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She didn’t start the fight, but she’ll gladly finish it…

 

While confirming the elimination of a target during a drone attack, Carrie discovers a massive cover-up. Now a target herself, she’s determined to find out who wants her dead, and begins to cut through a complex web of lies and deceit. Even if it means going to war with the CIA. With innocents killed and her own life at stake, will Carrie survive so that justice is served?
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Chapter One

 

 

Carrie O’Connor

Special Operative of the Canadian Intelligence Service

Warta Nabada District

Central Mogadishu, Somalia

 

I heard the bad news about the courier’s death just as I was preparing for the operation. My satphone vibrated on the uneven plastic table, next to my SIG P228 9mm pistol. I glanced at the caller ID. It was Abdi, my local contact and a trusted operative with whom I had worked on three different missions across Africa. “Yes, Abdi. What’s going on?”

“Mission aborted. Courier’s dead. We run. We run and hide.” Abdi’s voice was high-pitched, and he spoke in short, broken sentences, blurting out the words in one long breath.

I frowned. “Wait . . . What? He’s dead? What happened?”

“Yes. Courier’s dead. Don’t know details. Got a call from my man in al-Shabaab. They took him away this morning.”

The frown remained on my face and grew deeper. Al-Shabaab was the worst terrorist group in Somalia—with strong links to al-Qaeda—and controlled some parts of the capital and most of southern Somalia. Al-Shabaab militants had recently attacked the Sahafi Hotel in the city, killing two members of parliament and the hotel owner. The group was also responsible for the Westgate Mall massacre and the assault on Garissa University College in neighboring Kenya.

I shook my head and took a couple of steps closer to the small window of the safehouse. I pulled back the gray curtain and glanced down. The window overlooked a narrow dusty back alley, which led to a couple of intersections. “Slow down, Abdi. Is our man dead or—”

“He’s as good as dead. In the hands of those butchers, he’ll give us up in no time. If he hasn’t done so already,” Abdi explained in a slower, calmer tone. 

Low rustling came from the background over the line. I could imagine Abdi was clearing up his shack in the northern outskirts of Mog. The courier knew that location, and he also knew about my safehouse. I had to leave right away.

I drew in a deep breath as I glanced up and down the back alley. No gunmen rushed through in any direction. Only a couple of women wrapped in their burkas slowly making their way toward the Bakara Market a few blocks to the north. “All right, Abdi. Let’s lie low for the rest of the day and assess the situation. I’ll call you tomorrow morning at this number.”

“Good. Stay safe.”

“Yes, you too.”

I closed the curtain and returned to the table. I placed the SIG pistol into my waistband holster underneath my dirty black burka, then tossed my phone along with my C8SWF rifle into my knapsack. My shockproof laptop, a few wads of American dollars and local shillings, and my two passports—a Canadian and an Australian one—were already packed, in case I needed to make a swift exit.

I cast a sweeping glance at the small room, making sure I hadn’t forgotten anything of importance. There was nothing that could be traced back to me or Abdi. I lifted the burka’s veil over my head and arranged it so that it would cover all the auburn hair that reached down to my shoulders. I would wait to lower the veil over my face until I was at the doorway. I hated it, as it made me so hot and limited my vision. But it was a necessary evil, as it kept me hidden from prying eyes. If my eyes and my facial complexion were darker, I could have gotten away with wearing a niqab headscarf. But with my green-blue eyes and light skin tone, that small part of my face left exposed by the niqab would be a sure giveaway that I was a foreigner in this country. 

And a potential target.

I tapped the pistol resting on the left side of my waist, and felt some reassurance flow through my body. It was not much, but sufficient for the moment. I had been in worse situations. I just needed to find a secure place and hunker down for the next twenty-four hours.

I listened for a moment before unbolting the door, then looked through my burka’s mesh mask. There was no one in the hall, so I hurried down the two flights of stairs, carrying the knapsack in my right hand.

In the back alley, I passed by a few children in tattered shirts and shorts. They were chasing after one another, pretending to shoot at invisible targets with pieces of wood tied together with strings to resemble rifles and pistols. One of the children, barely three feet high and perhaps not even four or five years old, threw a smashed soda can filled with ashes. It bounced off the building’s wall and fell near my feet. Ashes scattered around me, simulating grenade smoke.

I shook my head, and a sorrowful feeling pierced my soul. Instead of studying in school, these children were playing war games. Born and raised in a war-ravaged country, in a few years, they would pick up real weapons and fight real battles. Many would die young or suffer severe bodily wounds. And the horrors of war would surely impact their minds, perhaps take away their sanity.

I shrugged, as I couldn’t do anything to help this lost generation. Unless the government forces and the insurgents came to a long-term truce and a stable peace process, any other country’s intervention would only make matters worse. And this country could not rely forever on foreign aid. The prosperity of Somalia rested in the hands of its own people.

A truck engine rumble greeted me as I drew near the intersection to the left. Then came the screech of brakes and the loud thuds of doors opening and closing. I reached the end of the corrugated metal panels of the nearest house’s fence and peered around the corner. Four young gunmen, dressed in tan desert camouflage pants and shirts and swinging AK assault rifles, were scattered around the truck. They were no older than eighteen, maybe twenty. One of them, the apparent leader, gestured in my direction, and two gunmen headed toward the back alley.

I took a deep breath and peered at them, trying to determine their intentions. The mesh mask made that mission even more difficult, and so did the black-and-white headdresses that covered the lower parts of the gunmen’s faces. They hadn’t seen me yet, as I was hidden behind the corner. If the gunmen were going to brush past me, I would continue on my way across the intersection and onto the zigzagging back alleys. But the shorter and the skinnier of the two gunmen stopped halfway through the intersection. He grabbed his teammate by the arm and pointed at two burka-clad women approaching from the right side. 

His teammate, who walked with a slight limp, shouted at the two women. They froze in place and one of them shouted something in return. I didn’t need to know Arabic to understand the woman was upset about the gunman’s words. He gestured toward her to lift her veil, so he could see her face. When the woman refused, the gunman pointed his rifle at her, gesturing and shouting at the top of his lungs. I could see spit spewing like a volcano out of his mouth, as they were only about a dozen or so steps away from me.

Reluctantly and with a considerable amount of embarrassment, the woman showed the gunman her face. He shrugged, as she was not the person he was looking for. So he dismissed her, then turned his weapon to the other woman. She offered no resistance, but slowly pulled the headscarf to the side.

The gunman shook his head and shoved them away. He turned his head toward his teammate and called out to him. I couldn’t make out his words, but the message was clear: they were now headed toward my position.

I was next.

I could retreat, toward the other intersection, and try my fate at escaping via that route. But there was no guarantee I would not come across another group of al-Shabaab militants looking for my safehouse. Or these two gunmen could open fire if they noticed me running away.

So I decided to stay and fight.

I reached for my SIG pistol. It was locked and loaded and ready for action. I held it to my side and turned my head and body slightly to the left. It seemed I was reading a large handwritten notice mounted on the fence. But I was waiting for the right moment.

It came when the gunman shouted at me.

I cocked my head toward him.

The gunman gestured for me to remove my veil.

I lifted my headscarf with a quick hand gesture, then I pointed my pistol at him.

He scrambled to raise his rifle, but I was faster on my trigger. The bullet slammed into the left side of his chest, just an inch below his heart. He dropped to the ground, probably dead before his body lifted a plume of dust.

The shot caught the second gunman by surprise. He tried to turn his rifle toward me. I fired a couple of rounds, since he was about ten steps further away. My double-tap flattened him onto his back.

I stepped behind the corner before the other two gunmen had a chance to return fire. When they started their barrage, I was well protected behind the cinderblock wall. Bullets clobbered the other side, sprinkling slivers a couple of feet away from my face.

An old Mercedes sedan appeared on the other side of the back alley. A gunman was hanging out of the front passenger’s seat. He was holding a rifle, and he pointed it at me.

I cursed under my breath.

Bullets erupted all around me. Because of the distance—over a hundred yards—the unsteady movement of the car over the uneven terrain, and because the gunman was a bad shooter, all his rounds missed me. But the car was getting closer, and the gunman’s aim was going to get better as they closed the distance.

The barrage coming from the other side of the wall subsided for a moment. 

It was a godsend.

I crawled to the opposite wall and held my pistol in front of me. My eyes zeroed in on one of the gunmen. He had dropped to one knee near the front of the truck and was reloading his rifle.

I planted a couple of rounds into his head and chest. Then I looked for the last gunman. He was not inside the truck, not that I could see from a quick glance. Perhaps he was hiding inside the truck box. Could he have run to one of the nearby houses?

Men, women, and children began to pour into the street. They were somewhat careful and were staying at a distance from the truck. But some of the smaller children were running onto the street, pretending to fire their toy weapons.

Bullets pinged against the metal fence and bounced around my feet. I raised myself into a high crawl and rounded the corner. 

At that exact moment, the last gunman appeared from behind a white van parked a dozen or so yards away from the truck. He sprayed a quick burst that missed my head by mere inches. I rolled behind a pile of debris near the fence and squeezed my pistol’s trigger. 

My barrage cut through the gunman’s legs. The assault rifle fell out of his hands, but, even on his knees, he tried to reach for it. So I fired again, putting a bullet into his head and an end to his attempts.

More rounds pounded the metal fence, and the Mercedes’s rumble was deafening. I didn’t need to turn my head to realize it was just behind me.

Time to run.

I sprinted toward the truck. I swung my pistol to the left and the right, looking for more gunmen among the increasing crowd. I spotted a few young men carrying rifles over their shoulders in non-threatening positions. So I ignored them and dashed toward the idling truck, pausing for just a brief moment to pick up one of the dead gunmen’s AKs.

The hood of the Mercedes appeared at the mouth of the back alley. I had just turned my head, so I noticed the car before any gunmen from it had a chance to unleash a torrent of bullets. A quick glance at the truck box told me no gunmen were hiding inside. There were a machine gun and a couple of wooden boxes. Probably ammo for the machine gun.

As I slid behind the truck box, I fired a quick burst. The Mercedes’s windshield shattered. I wasn’t sure if I had struck the driver, but the car veered to the left and hit the cinderblock wall.

Bullets punched the other side of the truck. Bent at the waist, I moved to the cabin, then opened the driver’s door. The front passenger’s window erupted in a hail of glass fragments. Fortunately, none of them struck me, although one sliver hit just two inches away from my face. I thrust the AK’s barrel through the window and fired at the Mercedes. A short burst, followed by single shots. I put the truck into gear and hit the gas. At the same time, I slammed the horn, trying to clear the road up ahead of a couple of uncontrollable children who had escaped the grasp of their mom.

She dashed into the road right in front of the truck and scooped them away. I stepped on the brakes, swerved around them—in case they broke away from her hold—and turned left. Just as I was about to round the corner, a couple of bullets throbbed against the side of the truck. The gunmen’s parting shots.

I heaved a deep sigh of relief as I turned to the right. No more rounds hit the truck. The rearview mirror showed no cars giving chase. It seemed I was in the clear. Up ahead, a few dirty rusty sedans and vans moved slowly in my direction. The AK rested over my lap. I clutched the handle with my right hand, my finger on the trigger, ready at a moment’s notice.

But the vehicles drove by, and I attracted only curious glances from the drivers and passengers. I sighed and made a right turn, then a left one, trying to gather my bearings. I tried to locate any of the landmarks I had committed to memory during my recon mission two days ago. Hotels, mosques, bright or unusual buildings. I smiled as I recognized Patriot Hotel, three blocks away, and its gigantic satellite dish covering almost half its roof on the south-facing side. 

Thank you, Mr. Saint, wherever you are, I thought, as I remembered my first trainer at The Plant, the training facility for CIS recruits. Lazarus Saint taught the orienteering and reconnaissance course. His famous mantra, Always know where you are, was drilled into my mind. But where are you, Mr. Saint? He had vanished five years ago. Gone. Puff, without leaving a trace. No one knew the reason or anything about his whereabouts. Some rumors had it that Saint had retired; others that he had gone rogue. Wherever you are, I hope you’ve found peace.

My eyes went to the rearview mirror. I thought about my need to find peace—well, at least a safe place to hide, rest, and plot my next moves. I was familiar with a few somewhat quiet areas of Mog, with a strong, visible security presence of the transitional government forces, military contractors, and private security. Or maybe I wanted to lie low just outside the city, away from everyone and everything, slowly biding my time.

I shrugged, undecided. My mind went to the aborted operation: the hit on one of the most powerful al-Shabaab military leaders. The man’s name was Mohamed Daher Farah, and he was one of the people responsible for the slaughter at Garissa University College. After receiving the kill order, I had been dispatched to Somalia a week ago to gather intel and prepare for the hit. According to my intel, Farah was planning to meet two other al-Shabaab masterminds in Mog today, and they were plotting to launch an attack in North America. 

The hit on Farah was now delayed. I would need updated and accurate intel on his movements. He had not survived for so long at the head of the terrorist organization by being an arrogant fool. So he would choose a different meeting place, somewhere else in Mog or in Somalia. He would exchange notes through couriers, perhaps move his meeting to Kenya, Yemen, or another hotbed of terrorism. And if he truly felt the heat, he might decide to go underground. 

I frowned. I couldn’t let Farah disappear again. He had surfaced about a month ago, after having fallen off our radar over a year ago. This was our best chance at wiping out one of the greatest threats to our country. And I wasn’t going to let it go to waste. One of my safehouses in Mog was compromised, but I had escaped unharmed. If Abdi had also been able to escape, there was hope we could still salvage the operation. The courier was not privy to most of the operational details, so his capture would have not compromised those sources. Once Abdi and I would be able to regroup, with a little bit of luck and some accurate intel, we would be up and running in no time.

Unless my boss, James McClain, had a different idea. He was a fair and reasonable man, who didn’t make snap decisions, but also didn’t let details and complexities bog down his judgment and actions. I was confident he would not cancel the kill order, unless we had concrete evidence Farah had disappeared or, for some other unpredictable reason, the operation was a no-go.

If my mission was canceled, a drone strike would be the next best thing. But drone strikes had the damaging quality of being imprecise and causing collateral damage. There was always a time lapse, sometimes quite considerable, between the moment that accurate intel was obtained from eyes on the ground to the time of the strike from the predator in the air. Not to mention the more than infrequent cases of bad intel, when drones had bombed innocent civilians’ houses, schools, or hospitals. Drones seemed to create a lot of embarrassment and harm to our operations. And there was always the need to dispatch an after-attack team to monitor the area and to confirm the target had been truly eliminated.

I turned onto Corso Somalia, one of the main arteries of the city, and drove toward the east. I thought about stopping at the Italian Embassy, which was just a few blocks up ahead and to the left. Giuseppe Battista, station chief of Agenzia Informazioni e Sicurezza Esterna—which was Italian for External Intelligence and Security Agency—better known as AISE, owed me a big favor. My service had secured some intel about two Italian journalists kidnapped by Somalian pirates three months ago. That intel had led to successful negotiations about the hostages’ release in exchange for a little over half a million dollars. Along with the governments of the US and the UK, my country refuses to pay ransom to terrorists. Italy and some other European countries have, let’s say, a more relaxed approach.

My hand went to the turn signal, but I hesitated. I didn’t want to use the favor Battista owned me for a day of rest in the AISE’s air-conditioned offices. And I could never be absolutely sure Italian agents were not spying on me while I was trying to get some work done. The truck afforded me the privacy I needed, and my laptop was equipped with satellite Internet service. As long as I could find a relatively safe place, I should be all set for the day. I would worry about the night when the night came.

So I stayed on Corso Somalia and continued east, then turned north. Every thirty seconds or so I checked my rearview mirror. No suspicious vehicles. A couple of UNISOM army trucks and Humvees rushed in the other direction. I couldn’t be sure whether they were headed toward the shooting scene or they were just in a hurry. I shrugged and followed the road as it meandered north. I turned the air conditioner dial on the dashboard, but did not hear or feel any cool air gusts. The day hadn’t turned scorching hot yet, but the temperature was probably already in the nineties. Sweat was breaking out on my forehead. I used a fold of my burka’s veil to mop it up, then removed the headdress part of the burka. Now I could breathe easier, and I felt sadness for the poor women condemned to spend their entire lives behind such thick veils.

I reached the Qoobdooro Stadium—which was still under reconstruction by a Chinese conglomerate—and turned to the right on Via Sanca. I kept heading toward the east. My plan was to call McClain and brief him on the situation as soon as I arrived at a safe place.

As I came to the eastern edge of the city, I turned right again and drove south until I saw the dark blue waters of the Indian Ocean. Mog had some gorgeous beaches. In another place, at another time, the tourism industry could have flourished, making the city and the country a magnet for travelers from all over the world. Instead, decades of war had destroyed the country’s prosperity, tarnished its image, and buried its people’s hopes. Somalia was a failed state, a rogue nation, a country known mostly for refugees, terrorists, and pirates.

And it was my home. At least for a little bit longer.
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​Chapter Two

 

 

Karan District

Eastern Mogadishu, Somalia

 

I sighed and reached into my knapsack on the front seat. I groped around for my phone and punched number 7, then I brought it to my ear. McClain’s number was preprogrammed in the phone. 

“Carrie, where have you been?” McClain said in a loud worried tone after the first ring. “I’ve been trying to reach you and left several messages.”

It must have been during the shootout, as I never heard the phone. And I didn’t check the screen before dialing him. “Sorry, sir. I’ve been . . . hmmm, my hands were full.”

“What’s going on?” he asked in a low but worried tone.

I told him about the courier and the gunfire exchange outside the safehouse. I spared him the irrelevant details, but assured him that both Abdi and I were doing okay. Well, at least for the time being. Then I told McClain about my plans and suggested we continue to gather intel on Farah. If all our stars aligned, perhaps we could make another assassination attempt in a matter of days.

McClain listened patiently and without any interruptions. When I was finished, he said in a warm voice, “I’m glad to hear you’re well, Carrie. And I hope the same for Abdi. Now, in terms of continuing this op, I agree that we can’t pull the plug. Not yet. Update me on the fresh intel.”

“Will do, sir.”

“Since you’ll have to stay in Mog for a couple more days, at least, there’s a side op I need you to take care of.” McClain paused and I heard shuffling of papers in the background. Then a click and a loud noise, as if McClain had dropped the phone on his desk.

I asked, “What is it?”

“I’m trying to find the right file.” McClain’s voice was distant and with an eerie echo. He had put me on speakerphone. “Oh, here it is. A car bomb explosion happened in Mog three days ago. In Hodan District.”

I nodded, then held the phone closer to my ear. “Yes, the attack against the military instructors’ convoy. Four Somali soldiers dead, along with one British instructor. Six other civilians were severely wounded.”

“Seven civilians. There was another one who never went to a hospital.”

“Who is he?”

“An SAS operative.”

I frowned. “I thought you said ‘civilian.’”

“Yes, I did. He wasn’t sanctioned to be a part of this operation or even be in the country. He got caught up in this shootout, when the militants were withdrawing after the attack.” McClain’s voice had taken on a sharper colder edge, and I sensed an amount of irritation in it.

My frown grew deeper and stretched across my sweaty forehead. I peered at the phone and shook my head. The SAS or the Special Air Service is the British Army’s special forces. They’re elite troops, the best of the crop, resourceful, focused, and fearless. “All right, so our British friend wasn’t authorized to be in Mog. But he’s here and wounded. And needs our help. What’s he doing here?”

“It’s unclear. The scarce intel we have so far says he was attending to some private business. He got caught in the firefight following the car explosion. The man’s name is Jack Harrington. He has a leg wound, but someone has already patched it up.”

Harrington, Jack. I repeated the name and thought hard about it, but nothing came to mind. I may have run into him in one of our joint ops in Iraq or Syria. Maybe even Afghanistan when I was still in the army. But I couldn’t place him or his face. “I don’t recall him. Anyway, what does Jack need?”

“An exfil. And before you ask, he hasn’t contacted SAS because of his situation. So he reached out to us through a trusted contact in the East Africa Section.”

I sighed. Harrington had infiltrated a hole like Mog for a pretty good reason. And then he was involved in a shootout, which had left him wounded, and in dire need of an exfiltration. “What was the reason for his private war?”

“Carrie, I told you that hasn’t been established at this point.”

I blinked as I glanced at the phone. Unconsciously, I had spoken my thoughts out loud. “Yes, okay. Where’s Harrington?”

McClain shuffled through the file, then gave me a quick description of what Harrington looked like and his address. It was in the Hodan District, not too far away from the location of the car bomb attack. Harrington must have been in pretty bad shape, otherwise he would have not remained so close to that location. McClain also gave me a phone number, so I could call in advance and make arrangements for the pick-up. He added, “Drive Harrington to Barawa or Kismayo and arrange for him to get on a boat to Lamu in Kenya. Or try a northern route, whatever works best under the circumstances.”

I nodded. “Yes, they both seem equally valid options. I’ll see what I can do.”

I wanted to ask about what we would be getting in return for providing Harrington with an exfil and, of course, with our discretion about his misadventure in Mog. McClain must have definitely cut a deal with Harrington that involved more than just telling us what he was doing in Somalia. Having an asset with close contacts inside another intelligence service, even in an allied country like the United Kingdom, was always a very clever move. I was sure that McClain hadn’t sold our services short. The exfil would save Harrington’s life. How much was his life worth, and what was he willing to do in exchange for it?

I sighed and shook my head and along with it these thoughts, just as McClain said, “Great. Call me when it’s done, or if you come into new intel about Farah. And be safe, okay?” His voice had turned warm with a fatherly tone.

“I will, sir. Take care.”

I ended the call and glanced at the rearview mirror. The stretch of road behind me was clear of traffic. A group of young men was jaywalking about fifty yards behind my truck, the only sign of life in the area. I needed to make a left turn, head up north, and make my way to the Hodan District. I tried to remember the security assessment of the area from yesterday’s report. I hadn’t paid much attention to Hodan, since no part of my operation was taking place anywhere near it. Vaguely I recalled something about a couple of robberies and a shootout, but they didn’t seem to have a terrorist angle. Terrorists or not, any neighborhood of Mog had the potential of flaring up at a moment’s notice. Al-Shabaab had a chokehold on many areas. Its militants were almost everywhere in the city and in the country.

I found my water bottle in the knapsack and took a long swill. The water was warm and did little to quench my thirst. I mopped my forehead with the back of my arm, then drew in a deep breath. The air was thick with humidity and dust, which entered freely into the truck from the broken front passenger’s window. All right, Harrington, let’s babysit you for a few hours. Then I can get back to my real job.

 

* * *

 

I was about five minutes away from Harrington’s address when I decided to give him a call. McClain had told him someone was going to pick him up soon. As an SAS agent, Harrington would already be prepared and ready to leave even without my heads-up. But I thought of the advance notice as professional courtesy.

He answered after the third ring. Perhaps he was trying to figure out my number. “Yes, who is this?” His voice was low but calm, with the recognizable warm British accent.

I said, “Your ride out of Mog.”

A moment of pause, then, “Aw, okay. When?”

“Five minutes. You ready?”

“Yes, ready.”

McClain had told me Harrington was in the second story of a three-floor rundown apartment complex. But I was not sure of the best route for him to sneak out, so I asked, “Front or back?”

“What?”

“Meet you in the front or at the back?”

“Back alley. Then we’ll head east.”

“Why east?”

“I’ve seen al-Shabaab militia patrolling the neighborhood’s west end. Last night, they had set up a roadblock two intersections away.” Harrington spoke in a firm, matter-of-fact tone.

I nodded. He may have been wounded, but he wasn’t blind. He was still at the top of his game. I liked that about Harrington.

“All right. Five minutes. Back alley.”

“Copy that.”

I tossed the phone into the knapsack and looked at my pistol
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