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The Story

 

They’ve crossed the line…

 

Carrie O’Connor, elite CIS operative, while rescuing two hostages in the Central African Republic, suffers the loss of a loyal local ally. Carrie understands the severity of the situation only later, when she discovers his daughter is kidnapped, along with a group of young school children.   

 

They’ve gone too far…

 

Carrie and her partner anxiously take on an even deadlier mission: rescue the children before it’s too late. As Carrie suspects the terrorists have the backing of a corrupt, high-ranking politician who will stop at nothing to hold on to power, she fears the worst.

 

They’ll have to pay…

 

Can Carrie change her strategy at the eleventh hour to ensure no child is lost and outplay the terrorists so that they get what they deserve?
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Chapter One

 

 

Bangui City Center

Central African Republic

 

The tough-looking street vendor lifted his AK rifle and pointed the muzzle at Carrie O’Connor. She was standing across from his makeshift, rickety table, running her hands over a flowery dress. She had picked it out from several dozen laid over the table and on a blanket on the dusty, rust-colored, and pot-holed sidewalk. The weapon was in her peripheral vision, and she didn’t even flinch. She was used to men pointing all kinds of weapons at her in this lawless, thug- and terrorist-infested country. Weapons were like accessories here, in the same way that most Westerners carried a cellphone.

“Who are you? What you do here?” the young man asked in broken English, his voice menacing.

“My name isn’t important. I just want to buy a dress. What’s with the gun?” she replied in a calm tone.

Carrie, a Canadian Intelligence Service operative, was in the country for a snatch-and-grab operation. She was trained to steel her nerves when looking down the business end of a gun. Besides, one of her team members had her back. The vendor was oblivious to the sniper rifle aimed at his head. At the first sign of real danger to Carrie’s life, the sniper would take the deadly shot.

“I don’t like you. I don’t like whiteys.” He moved the rifle closer to Carrie’s chest.

Well, I don’t like you either, Carrie thought.

Her pale skin was tanned, but her freckled face and auburn hair were clear giveaways that she wasn’t from the Central African Republic or one of its neighboring countries. The country had been in turmoil for the last two decades. The only foreigners in the country were journalists, aid workers for a host of UN agencies, businessmen, or covert operatives like her.

Carrie turned slightly to an older man sitting in a plastic chair, but kept looking at the rifle. He didn’t look at the young man, but shouted something in Sango, the Creole-based language spoken in the country.

Carrie didn’t understand the words, but the gruff tone and the dismissive hand gesture were unmistakable. The young man frowned and lowered the rifle. His hands were trembling slightly, and he hadn’t even flicked off the safety lever. At that moment, he was nothing more than a nuisance. “How much for this?” She folded the dress and showed it to the old man, who had a full head of gray hair.

“The price is there.” He pointed lazily with his pudgy hand at a number scribbled on a piece of cardboard thrown over the pile of clothes. Then he took a puff of the cigarette hanging from the corner of his mouth.

The price of seven thousand CFA francs, the local currency, was at the steep end—almost twelve US dollars—but Carrie wasn’t about to haggle. She had seen enough. There were no entrances to the building behind the vendor’s table or along that side of the wall. The windows were barred, and an exit would be impossible, unless they punched a hole using a rocket-propelled grenade launcher. That’s one option.

She reached for her wallet in one of the pockets of her jeans and handed the young man a few banknotes. He hesitated for a moment, then lowered his rifle, placing it atop the dresses. He took the money and began to count it, leaving the gun unattended.

Carrie grinned. She could easily grab the rifle, switch off the safety, and plant a bullet in each man’s head. They’d be dead before they hit the ground. Instead, she drew a deep breath of the hot, muggy, dusty air. She almost choked on the fine dust particles, but didn’t cough while she looked at the young man.

He said something in a quiet tone to the old man and nodded at him before passing over the money. The man recounted it while Carrie looked over their shoulders. Her mission was reconnaissance, gathering as much intelligence as she could before they started the operation.

“We good,” the old man said as he placed the money in the front pocket of his brown, sweat-stained shirt.

“Merci beaucoup,” Carrie said. Thank you very much, French being the country’s other official language.

She folded her dress over her left arm and rearranged the fold of her brown headscarf.

“That was a close call,” a voice rang into her earbud.

It was Nathan Smyth, her CIS partner for this operation, who lay behind his C14 Timberwolf sniper rifle.

Carrie turned her head and spoke softly into her throat mike. “Not really. The boy wanted to show off in front of his master.”

“The dress will look good on you,” Nathan said.

“Yes, she will look like a princess,” said Thierry, their local contact. He was sitting behind the wheel of a white Nissan truck, carefully following Carrie’s movements.

“Maybe you guys should try it on first…”

The reason she wore a headscarf was not only to protect her head and face from the blistering sun, but also to hide her communications gear.

“I said nothing,” said Vitaliy, the Russian member of the team.

He was standing in front of the bank, Crédit Populaire de Centrafrique, following Carrie’s movements at street level, ready to intervene if things got hairy. “But I think Nathan would look gorgeous in it.”

Nathan laughed. “No way, man. No way.”

“I’m walking to the end of the market, then I’ll cross through the square and meet you at the Western Union.”

“Copy that,” said Thierry.

She dabbed her sweaty forehead with the fold of her headscarf and walked past the other vendors, making her way along Avenue de l’Independance and toward Place de la République. She avoided making eye contact with anyone, always looking over their shoulders. The target house was two blocks away in the other direction, on Rue de Navarre. But Carrie was observing the area, looking for gunmen, in particular any police or army presence, as well as the lay of the land, in case the team’s original exit strategy failed.

The street began to curve around the large square and the roundabout. The trash-littered roads held few people since it was almost noon, and the sun, a fiery disk high overhead, was scorching. Those who were out and about carried their shopping in plastic bags or large sacks balanced precariously on their heads. Carrie had seen only a dozen or so vehicles during her ten minutes of reconnaissance, mostly old Japanese or European sedans or vans.

She cut through the square and looked over at Thierry’s truck. He was just turning around in front of the yellow-painted Western Union money transfer store. Carrie climbed into the front seat, and Thierry drove toward the north.

“So,” he said to Carrie. “What did you find?”

“No army, no police. The occasional gunman at the market; wannabe gangsters. But at least ten gunmen have surrounded the house.”

“And we can expect another four or five inside,” Vit said.

According to the plan, he would have started to return to their rendezvous, the back alley behind the pharmacy, two blocks east of the target house. Nathan would have disassembled his sniper rifle and made his way to the rendezvous as well.

“So we stick to the original plan,” Carrie said. “Since we can’t sneak in, we’ll have to make an entrance. Vit will be our eyes and get us the hostages’ location. Nathan will cover our backs, while Thierry and I, and the rest of the team, clean up the place. Is that clear?”

Thierry nodded. “Like good old times.”

Carrie returned the nod. She had worked with him in the country as well as in the neighboring Democratic Republic of Congo across the Ubangi River, less than a kilometer to the south. He was more than a driver who knew his way around the city; he spoke the country’s languages and could blend in easily. Thierry was also a combat-hardened operative, like all the other men in her team. “Yeah, like good old times,” she said. “Well, almost,” she added with a sigh.

It was the first time Carrie and her team had worked with Vitaliy “Vit” Kvasov and the other two operatives of the GRU, Russia’s military intelligence agency, who were observing the target house. But they all came highly recommended, and, considering that one of the hostages was a GRU operative, it made sense for them to be a part of the team. Moreover, the Russians’ intelligence had led to the hostages’ location, and a second GRU team had inserted the rescue team inside Bangui, the country’s capital, the night before. The second team waited just across the river, ready to whisk the rescue team and the freed hostages out of the country.

As if he had sensed the concern in Carrie’s wary voice, Vit said, “It will all go well. We’ll save both of them.”

Nathan said, “They’re going home today.”

The second hostage was a female Canadian journalist, who was in the Central African Republic to cover its endless civil war. Along with her boyfriend, the journalist had been abducted just outside the city six days ago. Their driver and interpreter had been released, but the kidnappers—who happened to be part of an offshoot of the Islamic State West Africa Province, or ISWAP, composed of fighters who had come to the Central African Republic after being ousted from Syria and Iraq—had demanded a million dollars each for the journalist and her boyfriend, the GRU operative.

Carrie said, “I know. Not worried about that. I just don’t like the odds.”

“I’ve fought in worse situations,” Vit said.

“So have I,” Carrie said. “And Nathan, and Thierry. But there’s no other option.”

The Russians had initially suggested a larger rescue team, but Carrie and her superiors had expressed concern over using a sledgehammer to crack a nut. Past experiences showed that the Russians dealt with hostage situations unconventionally, to say the least. There was fear among the Canadian officials that the journalist might be caught in the crossfire when the Russian teams stormed the target house. Thus, Carrie’s participation in the operation, especially because of her agency’s relationship with Thierry and other local assets. Reluctantly, the Russians had agreed to the team’s configuration.

“No way we’re paying these butchers,” Vit spat out the words as if they burned his mouth. “They’ll get inspired and grab more people. Use the money to buy more weapons, recruit more brainwashed kids.”

Carrie nodded. She shared Vit’s sentiment, although she would have preferred they had, at least, started negotiations for the hostages’ release. It would have bought them some time, and the kidnappers might have dropped their guard, knowing the money was forthcoming. But the Russians had categorically refused to pay any ransom. They considered it a slap in the face of all the operatives who had given their lives fighting ISWAP terrorists and their jihadist supporters in Syria and elsewhere across the world.

The Russians’ approach was different, extremely radical.

They targeted the families of the hostage-takers.

The long-used strategy had been hugely successful in Chechnya, where family members of terrorists or suspected terrorists were routinely targeted, killed, or severely beaten. In the Bangui case, the GRU station in the Democratic Republic of Congo had identified one of the hostage-takers and had kidnapped his wife in retaliation. While the hostage-taker was a low-level jihadist, he had been able to provide the location where the couple were being held. Moreover, he would facilitate the rescue team’s entry in exchange for his wife’s life.

​Thierry swerved to the left as a chicken decided to cross onto the other side. He honked, and the bird tried to fly over the truck. It barely cleared the hood, leaving a few feathers floating in the air. “Why did the chicken cross the road?” Thierry asked with a grin.

Carrie rolled her eyes, but decided to play along. “Why?”

“To get us supper…”

Carrie smiled and turned her head to look at a little boy running behind the chicken, which had obviously escaped from one of the market stalls. She smiled as the chicken successfully dodged a couple of men who tried to box it in. “She’s quite agile…”

“Not for long,” Thierry said.

Carrie shrugged as he made another turn, this time to the right. “Are you ready?” She shifted in her seat.

Thierry looked at her, then his eyes went to a picture of a young girl he had stuck onto the dashboard, near the radio buttons. “I’m not doing this for you or the money,” he said in a low, somber voice. “I’m doing this for her.”

Carrie nodded. She glanced at the girl, who looked just like Thierry. She had joyful, innocent eyes and a bright, beautiful smile.

Thierry said, “I want her to grow up in a normal country, not in the worst country in the world, the poorest, the most afflicted, the most ravaged… I want her not to fear being attacked, robbed, or kidnapped in broad daylight. We’re so rich in gold, diamonds, and uranium, yet the poorest country in Africa. Why? Because of greedy, blood-sucking politicians…”

“How old is she now?” Carrie tipped her head toward the photo.

Thierry smiled. He touched the photo with his long, bony fingers. “My Yvette turns seven next week. She’s the love of my life.” His voice trembled.

“I can tell. Your eyes light up.”

“After her mom’s passing, she’s the only thing that keeps me alive. If something happened to her…”

“Nothing will happen to her or you, Thierry. Who looks after her while you’re gone?”

“My mom. She’s taught her to knit and bake. But Yvette loves painting. She drew a picture of me in school the other day.”

He picked up his phone from the center console and showed it to Carrie. Thierry had set his portrait as the phone’s wallpaper. “Looks pretty good,” Carrie said, genuinely impressed. “Your nose is perhaps a bit too long.”

Thierry smiled and showed Carrie his crooked yellow teeth. He ran his hand over his nose, then scratched the left side of his goatee. “I do have a Pinocchio nose.”

“Very true,” Nathan said and laughed.

Thierry laughed too, but the look of concern lingered in his eyes.

“Look,” Carrie said. “You’re a great operative. Nothing will happen to you. But, on the slim chance that it does, I promise you that I’ll take good care of your girl.”

“You’d do that for me?”

“Of course I would. You’re a good friend.”

Thierry smiled. “Thanks, Carrie.” He drew a deep breath. “I hope it doesn’t come to that.”

“It won’t,” Nathan said.

Carrie looked through the windshield at the pharmacy coming up on their right. Thierry slowed down as he came to a gigantic pothole, large enough to break an axle. He dodged a two-foot-high pile of garbage as he made the tight turn and entered the back alley.

A grayish van came into view, then a broad-shouldered man wearing khaki pants and a beige jacket appeared from behind the back of the van. He was Savva, one of the GRU operatives. He nodded at Thierry and gestured to the left, so he could park there.

Thierry shrugged and nodded. It was the only available spot if both the van and the truck were to leave after the hostages were released. 

Carrie stepped out and looked around. “What’s new?” she asked Savva.

“Nothing. All quiet,” he replied in English with a heavy accent. “No movement on this side. Dima is covering the back. He reported one of the guards took off and wasn’t replaced.”

“So there are at least fourteen of them.”

“And six of us. Not bad.”

Carrie nodded. 

Footsteps came from behind her, and she turned around to see Vit followed by Nathan. “You guys ready?” Carrie asked them.

“Yes,” Nathan said.

“As ready as ever,” Vit replied.

“Good. Let’s do this.”

“Good luck to all,” Nathan said and ran to his left. He was going to secure a position on the rooftop of a building across from the target house.

Carrie opened the van’s rear doors and reached for her bulletproof vest. She put it on over her beige t-shirt, then strapped on a chest rig with extra ammunition for her AK-15, which chambered the 7.62x39mm round and came with a sound suppressor. In her leg holster, she secured her trusted Sig Sauer P229 9mm pistol. She double-checked her communications gear to make sure it worked, then checked her weapons.

Satisfied everything was in order, Carrie lowered her headscarf over her neck. She used it to mop the sweat off her face, then looked at Vit, who was still fumbling with his drone. It was a small device that resembled a tiny helicopter and fit in the palm of his hand. The drone would be their eyes in the sky, giving them real-time situational awareness about the guards’ locations and any other visible threats. “How much longer?”

“I just have to reboot the system.” Vit showed her the display of the ground control station. The screen went dark, then came to life.

“One minute?”

“Or less.”

“Good.” Carrie turned to the rest of the team. “Thierry, stay right behind me. Savva, you come next, then Dima.”

“Copy that,” Dima said over the communications line. “Just coming around the pharmacy.”

“Okay,” Carrie said. “Nathan, let us know when you’re in position.”

“Roger,” Nathan whispered.

Carrie looked at the screen and the one-handed drone controller.

“Almost ready,” Vit said.

She drew a deep breath and looked at Thierry. He had bowed his head and looked like he was muttering a prayer. His lips were moving, but no words came out. Carrie did the same. Never hurts to pray. She lowered her head, but kept her eyes open, flitting left and right. They were in a back alley, sheltered by walls and vehicles, but someone could notice them at any moment.

A few seconds later, the drone made a low humming sound. She looked at Vit, then she saw the drone climbing straight upward. Vit moved the controller and glanced at the screen showing the images transmitted from the drone’s camera. Rooftops came into view, then the back alley up ahead and the next one around the corner, leading to the target house.

She stepped closer to Vit, who said, “There. Now it’s right above the house.”

Carrie looked at the two-story gray cinderblock house. Their initial reconnaissance had shown the hostages were being kept in a back room on the second floor. Vit had switched on the thermal imaging, which also showed the gunmen’s locations inside the house. “Lower it to the left. Right there.”

The drone dropped a few meters, and the back entrance came into view. It was their entry point, guarded by three gunmen.

“Nathan, come in,” she whispered into her mike.

“Almost in position,” he replied. “Setting up the rifle.”

“Copy,” Carrie said.

She looked at Thierry, standing next to her, then at the screen. “Alright, so we go straight beyond the van, then turn right. One block straight, then the first left, and we make contact.”

Savva nodded and cocked his AK. “Let’s get them.”

“In position,” Nathan’s voice came into Carrie’s earpiece. “Four men guarding the main entrance.”

She smiled and nodded back at Savva. She glanced over her shoulder and gestured at Vit. “Here we go. Let’s do this and bring those folks out. And kill everyone else…”
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​Chapter Two

 

 

Bangui

Central African Republic

 

Carrie led the team around the corner. The back alley was potholed and trash-filled. A black cat walked lazily on the other side and gave them a suspicious look. Carrie covered all angles with her rifle; the adrenaline rushing through her system heightening her senses. She heard a car engine in the distance, shouts of young men, and a woman’s laughter. The rifle had become an extension of her hand, and her trigger finger rested on the trigger guard.

They came to the next corner and stopped. Now they’d have no cover for a few seconds as they crossed the few meters separating the houses. Vit’s voice came into her earpiece. “Clear. Go, go, go.”

She dashed across the gap and stopped when she reached the other side. She looked over her shoulder as Thierry and Savva bolted behind her. No one had noticed them so far. Good start, she thought.

“Let’s move,” she whispered into her mike.

Carrie hurried her pace along the wall of the decrepit house, avoiding broken glass, plastic bottles, and other food debris littering the uneven, dusty alley. She had taken about ten steps when Vit’s sharp voice pierced her ear, “Carrie, stop, stop. Someone’s coming your way.”

“Hostile?” She raised her rifle.

“Negative. It’s a woman with a young boy.”

Carrie frowned. They couldn’t turn around, but they also couldn’t move forward until they had dealt with this unexpected situation. “You’re sure she’s unarmed?” she asked.

“Yes, yes. No weapons.”

She swung her rifle over her shoulder and stepped away from the wall, expecting the two locals. When they appeared, Carrie offered them a smile. The woman, who was perhaps in her early thirties, gave Carrie a look of confusion mixed with shock. She noticed Carrie’s chest rig and weapons, and the woman’s face began to twist in panic. She brought the five- or six-year-old boy closer to her and held him tighter.

Carrie gestured with her hands and her head for them to move to the side. She said in as warm of a voice as she could muster, “Friends, we’re friends. No harm. Friends.” Some of the few words she knew in the Sango language.

The woman’s eyes doubled in size. She looked at Thierry, then at Savva, and turned her head toward the left, toward the target house. She had clued in to their intentions.

“No, no, don’t do it,” Carrie said in both Sango and French. “Don’t shout, don’t—”

The woman let out an ear-piercing scream.

Carrie cursed. “No, stop—”

The woman screamed at the top of her lungs and bolted toward the corner. Carrie ran to intercept her and block her from going toward the target house. If the guards saw or heard her, the team’s element of surprise would be lost.

Before Carrie could reach the woman, a gunshot echoed from behind her—a low snap like the breaking of a twig. The woman’s screams were cut off, and she fell onto her side. She grasped at her leg where the bullet had struck her.

The little boy began to cry, clinging to his mother.

Carrie looked over her shoulder.

Savva gave her a shrug. “She should have stopped.”

The woman tried to cry, but her voice came out low and weak.

Carrie ran to her and knelt next to the woman. “You have to stop.” She pulled her pistol and aimed it at the woman’s chest. “Or I’ll have to kill you. Your boy will lose his mom.” She cocked her head toward the little boy tugging at his mother’s arm and sobbing slowly and almost silently. “Do it for him. Be quiet. Ça suffit!” That’s enough.

The woman looked in the direction of the target house, but it was around the corner. She seemed to think about whether she should scream again to warn the guards. Before she could decide, the boy said something indiscernible to Carrie. He touched his mother’s face with his small, chubby hands and leaned on her chest.

“Ça suffit. Stop,” Carrie said in a firm voice, but lowered her pistol.

The woman let out a deep breath and nodded slowly. She lowered her head and lay in the alley, embracing the boy in her scraped arms.

“Good. That’s good. Stay here, and don’t move.” Carrie returned her pistol to her holster.

She had just stood up when Vit’s voice rang into her ear, “Carrie. There’s movement. One of the guards is coming toward you.”

Carrie grabbed her rifle from behind her back. She readied it and took a few steps back, leaning against the wall. “Where is he?” she whispered.

“Ten steps away from the corner. He has his pistol ready,” Vit replied.

Carrie aimed her rifle at the corner and waited.

The boy’s quiet sobbing and the heavy thud of footsteps were the only things audible in the tense air.

The guard’s pistol appeared first, then his body.

Carrie leveled her rifle at his head.

The guard’s jaw dropped. He looked at the woman and the child lying on the ground, then at Carrie and her teammates with their weapons trained on him.

“Drop the gun,” Carrie said in a low, firm voice.

The gunman might not have understood her words, but he should have realized he was in a hopeless situation.

He didn’t.

He tried to turn his pistol toward Carrie.

She tapped the trigger and planted a bullet in his head. Nobody listens in this country…

The gunman fell right into the open alleyway.

Loud shouts came from the target house.

Vit said, “Both guards running toward you, Carrie. Weapons drawn.”

She stepped away from the wall and out in the open.

The guards stopped and aimed their rifles at her, but Carrie was faster on the trigger. She fired two-round bursts, hitting the guards in their heads. They collapsed into the alley.

A gunman popped up at one of the target house’s windows. He looked at the dead guards, then pointed his rifle at Carrie, who was advancing toward the house. She had already placed him in her crosshairs. Tapping the trigger, she sent a couple of rounds into him, and he fell back into the room.

Carrie reached the gate of the target house without taking any fire. Loud noises and shouts came from inside, then she saw a few men running toward the house, down the alley from the other direction. At least three or four of them were armed. “Savva and Dima, hold this position and stop the horde,” she said into her mike. “Thierry, follow me.”

She swung the gate open and stepped inside the yard. She looked at the first-floor windows, but there were no gunmen. She crossed the distance to the back door as gunfire erupted from the alley. Carrie crouched next to the house wall and gestured to Thierry. “Take the right side,” she said to him. Then she added, “Vit, status.”

“They’re moving the hostages to the front.”

“Still on the second floor?”

“Affirmative.”

Thierry fired his rifle at targets unseen by Carrie. Two seconds later, a man fell out of the window, dropping onto the yard a few steps away from Thierry.

Carrie removed a grenade from her chest rig. She pulled the pin and held it tightly in her left hand. Before she could toss it inside the house, bullets pierced the metal door. They were too far away from her to cause any damage, although slivers flew all around her.

Thierry fired through the window.

Carrie slid farther away from the door and beneath the other window. Her fingers held the grenade’s safety lever in place.

Someone from inside the house returned fire at Thierry. Bullets shattered the window right above Carrie. A few fragments fell over her feet, scraping her pants, but not cutting into her skin.

“Vit?” she said.

“Hostages are still upstairs.”

“Good.”

Carrie walked three steps away from the window and tossed the grenade inside the house. Shouts of alarm came just before a loud explosion. The shrapnel should have killed or wounded anyone inside, but Carrie needed to be certain. She took a knee and placed her rifle’s barrel at the windowsill. She fired a quick burst, moving the rifle from left to right.

Thierry did the same.

Carrie ceased fire and listened. She could hear no movement from the next room, but she couldn’t be certain. Gunfire erupted from the GRU operatives positioned at the gate. Shouts and return fire came from farther down the alley. She noticed two men popping up on the balcony of the house across the alley. She turned her rifle toward them, but they presented no danger since they had no weapons. They were just crazy brave onlookers with nothing better to do…

She shook her head and carefully peered through the window. Two gunmen were stretched out on the litter-filled floor of the room. A silhouette moved farther away in the narrow hall, by the staircase leading to the second floor. There were shouts, followed by quieter voices and footsteps thumping on the other side of the house.

“Vit,” she whispered. “Where are the hostages?”

“They’re bringing them out. They’ll open the door in a few seconds.”

“Nathan?”

“Roger that, love.”

Carrie made eye contact with Thierry, then gestured toward the window. “Let’s get in.”

She cleared the remaining pieces of broken glass from the windowsill and climbed through the window into the room. She pulled out her pistol and cocked it, then swung her long rifle over her shoulder. She took a few quick steps, trying to make as little noise as possible as she walked on the thin-carpeted floor.

A gunman appeared to her left, near the staircase. Carrie had anticipated him, and her pistol was already at eye level. She squeezed off a round that caught the man in the chest, and he fell onto his back. He was wearing a bulletproof vest, but she was firing armor-piercing bullets. 

The gunman was still alive and tried to reach his rifle, which had fallen a couple of steps away from him. Carrie fired a second round, which pierced the gunman’s vest again and ended his life.

Someone fired a quick burst, but no bullets whizzed around Carrie. She crouched beside a couch to her left and waited for a moment. Nathan would stop any attempt by the kidnappers to move the hostages through the front entrance. They’d have to remain in the front yard, which offered minimal cover, or return to the house. It was only a matter of seconds before they’d have to decide.

Gunfire came from outside, followed by shouts. The front door opened, and there came a rushing of footsteps.

Carrie glanced at Thierry crouched on the other side of the room. His rifle was pointed at the door leading to the narrow hall. “Let’s end this now,” she whispered. “Cover me.”

She stepped up from around the couch and walked toward the hall.

A gunman saw her and turned his rifle, but Carrie fired a couple of rounds. They struck the man in the lower side of his body, and he folded over. Carrie advanced a few steps, trying to locate the remaining gunmen and the hostages from the sounds of their voices and footsteps. They were on the other side of the house, so she entered the hall, taking careful steps. She swung her pistol in all directions, covering everything but especially the staircase. She wasn’t sure if anyone was still upstairs, but she couldn’t have someone take her by surprise.

She cleared the staircase and made her way through the hall. When she came to a large room, she saw a gunman holding a brunette woman in front of him like a human shield. The man had rammed a pistol against the hostage’s temple. “I will kill her. I will kill her,” he shouted in English, saliva spurting out of his mouth.

Carrie kept her pistol trained on the man’s head. “Listen, nobody needs to get hurt. Let her go, and you can live.”

The man, who was in his early twenties, shook his head. “You will kill me, like you killed all my brothers.”

“It doesn’t have to be that way.” Carrie took one step forward. She was now perhaps ten paces away from the gunman.

He shifted his body behind the woman, who gave Carrie a look of pure terror. Her hands were cuffed behind her back, and the gunman had grabbed her left arm, holding her tightly against him.

Carrie quickly looked around the room. The other hostage, the GRU operative, was lying on his stomach in the hall next to the main entrance. “Is he alive?”

The man nodded.

“Good,” Carrie said. “See, you can do good. Now, put your gun down, and I will let you go.”

The man shook his head. “And the sniper? And the other fighters?”

“They will all stand down. Look.” She removed her headscarf slowly, showing him her throat mike. “I’m talking to them right now. Everybody, stand down. We have a man, a friendly, who will step outside.”

The gunman snorted. “Just like that? Do you think I’m stupid?”

“You’d be stupid not to take this chance.”

The gunman moved even closer behind the woman, who was shaking as if having a seizure. He made himself an even smaller target. Now, only about an inch of his face was visible as he moved his gun from the woman’s temple and put it behind her head. “Put your pistol down, woman, or I will kill your friend.”

Carrie shook her head and took another step forward. “I can’t do that, but I can help you.”

Before the gunman could answer, an explosion came from the back of the house. He flinched and jumped for a moment. Carrie took aim, but wasn’t confident she could hit the gunman. Besides, the dying twitch of his finger could still tap the trigger even after she had shot him. Carrie said, “This is your last chance. Let her go.”

“No,” the gunman shouted. “Drop your gun and tell everyone to back off.”

Carrie looked to her left. Thierry was standing around the corner, his rifle ready. He gave her a small nod and pointed at a mirror behind Carrie’s back. He said slowly, “I’ve got him, Carrie. Just have him lower his gun an inch or two.”

Carrie nodded. “Okay, okay. I will do that.” She began to lower her pistol, but still kept it aimed at the gunman. “Everybody stand down, I repeat, stand down.”

The gunman began to nod slowly and seemed to become more relaxed.

Carrie lowered her pistol another two inches and stepped to the side. “See, it’s all good,” she said in a warm voice. “Let her go now.”

The gunman came forward into the open. His face formed a small grin of victory. “Drop it to the floor. Now!”

“Alright, alright.” She let the pistol slip from her fingers.

The gunman’s grin stretched across his face.

Carrie whispered to Thierry, “Now.”

He swung around the corner and fired at the gunman. Thierry’s bullet tagged the gunman through the shoulder, but he was able to turn his pistol on Thierry and fire a couple of rounds.

He missed.

The hostage dropped to her knees.

The gunman fell back against the wall, but recovered in the blink of an eye. 

Carrie began to reach for her pistol, but he had already turned his pistol on her. 

The gunman shouted, “Now, you die.”

As he pulled the trigger, Thierry jumped across the small room, firing at the gunman and protecting Carrie with his body. The gunman’s bullets struck Thierry in the chest and the neck. As he fell to the floor along with Carrie, she grabbed her pistol. She fired it, double-tapping the gunman’s head. He toppled to the side and fell against the wall.

She looked at Thierry, who was lying on the floor on his back. Blood was gushing from the neck wound. Carrie realized her partner didn’t have much time left.

Before she could say anything, Thierry whispered, “My… eh, my daughter… Please take care of Yvette…”

Carrie swallowed hard. “Thierry, you’ll be fine—”

“No, I’m dying, Carrie, but please…” His voice trailed off, and he closed his eyes. He let out a wheezing rasp, then said, “My Yvette…” His head fell back, and he breathed his last.

She cursed, then said, “Thierry’s dead. The hostages are safe. Getting them out now.”

“Copy that,” Savva’s strong voice came into her earbud. “Hurry up. We can’t hold them much longer out here.”

“Got it,” Carrie said.

She looked at the female hostage, who was dressed in a dirty pair of khaki pants and a brownish shirt. She was still on her knees. “We’ve got to go. Can you walk?”

The woman nodded. “Yes, I can do it.”

Carrie walked over to the GRU operative. He was handcuffed with a pair of white zip ties, and a rag was stuffed deep into his mouth. His face was swollen and bruised. Carrie sliced off his handcuffs with her Ka-bar knife, then removed the gag. “How are you?”

The man flipped slowly onto his back. He gave Carrie a tired smile. “Ready to leave this rathole…”

“Good.” Carrie returned the smile. She handed him her rifle and an extra magazine. “Cover us. We’re getting out through the back.” She walked to the other hostage and cut her handcuffs. “Stay close to him.” She pointed at the GRU operative.

The woman nodded.

Carrie knelt next to Thierry and lifted him over her shoulders in a fireman’s carry. “Let’s go. Hurry, hurry.”

She made her way through the narrow hall, struggling to get through, bumping into the walls. When they came into the room, she called for the GRU operative to open the door. He did and took a knee in the yard, to make sure no one was taking shots at them.

No one did.

Carrie ran across the yard and reached Savva’s and Dima’s position next to a rusty old van that had been stripped of its tires. Moments later, a white, six-wheeled armored vehicle general purpose, or AVGP, appeared at the back alley, filling almost the entire space. It didn’t have a turret, but a gunman in a blue helmet was standing behind a heavy machine gun mounted near the back. UN was stamped in large black letters on the front of the vehicle. “Is that really the UN?”

The UN forces supposedly kept the peace in the country steeped in violence and divided among religious and ethnic lines. In reality, the UN peacekeeping troops patrolled some areas, mostly after violent clashes between rebel groups left behind a trail of dead bodies and burned villages.

“The armored vehicle and the helmet belong to the UN, but I don’t think the gunman does,” Savva said.

As if to confirm his words, the gunman opened up with his heavy machine gun. Bullets began to pepper the van and hammer everything around Carrie and the Russians.

She flattened herself to the dusty ground.

Dima said, “We need to get out of here.”

“For that, we need an RPG launcher,” Savva replied.

“We have one in the van.” Carrie rose to a crouch. “I’ll get it.”

She looked at the corner at the other end of the alley, about twenty meters away. It would take her a few seconds to cover the distance. She’d be exposed to enemy fire for those few seconds, and that meant the difference between life and death. But the team wouldn’t survive long pinned down behind the old, battered van.

Carrie tapped Savva on the shoulder. “Cover me,” she said and bolted toward the corner.
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Chapter Three

 

 

Bangui

Central African Republic

 

Carrie covered the first few steps without anyone taking shots at her, although bursts of gunfire echoed all around her.

Then bullets thumped against the wall. A couple of rounds ricocheted, landing by her feet. Other rounds lifted chunks of the bricks and concrete. Geysers of dust erupted all around her.

Carrie rolled onto the ground, to make herself smaller. She crawled until she reached the corner and heaved a sigh of relief. She pulled out her pistol and flicked off the safety. There were still about a hundred meters to the van, and she didn’t know what to expect, especially when crossing the alleyways.

“Vit, where’s the drone?” she said into her mike as she quickened her steps.

“Right above you and ahead.”

“Obstacles?”

“None. But rats are gathering around the house.”

She doubled her speed as she raced through the alleyway, careful not to twist her ankle by mistakenly stepping into a pothole or tripping over piles of trash. She reached the van in a matter of seconds and nodded at Vit. 

“What should I do?” he asked.

“What you’re doing. When you see us retreat, call the exfil team, and bring the van around.”

“Got it.”

She took the rocket-propelled grenade launcher from the back of the van and checked the warhead. Thierry—or maybe one of his friends—had duct-taped two small gas canisters around the warhead for a maximum explosion. Carrie grinned. Yep, good idea. She took an extra warhead, then ran back, giving Vit just a cursory glance.

He said, “It’s all clear. Maybe ten fighters behind the armored Grizzly.”

“Is it really a Grizzly?”

“Looks like one.”

Carrie shook her head at the irony. Grizzly was the Canadian designation of one of the AVGP models used by its army in the seventies. When the army retired them, it decided to donate the vehicles to UN peacekeeping missions across the world. The Grizzly was now being used to stop the team’s retreat.

Carrie stopped when she reached the corner. “Boys, I’m coming in.”

“Hurry,” Savva shouted back.

She shouldered the launcher and stepped into the alley. She dropped to a knee and aimed the launcher at the armored vehicle. She lined up the sights before the gunner could turn his machine gun toward her and tapped the trigger.

The grenade screamed through the alley with its terrifying whoosh. It left behind a wispy trail of vapor, and a moment later, it slammed into the front of the Grizzly. The gas canisters magnified the explosion. Metal pieces and body parts flew around the vehicle. Fire was chewing through its right-side tires. The machine gun fell silent.

A couple of rifles crackled from behind the armored vehicle. Carrie mounted the next warhead on the front of the launcher. She darted toward Savva and Dima, who were still pinned down behind the van as bullets ripped around them. Carrie stepped to the side, knelt, and aimed the launcher at the back of the Grizzly. She tapped the trigger, and the warhead flew through the air. It slammed into the side of the house just beyond the rear end of the Grizzly, exactly where Carrie had intended it for maximum damage. 

The explosion blew up a large section of the wall, throwing shrapnel and sharp slivers at the fighters sheltered behind the vehicle. One of them struggled to get to his feet through the veil of dust that covered the area. Dima fired a quick burst and sent him to the ground.

Carrie reached Savva’s and Dima’s position. “How you folks doing?”

Savva cursed and tipped his head toward his leg. “I got clipped. Ricocheting bullet.”

“Can you walk?”

“I’ll try.”

“Good. I’ll get the hostages. Cover us. Vit, bring the van.”

“We’ll do that,” Nathan said. “I’m with Vit.”

“Copy.”

Carrie looked for the movement of fighters through the thinning curtain of smoke. She saw no one, so she asked, “Vit. Sit rep behind the Grizzly…”

“Four, no, five men still in the fight.”

“You got them?” she asked Savva and Dima.

“Sure,” Dima replied.

Carrie brought her pistol close to her face, then sprinted toward the gate as Dima opened up with a long volley. A few of his bullets struck the side of the armored vehicle. When she reached the gate, she gestured to the GRU operative and the freed hostage, who were lying flat on the small porch. “Come on. Run, run, run.”

The woman looked up and hobbled toward Carrie. The operative followed through the yard, keeping his rifle pointed at the enemy.

They reached the gate, and Carrie stopped. “Hand me that,” she asked the operative for his rifle.

“I can do this.” He lay on the ground and aimed the rifle at the nearest fighters. He squeezed off a short burst, striking one of them, then picked off another man who had just shouldered an RPG launcher.

The return fire gouged a couple of holes in the metal gate and the cinderblock wall alongside him. Splinters struck his head and the side of his face, but the Russian shrugged them off. “Go, go, hurry,” he said to Carrie and the other woman. “Before they fire the machine gun again.”

Carrie ran through the alley, followed by the woman. She almost tripped at one point, as the tip of a shoe caught onto a sharp rock jutting out of the ground, but they reached the van without getting shot. Carrie looked over her shoulder just as their van rounded the corner. Vit was in the driver’s seat. “Retreat,” she said into her mike. “Everyone, time to get out of here…”

She tapped the woman on the shoulder and looked deep into her eyes. She was shivering as if it were the middle of winter. “You can do this. Thirty meters and get into the van.”

“I’ll cover you,” Savva said and slammed a fresh magazine into his rifle. “Run.”

He got onto his right knee and fired a long volley as the woman hurried toward the van. She reached it without being shot, even though bullets kicked up puffs of dirt around her feet.

A moment later, the GRU operative fired a couple of short bursts and ran crouched at the waist. He too reached the getaway van without taking a bullet.

“Your turn,” Dima said to Carrie.

“Uh-uh.” She shook her head. “First in, last out.”

“Good motto.”

“It works. Help Savva.”

“I’m okay.” He grunted.

“Of course you are. So you help Dima then…”

“I need no help.”

Carrie sighed. “Just get out of here, both of you. But give me that.” She took the rifle Savva has holding in his lap. “And two extra mags.”

“Here you go.” He handed them to Carrie.

“Alright, now scram.”

She waited until they both got up into a crouch and began to run bent at their waists, then she opened up. She fired quick three-round bursts until she emptied the magazine. She reloaded and looked at the target house. Carrie thought she saw movement inside. Indeed, a man appeared at one of the windows. She waited a moment to gauge his intentions, and, when he raised his pistol, she turned her AK on him.

But the man had a split-second advantage. He squeezed off a bullet that struck Carrie in the right side of her chest. The bulletproof vest bore the brunt of the bullet. Still, the dull pain zipped through her whole body. She leaned against the back of the van for balance and tapped the trigger, sending two bullets into the man’s chest.

Carrie felt her lungs burn and struggled to draw a deep breath. She took a series of shallow breaths, as bullets knocked against the sides of the van. She looked at Thierry’s body lying next to her and shook her head. I’m not going to die here…

She glanced at the two-inch tear in her vest and ran her fingers over the jagged edges. Three inches to the right, and it would have struck the unprotected gap underneath her armpit. She sighed and muttered a short prayer.

Carrie swung her rifle and fired at a silhouette moving behind the armored vehicle. She wasn’t sure if she hit it, but the silhouette disappeared.

Nathan dropped next to her. “How you doing?”

“Alright.”

“Saw you took one to the chest.” He gave her a look of concern.

Carrie shrugged. “Didn’t go through.”

He rubbed her arm gently, then picked up Thierry. “Let’s go.”

She smiled at him. “Thanks, Nathan.”

He turned around, and Carrie stood up. She began to walk backward as fast as she could, covering their retreat. Gunfire bursts erupted behind her, and she assumed it was the Russian operatives.

There was no return fire.

Carrie wondered if the fighters were all eliminated, were waiting for the team to cease fire, or were regrouping. She fired again, switching to single rounds. She squeezed off a few rounds at the windows of the target house, in case someone was hiding inside, waiting for the best moment to pop up and fire. She looked at rooftops and the windows of the other houses as she reached the van.

She glanced at Vit in the driver’s seat, who said, “Get in.”

She fired the last of her rounds at a couple of silhouettes that appeared near the back of the armored vehicle and inserted a fresh magazine into the AK. She cocked the rifle and jumped into the front seat.

Vit hit the gas before Carrie had even closed her door. The van rattled as it dropped in and out of a pothole, then rounded the corner. They left the gunfire behind.

“You all did very well back there,” she told her team huddled in the van. “We lost Thierry…” Her voice trailed off for a brief moment. “But both hostages are okay.”

Nathan nodded, but said nothing. He looked at Thierry’s body lying at his feet.

Savva was breathing heavily next to Dima.

The former hostages were leaning against one another, sitting across from the Russian operatives.

When they came to the Nissan truck, Carrie said, “Nathan and Dima, follow me.”

They took a few seconds to climb into the truck, then Carrie started it and asked over the mike, “Vit, where’s exfil?”

“Near the Sambangui Hotel.”

Carrie nodded as she turned left on Rue du D. Cureau and then right on Rue Joseph. Soon, they’d reach the Boulevard Charles de Gaulle. The hotel was but a short drive toward the northeast.

She looked over her shoulder. The gray van with the rest of the team was right behind. She listened for gunfire or police sirens. Hearing nothing, she said to Nathan in the front seat, “Do you think they’ll give chase?”

“We’re not done until we get to Congo,” Dima replied instead.

Nathan shrugged. “Even then, we’re still in danger. Until we’re back to Canada, or Russia.” He cocked his head toward Dima.

The Russian operative gave Nathan a hesitant nod. “Yes, but we’ve won this battle.”

True, Carrie thought. But our op isn’t over…
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Chapter Four

 

 

Outside Sambangui Hotel

Central African Republic

 

They were about fifty meters away from the hotel when a rocket-propelled grenade flew parallel to the Nissan truck and struck a couple of trees along the Boulevard Charles De Gaulle. Carrie hit the brakes and pulled to the side, about twenty meters away from a white-painted Tradex fuel station. “Savva, come in,” she said.

“We’re taking fire,” Savva’s voice came into her earpiece. “Need support.”

“Got it.”

Carrie jumped out of the truck at the same time that Nathan opened his door. She knelt by the hood and aimed her rifle at a battered blue truck that was following closely behind the van. Two gunmen were standing behind a heavy machine gun mounted in the back of the truck.

Carrie opened up with a long volley. Her bullets stitched a ribbon across the truck’s windshield, but didn’t hit the driver. The truck kept going.

Carrie re-aimed while Nathan fired a round from his sniper rifle. One of the gunmen fell over the side of the truck. The second gunman turned his machine gun, but Nathan was able to squeeze off another round, which struck the gunman’s right arm.

The driver seemed to have slowed down.

Carrie let off a short burst, focusing her firepower at the truck’s tires. The right one blew up, and the truck dropped to that side. Next, Nathan—or maybe it was Dima, who was firing from the other side, near the rear of the truck—hit the driver. The truck veered off the road and hit a tree on the left side, coming to a stop about thirty meters away from the Nissan.

“Nathan, get everyone out of the van.” Carrie kept her rifle trained on the stalled truck. No one was moving, but she wasn’t certain that everyone was dead.

“The speedboat is here,” Dima said.

“Good. Make sure they’re no longer a threat,” she said to Dima.

He dashed across the road, aiming his rifle at a couple of vehicles that were speeding from that direction. Both drivers stopped and began to back up.

Carrie covered Dima’s advance while Nathan reached the van. Vit and the GRU operative brought Savva out, and he hobbled along between them. Nathan came out carrying the woman in his arms. Carrie peered and noticed her shirt was bloodstained. “Nathan, tell me she’s not—”

“Sorry, Carrie. She’s gone.”

Carrie cursed. We were so close. So close.

She looked over her shoulder at the black speedboat that was being pulled onto the low, muddy riverbank. Two gunmen were sitting near the bow, and another two were standing close to the stern. Their weapons were aimed at the road, covering the team’s retreat.

Carrie took her rucksack, then cast a last look at the truck’s cab. Seeing nothing, she closed the door and hurried toward the rest of the team members who had gone ahead.

When she reached the speedboat, she looked at the woman still in Nathan’s arms. She looked at peace, her eyes closed, her face turned toward the grayish sky.

Carrie cursed again and jumped into the speedboat, the last to do so. The speedboat driver pushed the throttle lever forward hard. Carrie had anticipated the move as soon as she saw his body posture, standing tall near the control box, but she was almost thrown off balance. She leaned forward, placing her feet more firmly on the wet deck.

She held up her rifle and aimed it at the road as the speedboat veered to the right, water sheeting off its port stern. It left behind a white chop of foam as it headed south, toward the Democratic Republic of Congo.

Carrie kept the road in her sights, looking for potential targets, switching between a few vehicles stopping and people running along the banks. No one fired at the speedboat or presented a real threat, so she kept her finger off the trigger.

When the speedboat had crossed into the waters of the neighboring country, Carrie sat back onto her seat and breathed a sigh of relief. She was still mad with herself for allowing the hostage to be killed at the last moment. She knew it was illogical to blame herself, but she couldn’t help it. Would things have turned out differently if I were in the van? She tightened her fists. Yes. A moment later, she shook her head. Yes, it could have been you with a bullet in the chest.

She looked at Nathan sitting on the port side and near the stern. He held her forlorn gaze for a moment, then said, “I’m sorry, love. But it wasn’t your fault.”

She barely heard his words over the engines’ roar. “I know, but I still feel empty inside…”

He handed the woman’s body to Dima and the GRU operative and slid over to Carrie. “You did your best, Carrie. You truly did.”

She nodded and looked away, as her eyes began to well up. Not enough, she thought, but kept it to herself.

In a matter of minutes, the speedboat had reached the other shore. The Russian exfiltration team was working in cooperation with the Democratic Republic of Congo coast guards. One of their patrol boats was anchored outside a little bay, where the speedboat was headed. The Russian operatives standing near the bow waved at the four gunmen on the patrol boat. They returned the wave.

Carrie wondered how much money had changed hands or whether this was a favor. It didn’t matter. The Canadian woman was dead. Carrie’s supervisors might not blame her for the botched operation, but they’d be less enthused about approving her next mission, whatever that might be. Especially in the Central African Republic. The rescue operation was supposed to have been carried out stealthily. But she had left in her wake a trail of dead bodies and destroyed vehicles. The local authorities would claim that at least some of them were innocent civilians who had nothing to do with ISWAP or jihadist supporters.

Carrie shook her head.

Things didn’t look good.

She had no idea how bad they were about to get…
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Chapter Five

 

 

Safari Town Resort, Wuyongo

Democratic Republic of Congo

 

Carrie stood inside the living room of the villa she was sharing with Nathan. They each had their own separate room, super luxurious by the country’s standards: queen-sized beds, flat-screen televisions, reliable Wi-Fi, and hot, clean, running water. The only downside was that the bathroom was at the end of the hall and guests in two villas shared one bathroom, but Carrie didn’t mind it too much. They had only stayed one night, and, depending on the order from their boss, they might leave as soon as the next hour.

“Ready to make the call?” Nathan asked Carrie, who was toying with her phone, flipping it around on the glass-top coffee table.

“Sure, now is as good as ever.” She shrugged. “Can you close that window?”

Before closing it, he looked out at the parking lot. A group of GRU operatives was smoking and chatting about fifty meters away, by a barbeque pit outside the straw huts that served as the bar in the evening.

Carrie shooed away a couple of black flies persistently trying to land on her bare feet, then dialed the office number of their boss, Flavio Moretti. He was Director of Operations of the Europe Clandestine Section, the CIS’s black operations branch. He answered after the third ring and said, “Moretti here…”

“Sir, it’s Carrie, and I’ve got Nathan here with me.”

“Howdy, sir,” Nathan said.

“Carrie, Nathan. How did it
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