Peter Kawali became a damn good terrorist and when the war ended had nothing left to do."
"Exactly, Mr. Kuryakin," Muliro said, sadly. "Many of these pseudo gang members remain unaccounted for. They had a taste of terrorism and excitement and investigations also report that many of the pseudo gang members showed great brutality and excessive cruelty in dealing with the Mau Mau they captured, equal or greater than the horror stories which circulated about the actions of the Mau Mau themselves."
"Perfect for Thrush to step in and offer them a place of employment." Norm Graham referred to the letter again. "Mr. Achieng is suggesting this very thing. I have already showed Napoleon the picture of Robert Pemberton posted here, and he has tentatively identified him as the man who was accompanying the Kenyans who attacked him."
"He could easily have been the man who was with Kawali and shot the experimental dart weapon at me. My memories of the group are somewhat vague, due to the attack." Kuryakin looked across to his partner, then over to the map. "So, are we working under the assumption that a group of ex-pseudo gang members have joined up with Thrush and are putting together an army of some sort—whether for their own purposes or Thrush's or some combination thereof—and are currently holed up not too far from this compound?"
"That's right," Graham said. "Mr. Achieng is aware of the actions we wish to take, and has presented the scenario to President Kenyatta. Mr. Waverly has also been in communication with President Kenyatta and he has been made aware of the additional U.N.C.L.E. agents brought into the country as we speak, for we will be flying them directly to this base without going through customs."
"Won't the Thrush nest be aware of the air activity?" a Kenyan agent asked.
"That isn't likely. We will be flying in from the north, away from their camp. We are set to attack thirty minutes after their arrival, so it is unlikely they would have time to pull out during that interval."
"Do we know any more about Pemberton?" Solo asked. "Who are we up against here? Is he the leader or is Kawali?"

"Pemberton is a known Thrush agent, seen on several occasions in England and in South Africa." Graham rifled through his notes, coming up with the man's biography. "He is a Kenyan-born, former landowner who had his property taken away from him about two years ago during the Africization process of returning the land to the native people. His father, Preston Pemberton, came to Kenya following World War Two, and was the youngest son of an upper class English family who bought land in Kenya cheaply and placed young Preston there to get him out of the way of inheritance issues. He could live somewhat in the manner he was used to, without causing problems with the elder son's claim to the family estate in England, an estate it would have been almost impossible to divide. Robert Pemberton was educated in London, then returned to Kenya during the Mau Mau emergency, linking up with the pseudo gangs shortly thereafter."
"Is there any history of Kawali working with Pemberton during the pseudo gang war?"
"Both worked with a group calling itself the 'Land Freedom Army', men armed with weapons they had been accumulating by theft or purchase, or weapons they had made themselves. Kawali taught sessions on how to turn out 'guns' made from odd scraps of iron piping, door bolts, rubber bands and bits of wire. Sometimes these guns would injure the shooter rather than the target, but Kawali seemed to delight in finding alternate material for weaponry."
Napoleon grinned and several men glanced his way, including his partner.
"What?" Illya asked.
Napoleon shrugged. "Well, I can safely say we've got the 'who' and 'how' of this figured. We've quite probably have the 'where' and the 'why'. Let's decide on a 'when' and close this base down. I personally want to stop this guy before he starts using more than just spider venom in his weapons."
"I think it was more than effective," Illya said, patting at his itchy wounds that were begging to be scratched. "Just not practical in the long term."
"So for the 'when'—we leave at sunset." Norm Graham looked around the room and saw agreement between all the various factions of the Kenyan U.N.C.L.E. group, as well as the representatives from other African territories.
The group broke up, and Norm watched Illya and Napoleon slowly get to their feet, stiff from sitting at the meeting. "You two are not convincing me you're ready for this."
"We'll catch some sleep and be dressed and ready," Napoleon retorted. "You worry about your end of the assignment, and let us worry about ours. Coming?" he asked, turning to Illya.
"After you." Illya looked at Norm gravely. "Believe me," he said, pausing before Graham as he went to leave the room, "this is exactly what I need right now."
Norm watched him go, shaking his head slightly. "The assignment or the nap, Ilyusha?"
* * * * *
The lion roared, the sound echoing through the night. His growl reverberated through the quiet streets, shaking the ash from the trees to fall like gentle snowflakes on the pavement. The air stank of smoke, of the fires still burning, lives disappearing in the thick gray/black clouds that hovered over the place where he sat, alone and afraid.
He saw them, walking together toward him out of the smoldering ruins of his home. His mother, the woman in the photograph, a memory not yet connected. And her, Mother Fear, a memory he would never shake. They walked together toward him, two women, alike and yet not. Physically... almost. The image shimmering on his senses.
Then, one smiled, and he rose to his feet, expectant, waiting.
And the other one smiled, and he screamed running into the street.
Two eyes followed him through the smoke-hazed darkness. He could feel the heat on his back, the force knocking him through the air to fall forever into eternity.
 
Napoleon woke him from the dream, pulling him from the nightmare forcibly, holding him for the briefest moment it took him to regain control. He shivered, grateful for the thin cotton blanket pulled into place and resting around his shoulders, more for psychological warmth than physical warmth.
"Thank you," he mumbled, concentrating on breathing, trying to slow the trip-hammer of his heartbeat, his head still resting on his partner's shoulder.
"It's okay," Napoleon whispered, one hand still steadying him while the other offered reassuring pats on his back. "Damn it, Illya. What's doing this?"
He shook his head, reluctant to move until he saw the time and knew he had managed to sleep for a few hours, at least. Longer than he had intended. "We have to go."
"Yeah. Sorry. I wish we could find—" But Napoleon didn't bother finishing the thought. There was work to do.
Illya pushed back the blanket and let his feet drop to the bare floor. "We have to go," he repeated. "It's growing dark."
"We're all ready."
He almost said 'you could have woken me earlier' but it seemed a waste of time. Both men knew that Napoleon could have—and probably
should
have—allowed him more time to get ready, but the reprimand fell from his lips as he pushed his feet into boots and laced them. Napoleon stood at one end of their narrow room and stared out the window, hands on his hips, watching the attack force load onto the open-backed trucks.
"Thirty of them." Solo turned and looked back at him.
"Two of us," Kuryakin responded. "Shall we go knock on the bad guys' door before the other guests arrive?" he asked, hopefully.
* * * * *
As midnight approached, the heat from the day evaporated into an almost chilly temperatures. Solo zipped up his black commando jacket, grateful now for the camouflaged coloring. Much like the pseudo gangs had done in the mid fifties, both he and his partner had darkened their pale skin in an effort to fade into the background.
Beside him, Kuryakin turned slightly, the faint light from the moon catching the white of his eyes as he looked away from his binoculars. His hair was hidden once again beneath the black wool cap. "It seems quiet there. You don't suppose they've gone to bed already, do you? Maybe we should come back in the morning."

"Sarcastic tonight, aren't you?" Solo asked, smiling. He took another look at the darkened buildings. "We've come all this way—let's see if they'll come out to play." Solo took out his transceiver and tuned in on Norm Graham's frequency. "Wolf Pups to Daddy Bear."
"Daddy Bear here,"
Graham's voice crackled softly.
"How are the Big Bad Pigs? They at home? "
"We could go knock on their door," Solo suggested.
"Or huff and puff and blow them up," Kuryakin added, leaning toward the microphone. "We're close enough to lob over a few grenades."
"True."
"What are the chances that they know you are there?"
Graham asked.
"It's unlikely that they don't," Solo admitted. "I'm actually surprised they let us get this close. If you hear any commotion, move in."
"We're waiting for your signal."
Solo closed down the connection. "Any ideas?"
"Thousands. None any good."
He looked over at his partner, his voice almost inaudible. "So do we huff and puff or just blow them up? It looks like we're taking the initiative here."
"Maybe not." Kuryakin stared off into the scrub brush around where they squatted. "Listen."
Solo tilted his head, his eyes trying to see something in the indistinct light. "What? A trap?"
"A spider web." Kuryakin stood slowly, arms away from his body. "We've walked into something."
"Yes, Mr. Johannsen. You have."
Peter Kawali's disembodied voice echoed around them as the netting fell over them. Even as they struggled to get free, they traced the source to a speaker set in one of the trees.
"Do you wish the web to tighten around you, or will you willingly let yourselves be escorted in?"
"Step into my parlor, said the spider to the flies," Solo muttered, almost silently, but the sensitive hidden microphones still picked up his words.
"Well said, Mr. Solo,"
Kawali laughed.
"Please stand, as Mr. Johannsen now is standing—or should I say Mr.
Kuryakin—hands away from your body. No sudden moves. It may be dark to you, but we can see quite adequately."
Solo met Kuryakin's eyes, wordlessly passing instructions and suggestions back and forth. "Let’s see what's for dinner," the chief enforcement agent said as he stood.
Several dark-clad soldiers appeared, large submachine guns tucked comfortably under their arms and the netting was pulled off them. They were escorted into the compound and over to the larger of the three main buildings. No bright lights lit the area, as in the Bondolo U.N.C.L.E. compound, but the men who resided here seemed to have no need for them, walking effortlessly under the meager light of the moon, their faces as dark as the night around them.
They were searched quickly, their wrists tied in front. It was fifteen minutes before they were finally left in a small room in the main building, both men prowling the area quickly to see what their options were. The window opened out to the center of the compound, but there was a guard standing in front of it. The door was locked. Furniture in the room consisted of a long, folding boardroom table—which had seen better days—and ten chairs set around it. The chairs seemed to have be brought in from ten different places - no two were the same, and again there was the impression that little finances had been spent on decoration. The floor was dirty, the table laden with ashtrays overflowing with cigarettes. A lightbulb hung from a cord from the ceiling, the only source of power in the room.
"Is this just a frontier outpost, or are we dealing with Thrush castoffs?" Solo mused softly into his partner's ear, hoping his voice was below the range of any listening devices.
Kuryakin nodded, studying the ropes which bound his wrists. After a moment, he turned his head and answered, his whisper to Solo equally quiet. "Considering their style, I would say the latter."
"What about Daddy Bear?"
Kuryakin shrugged. "I think he will follow the pattern of most fathers."
Solo nodded that he understood what his partner was saying, that Norm Graham would likely come after them when they didn't signal, but the words still registered on another level, even as his mind flashed through the myriad of possibilities of escape. He checked the window again, watching the guard for a moment to see if there existed a chance of getting out that way.
The pattern of most fathers. His father, Antonio Solo, had been a mystery all his life, an elusive name who danced around the edges of his memory, a vague picture in an old photograph album. Just a few weeks before, he had met his father for the first time since he was a young child, met him almost reluctantly, as though unwilling to let go of the old pain of abandonment, not wanting to hear if there was a reason offered for his absence, and not wanting to believe it, if there was.
And there
had
been a reason. At least, a reason why Antonio and Elizabeth Solo had made the choices they made with their son's future—perhaps offering him the
possibility
of a future in their very unpredictable and dangerous world.
Most
fathers, Illya had said.
Solo picked at the rope binding him.
While Napoleon's father had abandoned him before he was born, Illya's life was a series of abandonments, his father drifting in and out of his life, taking him with him on assignments, then leaving him behind for other assignments. After Kolya's death—shot down before Illya's eyes—his partner was then passed over to a new father who did the same thing, had him around when convenient, then abandoned him to the KGB when times grew a little difficult. It was only since meeting Norm Graham, that Illya had some idea what a real father could be like.
The rope loosened slightly, and Solo turned to Kuryakin, gesturing for his help in tugging at the binding. If they could get one set of hands free, they could free the other set. He winced as the ropes tightened on his wrists as Illya's fingers twisted in the binding, trying to get his nails around one particular strand.
But they had gotten where they were without their fathers' help. They had risen through the ranks at U.N.C.L.E. and they had reached a high level of competence without their fathers' intervention. They could get out of this without waiting for Daddy Bear to show up and rescue them.
With a slight hiss of approval, Kuryakin tugged on the binding again, feeling it shift, and Solo felt the rope pull free enough for him to slip his wrists from the restricting coils. He grabbed hold of Illya's hands, twisting the position until he found a weak spot to work on. A knife would have been helpful, but the metal edge of the folding table was broken at one point, and they sawed through the tough rope fiber and within another minute, Kuryakin's had were also freed.
"Where to?" his partner mouthed.
"Window," Solo answered. He picked up the sturdiest of the chairs, hefting it into his hands, then raised it, took his aim and threw it with all his might through the window to crash against the back of the guard's head. Kuryakin had removed a chair leg and used it to clear the glass as they hopped over the ledge, then used it again to connect with the guard's head to keep him down longer.
Solo's heart was racing, an irritating gauge that showed him that he wasn't working at one hundred percent yet. If Kuryakin's breathing was any indication, he was in much the same situation. Solo scooped up the submachine gun, checking it quickly for ammunition, put on the man's distinctive jacket and beret, then joined his partner at the side of the building. He handed over the beret immediately, as Kuryakin's hair was visible even in the dim lighting.
The few seconds it took for them to wind their way between two closely set buildings to the edge of the compound gave them enough time to catch their breath. Ten seconds and they were okay again, but the exchanged glances showed each was aware of his own condition and his partner's.
"I'll take the gate." Solo pointed to the gate to the compound. If they could get that open, the U.N.C.L.E. attack force could just drive in.
"That would be where the ammunitions are stored, I suspect." Kuryakin gestured to a small building to their right. "I'll take it out and Norm will know to send everyone in. Give me five minutes, then open the gate."
"Where will I meet you?"
"I'll try to make it to the gatehouse." Kuryakin waved, then turned and headed out.
"Good luck," Solo whispered as his partner faded from sight. Already there were soldiers on the other side of the building, probably around the broken window. Solo stepped back further against the building, taking in the gate itself, how it opened and where the guards were. He couldn't see any mechanism to open the gates, so in all likelihood, it was done manually.
Take out the guards and open it when our trucks get to the gate.
He glanced at his watch. Illya had another two minutes.
* * * * *
Kuryakin peered in the window of one of the camouflaged buildings, expecting to see a dormitory by the size and shape. Whatever it was originally intended for, it was no longer a dormitory; his eyes widened when he saw it was a well-stocked laboratory. All the lights were out, except for a few black lights over some of the dry aquariums. Interesting.
He looked at the time and frowned, moving on to the ammunitions storage shed. A guard stood outside it, but while he watched, another soldier approached, the door was opened, supplies taken, and the door closed tight.
A grenade would be nice,
he thought, then ripped off one of the buttons to his jacket and prepared to make a reasonable facsimile. Hefting the light weapon in his hand, he glanced at his watch, looked over to his target, pulled the thread and tossed the button. A moment later, the resulting explosions knocked him off his feet. The results were instantaneous. Voices flooded the compound, like a nest of wasps disturbed from their slumber.
He nodded to himself, watching the flames, then turned to go back to the laboratory, when he stopped short and slowly raised his hands.
He had to admit, it was a more conventional weapon Permberton aimed at his gut. Still, it put him at a distinct disadvantage. He had nothing in his hands, and there was nothing around to use as a weapon, even if Pemberton let him live long enough to reach it. He'd already used up his grenade button.
Besides, this was one angry man facing him.
"Where's your buddy?" Pemberton barked at him, furious when he didn't answer immediately. "Hands up!"
He raised his hands higher, but gestured with his head toward the laboratory. "Very nice setup. Is it yours?"
"I prefer my weapons to use gunpowder. Those things give me the creeps. Kawali can mess with that stuff all he wants. Now move off—to your left."
Kuryakin stepped carefully, reluctantly turning his back to Pemberton. "Thrush can't be serious with using black widow venom for weapons. How practical is that?" he asked, turning back to look at his captor.
"It has its uses." Pemberton laughed at Kuryakin's dubious expression. "I'll demonstrate." They entered the lab and were immediately joined by Kawali.
"Peter, your young friend here wishes a demonstration of how effective your little pets can be." Pemberton jabbed Kuryakin in the back with the submachine gun, sending him sprawling across the clean laboratory floor.
"Why don't you see how the men are doing outside and I'll be happy to show him a further demonstration." Kawali waited until Pemberton had left the room before smiling down at Kuryakin. "So the darts weren't enough? You want more?"
Two guards entered the room, saluting at Kawali before standing before him, ready for his orders. Both looked as though they would kill him without a second thought, so Kuryakin stood to his feet when he was ordered to, and crossed to the indicated chair. He kept his face neutral as his hands were tied behind his back, the ropes burning into his skin, cutting the circulation.
"We're attacking you, you know," Kuryakin said. "U.N.C.L.E. troops are probably on the compound as we speak." As if confirming his words, the rapid rat-at-at of gunfire sounded outside the laboratory.
"Watch the doors," Kawali ordered the two guards. "They will be fighting for some time. Let me do my own interrogation, and then it will be your turn."
It was some kind of reward that worked well. Both guards, evil smiles on their faces, took up their spots at the door, totally focused on their job—and on whatever they would do to Kuryakin when Kawali was done.
* * * * *
Solo grinned when he heard, then saw, the ammunitions building blow up. Illya came through, as always. Solo took a step from his hiding area and peppered the guards around the gate, easily taking them down as they had all been staring over to where the explosion was. He ran to the gatehouse, grabbing one of the dead men's berets and donning it as he passed. Quickly scanned the boards, Solo released the gate lock. The generator was still running, powering the gate and probably an electrical field in the wire fencing.
He stepped from the gatehouse, a rather grand name for the tiny shed, and looked back at the chaos descending on the compound. There were additional men appearing on the scene, and he quickly estimated over sixty soldiers, more than they had anticipated.
Down the road, there were still no signs of the U.N.C.L.E. attack force, but they would have only been on route for a minute - still at least two minutes away. He had to keep the gate secured until then. He slung the machine gun around to his back, then pulled the three guards away from where they had fallen.
No one seemed to have noticed them yet, so better to move them out of sight then have someone wonder
who
had shot them and where that person currently was.
Kuryakin hadn't joined him yet, and that was beginning to worry him. Illya was supposed to go to the gatehouse immediately after setting up the explosion.
Another minute passed without him showing up, and Solo glanced out to the road to see the faint irregularity in the darkness that signaled the U.N.C.L.E. trucks moving without headlights. He timed it carefully, hauling open the gates just as they approached. U.N.C.L.E. agents spilled out the back of the trucks, the word UNCLE written across the back of their jackets in a fluorescent yellow that did double duty alerting the U.N.C.L.E. agents as to where their own men were, but also providing moving targets for the other side. It was always debatable whether to use the jackets or not, whether they proved effective in the long run, preventing friendly fire from taking casualties, or whether they simply alerted the enemy to shoot them.
Norm Graham met him at the gate, slapping his outstretched arm and handing him a jacket. "Where's Kuryakin?" Graham asked, looking around.
"I don't know. Give me his jacket. I'm going to go look for him."
"Did he blow the ammunitions pile?"
"Yes, he was going to meet me here at the gate afterward, but he hasn't showed up yet."
"Go ahead," Graham said. "I'll wait for him here." Graham put his hands over his ears as the harsh echo of gunfire sounded near them. He ducked into the gatehouse, moving out of sight while he radioed in the current situation to those waiting at Bondolo.
Solo melted back into the shadows, moving between the buildings to look at the situation. The fighting was escalating as the two sides clashed. There were twice as many Thrush agents as they had estimated, but they seemed unprepared for the attack and many among them were panicking and running through the open gate out into the desert.
Pemberton stepped from the building that looked like it was housing barracks, and strode across the center area toward the smaller of the three buildings they had seen initially, probably the communications area, by the radio antenna running up along the outside of one wall.
Solo paused, glancing around him as the sky lit up with a secondary explosion he quickly identified as one of the U.N.C.L.E. trucks. Pemberton stood at the entrance of the communications building, making his own assessment of the last explosion, then disappeared inside. A moment later, two guards exited, moving smartly past the fighting, almost as if it wasn't happening, and over to the barracks building. Solo's eyes narrowed as he followed their progress, noting the eager looks on their faces. They were older men than most of the Thrush soldiers. The vast majority of the men fighting were under age 25. These two were easily in their mid to late thirties, which put them in a different group altogether. Not raw recruits; seasoned men.
Seasoned at what, though? Various possibilities ran through his mind as he considered the training of the Kenyan soldiers. Ex-Mau Mau perhaps. If even a portion of the rumors were true about the Mau Mau warriors, they were dangerous men to deal with. Many had snapped psychologically from the lengthy stay in the caves, many were malnutritioned, some resorting to eat raw monkeys and others, or so the reports had read, turning to cannibalism. In attacks on the Kenyan people, often their own tribes people, women were disemboweled, bodies cut in half, men were sliced to pieces, decapitated with eyes and brains gouged out.
If not ex-Mau Mau, perhaps the
shifta,
the bandits who raided the northern part of Kenya. Some were from the Somali Republic, others from Ethiopia or Sudan. But it seemed unlikely that the
shifta
would band together for any purpose outside their own, especially not for an international group.
Pemberton was a member of the pseudo gang operation, and so was Kawali. The odds were, the two guards who just passed him were also once members of the so-called freedom fighters. But the cure had been almost as bad as the disease. The stories Paul Muliro, the Head of U.N.C.L.E. Kenya, had told him left him with a bad feeling, even days later. Members of the pseudo gangs had been found guilty of burning suspects' eardrums with cigarettes, castrating their suspects with a pair of pliers, killing and torturing their prisoners.
So where were they heading, their faces alive with anticipation as they headed
away
from the fighting?
Probably wherever Illya was,
Napoleon thought with a tired shiver.
* * * * *
"So you are interested in spiders, Mr. Kuryakin... Black widows have a nice reputation with Americans, we have found. I have been working with Thrush for five years now, and have introduced them to the interrogator's arsenal of tools. Quite effective."
Kuryakin stared back at him, well aware of the eighteen wounds on his body, many of them still causing him great pain.
"But I'm sure you have received the antivenom for black widows, especially since our last test on you. Did you know that the antivenom for one type of spider bite does not necessarily work on another type of bite? That's why I am accumulating a variety of pets to use. U.N.C.L.E. cannot realistically offer protection from them all. Tell me, Kuryakin, have you heard of the Sydney Funnel Web spider?" Kawali crossed the room to stop in front of a small glass-walled container. "They are known to be extremely aggressive, will attack at the slightest provocation, and are usually successful in penetrating the skin."
Kuryakin followed his movements, but offered no comment.
"When I began to narrow my research to spiders and spider venom, the European university I was at sent me to Australia for a year. That's where I first encountered Thrush."
"Another type of venom for you to study."
"Yes," Kawali agreed, pleased that Kuryakin had spoken. "Yes, most satisfying. Australia has some of the world's most venomous spiders, and of them, the Sydney Funnel Web spider is considered the most dangerous." He lifted the glass box with the spider in it, turning it so the spider could clearly be seen crawling inside. "Funnel web spiders inject their venom in a way similar to Australian snakes. They use their hypodermic fangs to inject the venom below the surface of the skin into the tissues where it is immediately absorbed by the lymphatic system."
Kuryakin nodded that he understood the significance. The usual treatment for snakebite was cutting open the wound and attempted to suck the poison out, but that would have no effect with this type of bite.
An explosion rocked the building. Kawali strode to the doorway, peering out at the battle. The generator sputtered and died, leaving the building in darkness. One of the guards lit an oil lamp, then moved around the room lighting several more. Kawali returned to Kuryakin's side. "We don't need the generator. We've done without it before. So Mr. Kuryakin, tell me the outcome of the Enciente Conference. We know where it was in Switzerland, but we are not certain of the final decision regarding the African Delegate. Was Muki Bahati chosen as head of U.N.C.L.E. Africa?"
"I was not an attendee at the meeting. You must have me confused with someone else," Kuryakin said, then gasped as a vicious slap across his face threatened to snap his neck.
"Our sources tell us that Muki Bahati was elected Section One. If so, why has he not taken his position yet?"
"You'd have to ask someone who was there—" Another slap connected with his cheek, cutting into his bottom lip. Kuryakin could taste the blood. When he opened his eyes, one of the guards had moved closer, as though drawn by the scent, nostrils flaring slightly.
Kawali nodded to the man. "Take off his shirt, Nyeusi."
A large knife appeared in the guard's hands. He licked his lips slightly as he approached, then the knife appeared to be heading straight for Kuryakin's throat, before taking a downward plunge and slitting open his jacket and T-shirt.
Kuryakin jerked backwards as the knife sliced down along his chest toward his groin and had he moved at all, it would have emasculated him. His eyes flashed over to Kawali, but the man didn't seem the least bit bothered with any damage to prisoner as Nyeusi continued to cut off his shirt and jacket. The cut on his chest was not deep but it burned, drawing tears to his eyes. He blinked, startled as he felt the box pressed against his right shoulder. He could feel the faint tickle of the spider on his bare skin, then Kawali shook the box, attempting to scare the spider.
He was hardly aware of the bite, but Kawali must have seen it, for he removed the box and refastened the lid, taking a moment to study the spider. "There. Good." Kawali nodded, turning his attention to the site of the wound. "I assume, Mr. Kuryakin, that you are beginning to feel the bite? I don't think I need to tell you that, untreated, funnel web bites are often fatal."
At first he couldn't isolate the bite, the pain from the cut on his chest occupying his attention. Then it began, a fiery sting in his shoulder.
"What happened in Enciente?" Kawali asked, holding up a hypodermic needle that Kuryakin assumed contained antivenom. "Tell me and I'll keep you alive. We're not going to release you, of course, but we will certainly keep you alive. For a while longer."
"Go to hell," Kuryakin whispered, half under his breath.
"Too late," Kawali answered. "Have you looked outside recently? Hell has arrived." The tall thin Kenyan put down the hypodermic as Pemberton came to the door and motioned. "Well, Mr. Kuryakin, I'm off. Enjoy the show—I'm sure Nyeusi will have some fun before the night is over."
As though offered a pheasant under glass, Nyeusi's tongue darted out of his mouth, licking his chapped lips. Beside him, the other guard started to remove his gun holster, his eyes fastened on Illya’s chest and the blood still trickling down his skin.
Nyeusi's hands were in his hair, feeling the silky blond strands, so different from his own short wiry hair. The fingers tightened, threatening to pull the strands from his scalp, and Nyeusi tilted Kuryakin's head backward until Illya thought his neck would snap. Other hands, meanwhile, grabbed his belt, pulling the leather strap free from the buckle. He felt the blade of knife at his throat, shaving his beard as it scraped along his skin.
The pain in his shoulder from the spider bite was becoming more intense, and he could feel the chill of shock moving through his body. His vision blurred as he turned his face away from Nyeusi's hot breath.
He could hardly swallow with his neck arched backwards, and the saliva building fell from his mouth as his tongue seemed to thicken. He tried not to think about what the other guard was doing.
Things happened quickly then. It became difficult to breathe. The pain in his chest, shoulder, and neck became worse. He could feel his pulse racing. He couldn't see.
Were the two lights there or not? Were they going to hit him? Was this it? The dream happening?
No, there was only one light, then even that faded.
* * * * *
Solo watched Pemberton leave the communication's building and return to the barracks, open the door, then head over to a landrover waiting to the side of one building. A moment later, Kawali came out of the barracks, a machine gun over his shoulder, and joined Pemberton in the vehicle. Pemberton started the landrover and backed it away from the fighting, turning it around to head
away
from the main gate.
There must be a second exit,
Solo thought, moving out of the shadows and aiming for the vehicle as it passed him. Two shots rang out. Two men slumped over the dash of the landrover, then crashed into the side of a camouflaged building. Pemberton raised his head, his gun firing twice in Solo's direction.
Solo fell backwards as the bullets whizzed past him and he took cover behind an abandoned truck. Leaning out, he fired again and Pemberton jerked as the U.N.C.L.E. Section Two chief hit him directly between his eyes.
Solo turned and made his way to the barracks. Two more shots and two more dead men. Neither even had time to reach for the weapons. He tried to walk across the laboratory, but it was hard to keep his balance, the light from the oil lamps casting strange shadows over the room. He went to raise his left arm to wipe the sweat from his face and almost blacked out from pain.
He grabbed hold of the counter, knocking glass boxes over as he stumbled and fell. Pulling himself upright, his flashlight lit up Illya's face, then travelled down to his throat, shoulder, and chest.
His partner was only a few feet away, motionless in the chair except for the steady stream of blood dripping to the floor from several different places on his body. His face was white in the dim light, his eyes open, sightless.
No... not again.
Solo cursed as he fell a third time, but this time he didn't get back up.
* * * * *
Illya felt the hands on his face and pulled away, trying to escape.

"Easy, son. Lusha, it's me."
"Norm?" He opened his eyes, realizing this time that he
wasn't
in a hospital, at least not yet. He was in a truck, wrapped in blankets and stretched out on the floor, and the truck was going over some rough ground. "What's—what's happening?"
"What’s happening is that it's all over," Norm said, over the noise of the road. "We closed the nest down, and got the two leaders as well. Your partner took them both out, then killed the two men who were doing a number on you."
"Where is he?" Illya asked, feeling the words slur. "Napl'on."
"Lying beside you."
Illya turned his head slowly, amazed at the concentration he needed to do such a simple action.. "What's wrong?"
"With you or with him?" Norm asked, reaching over Illya to pull the blankets tighter around Napoleon.
"Both."
"You were bitten by a spider and our medic injected you with what we believe was the antivenom. You have a few cuts on different places of your anatomy, but none are too serious. The medics got the bleeding under control. You'll be fine in a day or two. Your partner meanwhile, was winged by bullet in his upper left arm, and is presently sleeping off the shots the medic gave him."
"He... okay?" Again the words were a struggle, but he had to know. Nothing made sense. He was still alive, it seemed. And Napoleon had once again played a part in keeping him that way.
"Napoleon will be fine." Graham smiled down at him. "You beat them. You made it, son. Whatever you've been dreaming about, it's over. You and your partner are still alive and the Thrush nest is gone, along with Pemberton and Kawali. We've rounded everyone else up. Just rest now."
Rest.
He lay for a while in the truck, feeling the shaking and jarring, trying to breathe around a whole new set of pain sites. He watched Napoleon, feeling his relief that the senior agent was still alive.
Leopards and tigers are endangered species,
he thought, his right arm slipping from beneath the blanket to hook on to Napoleon's left wrist. The pulse beat regularly, soothing his nerves.
He knew there had to be casualties that night, but he was not going to apologize for being glad it was not Napoleon.
Feeling calmer and feeling secure between Napoleon and Norm, he drifted to sleep. And dreamed.
 
The truck rumbled to a halt. He got out and started walking after it. He was cold and wrapped his arms around his chest, trying to get warm.
A sound behind him and he turned.
She walked by, waving, and disappeared into a building. He stood in the middle of the street watching her.
Two eyes caught him, impacting against his hip, sending him flying through the air, his broken body finally coming to a stop as he hit the ground, his neck broken.
The last thing he heard was her laughter.
 
He woke with a start, a muffled cry bursting from his lips as they lifted him from the truck, but as he felt his body moving, he saw Norm standing, watching. Norm had seen his face and knew immediately that he'd had a nightmare. As they laid him on the stretcher, he saw Napoleon's face turn toward his, full knowledge on his partner's face as well.
It wasn't over yet.


Act Four
"And the Itsy-Bitsy Spider went up the spout again."






Nairobi International Airport, Kenya 

Wednesday, December 22,1965,11:00 a.m.
"People are staring at us."
"Let them. It's a free country."
"Well, now that the Thrush nest is gone, maybe it is."
"Then what does it matter if they stare?"
"I look awful. So do you. We're both sunburned and peeling—and it generally goes downhill from there.."
"So go for the sympathy appeal. It's worked for you in the past."
"It's just so... degrading," he said, wrinkling his nose, "if women turn on the pity."
"What else would you be trying for then, if it is not pity?"
"The sympathy routine is to get their maternal instincts going. They want to take care of me. To meet my needs.
All
of my needs." Solo stretched carefully as they slowly moved forward in the lineup to show their outgoing boarding passes and tickets. "You have it down pat with the distant, icy appeal,
tovarich.
You end up looking like a sad, lost waif and they fall for it every time. Maternal types are attracted to you." They had reached the stairs to the plane and he turned back to continue his conversation with his partner, then stopped his words before he could say anything else. "Illya?"
"What?"
"Something wrong?"
"No. Keep going; you're stalling the queue." Kuryakin motioned up the stairs. "Inside."
Solo used his right hand to pull himself up the steep staircase, mindful of the sling on his left arm.
Now what did I say?
he thought tiredly, casting back through his words. His partner's mood had altered in just a moment. Nothing drastic, but still the subtle shift from comfort zone to no parking.
Maternal types. Ouch. Why not just tell him it was his fault Mother Fear whipped the skin off his back.
He stopped. "Listen, Illya, I didn't mean anything by that comment. It was thoughtless. It was just a—"
"Don't worry about it. I'm just tired. Keep walking."
Napoleon continued climbing the stairs. Well, with any luck, the medication would put Illya out for a while on the plane. He needed restful, uninterrupted sleep, and usually found it on long plane trips. As he reached the top of the stair, Napoleon glanced back to see Illya behind him, carefully plodding upward, holding on to the railing, looking for all the world like he had tangled with some of the local wild life and lost. The usual unemotional, blue stare he had been teasing his partner about was gone and in its place was a dull, exhausted, glazed look that spoke of too many drugs and too many nightmares.
After the attack on the Thrush compound, they had woken up within a few minutes of each other around noon the day before at the Bondolo U.N.C.L.E. clinic, their wounds cleaned and bandaged. Norm Graham had still been hanging around, presumably to handle the debriefing, but also, Napoleon suspected, to keep tabs on Illya. If the deep furrows across his forehead and the dark lines ringing the Russian's eyes were any indication, there was a reason why he had been kept drugged until noon.
Napoleon’s gunshot wound was a clean graze, creasing the outside muscle of his left biceps. His entire shoulder and arm was carefully wrapped in a sling and strapped against his torso in an effort to immobilize it. His right hip sported a bruise on it the size of his fist, just now blossoming into full ugly color. His right ankle was also taped; he was in no way looking forward to removing half the hair on his lower shin when the tape was removed.
Illya's condition was surprisingly stable, considering his initial prognosis. After twenty-four hours in the clinic, they were releasing him to return to the United States, deeming him in fit condition to make the trip. Not that he was anywhere close to being off the sick list, but he could recuperate at home rather than in Kenya. The antivenom for the funnel web spider poison was working, but the bite on Illya's shoulder was still an angry, red welt that sapped his energy. The other wounds from the darts were beginning to heal, a testament to the Russian's peak physical condition. He had sustained several gashes, one especially long one down the center of his chest from breastbone to below his navel, but none were deep enough to cause much worry and Illya was on his feet shortly after lunch the first day, restlessly pacing. After several years of working together, he still reminded Napoleon of a caged white leopard when forced to remain indoors.
He was back to Illya's leopard and tiger analogy again.
My stripes haven't changed,
he thought with a grim smile.
As the previous afternoon progressed, they had emerged from the clinic for a few hours, slowly walking around the compound and speaking with the other men who had been involved in the flight, many of them sporting injuries or with bullet wounds. The battle had been won, but not without cost. Four U.N.C.L.E. agents were dead, several more were badly wounded, and almost all the rest had minor injuries of one kind or another.
John Muliro walked among them, as well, offering congratulations and condolences, for it was both a victory and a time of mourning. They had been vastly outnumbered, but their skill level was far beyond that of the largely untried Thrush trainees and in the end, that won out. Thirty-two of the other side's fighters were dead, the others taken into custody, under U.N.C.L.E.'s supervision, to be handed directly to the authorities in Nairobi. Among the dead: Robert Pemberton and Peter Kawali.
Norm Graham had left shortly after dinner, a private helicopter coming to take him to the airport.
Waverly wanted a conference with him, so the Washington, D.C., chief was whisked away back to New York City. It seemed Madame Nemirovitch, a rather notorious Thrush agent, had been rumored to be in Europe and a North American Section One meeting had been called to discuss her appearance at this time and if they would be sending agents to assist the local European offices.
After Graham's helicopter departed and most of the U.N.C.L.E. agents brought in to deal with the emergency had left, returning to their home bases, the remainder of the evening was quiet for the two partners. They passed the time sitting in lounging chairs on the veranda, enjoying the stillness of the desert night and discussing the mission off the record.
That night, despite a mild sedative to help him sleep, Illya had dreamed again—although to call it just dream would be inaccurate. He had suffered from a heinous nightmare that took Napoleon and the nurse long minutes to pull him from. Napoleon had sat next to him on the side of the bed afterward, gently rubbing his friend's back as he struggled to breathe, to gain control over his pounding heartbeat. It was almost three in the morning before they fell asleep, only to wake at six a.m. to prepare for their trip to Nairobi, one Illya insisted he was able to make and the doctor had reluctantly agreed to.
Considering the intense horror of Illya's nightmares and the frustration he must be feeling about them, Napoleon was grateful his partner never pulled away from him, never closed himself off. This was still clearly not about U.N.C.L.E. nor Napoleon, so the lines of communication between them were open, even if tentative. Illya never went into detail about what the dreams were about other than that they dealt with the attack on Kiev in 1941 and his brother and mother's death, followed by his own death. But it was wearing Illya down, wearing them both down.
"I'm going to talk to Sam Lawrence," Illya said softly, now, as he settled into the seat and did up his seatbelt.
"About the dreams?"
Illya nodded. "It's been over twenty-four hours since I received these minor injuries, and I am still not feeling any return of energy. The dreams are holding me back. I think it is the lack of sleep."
"Don't expect an argument from me, partner." Napoleon smiled up at the stewardess who assisted him with his seatbelt, then turned back to Illya. "I'm surprised you're admitting it, though."
Illya leaned his head back, his right palm resting on his chest. "My heart is pounding from a simple walk across the tarmac and up a short staircase. Ridiculous."
"If it's any consolation to you, so is mine."
"So you are in just as useless a condition as I am. Of what good are we if we are needed? What if Alexander Waverly wishes us to go to Europe to see—"
"Wait a minute. Hold on there. Three things. First: because of our injuries, we are going to be off work for at least a week, get that straight right now," Napoleon said, ignoring the stewardess now giving her pre-flight instructions. Usually this was a highlight of his flight. "Second: we were going to be off schedule anyway from now until the end of the month, due to some sorely needed vacation time. So just sit back and relax."
Illya turned his head after a moment, to stare at his partner. "And thirdly?"
Napoleon shrugged. "Christmas and your birthday."
"Oh." Illya looked back the other way, seemingly engrossed in the landscape flitting by as the plane sped down the runway.
"Damn it, Illya," Napoleon said, half under his breath. "You'll be there for your birthday. You're not making any sense. Why are you worried about not being able to report for work, if you aren't sure you’ll live another five days?"
"For a moment, my rational mind took control from my intuitive mind." He closed his eyes as the plane left the runway. Neither man spoke until the plane reached cruising height and leveled off, then Illya said softly, "I'm going to try to get some sleep. Wake me if I have..."
"I will."
 
The eyes followed him as he moved down the narrow road. Twin balls of fire, they hovered three feet above the pavement, pacing his frantic race through the streets. He could hear laughter.
Standing in the middle of the field, he saw her, hair flowing in the harsh wind, blowing about her head, her arms stretched for him.
He ran toward her, glancing over his shoulder to see if the lights followed him, but they had disappeared. He looked back to where she had stood, but she was gone.
Mother Fear was there, instead, standing the same way, her arms outstretched.
He spun, racing blindly away from her. Now, the orange lighting streaked out toward him, then came the impact as it hit him, throwing him into the air, his body falling to lie crushed and broken by the side of the road, his sightless eyes forever to reflect the bombs' red glare.
* * * * *

New York

Thursday, December 23,1965,4:00 p.m.
The phone rang, unanswered, and he finally put down the receiver. Sasha Travkov, his childhood friend, wasn't home. Napoleon was Christmas shopping with April Dancer. Mark Slate had gone back to England for the holidays.
Illya stared around his apartment, absently folding his laundered clothes and placing them either in the small overnight case or in his bureau. He reached the end of the pile and realized he was staring at the bottom of the wicker basket.
From the kitchenette, the kettle whistle drew his attention and he wondered how long it had been boiling. The air felt moist. He poured what was left of the water into his glass, adding the tea bag and pushing it to the bottom of the glass with his spoon. The liquid slowly changed color, darkening, the scent released.
He left it and moved through his apartment, relocating his coat from the chair to the hook by the door, then pausing to pick up the laundry basket and put it on the floor of his closet. He closed the closet door, his hand resting on the door knob. Slowly, he opened the door again, his eyes looking upward until they rested on a small tin box barely visible behind some other boxes.
He took it down, hearing the clang of metal rolling around inside it. At the kitchen table, he relocated the books there to the floor, then placed the tin box alone on the scarred, paint-chipped surface. The box opened like a miniature treasure chest; it was an old relic he had purchased, dating from the Civil War days, lost in the dusty back room of a thrift store down the block from where he lived.
His father's ring still fit his finger. He tried it on, then left it on his hand. The thin Russian Bible was near the bottom, the photograph between the gold-filigreed pages where he had found it. His father, the ring scarcely visible, sat in a chair, his back ramrod stiff, his head raised high, eyes fixed on the photographer. Two little blond boys: himself a toddler, sitting quietly on his father's lap, and his brother Mitya standing, leaning against the chair back.
His mother stood behind his father, blonde-white hair carefully caught up into a loose bun of some sort, although curls had escaped the confines of the pins and framed her face. It was winter; she had a shawl around her shoulders. Her face looked down at his father and at the young child on his father's lap. Her eyes were sad, almost as though she could see a few months into the future, at what fate would deal her husband and her children.
Illya had no memory of her.
He remembered his father, vividly remembered Kolya's assassination when he was only ten, but he had no memory of her. His father had never mentioned her to him, nor anything about her family. For a while, he thought he had never had a mother, but as he grew and learned about life, he understood that a mother had existed, but she had died while he was very young.
He turned the photograph over, reading the inscription, the names, the dates, then turned it over again and stared at her picture. A magnifying glass brought up the details, but they were still vague and cast no light on the questions he wanted answered.
His tea had cooled, but he drank it anyway. He finished packing his suitcase and set it by the door, ready to leave the next morning, and then went to bed, hoping to find some sleep around the dreams.
Sam Lawrence had spoken with him for several hours that day, but they had not come to any conclusions as to the nature of his dreams, nor what could be done to eliminate them. Lawrence had insisted that his first assignment was to get some rest, relax, and put the past two weeks behind him.
"Down time", the doctor had called it, refusing to look any further or take any other action besides prescribing a mild sleeping tonic.
Then Alexander Waverly had called him into his office, brusquely stating that Illya should leave for the Grahams a day earlier than planned, to get some rest. A plane ticket had been reserved for that evening.
Illya had canceled the ticket, but now, as he lay in bed and stared at the ceiling, he wondered if he should have taken advantage of the offer. What difference did it make whether his flight was one day or the next? In the grand scheme of things, time was running out.
* * * * *
Washington, D.C., CIA Headquarters 

Friday, December 24,1965,1:00 p.m.
Peter Baker, head of the Soviet Division Counterintelligence of the Langley-based Central Intelligence Agency, looked up from his desk as the young man entered the office. The phone call from the reception room had taken him by surprise; he had not seen, or heard of, Illya Kuryakin since the incident in the summer with the Soviet nuclear plant situation, and now an unscheduled appointment was requested on the day before Christmas, two hours before he planned on leaving.
He stood, offering his hand, surprised again when the Russian U.N.C.L.E. agent shook it. "Sit down Mr. Kuryakin," he said, gesturing to two chairs by the window, away from the massive oak desk. "Can I get you anything? Coffee? Or hot tea?" he remembered.
"Thank you, but no. I appreciate you seeing me on such short notice, and I won't take much of your time." Kuryakin had a manila envelope with him, which he promptly opened, withdrawing a photograph Baker recognized. The picture was handed over, almost reluctantly, and Baker set his cigarette down in the ashtray and studied it.
"This is your family."
"So I was told."
The response was so brusque, so dismissive, that Baker looked up sharply at the young man, wondering what it was he had just been asked. "Is there a problem, Mr. Kuryakin? I'm not sure if I'm following this."
'"I would like to know where this came from. How it came to be in the possession of the CIA. Why you believe this is my family. And why you gave it to me."
Well, that was clearer. "As I recall, Mr. Johnson—Donald Johnson of our Soviet-Russia Division—found it in a file we held on your father Nikolai Kuryakin."
"But where did it come from? Who put it in the file in the first place?"
Baker frowned. "Who put it in the file? I have no idea. I suppose some records exist—"
"And how would I access them?"
The question was asked politely, but with a slight edge of desperation that was not what he had come to expect from this young man. Baker studied him carefully. "I could look into it for you." He handed the photograph back. "Do you have a concern as to its authenticity?"
Kuryakin glanced up at him then, finally meeting his eyes.
"You do. I see. I can assure you, that man is your father, or at least he is Nikolai Kuryakin."
"And the woman?"
"The inscription reads—"
"Inscriptions have been changed or forged before. Is that woman my mother? Can that be verified?" Kuryakin's voice had remained calm, but the clipped words bespoke the seriousness of his questions.
Baker studied Kuryakin's downcast eyes, flashing to the woman's face in the photograph If she was not Kuryakin's mother, she was a close relative. The resemblance between the two was uncanny. "We have every reason to believe—and no evidence to the contrary—that the woman in the picture was Yekaterina Dmitriyevna Kuryakina."
"You remember her name?" Kuryakin asked, surprised.
"I spent a long time studying you, Illya," Baker said, using the first name, a smile playing about this lips. "Yes, I remember her name."
"What happened to her?" The question was soft, slipping through Kuryakin's exhausted resources as though he had no strength left to shield himself.
"We don't know. She disappeared during the first sweep of the Germany army through Kiev during the summer of 1941. A lot of people died during that time."
"And some were taken prisoner."
Baker nodded. "Some were. But if she was, I believe it's safe to say that she died either during the attack, or in the camps afterward. There is no indication she lived through that time."
"Maybe it is safe for you to say, but if she was indeed my mother, I have no such luxury." Kuryakin slipped the photograph back into the envelope. "Is there anything more you can tell me?"
"I'll look into it for you, Illya, but I can't promise anything. That was over twenty-four years ago, at the beginning of a war that tore those countries apart. The chances of us finding anything are slim. If she was alive, she would have come forward by now."
"I understand." Kuryakin stood then, his hand outstretched. "Thank you for your time."
"No problem." Baker stood as well and followed Kuryakin to the door. "Merry Christmas," he said, as the young man walked out into the hallway.
"Pardon me?" Kuryakin turned and looked back at him.
"I said, 'Merry Christmas'," Baker repeated, leaning on the doorframe, trying to smile encouragingly.
"Yes. Yes... thank you. And... to you, the same." Kuryakin looked honestly surprised as he walked down the hall, distracted to the point of bewilderment.
* * * * *
Washington, D.C., U.N.C.L.E. Safe House 

Friday, December 24, 1965,10:00 p.m.
The silver tinsel threads were carefully, meticulously separated and draped over the edge of the couch. A few were weeded from the others, holding some tiny flaw seen only to his sharp eyes. One strand had knotted itself, and he gingerly pulled it free, strong, gentle fingers pressing the wrinkles out. Only when he had exhausted this small chore, did Illya look up from his task, catching her eye. "I'm sorry. I'm not very talkative," he said, without apology. He seemed too tired to apologize.
Trish Graham smiled faintly. "You're here; that's what's important."
He had arrived from New York earlier that afternoon, sat with them for dinner—consuming only his wine and a piece of bread. He had played a card game with Michael, seemed unable to hold a conversation with Tanya, and now was helping Trish with the decoration of the Christmas tree, something he had always enjoyed taking part in before.
Tonight, it seemed a chore. But then, it seemed that even breathing was a chore.
Trish continued tying the ornaments onto the tree branches, concentrating on the tiny golden threads. "You're here and you're alive." She saw her words made him flinch. "Lusha?" He was often quiet during the first few hours back, but rarely did he have the edge he had tonight. The living room shivered with tension, robbing the evening of the traditional joy they shared in decorating the tree. "What's wrong?"
At first he said nothing, then he opened his mouth to speak as though to lie about it, changing his mind before he could vocalize the damning words. He looked down, away to one side, then back up at her, meeting her eyes for one brief moment before the effort required to do so taxed him.
"It was just a difficult mission," he said, dismissing the topic.
I know that already,
she thought.
Tell me something I don't know. Like why you are avoiding Tanya and why you are uncomfortable with me.
She had seen Tanya's reaction to his coldness, her confusion at his reluctance to talk with her, or even look her in the eye. Yes, he had been injured, but he had been injured before and had recuperated well at their home. Tanya had seen him in far worse condition, yet he seemed embarrassed around her, avoiding her with a skill he had not yet mastered.
Illya cleared his throat, trying to jump back into the conversation. "Where's Norm?" He moved around the tree, checking the connections on the Christmas lights, but she could see the slight tremble to his hand as he touched the bulbs. Maybe he was just overtired.
"Norm's on the phone in his office."
"Oh." A bulb was twisted off the line and another inserted. "There was more snow last year at this time," he said, his voice still irritatingly neutral.
"True. I'm glad you are on your feet this time. These injuries are mild in comparison," she said, although she wasn't sure that was true. Beneath his shirt and sweater were eighteen wounds from the Thrush darts, a spider bite, and several slashes. Norm had described the injuries to her, told her about the fight to keep him alive. But those wounds—like whatever other baggage he was weighted down with—were hidden away from sight.
Trish watched him through the branches. "I'm can't tell you how happy I am that you're all three home for Christmas. I've missed Tanya—Switzerland is too far away. With you in New York and Tony in Boston, the place is pretty quiet."
"I can imagine. When's Tony coming?" he asked.
"He should be here any time." Trish glanced up at the clock. Her oldest son was due to arrive before eleven, if the roads remained clear. She handed Illya the box of ornaments to hold for her. "What's wrong?" she asked again softly.
The blue eyes remained elusive, not meeting hers. There was a microscopic shake of the blond head, then a frustrated sigh. "Perhaps I just don't want to talk about it."
"That's your privilege," she answered shortly. "Either way. Talk or don't talk."
He smiled grimly. "Napoleon says the same thing. He feels I should tell him about this. And I
have,"
he clarified. "Not all of it, but I told him what I have told you."
"That you have nightmares about what happened in Switzerland with that Thrush woman and you have nightmares about dying."
"Yes." He took another step, following her as she rounded the tree.
"And you think this will happen before your birthday."
He shrugged. "It is nothing. Just a dream."
"But your dreams have been premonitions before, and they have come true, and that makes you uneasy."
"Yes." He looked up at her, ice beginning to form in his eyes. "So, what do you suggest? That I hide here for another few days? Wait it out where I am safe and nothing can touch me?"
"Would that be so bad?" she responded.
"Yes!" Illya dropped the box on the couch, his hands at his sides. "I feel ready to scream from the inactivity. Sam Lawrence says I am to rest and put it all behind me. Alexander Waverly has sent me here as though I am a carton of eggs that he must keep from breaking open all over his pristine office floor. Napoleon watches me, dissecting everything I say to him, looking for double meanings and subtle shifting of phrases as though I might slip and tell him what I am really thinking."
"And us?" Trish asked, motioning for her husband to join them as he stood at the doorway.
Illya groaned, his hands covering his face. "This is not about you."
"Of course it's about us. You're here. This is your home."
"Maybe the word has a different meaning."
"Home?" she asked.
"Home. Family. Truth." He said the words as though they were curses.
"Ilyusha..." Norm's voice held a warning at his tone. "If there's a problem, if you need help, then you talk to us. That's the way it has been since the first day you were here."
"You followed me to Kenya."
"Alexander sent me to attend a meeting."
"You were in Bondolo."
"I went there because John Muliro wanted me to see firsthand what the weapon was capable of. He had no way of knowing that we were related."
"We aren't related," Illya said coldly.
"You know what I mean. He didn't know about our relationship."
Illya paced the edge of the carpet along the fireplace, stopping when he got to the far end. "I am feeling suffocated."
"By me? By us?" Trish sat on the arm of the couch, her hands folded on her lap. "So what have we done that is so wrong? Caring about what happens to you? Wanting what's best for you?"
"No, damn it." He spun to face here, switching to Russian. "That's not it. That is not how I feel."
"Then how do you feel?"
He took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. "I feel like my soul is imprisoned. And truth is in the next cell, being tortured."
Norm stepped closer, one hand gently resting on Illya's shoulder. "So who is the jailer?"
"Me," Illya whispered. "But I've lost the keys." Turning from them, he walked down the stairs and shut himself away in his room.
* * * * *
Illya sat carefully on the edge of his bed and wrapped his arms around his chest, holding back the shivers. He hadn't felt this vulnerable since he was a teenager, alone in a hotel room, a gun before him, a bullet missing, a stranger dead. All part of the job for the KGB or GRU. Except no one sat with him afterward as his nerves threatened to unravel.
The last two days had been a mad scramble to hold himself together. All the meticulously crafted braces which had kept him intact over the past ten years were crumbling. Tears ran down his cheeks unchecked; he couldn't seem to get a rein on his emotions.
For a man who can look Thrush in the eye without blinking, you are a sorry sight.
Maybe this was it. A turning point, perhaps. The time when the men are separated from the boys, the strong from the weak, the competent from the inept.
And all because of a dream. Because of a nightmare.
And what happened... a part of his mind reminded him.
Sleep was a dim memory now. He hadn't slept since the night before he left Kenya. Four days—three nights. Yes, he had gone to bed, had slept for half an hour or an hour here and there—but that was not sleep, not rest. After a complete physical when they had returned from Kenya, Doctor Lawrence had banished him from Headquarters for one week, insisting he get himself together physically before coming back. And that was before they had talked about the dreams.
His hands shook. He held them out in front of him, watching the tremors that palsied his limbs. Weakness in his muscles, he knew, from lack of sleep and from tension. If he was called upon for an emergency assignment now, he would have to tell them, to turn himself in as incompetent and medically unfit for his job. There was no excuse for an U.N.C.L.E. agent to be in such a condition as he now found himself.
He wanted to talk to someone.
Sam Lawrence had offered his time, he had listened calmly, but had no answers. Alexander Waverly had called him into his office the day before, hedging around the topic as though resigning himself to being available should Illya want to talk to him. U.N.C.L.E. resources had been placed at his disposal, his worth to them expressed by their scramble to find avenues to help him.
Norm and Trish, even Tanya, the whole Graham family were ready to talk, to thrash out whatever was bothering him. To love him and reassure him of his place in their lives. But that wasn't the issue. He already knew that.
Napoleon had been there. God, Napoleon had been there. He had driven him to the airport that morning and had hovered just within reach, trying so hard not to pressure Illya, but making sure his partner knew he was more than willing to talk about it. Whatever it was, it didn't matter.
And if I had a clue of what to say to you, I would in an instant. But sometimes feelings have no words attached to them.
Illya lay back against the mattress. Who else was there? He had realized finally that Sasha was on tour with the ballet; he had no idea where his boyhood friend was. Kelly Robinson and Alexander Scott were on assignment in Hong Kong. April Dancer was on assignment, as well, and Mark Slate was in England.
The list was relatively short.
His head ached. He rolled onto his side, feeling sleep gesture as if to overtake him. Just as he surrendered to the momentary lull, he thought of someone else.
* * * * *
New York

Christmas Day, 11:30 a.m.
Napoleon picked up his telephone on the third ring. "Hello."
"Napoleon, it’s Norm."
"Hello, Norm. Merry Christmas." Napoleon felt his grip on the receiver tighten. "What's happened?"
"Illya had breakfast with us, we opened the gifts. He seemed fine, just a little more quiet than normal. An hour ago he left in a cab. He had a suitcase with him. Said he wanted to get away for a few days."
"Where did he head to?"
"I don't know."
"What do you mean you don't know? You're a fucking U.N.C.L.E. agent. We've got ways of finding things out! Pick up the damn phone and call the cab company."
There was silence on the end of the phone for a moment.
"I can't. I promised him."
"What??"
"He made me promise not to go look for him. He said that if he was coming back, he'd be here by dinner on Monday. "
"His birthday."
"Yes."
"Damn it, Norm." Napoleon could feel his headache kick back in. "If he's hurting, I can't leave him out there alone. He's my partner. I'm supposed to work with him, not send him off into the night alone. We're supposed to watch out for each other. How can I do that if he's gone somewhere to die?"
"I've no idea where he'd go."
"He's looking for answers. Something to do with his mother and Mother Fear."
"As far as we know—as far as anyone knows—Yekaterina Dmitriyevna, died in 1941 at the age of twenty-five. If he thinks she is Mother Fear, she's not. That woman was only forty. If Lusha's mother were still alive, she'd be almost fifty."
"Does he know that?"
"I told him myself two weeks ago in Switzerland."
"So what's his problem?"
"I don't know. You're right. He's looking for answers, but I don't think there's anywhere for him to look for them. It may be a lot simpler an issue than we think—which would make it a whole lot more complicated to find an answer that will satisfy him."
Napoleon carefully counted to ten, then exhaled. "So what do we do?"
"Well, Napoleon, I promised him that I would not go looking for him. I didn't say anything about you."
The smile came slowly. "I understand. I'll... see if I can take care of the problem."
"And get him back here quick. Trish is worried sick."
"I'll do my best." He put down the telephone receiver, spent fifteen minutes considering his options, then began to make a few phone calls.
* * * * *


Ward's Island, Ontario 

Christmas Day, 7:20 p.m.
He got off the last ferry of the night to the island, hoping someone was home or he would have a difficult time getting back to the mainland. He had only been here once before, but he remembered it being a short walk from the ferry dock, down the main road. It had snowed recently, the island looking like a postcard with its snow-laden trees and multi-colored Christmas lights. Almost every house or cabin had something up. Even those residences that weren't occupied year round, were being used at the holidays.
It got colder as he walked, the wind off the lake stealing through his winter coat. He pulled the heavy hat further down over his ears and neck and kept walking.
He reached his destination finally, surprised at the single row of lights that circled the two windows facing out to the road. For some reason, he didn't think there would be lights on this house. He squared his shoulders and walked to the door, knocking sharply.
There was a short time when he thought no one would come, then the porch light came on and the door opened slightly. "Napoleon, come in." Antonio Solo stood back as his son squeezed past him into the warmth of the house..
Before he could ask, Antonio nodded. "He's here." His father took his suitcase from him, then his coat and hat, hanging them on hooks near the doorway.
Napoleon took off his boots and set them on the plastic mud guard. "Is he okay?"he asked, carefully slipping his arm back in the sling.
Antonio smiled sadly. "He's sleeping."
"That's a start," Napoleon responded, then walked down the hallway into the living room. Illya lay on the couch, covered in a blanket, his head turned slightly, eyes closed. The relief at seeing him was enough to weaken the Chief Enforcement Agent's knees and he, very uncharacteristically, felt the need to sit down before his legs gave out on him.
He sat on the couch at Illya's side, wanting to touch him, but reluctant to place his cold hands on Illya's to wake him up. Instead, he tucked his right hand under his arms trying to warm it first. He glanced over to his father, feeling awkward being this near to the man, still a virtual stranger. "How long has Illya been here?"
"A few hours. We talked and he fell asleep an hour ago. Woke once, then went back to sleep."
"He's been having nightmares."
"He told me." Antonio Solo sat down in his armchair by the fireplace. "And then I saw for myself."
"I figured he might be here. I would have called but—"
"But since I don't have a telephone, that would be difficult. He must be a good friend, indeed. You came a long way on a hunch."
Napoleon smiled. "When I found out he had flown from D.C. to Toronto, I had a good suspicion where he was heading. And then I realized I knew why he would come here."
At least I think I do.
Napoleon glanced around the room then, taking in the small decorated Christmas tree and the crackling fire. "I never figured you to be sentimental about the season." He rubbed at his aching arm, his gaze returning to his partner. He reached out cautiously and place his hand across Illya's forehead, relieved at the absence of fever. "How is his shoulder doing?"
"The spider bite? It's still quite sore. The area around the wound is mildly inflamed, but he had some medication he took to combat that, and I put some salve I have here on the bite. How is your arm, by the way? I heard you were shot."
"I'll be fine. We both are moving a little slowly these days."
"You both have every reason to be moving slowly. Your friend gave me the rundown on your injuries." Antonio's eyes narrowed. "You don't mind, do you?"
"No, that's fine. It's not like you—" Napoleon paused, not sure where he was heading with his statement. "Anyway, I appreciate you taking him in like this. It means a lot to me."
"He is my son's friend. He is always welcome in my house." Antonio spread his arms open, gesturing to the room. "In answer to your comment, your mother loved Christmas, yet rarely had the opportunity to decorate as she wanted to. Customs differ from place to place, and we had to be careful to blend in wherever we were living. I started to do this when I returned to Canada... I think of her when I'm putting up the tree and the lights." Antonio looked like he was going to say something more, then sat back in his chair and stared at the flickering flames in the fireplace. The pipe in his hand reminded Napoleon of Waverly's, except his father's was lit, the pungent smoke gently exotic, mixed in with the scent of the evergreen tree.
Illya shivered abruptly, and Napoleon looked back to him, resting his hand on the blanket above Illya's heart until his partner seemed calmer. "How long ago did he take the medication?"
Antonio glanced at his watch. "About two hours. I looked at the bottle and he's not due for more until later this evening."
"Thank you. I appreciate you keeping an eye on him. His family—we were concerned that he was okay. I phoned them from the airport in Toronto and told them where I was heading. If you don't mind—?" Napoleon pulled out his U.N.C.L.E. transceiver, calling into the New York office, which transferred him to Washington. "Norm?" he asked softly.
"Did you find him?"
came the quick question.
"Yes. I was right. He's here. Safe. Sleeping at the moment."
"Are you coming back right away or spending the night?"
Graham asked.
"You are welcome here," Antonio said quickly. "I have enough bedding."
"Thank you." Napoleon thumbed the transceiver. "Norm, we'll be staying here. I'll talk to Illya in the morning, and then I'll let you know when we'll be returning."
"He's okay?”
Trish's voice replaced her husband's.
"Napoleon?"
"He's sleeping, Trish. I'll talk to him in the morning."
"Okay. Thank you, Napoleon, for looking for him."
"No problem. I'll call you in the morning," he repeated.
"Have a good sleep,"
Trish said, then Norm took the transceiver back.
"Is everything all right there? " Norm asked.
"With your father?"
"Yes. He seems quite well," Napoleon answered, deliberately misunderstanding the question. Good night, Norm." He signed off and closed the pen-like device.
"I admit to being surprised that you came here," Antonio ventured. "I didn't exactly get the impression you were comfortable on your last visit."
Napoleon shrugged. "Maybe not comfortable, but it went better than I had thought." He looked down at his partner. "Illya liked it here."
"Is that why you think he came here now? Because he likes it here?"
"No. I think he came here because he can't find his mother and he didn't know where to look. He knows you have been looking for my—for your wife for many years, and you might be able to suggest to him where he can start his search."
"Close," Antonio conceded.
Napoleon waited a moment, then asked, sharply, "Then why did he come?"
Illya stirred beside him, clearing his throat, his sleep-fogged voice rough. "Because, my friend, Antonio knows what it feels like inside your heart when you have run out of places to look."
Antonio smiled grimly, and looked over to Napoleon "I have no easy answers for Illya. In all likelihood, his mother died during the attack of the Germans on Kiev in 1941. And in all likelihood, your mother died in a concentration camp in Germany in the fall of 1942. All that is possible is to leave your name with the Red Cross and other groups and hope that one day, if they have survived, that you will find them."
Illya opened his eyes then, meeting Antonio's. "Thank you for your candor. It is much easier to accept advice from someone who has traveled the same road."
"I hope your nightmares stop, but not your memories of your mother. They are to be treasured, as I remember my wife and everything she meant to me." Antonio rose and set another two logs on the fire.
"I'll put on some coffee, Napoleon. I'm sure you'd like to talk to your partner."
"I would. Thank you." He waited until Antonio had moved into the kitchen before looking back down at Illya. "So even after speaking to him, you still dreamed?" he asked, forgoing the idle pleasantries that Illya detested.
"Yes." The Russian shifted on the couch until he sat partially upright, one eyebrow raising when he realized Napoleon had no plans to move to the other chair, but remained sitting on the edge of the couch at his side. He stretched his legs out behind his partner. "I dreamed. But my mother was not in this dream."
"But Mother Fear was," Napoleon guessed, then nodded at Illya’s grimace. "If it helps at all, I found out a bit more about her. She was born Mabel Packard in Detroit, Michigan. At the time of her death she was 39 years of age, according to her Thrush dossier, which I believe is a few years off. She has several degrees in psychology and was employed by Thrush as a teacher at their school for the express purpose of manipulating the young minds in her charge to see things the 'Thrush' way."
"She excelled," Illya said, dryly.
Napoleon studied him for a moment, then forged ahead. "At the Figliano school, what happened between you two?" He watched the expressions flitter across his partner's supposedly unreadable face, pleased that he could see them. "What did she do?"
Illya frowned suddenly, his head tilting down as he massaged his shoulder. "She... It's difficult to put into words, Napoleon. I was drugged, so my impressions of what happened are bound to be inaccurate, as are my memories."
"What do you
think
happened? What do
you
recall as happening?" Napoleon persisted.
Illya tucked the blanket around his legs, drawing his knees closer to his chest, which gave Napoleon more room to slide back further on the couch and get comfortable at the opposite end.
"What's not in the report?" Napoleon asked quietly, once Illya seemed to be settled.
Squaring his shoulders, Illya looked up, meeting his steady gaze. "Mother Fear appeared to function quite adroitly at her job. She wanted to know where the Western Hemispheric Conference was, and also I remember questions about the future head of U.N.C.L.E. Africa and security at our
other
site in Switzerland."
Napoleon nodded, understanding the reference.
"She threw the tea in my face. It stung, but wasn't quite hot enough to scald my skin, just redden it. She asked me about my mother, and I suppose that something in my reply piqued her interest. She left the room for a while, leaving her two henchmen to strip me." Illya looked away, his eyes unfocusing slightly as he went back to that afternoon. "She was gone quite a while, and they left me there, chained to a hook on the floor, just wearing boxers and my socks. The tea had been drugged, and even though I had only had a sip, it was vile tasting. It took a while to act."
"You mentioned all this in your report. She came back with a strap and a riding crop."
"Yes. She had some information, as well. She seemed to know my mother's name and where she had disappeared from. She knew about my brother, that his body had been found and identified, but not hers. She said Thrush had my mother and many of the other women from Kiev, and they were being used as breeders, having children who were being educated in Thrush schools around the world. She said my mother was well respected in the Thrush dynasty. But she missed me. She had orders out to look for me and bring me to her. Mother Fear said she would gain favor in Thrush's eyes if she could show them I was worthy of living and being returned to my mother. Telling the location of the conference would be a sure way for me to be reunited with my mother."
Illya seemed to pause there, his mind back on the conversation, and Napoleon cleared his throat and asked, "How long did that go on for?"
Illya shrugged. "I've no idea. I wouldn't tell her anything, even drugged. Then she started talking about my mother as though she knew her, called her by her given name, mentioned my brother and how his death had hurt her so much. How my death would sadden her." Illya sighed, and yawned, then tried to draw energy to continue. "I didn't respond. Then it started changing, but I can't remember much about it. I just remember Mother Fear saying that
she
would like to be my mother and—"
"What?"
"This was after she had strapped me. My back was in agony. It was hard to concentrate and my head was still woozy from the drugs."
"What did she say?"
"It's not so much what I remember her saying, it's what she started doing. With her hands. And she was kissing me—kissing it better, she said. Mama is kissing it all better. I remember her tongue on my chest, on my back, licking the blood. Mama is making it better—Mama—" He stumbled to a halt, repulsed by his memories, and Napoleon got up and moved closer to him again, ignoring Antonio standing in the doorway, holding a tray with hot drinks.
"Illya? What else?"
"She started saying she was my mother. She started caressing me, making disgusting comments geared to shock me, I suspect. She asked me if I wanted to sleep with her, since she reminded me of my mother. All boys want to sleep with their mother, she said. This was my chance and she wouldn't tell my mother. It would be our secret." Illya buried his face in his hands. "Just like with Miep, remember, Napoleon? Miep Van Daan, when I was a child? Remember her saying to me 'Promise not to tell?' and I started remembering it later? Well it was like that. She said it over and over like some damned chant. 'Our little secret.' "
"Did anything happen?"
"What do you mean? Did I sleep with her? Did I fantasize about my mother while burying myself inside of her?" Illya dropped his hands and looked up at Napoleon. "I have no idea what I did. I can't remember a fucking thing after that, not until I woke up in the cell feeling like I had been branded." He shrugged. "Maybe I had. Maybe it happened. I don't know."
"So she's been haunting your dreams because you can't remember."
"I guess. I don't know. Damn, I'm tired." Illya rested his head against the side of the couch, the energy drained from his body. "I'm just too tired to figure it out. I'm just too damned tired."
"Do you want to hear my take on this?"
"Sure. Why not?" Illya mumbled, his eyes closed.
"I saw what condition you were in when I found you in the cell. You were in severe agony from the marks on your back. You could hardly move. Now I don't claim to know much about your love life, but could you have really made love to her in that condition? Drugged and in intense pain? I doubt it." He leaned over and tilted Illya toward him. "Lie back down. You need to rest."
"Famous last words," Illya murmured, but complied, shifting his body back along the couch until he was flat again, his head on a pillow.
Napoleon took the pills Antonio wordlessly handed him, and a glass of water and coaxed his partner into taking them. "Nothing happened, my friend. I'm positive that if you didn't tell her the location of the conference, there was no way in hell you would have slept with her."
"Yeah?" Illya said, a smile about his lips. "What about you?"
"What do you mean?"
"Would you have slept with her?"
"Nah. Not my type."
Illya nodded sleepily, grimacing at a pain on his chest, one hand absently rubbing a spot on his left biceps. "I didn’t know you didn't have a type."
They joked for a few minutes more, the conversation turning to other matters, then the medication went into effect and Illya finally fell asleep.
Antonio had retreated to the kitchen, but came out when he heard Napoleon sigh in relief. "A difficult time," he said softly, handing Napoleon a fresh cup of coffee.
"Each encounter with Thrush—or whoever we're after at the time—has its own set of problems. The worst of it, though, is when they touch on us personally, on some area that is raw." Napoleon glanced up. "I suspect you know this already. You were doing this before I was born."
"True. But no man has the experiences of another."
Napoleon laughed quietly. "You sound like my partner. He has a wealth of expressions." He sipped on the hot coffee.
Antonio resumed his seat by the fireplace. "He's been badly hurt. He has needed this time, to talk to you, to rest, to find himself."
Somehow, the next hour passed before Napoleon was really aware of it. Much of it was spent in silence, listening to the snap and hiss of the fire and his partner's quiet breathing, watching the light of the flames play on the pale features. He couldn't bring himself to move away from Illya's side, and when he finally looked up to meet his father's calm, reflective eyes, he realized that he himself had been rejuvenated by the time. He had needed a balance between this and the haunting memory of his partner's life flickering away beneath his hand, knowing the end had come.
But it hadn't. His mind had known it and now the rest of him knew it as well. Illya was alive—they both were. Their injuries would heal. Tomorrow they would go to the Grahams' and the day after would be Illya's birthday. For the first time, there would be a celebration for his partner's life, not a memorial service for his death.
"Do you wish to sleep here in the living room? I can bring the sleeping mat here from the spare bedroom, if you'd like, or would you prefer to sleep in my guest room?" Antonio asked.

"Thank you. Here is fine."
Together they brought the mattress and blankets out, setting up the bed a few feet from the couch. Napoleon went into the bathroom to wash up and change into his pajamas, taking his own medication.
He'd checked his arm and it was healing nicely. Tomorrow he would forego the sling.
Antonio watched him stretch out along the mattress, then turned out the lights. "I know this wasn't planned, Napoleon," he said before he went to his bedroom, "but thank you for coming. Merry Christmas."
"Merry Christmas, Dad," Napoleon said, into the darkness. "Thank you for your hospitality." 
"You're welcome. Sometimes, hospitality is all we can offer another."
Napoleon listened to his steps down the hallway, then the bedroom door close. He carefully rolled onto his good side. Sleep came quickly.

* * * * *
 
The streets were strangely silent, only the sound of hissing steam from the dying fires, and the brush of wind through the barren trees and bombed out buildings. He heard crying, too, a child's long-exhausted whimper.
The air smelled, though, of gasoline and blood and fire, all mixed together with the smoke that settled along the ground, swirling like an angry snake, instead of rising like it should and dissipating.
He lay on the broken cement, his cheek against the rough surface, staring out at nothing. No one was there. No one had come. She hadn't come back for him. Mama was gone. He was hungry. He was tired. He wanted to go home, to his apartment, to his bedroom, to his little bed that he shared with his brother. Even his brother had disappeared. Mitya had been hurt and was crying, and then Mitya lay down and didn't move.
He had tried to find Mama then, to tell her that Mitya wouldn’t move, but he couldn't find her.
Time stretched on.
Finally he stood, dragging himself to his feet, walking along the middle of the road looking for Mama. He had no idea how far he had gone. He had cried for a long time... he was hungry. He was thirsty. He wanted his Mama and Mitya.
Then he saw her. She was at the end of the street, waving at him, calling to him. "Lusha! Come here, darling! Come to Mama."
He smiled and cried, stumbling forward to her, trying to see her through his tear-blurred vision.
The bomb landed and she shattered across the landscape, breaking into smaller and smaller pieces until the wind picked up the tiny sparkles of her life and pulled them upward into the night.
Then the noise started.
He tried to turn but it was too late. Caught in a moment, he twisted from its path, turning, turning. The rumble grew worse, like an earthquake of deadly proportions, the ground heaving as it rent in two. The monster descended on him, breathing fire bombs that snaked out and burned him. He felt the fatal force hit his body, heard the screech as it attacked him, felt his body sail into the air. Then darkness, pain and nothingness.
 
Illya woke slowly, drifting from the dream to the present, from oblivion to the recognized warmth and safety of a friend's arms. His eyes flickered open; for a long moment, he didn't move, absorbing the security and peace, his eyes gradually focusing the raging fire into the contained glow from a fireplace.
I'm drugged,
he thought, remembering the pain tablets he had taken with the water. He raised his head, closing his eyes against the dizziness and sensations overwhelming his brain. The soft murmur of sounds took on form and meaning, transforming into Napoleon's mumbled words of reassurance.
He tried again to open his eyes, and saw his fingers clenched into tight fists, still reacting to the fear of the dream.
I'm improving,
he thought, with a choked laugh that seemed to distress his partner.
At least Mother Fear wasn't in it this time. And my mother no longer calls for me.
Unfortunately, he was still dead at the end of it. Sometimes, two out of three isn't enough.
* * * * *
Toronto, Ontario

Boxing Day, December 26,1965, 6:00 p.m.
The cab cruised through the downtown streets, largely deserted on the holiday Sunday, except for those heading to evening services at the large, stoneworked churches or to visit family and friends. The cab passed through the snow-lined streets and they absently staring at the multi-colored lights of the houses, before it found the freeway and whisked them to the international airport.
Illya stared out the window silently, resting his head against the cool glass. The visit with Antonio Solo had been more than he had hoped for. He had not found his answers, but Antonio Solo had offered practical advice and a dose of reality. If nothing else, it had been pleasant to see Napoleon and his father sitting peacefully over breakfast, exchanging stories of several family members of the Solo clan that Illya knew nothing about—and really had no desire to meet, once he had heard the anecdotes.
They had a 7:00 p.m. flight out of Toronto, and by 10:00 p.m. he would be back in Washington, D.C. Normally he would be pleased with the prospect, but his energy level was seriously depleted and it was difficult to think about anything more than going back to sleep and trying to get a few hours in before he dreamed again.
The last few times he had woken the night before, and during his afternoon siesta, the dreams had been strictly about his death, and the constant barrage against his psyche was wearing him down. Even Napoleon had dark lines around his eyes.
"We're here," Napoleon said, and Illya realized the cab had stopped and his partner already had his door open.
He nodded, and dragged his aching body from the vehicle. Napoleon had already grabbed a cart, and put their two small pieces of luggage on it. They had to cross a road to get to the terminal, and he sighed quietly and stepped onto the road.
The next few seconds passed in a blur of activity: Napoleon grabbing his arm and throwing him backwards, brakes screeching, a truck driver swearing at him, and Napoleon swearing back.
"Idiot!" Napoleon yelled as the truck drove away. He turned back to Illya. "Are you okay? He almost hit you. These guys think they own the road. Illya?"
Illya had dropped to the curb, his legs shaking.
"Did I hurt your arm when I grabbed you? Sorry. I should have been more careful," Napoleon said quickly, crouching down beside him as he waved off the small crowd which had gathered. "Illya?" he asked again, as he realized his partner was laughing. "Illya? Are you okay?"
"I'm fine. I'm fine." Illya let himself be helped up, then grabbed hold of Napoleon's face between his hands and kissed him roughly, alternating cheeks. "Let's go catch the flight, my friend," he said smiling, his arm thrown over Napoleon's shoulder.
"What just happened?" Napoleon asked, as though uncertain of ruining his good mood.
"Let's just say that I will sleep peacefully tonight. And I'm buying us a round on the plane. Come on!" Illya hobbled across the road, looking back once to make sure Napoleon was following. "We've got a party to prepare for tomorrow."
* * * * *
Monday, December 27,1965 

Washington, D.C., Safe House
Two cakes. One with a single candle on it, and the other with twenty-seven candles. For the first time he celebrated his birthday and for the number of years he had lived.
He knew they watched him still, almost reluctant to accept his good mood. Suspicious that he would dream again and it would all shatter. But he had known it was over the moment Napoleon had flung him away from the truck's path; fate had been cheated by his partner. Once again, it was Napoleon's damned luck that had kept him alive. And he wasn’t about to argue with it.
Instead, he danced slowly with Tanya, his arm around her waist, her head comfortably on his good shoulder, enjoying the quiet jazz music filtering through the room. Tony and his girlfriend were dancing near them, Norm and Trish on his other side, all swaying comfortably to the melodic strains.
Napoleon and April lay sprawled on the couch, as drunk as he was, laughing at something Kelly Robinson was saying. Sam Lawrence challenged him, only making Kelly's story continue on even more unbelievable. Alexander Scott was in the comer of the room playing a deadly game of chess with Mark Slate, oblivious to young Michael watching their every move.
Friends and family.
The record ended and the impromptu dance floor dissolved back into the living room. Illya found himself alone on the back veranda, watching the Potomac River race by under the light of the moon. The air was cold, but the veranda had been shoveled clear of snow, leaving only a slick icy surface he had skated across to get to the balcony railing.
A coat landed on his shoulders, and he gratefully slipped into its warmth, his arms stiffening already from the exercise of the evening. "Thanks."
"No problem," Napoleon said, huddling into his own heavy jacket. "What are you doing out here?"
"I didn't stop to figure it out. Just needed some fresh air."
"Everything okay?"
"Yes."
Napoleon's eyes sparkled in the moonlight as he turned to him. "Just 'yes'?"
"Alexander Waverly needs us back in New York the day after tomorrow. Sam cleared me, providing my shoulder continues to heal."
"I think a lot of things are healing." Napoleon handed him another glass of wine, then held his own out, proposing a toast. "It's been a busy year and not an easy one. But I couldn't ask for a better colleague, a better friend, or a better partner."
"In that order?"
"It doesn't matter the order. Happy Birthday, Illya. Glad you are here."
Illya nodded, turning to look back through the patio doors to the friends gathered there. He tilted his head back to catch the moonlight, feeling the light against his closed eyelids. A single tear formed, trickled through his eyelashes and down his cheek.
It had been close this time. Closer than he had ever remembered it. Not just physically, but mentally and emotionally, too. This day had almost never happened.
"I'm glad I'm here, too," he whispered. And meant it.
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