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Sino-North Korean Border –
December 25th, 1988

 


A lone figure hunched down in the blowing snow and
brought up a hand to block the frigid wind. Just up ahead in the
dark, maybe no more than two hundred meters away, lay a frozen
river, separating China and North Korea. Kim Ji-Soo comforted her
child, wrapped in rags and hidden under her snow-covered, woolen
jacket. Kim felt her baby stir and prayed that it wouldn’t start to
cry, not when they were so close to freedom. It had been more than
a day since Kim had fed her hungry child, and three since she’d had
anything other than water. She edged out from behind a tree and
looked both ways before steadily creeping forward.

Kim dropped to her knee behind a boulder and
froze the instant she heard a loud whoosh, followed by a popping
noise, as a flare burst to life, illuminating the ground beneath
it. Fear gripped Kim’s mind. She dared not move, lest she give away
her position. Kim waited until the flare died out, before getting
to her feet and stumbling blindly forward. Her bare feet felt like
blocks of ice.

The sound of a truck’s engine spluttering
somewhere off in the distance was more than the tired and
frightened woman could stand. She let out a cry of despair, and
pushed herself to keep going. Kim had to get her child to safety.
Once she was in China, she didn’t care what happened to her. All
she cared about was the safety of her six-month-old baby.

Through the falling snow, Kim saw a light
flash on and off three times. Her heart soared; it had to be her
contact. Hunger and fatigue were finally taking a toll on her
slender body. Kim struggled to stay on her feet. She kept
whispering to herself that her ordeal would all soon be over.

As if appearing out of nowhere, a man wearing
a soldier’s white winter uniform stood up and aimed a pistol at
Kim. “Stop, or I’ll shoot!”

Kim stopped. “Please don’t shoot. It’s me,
Kim Ji-Soo.”

The man took a step closer and examined her
face. “Do you have the money?”

Kim reached into a pocket on her jacket, and
pulled out a roll of North Korean bills. She held it out for the
man to take.

The man snatched the money out of her hand
and stashed it away under his jacket. “Is your child with you?”

“Yes,” replied Kim, running a hand over the
bump in her jacket.

“Hurry, we’ve got to get across the river
before my colleagues get back.”

Kim’s contact lowered his pistol and waved
for her to follow him. She tried to stay close, but the slippery,
ice-covered rocks made it hard to walk without falling. The ground
started to dip down toward the river, making the journey even more
hazardous. Kim could sense that they were close. Another couple of
minutes out in the bitter cold, and they would be safe.

Suddenly a searchlight switched on, lighting
up Kim’s guide. He turned to run, but a burst of automatic gunfire
struck him, sending his lifeless body tumbling to the ice.

“No!” cried Kim. There was no way to cross
now without being shot. She clawed at the rocks, trying to get back
from the river.

The searchlight moved across the icy ground
until it found Kim. All hope left her body. It was over; Kim
dropped to her knees and started to cry.

Out of the snow, an armored vehicle came to a
sliding stop on the road in front of Kim. A squad of soldiers
jumped out and ran over, screaming obscenities and pointing their
assault rifles at Kim. One soldier smiled at Kim as he drew his
bayonet and fixed it to his AK-47.

“Get back!” bellowed an officer, wearing a
long greatcoat and forage cap. “Or I’ll have all of you
killed.”

The soldiers lowered their rifles and fled
back to their armored vehicle as the searchlight switched off,
plunging the area back into darkness.

The officer switched on a flashlight, and
shone it on Kim’s tear-streaked face. “Are you Kim Ji-Soo?”

Kim saw no point in lying. She meekly nodded
her head, and clutched the child under her jacket.

“My name is Major General Park, and I’m here
to take your child from you.”

“No! Please, no. Not my child,” she pleaded.
“Just let me take her to safety, and then you can do anything you
want with me. Sir, I’m begging you!”

Park unholstered a pistol and pulled back on
the slide, loading a 9mm bullet into the chamber. “Miss Kim, give
me your child, or I will be forced to take it from you.”

Kim rocked back and forth on her knees. How
could her once pampered life of luxury and power have come to this?
She looked up at Park. “Please, sir, please don’t kill my
baby.”

Park placed a hand on Kim’s shoulder. “I
don’t know what you’ve been told, but I’m a soldier, not a monster.
You have my word that I will not kill your child. Nor will I ever
allow anyone else ever to harm her.”

Shaking, Kim undid her coat and reached
inside. She slowly brought out an infant, wrapped in dirty sheets.
Sorrow and dread filled her soul. She knew her end was only seconds
away. Kim held her child close one last time, before kissing it on
the forehead and handing her baby to Major General Park.

“Place the child inside my vehicle,” said
Park to an aide, who took the baby in his arms and ran off into the
dark.

“General, please promise me you’ll look after
her,” said Kim, her voice cracking with grief.

 


Park swung his pistol over and fired two quick shots
into Kim’s head, ending her life. He slid his smoking pistol into
its holster, and turned his back on Kim’s corpse. As far as he was
concerned, Kim Ji-Soo may have been politically connected at one
time, but now she was just another dead traitor to the regime. He
got back inside his warm staff car and looked back at a nurse,
feeding the emaciated child with a bottle of warm milk.

“Sir, shall I report to headquarters that we
found the traitor and have her child in custody?” asked Park’s
aide.

“No,” responded Park firmly. “Let them know
we came across Kim Ji-Soo’s body, but her child was nowhere to be
found.”

“Sir, I don’t understand.”

“Captain Jung, some things are best left
unsaid. You’re young, and have the potential to go far, if you
learn how to keep your mouth shut and align yourself with the right
people.”

“Like yourself, sir?”

“Precisely. You’ve never experienced the
horror of a purge before, and hopefully, you never will. But I
have. A decade ago, lies and accusations made against dozens of
loyal North Korean generals sentenced them all to death by hanging
or the firing squad. I know this child is too young to help me, but
maybe in the future, she’ll be able to help people like yourself,
Captain.”

The junior officer looked over at the child,
eagerly drinking from the bottle. “General, is she really that
important?”

Park chuckled. “She’s your future, and that
of all North Korea. I’m not exaggerating when I say that she’s
probably the most important child alive today. Now, make that call,
and let them know we never found the child.”

“Yes, sir,” said Jung, reaching for the radio
handset.

“Sir, where would you like to go now?” the
staff car driver asked Park.

“Namyang,” replied Park. “And take your time.
The roads are covered in snow and ice, so drive slowly. I don’t
want to end up in a ditch. Understand?”

“Understood, sir.” The young driver placed
the car in gear, and carefully made his way to the nearest paved
road, before heading east to the border town of Namyang.

Park removed his peaked cap and ran a hand
through his salt-and-pepper hair. Known only to the general, a pair
of North Korean agents waited on the Chinese side of the border for
the child. He closed his eyes and, like a chess master, pondered
his next move. His aide, Captain Jung, was ambitious and could be
trusted to take this secret to his grave, but the driver and the
nurse would have to be eliminated to keep the existence of Kim’s
child a secret. Their deaths didn’t bother Park in the slightest.
The safety and future of the country were all he cared about. In a
curious twist of fate, the man who had never married or had a child
was now risking his life to ensure that Kim’s baby daughter would
be safe, thereby guaranteeing the future of his nation.
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Burkina Faso – Present
Day

 


As the last golden light of the sun faded on the
horizon, a battered Land Rover accompanied by two trucks,
jam-packed with teenage, armed guards dressed in rags, sped down a
red-dirt trail, leaving a choking cloud of dust behind them.

Grace Maxwell sat behind the wheel of Rover
and stared out the windshield at the barren countryside. She knew
she was driving into danger, but had come too far to turn back now.
In her mind, she counted down the seconds until they arrived at
their destination. Grace’s experiences in Africa had taught her
always to dress practically. She wore an outfit of loose-fitting,
tan-colored clothes, a black-and-white-checkered shemagh wrapped
loosely around her neck, and comfortable boots on her feet.

Hit hard by famine, civil strife, and a
scorching decade of long, hot summers, most of the region’s
inhabitants had abandoned the land and moved elsewhere, in a
desperate search for food and work. What few trees there were still
standing near the road were barren and desiccated.

A veritable hell on Earth, Grace
thought, as they drove through a near-empty, impoverished village.
The sole occupant, a skin-and-bones dog, gnawed on the dried-out
remains of a goat’s hind leg.

“Ms. Maxwell, we’re almost there,” announced
the man sitting in the passenger seat, in French. The assassin wore
faded camouflage fatigues, and a dusty black beret adorned with
various badges on his head. On his uniform was a set of faded
major’s rank, which was not uncommon. Many of the nation’s soldiers
had defected to the local warlords for better pay, and the perks
that came from their newfound status.

“Merci,” replied Grace. She glanced up at the
rearview mirror and pulled up her scarf, covering her short,
flaming-red hair. Satisfied that it fit properly, she slid a pair
of glasses over her emerald-green eyes, and tried to relax. It was
far from her first ransom-payment drop-off, but something about it
made her uneasy. Grace took in a deep breath and slowly exhaled to
calm her nerves. Operating on her own was her preferred modus
operandi, but today, she was starting to regret that
decision.

“We’re here,” said the Major.

Grace nodded and drove the Rover into a
heavily armed compound. Rusting army and police vehicles had been
pushed to one side to make room for several brand-new,
Mercedes-Benz GLEs. Anger boiled inside her the sight of dozens of
children standing around, holding weapons far too large for their
tiny hands to operate. She forced herself to project an indifferent
image, as if seeing child soldiers meant nothing to her.

“Park over there,” said the major, pointing
at a former police station. Grace slowed the Rover and parked right
out front of the building. A youth, barely more than twelve years
old, ran down the station’s steps and opened Grace’s door for
her.

“Merci,” said Grace. As she climbed out of
the vehicle, she turned and picked up a small, canvas satchel,
containing her satellite phone. Right away, the dry, desert heat
pressed against her skin. She smiled, reached into a pocket, and
handed the boy a U.S. ten-dollar bill. The youth’s eyes lit up. He
smiled as if he had just won the lottery, and gave Grace an
exaggerated salute.

“This way, please,” said the major.

Grace followed the gunman up the steps and
into the converted police station. A drunken mercenary held open
the door, and lustfully smiled at Grace as she walked past him. A
hard slap to the side of his head by Grace’s escort instantly wiped
the look right off his face.

“I’m sorry, Ms. Maxwell,” said the major.
“Some of our newest recruits lack discipline.”

“And manners,” she replied.

“That, too.” The major escorted Grace to the
back of the building, where the police chief once had his office. A
sign hung above the door read: Poverty is the father of
revolution.

“Is that you, Major Yacouba?” bellowed a
voice from inside the office.

“Yes, it is, mon Colonel,” replied
Grace’s escort.

“I hope you have my money with you?”

“I have the person with access to the money
with me. Will that do?”

“Yes, yes. Please come inside.”

Yacouba stepped to one side to let Grace
enter the Colonel’s air-conditioned office. She walked in and
stopped in front of a desk covered with empty liquor bottles and
dirty plates. Behind the desk sat a morbidly obese man in an Army
full dress uniform, with cartoonishly large gold epaulets. Medals
he had undoubtedly never earned covered his chest. Grace thought
back to the sign above the door and had to suppress a laugh. Her
contact obviously did not practice what he allegedly preached.

“Ms. Maxwell, may I please introduce to you,
Colonel Issaka Sankara,” said Yacouba.

Sankara struggled to extract his large frame
out of his creaking chair. “The pleasure is all mine,” he said,
taking Grace’s left hand in his and kissing the top of it.

“You’re too kind, Colonel,” said Grace,
inwardly cringing at Sankara’s all-too-familiar greeting.

Sankara switched from French to English.
“Your accent, is it Scottish?”

“Yes, it is,” replied Grace. “I’ve worked
hard to suppress it when I’m speaking another language, but it
still somehow seems to come through.”

“Major, before we get down to business, three
glasses of brandy, please,” said Sankara.

“Yes, sir,” replied the major, opening a
cabinet, and pulling out a bottle of Louis XII Rémy Martin.

Grace didn’t have to be told that the bottle
in Yacouba’s hand was worth more than thirty thousand dollars.
Warlords and their sycophants are such hypocrites. The
children who fought and died for Sankara would be lucky if they got
two meager meals a day, and five dollars a month in pay.

Yacouba handed Sankara and Grace a brandy
snifter.

“To today’s transaction,” said Sankara,
lifting his glass in a toast.

Grace forced a smile and took a sip of the
amber liquid. On any other day, she would have enjoyed the brandy,
but not today. Time was slipping by, and lives were at stake. Grace
placed her drink down and cleared her throat. “Colonel, I truly do
appreciate your wonderful hospitality, but I have a plane to catch,
so if you don’t mind, could we please get down to business?”

“Yes, of course.” Sankara looked at Yacouba.
“Major, please fetch the merchandise.”

“Yes, sir,” he replied.

Sankara resumed sitting. “While we wait, Ms.
Maxwell, shall we talk about how you’re going to pay me for the
safe return of the merchandise?”

Why can’t people like Sankara ever call
their prisoners by their names? thought Grace. “Colonel, the
process is quite simple. Once I have ascertained that Miss Golikov
is, in fact, the person you are holding here against her will, I
will call my banker in Geneva to wire the sum of five million
dollars into the account you provided my employer. I take it this
will be acceptable to you?”

Sankara’s eyes lit up at the thought of
becoming five million dollars richer. “Yes, Ms. Maxwell, that is
most acceptable. You know, with payments like that, I might change
my business from revolution to the full-time kidnapping of
Westerners.”

“Kidnapping altruistic volunteers from aid
camps may be profitable in the short-term. In the long run, though,
I suspect they’ll beef up their security, and it’ll ultimately cost
you more men than it’s worth.”

Sankara shrugged. “If you mean lives, I can
always recruit more volunteers. Children are orphaned around here
at an alarming rate.”

Grace wanted to smash her fist into the
bloated colonel’s throat, but instead, looked away to still her
rage.

Yacouba returned, guiding a woman into the
room wearing an ill-fitting set of dirty coveralls, and a burlap
bag over her head. He helped her sit down on a chair and gently
removed the hood. Right away, the woman looked up with fear in her
blue eyes.

Grace brought out her phone and took a
picture of Miss Golikov.

“Why did you do that?” demanded Sankara.

“It’s for her father to let him know that his
daughter is all right.” Grace was relieved to see that Golikov’s
captors hadn’t abused her—an all-too-common occurrence during the
negotiation phase to make people pay an excessive amount for their
loved one’s return. Grace knew even if there wasn’t any physical
damage, Annika’s mental state after two months of captivity was
probably very frail.

“Annika, my name is Grace Maxwell; your
father hired me to bring you home. Would you like that?”

Annika nodded. Barely above a whisper, she
said, “Yes, please.”

Grace’s phone buzzed. She looked down and saw
it was positive confirmation from Annika’s father. “Okay, Colonel,
everything looks good. I’ll just text Geneva to ensure your money
is transferred into your account without delay.”

Sankara opened his laptop and licked his lips
as the money flooded into his account. “Glorious. What a glorious
day it has been.”

“Now that you have your money,” said Grace.
“It’s time that Miss Golikov and I got going.”

Sankara chuckled. “Yes, I do have my money,
and for now, I still have Miss Golikov. What’s preventing me from
killing you, and renegotiating with her father for an additional
ten million dollars? He’s a rich man; he can afford it.”

There’s always a greedy one. Grace
looked from Sankara to Yacouba. “Gentlemen, this isn’t my first
rodeo. When I first started in this business, I’ll admit that I was
quite green, and made my fair share of mistakes. But not anymore.
Before I came out here, I made sure that I took out some additional
life insurance.”

“But of course. That’s a wise move in your
line of work, but how does that help you stay alive?”

Grace fixed her gaze on Sankara as her voice
turned cold. “The life insurance isn’t on me; it’s on you. If I die
here at your hands, four former special operations sergeants in my
employ will hunt you down and kill you. It won’t be a nice and easy
death with a bullet to the head. It’ll be done very slowly with a
knife. It’s far more personal that way. Wouldn’t you agree?”

Sankara pulled back as far as he could in his
chair. “Ms. Maxwell, there’s no need to make this an unpleasant
experience. I was merely thinking out loud.”

Grace winked at the colonel. “As long as
that’s all that it was, I’m willing to forget this conversation
ever took place.”

Sankara closed his laptop. “Major, I think we
are done. Please see our guests to their car.”

Yacouba saluted. “Yes, sir.”

Grace offered Annika a hand. The woman,
unsure of what was going to happen next, hesitated. Grace said,
calmly, “It’s okay; you can trust me. I’m here to help.”

Annika got to her feet and walked out of the
room, holding Grace’s arm. They made their way to the Land Rover.
Grace opened the rear passenger-side door, helped Annika into the
vehicle, and buckled her in place. She handed Annika a couple of
water bottles and some energy bars.

“Try to relax, sweetheart. It’s almost
over.”

 


From his window, Sankara watched Grace’s Rover start
up and slowly drive out of the camp. He’d never met a more
infuriating woman in his life. He was supposed to bully and
threaten women, not the other way around. Sankara lashed out,
sending his expensive bottle of brandy flying across the room. He
reached for his phone and called a friend in the local police
force, who was just as crooked as he was.

“Yes?” said the contact.

“Kafando, it’s me, Sankara. I know it’s been
a while since we last spoke, but I need you to do me a really big
favor.”

“That depends what the favor is, my old
friend.”

“There’s a white woman on her way to the
airstrip at Tyena. She’s driving a Land Rover, with another white
woman in it as her passenger. I want you to intercept the vehicle
and kill the driver, but not the passenger. I need her alive. No
matter what you do, I need you to make it look like she died trying
to run a police checkpoint.”

“Sounds easy enough. I think five grand
American should cover this.”

Sankara would have willingly paid ten times
as much money to see Grace lying dead in a ditch. “Remember, I want
the passenger brought back to me alive.”

“We’ll do our best. Colonel, you’d best have
my five grand in your hands when I bring that passenger back to
you.”

“You know that I’m more than good for it.
Now, get off your fat behind and make your lazy cops do their
jobs.”

Kafando laughed. “I’ll tell them you said
that. I’ll call you as soon as we’ve wrapped up everything on the
road to Tyena.”

Sankara hung up the phone and grinned like
the Cheshire Cat. Grace had no idea that she was mere minutes away
from her death, and Sankara couldn’t have been happier.

 


Grace picked up her phone and called ahead to the
airstrip.

“Da, Yuri speaking,” said Yuri Uvarov.
Yuri was Grace’s go-to person, when planes or helicopters were
required anywhere on the globe at short notice.

“How’s it going, Yuri?”

“Good. I’ve refueled the plane and given the
tower a fake flight plan,” he said, in a strong Russian accent.
“All we need now is for you and your guest to arrive, and we can be
on our way.”

Grace glanced at the time. “So far, so good.
We should be there in about ten to fifteen minutes.”

“Okay, I’ll be waiting for you with the
engine running.”

“Sounds good. See you soon.”

Just up ahead, Grace spotted a couple of
dusty police cars drive out from behind some ruins and block the
road. This isn’t good. Grace studied either side of the
cruisers, trying to pick the best way to go around them. Two
policemen exited their vehicles, clutching AK-47 rifles in their
hands. One of the men spat out a wad of tobacco onto the ground and
waved at Grace, indicating he wanted her to stop.

“Annika, lay down back there and hang on,”
Grace said over her shoulder.

“Why?” she asked with trepidation.

“Because it looks like someone has paid off
the police.”

Annika hunkered down on the back seat, and
pulled an old blanket over her head.

Grace slowed slightly and moved off the road.
Anticipating an easy catch, the two crooked cops sauntered over,
and waited for Grace to fall into their trap. At the last second,
Grace jammed her foot down on the gas pedal and raced through the
gears as her Rover’s tires dug into the road, sending rocks and
dirt flying up behind the vehicle, peppering the cops. Grace ducked
down just as the surprised police opened fire on the escaping Land
Rover. Most of the bullets went wild, but some struck the back of
the vehicle, taking out her taillights, and puncturing several
holes in a half-full jerry can strapped on the back of the Rover.
Grace popped her head up and swerved back onto the road with her
foot firmly jammed on the accelerator. She watched in the rearview
mirror as the policemen hurried back to their cars.

“Are we safe?” asked Annika, peering out from
under her blanket.

“For now,” replied Grace. “This Rover can
easily outrun those forty-year-old police cars. We should be okay,
if we don’t run into any more crooked cops. But for now, I want you
to keep your head down, and stay there until we reach the
airstrip.”

Annika nodded, and pulled her cover over her
head.

In the rearview mirror, Grace could see the
old police cruisers trying to catch up with her. But with every
second that went by, the cars lost ground. In under a minute, Grace
couldn’t see them anymore. She was about to let her guard down when
a motorbike sped out of the desert, like a cheetah, chasing down
its prey. The rider drove up beside the speeding Rover, unwound a
thick, metal chain, and smashed it down hard on the vehicle’s
windshield, cracking it.

Annika shrieked in terror, slid down onto the
floor, and started to pray in Russian.

Bastard! Grace turned the wheel over
sharply in her hands, hoping to smash the rider off his bike.

Unlike the sleepy policemen, however, the
motorbike driver was good at his job, and easily evaded Grace’s
attempt to hit him. He slowed slightly, and slipped behind the
Rover. The driver waited a moment, and then shot down the side of
the Land Rover. As the killer neared Grace, he lashed out and
struck her window, shattering it.

Grace brought a hand up to protect her face,
just as the motorbike driver struck. A split-second later, dozens
of sharp shards of glass showered Grace. Luckily, none of the glass
flew into her eyes.

“I’ve had it with you,” said Grace, brushing
the glass from her face. She saw the rider getting ready to strike
again and spun the wheel around in her hands. The Rover leaped off
the road, almost colliding with the bike.

The driver backed off and flung the chain
away. He drew his service pistol and brought it up to fire.
Luckily, the dust thrown up by the Rover’s wheels made it hard for
the gunman to get a clear shot at Grace. He drove away from behind
the vehicle to escape the thick dust cloud.

Grace saw her attacker move to one side and
drove her Rover in front of him, trying to blind him.

Crack! A bullet passed through the
rear windshield and flew past Grace’s head before shooting straight
out the front of the vehicle. Grace gritted her teeth and took a
risk. She slammed her foot onto the brake pedal, bringing the Rover
to a sliding halt. Dust quickly enveloped the stopped vehicle. If
her attacker saw through the move and maneuvered around the Rover,
Grace would be a sitting duck. However, with the SUV hidden in the
dust cloud, the motorbike rider never saw the back of the Land
Rover until it was too late. With a loud thud, the bike struck the
rear bumper. The stunned driver flew over the handlebars and right
into the rear of the vehicle, snapping his neck.

“Got you,” said Grace, triumphantly. She
pushed her foot down on the gas pedal, changed gears, and hurriedly
drove back onto the road and sped for the airstrip. With her hands
tightly gripping the wheel, Grace weaved around a couple of trucks
that were puttering down the road, and didn’t let up on the gas
until she saw the sign for the airfield.

“We’re safe now,” announced Grace, turning
off the road.

Annika crawled back up onto her seat and ran
a hand through her short, blonde hair. “Where are we?”

“On the first leg of your journey home,”
replied Grace, stopping next to an all-white, Cessna Citation X,
the fastest civilian aircraft in the world.

“Good afternoon,” said Yuri, opening Annika’s
door, and offering her his hand.

“Are you Russian?” she asked.

“Da,” he responded, helping her out of
the Rover.

Grace opened her door and stepped out,
carefully removing any pieces of glass still clinging to her
clothes.

“Trouble?” asked Yuri, checking out the
Rover’s damage.

“Nothing I couldn’t handle,” replied
Grace.

“I see that.” Yuri led Annika up into the
plane.

The sound of sirens in the distance was
Grace’s cue to get moving. She grabbed her bag from the floor of
the Rover, rushed inside the plane, pulled up the stairs, and
firmly locked the cabin door. Grace poked her head in the cockpit,
and patted Yuri on the shoulder. “It sounds like company’s
coming.”

“Da,” said Yuri, powering up the jet’s
engines. “Don’t worry. We’ll be airborne long before they get
here.”

“That’s why I pay you so much money.”

“And I appreciate every dollar of it. Now,
please buckle yourself in, I’m about to taxi out onto the runway.
If you can call that long, dry strip of dirt a runway.”

Grace closed the door to the cockpit and took
a seat across from Annika. The young woman brought up a hand to
wipe away the tears from her eyes and said, “I can’t thank you
enough for what you have done for me today. I only wish Alexander
was here with me.”

Grace reached over and placed a hand on top
of Annika’s. She looked into the pained woman’s eyes, knowing there
was nothing she could ever say that would ease the heartbreak of
losing her fiancé to Sankara’s thugs.

The jet started to move.

“Where are we going?” asked Annika.

“We’re heading to Abuja, Nigeria’s capital,
where you’ll be pleased to learn that your parents are waiting for
you.”

Annika flashed a brief smile. “It’ll be good
to see them.”

Grace brought out her phone. “Speaking of
your parents, there’s one last thing I need to do before we leave
Burkina Faso.” Grace called her banker in Geneva and said a single
word: “Repossess.”

“What does repossess mean?” asked Annika,
after Grace had disconnected.

Grace placed her phone on the chair next to
her, and grinned. “Because Sankara tried to have me killed, I just
ordered my banker to take back the funds he earlier transferred
into that bloated warlord’s account. The next time he goes to check
his balance, he’ll be five million dollars poorer.”

“Is that legal?”

Grace leaned forward in her chair and smiled.
“Annika, there’s absolutely nothing that I do that is remotely
legal.”

The whine from the jet’s engines grew
appreciably louder, as Yuri applied power and began their flight to
freedom.
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The Caspian Sea

 


Captain Pavel Yegorov, a portly man with wavy, white
hair, and several days’ worth of stubble on his face, brought up
his binoculars and focused on a darkened shape speeding toward his
aging freighter through the pouring rain. A second later, an
Azerbaijani MI-8 helicopter came into view. Yegorov lowered his
binos and looked at his first officer. “Georgy, please see to the
evacuation of our sick crewman.”

“Yes, sir,” replied Georgy, a veteran sailor
who had spent all of his adult life sailing the Caspian Sea. Georgy
slid on his yellow rain jacket, exited the freighter’s bridge, and
made his way down to the main deck. Just before midnight, Olezka
Popov, a recent addition to the ship’s crew, had been diagnosed
with acute appendicitis by the ship’s doctor. If he wasn’t flown to
the nearest hospital right away, Popov was in danger of his
appendix bursting.

The MI-8 overflew the ship, and banked over
for a return run. To allow a search-and-rescue technician to be
lowered onto the freighter safely, the ship’s captain ordered the
vessel to decrease its speed.

Georgy knelt next to Popov’s stretcher. A
blanket protected his body from the cold night air. The young
sailor’s face was ashen, and sweat covered his brow.

“He’ll be okay,” said the doctor,
reassuringly. “It’s not a complicated operation. By this time next
week, Popov will be back on his feet, and itching to get back to
sea.”

Georgy nodded, and stood. The MI-8 hovered
over the deck. Georgy, buffeted by the helicopter’s rotor blades’
downwash, raised his right arm, and waved at the pilot to let him
know it was safe to lower the rescue technician. The rear ramp on
the chopper descended. To Georgy’s surprise, two thick ropes
attached to the back of the MI-8’s fuselage dropped to the deck.
Within seconds, ten armed men slid down the ropes onto the ship and
broke down into pairs. As soon as the last men touched down, the
ropes dropped onto the boat. The helicopter rose and flew away into
the dark. This isn’t right, thought Georgy.

“Sir, please raise your hands,” said
Popov.

Georgy turned his head to see Popov sitting
up, pointing a pistol at him. Anger gripped Georgy’s body. “Popov,
what the hell is going on?”

“Your hands. Now!”

Georgy raised his hands and clenched his jaw
until it hurt. Pirates? An act of war?

Two men wearing all-black military fatigues,
with balaclavas covering their faces, pushed their way past Georgy
and took the stairs two at a time as they raced for the bridge. Six
others headed belowdecks to secure the rest of the ship.

Georgy faced the ship’s doctor and narrowed
his eyes. “You knew about this, didn’t you?”

The doctor, a slender man with a pockmarked
face, looked away.

“Answer me, Igor!” demanded Georgy, realizing
his life was in danger.

“He had no choice,” said Popov, getting to
his feet. “We have his wife.”

Georgy, confused, shook his head. “Who the
hell are you?”

“We are nobody,” said a masked man, walking
toward Georgy.

“I don’t understand. We’ve got nothing of
value on board this ship.”

The man shook his head. “Au contraire.
You may think you don’t, but you really do have something quite
valuable on this vessel, and I want it.”

The sounds of automatic gunfire erupting from
the bridge startled Georgy. His blood turned ice cold. “This is
madness! We’re hauling sea containers filled with kitchen
appliances to Iran. How can they be of any value to you?”

“It’s not what you’ve got below deck that
interests me.” The man looked over his shoulder at the three
rusting containers secured to the deck. “It’s what you’ve got in
there that does.”

A chill shot down Georgy’s spine. What the
hell was the man going on about?

“Popov, we’re wasting time. Take these two
men below, and deal with them.”

“Yes, sir,” replied Popov, waving his gun at
Georgy and the doctor.

Georgy fell in line with the doctor and
reluctantly started to walk. His stomach tied in a knot as he
realized that he had probably seen his last sunset.

 


The masked man waited until he was alone before
keying his secure radio. “Saber-Three, this is Saber-One,
everything is proceeding as planned. This ship will soon be under
my control. You may move alongside us and stand by to receive the
package.”

“Roger, Saber-Three, we’re on our
way.”

“Understood. Saber-One, out.” With that, the
man took one last look around the deck and ran up the stairs to the
bridge. He opened the door and stepped inside, but had to watch his
footing on the slick, blood-soaked floor. Three dead bodies lay
sprawled about the room.

“Report,” said Saber-One.

“Sir, the radio is disabled, and the radar,
aside from our ship, is clear,” said one of the two men in the
room.

“Good. Let’s drop her speed to two knots, and
keep her steady.”

“Aye, sir,” replied the man behind the ship’s
controls.

Saber-One turned and left the bridge, heading
for the lower decks. He stepped indifferently over a couple of dead
bodies, and caught up with the rest of his team as they herded the
pitiful few survivors into the engine room. “Is that the last of
them?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” replied Popov. “The doctor and
Georgy foolishly decided to resist, and paid with their lives.”

“Make sure all of the bodies get into the
engine room. I don’t want any of them coming to the surface after
we scuttle the ship.”

“Will do, sir.”

“After you set the explosive charges on the
hull, meet me back up on deck so we can transfer the ship’s
cargo.”

Popov checked his watch. “I’ll only need ten
minutes.”

Saber-One patted Popov on the shoulder.
“You’ve done well, Fyodor,” he said, using Popov’s real name. “I’ll
see you back up top.”

Fyodor smiled and got back to work.

The team leader slung his SMG over his
shoulder and made his way topside. He ignored the pouring rain, and
walked straight toward the locked sea containers. One of his men
stood next to the long, rectangular, metal boxes, with a set of
bolt cutters in his hands. “Open them,” ordered Saber-One.

One at a time, with a loud snap, the padlocks
were cut open.

Saber-One opened the first container and
looked inside. In the dark, he could make out several long, metal
boxes. He dug out his flashlight and switched it on, illuminating
the interior. The assassin walked inside, and moved his light along
the side of one of the boxes. Cyrillic writing identified the
contents as spare washing machine parts. Saber-One knew better,
and, flipping up the hasps on the lid of a crate, he lifted the
top. He shone his light inside the box, and started to grin.
Instead of machine parts, there was a two-meter-long, metal casing.
Saber-One gently closed the lid, and opened the rest of the boxes.
As before, there were multiple casings. He walked out onto the deck
and brought out his satphone. He dialed a number and waited.

“Yes,” said a woman in English, with just the
slightest hint of an American accent.

“Ma’am, we have Zorya.”

“Are you sure?”

“One hundred percent.”

“This is excellent news. I’ll see you and
your men when you arrive with the merchandise at the rendezvous
point in the Philippines.”

“Yes, ma’am.” With that, the line went dead.
Saber-One slid his phone back in its pouch, and looked over the
port side of the ship, as a darkened ship approached out of the
rain. With no need for their weapons anymore, the assault team
slung them over their backs and started to haul the crates out of
the sea containers and prepared them for transfer to the other
ship.

“Sir, the charges are set to blow,” announced
Fyodor, holding an arming device in his hand.

Saber-One patted his comrade on the shoulder.
“When the last crate is secure on our ship, sink this one.”

“Will it be deep enough here to make
salvaging the ship an issue?”

“No, not really. It’s barely one thousand
meters to the bottom of the sea. However, by the time the Russian
authorities find her and send a submersible down to see what
happened, it will be over, and we’ll be filthy rich.”
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South Atlantic Ocean

 


A Zodiac skipped over the freezing, gray waves as it
raced to catch up with an illegal fishing trawler making its way
toward a long, gray, fog bank.

Dressed in a red survival suit, Grace Maxwell
sat at the front of the Zodiac, holding a Vietnam-era M79 grenade
launcher in her cold hands. She wiped the frigid saltwater from her
face, looked back at the man steering the boat, and yelled, “Pete,
for the love of God, pick up the pace, or we’re going to lose them
again.”

Pete waved back and revved their outboard
motor. In a prolonged game of cat and mouse, the environmental
ship, Protector, had been chasing an unregistered trawler in
the waters off Antarctica for a week. Now, they had a chance to put
a dent in the practice of illegal overfishing.

“Look out!” warned Jennifer, a youthful
environmentalist sitting behind Grace, as a pair of men on the
trawler turned a firehose on the speeding Zodiac, trying to tip it
over. Survival suits or not, anyone dumped in the frigid waters of
the South Atlantic wouldn’t last long.

Pete skillfully steered away from the torrent
of water and brought them within twenty meters of the trawler’s
rust-covered hull. He brought up a hand to his mouth and yelled,
“Grace, if you’re going to do it, do it now!”

Ice-cold water washed over Grace as she
popped open the launcher and slid in a homemade grenade. She
ignored the bitterly cold spray stinging her face, and concentrated
on the job at hand. Instead of an explosive charge, Grace had
installed a small radio beacon. She flipped the weapon closed,
brought the launcher up to her shoulder, and took aim. Grace
started to pull back on the trigger, when Pete suddenly turned the
boat to avoid being hit by water spewing out of the firehose. Grace
felt their boat turn, and grabbed hold of a rope to prevent herself
from flying out of the Zodiac. She waited until the Zodiac was
steady before trying again. Grace took a breath, picked her spot,
and fired the gun. With a loud pop, the 40mm projectile flew
straight at the ship, impacting about three meters above the
waterline. Powerful magnets secured the camouflaged radio
transmitter in place. Grace quickly ejected the spent casing and
loaded another, to make sure they could keep track of the trawler.
She picked a spot nearer the bow and pulled back on the
trigger.

“Yes!” said Jennifer enthusiastically,
pumping her fist in the air as the second tracking device latched
onto the side of the ship.

Grace set the launcher down beside her and
picked up a tracking device. A red light flashed on the screen,
indicating where the illegal fishing vessel was, in latitude and
longitude. Grace looked at her colleagues and smiled. Their work
was done.

Pete slowed the Zodiac and steered away from
the rusting hulk. They watched as the ship slowly vanished in the
fog.

Jennifer threw her arms around Grace. “You
did it! I can’t believe that your idea actually worked.”

“You never know what will work until you
try,” Grace responded.

“How long will the batteries on the radio
beacons last?”

“If no one touches them, they should last a
couple of weeks. By then, with any luck, the South African Navy
will have them in custody.”

“It’s only one ship, but we have to start
somewhere.”

“That we do.” Grace unzipped her survival
suit and brought out a silver flask, decorated with Scotland’s coat
of arms. She unscrewed the lid, toasted her friends, and took a
swig of scotch. “Here,” she said, handing the container to
Jennifer. “Have a snort, and then pass it to Pete.”

Grace sat back and let the adrenaline slowly
seep out of her body. The rhythmic motion of the waves helped her
relax. Whether it was chasing down illegal fishing vessels, or
helping to free hostages, Grace enjoyed the rush that came from
risking her life for others.

 


A party atmosphere filled the Protector’s
galley. It had been three days since their encounter with the
trawler, and their vessel was making its way back to its home port
in South Africa. Everyone who wasn’t on duty had filed in and taken
a seat. Word was the ship’s captain had some good news to pass onto
the volunteer crew.

Grace sat alone with her back against the
wall, sipping a steaming cup of Irish coffee. She adjusted her
glasses and made sure her dark-blue toque was pulled down on her
head.

The door opened, and the captain, a jovial
Kenyan gentleman in his mid-sixties, with short, white hair and a
neatly trimmed beard, walked in smiling from ear to ear, with a
bottle of champagne in each hand. Pete, a step behind, carried in a
couple of flats of beer and soft drinks.

“What’s the word, skipper?” called out a
young Panamanian crewman.

“The word is that at precisely 0430 hours
this morning, the South African Navy intercepted and boarded the
illegal trawler that has been overfishing these waters for the past
four years. The captain of the SAS Amatola personally
radioed us to thank us for tagging the trawler for them. He said
that without our help, they never would have found the vessel.”

A loud, enthusiastic cheer erupted from the
crew.

The captain raised his hands to quiet the
crowd. “As you’re all undoubtedly aware, none of this would have
been possible without the more than generous donation from this
year’s expedition benefactor, Ms. Grace Smith.”

The young volunteers turned in their chairs
and enthusiastically clapped as Grace stood. She felt uncomfortable
being in the spotlight, as her work was usually conducted
anonymously in the shadows. She cleared her throat. “It was my
pleasure, and the fulfillment of a long-overdue promise that I made
a number of years back to my late sister.”

“Well, I’m damn glad that you did,” said the
captain.

“As am I.”

The captain handed one of the bottles to a
young Asian woman to open, who yanked off the cork stopper, sending
a shower of champagne onto the volunteers nearest the captain.
People cheered, grabbed their cups, and waited for someone to pour
them some champagne, or hand them a drink.

Grace resumed her seat, and watched the
youthful, idealistic crew hug one another and toast their victory.
There had been a time when Grace would have joined in the
celebrations, but that had long since passed.

“Mind if I join you, Ms. Smith?” asked the
captain.

“Not at all, George,” she replied.

George pulled out a chair and sat across from
Grace. He poured himself half a cup of champagne, and handed what
was left in the bottle to the next table. “When you contacted me
last year with your proposal to fund this year’s expedition, as
long as no one asked where the money came from, I was quite
suspicious of your motives. At first, I thought you were working
for an illegal fishing syndicate. Then I thought you were a foreign
spy sent aboard to sabotage my ship. But it would appear that I was
mistaken.”

Grace smiled. “George, I don’t blame you for
being suspicious. I hope whomever the South Africans have in
custody rots in jail. My sister, Emma, was a keen environmentalist.
Ever since I can remember, she had dreamed about sailing the
world’s oceans, chasing after whaling ships.” Grace looked down at
her cup. Her voice cracked. “She would have been proud of what
we’ve accomplished. Today’s news goes a long way to fulfilling
Emma’s dreams.”

“Grace, out of respect for your commitment to
this mission, I never asked you how you could afford to pay for my
ship, and all of the crew’s expenses. Nor do I want to know. Just
please tell me the money is clean.”

Grace leaned forward in her chair. “Don’t
worry about the money, Captain. It was all earned in good
faith.”

George shrugged. “That’s good enough for me.
In this line of business, beggars can’t be choosers. Oh, by the
way, before I left the bridge, this message came for you from
Geneva,” he said, digging out a note.

“Thanks.” Grace took the paper, opened it,
and sat back. The note read: Tomorrow–0800
hours–extraction.

“Is there something wrong?” asked George,
seeing the intent look in Grace’s eyes.

Grace shook her head and crumpled up the
message. “No, there’s nothing wrong, but it would appear that I’m
going to leaving you a day earlier than expected.”

“And how do you plan on doing that?”

“By helicopter. An MD 500E Light Utility
Helicopter should be able to land on the helipad at the stern of
the ship without a problem.”

George raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure?”

Grace patted one of George’s hands. “Yeah,
I’ve done it several times before. Mostly at night, though. Now, if
you’ll please excuse me, I need to pack and get ready for my flight
tomorrow morning.”

George stood. “Well, Ms. Smith, you do lead
an interesting life. If Smith is your real name?”

Grace winked. “You know how the saying goes,
George. Ask me no questions, and I’ll tell you no lies.”

 


Grace dropped her pack by her feet and looked out
over the blue waters of the South Atlantic.

“Your ride just checked in with the bridge,”
said George, slipping his cold hands into the pockets of his blue
woolen jacket. “It’ll be here in the next few minutes.”

A sailor in a survival suit walked out onto
the ship’s helipad with a pair of orange paddles in her hands to
help guide in the chopper.

“And here she comes,” said Grace, pointing at
a red-and-white, MD-500E approaching from the stern.

George faced Grace and scrunched up his
forehead. Her glasses were gone, and her eyes were now green
instead of brown. He started to chuckle. “My goodness, Ms. Smith,
you are full of surprises.”

“Simple props to hide my true identity,”
replied Grace. “I hope you’ll keep this harmless deception between
us.”

“Of course.” George offered his hand. “Take
care of yourself, Grace.”

“You too, George,” she replied, firmly
shaking the captain’s callused hand.

The helicopter slowed and began to descend
onto the helipad. As soon as its struts touched down, Grace picked
up her pack and carefully made her way to the chopper. Before
opening a sliding door and climbing inside, she turned and waved
back at George. Grace tossed her pack inside, buckled herself in,
and gave the pilot a thumbs up. The pilot nodded and slowly applied
power to the helicopter’s engine. The chopper flew out over the
ocean and rapidly gained height for the flight back to Cape
Town.

Grace placed a headset over her ears and
pressed the talk button. “Good morning; how was the flight out
here?”

“Fine,” replied the pilot, with a strong,
South African accent.

“Were you given anything for me to read?”

“Yes, ma’am, it’s all in the folder on the
seat next to you.”

Grace spotted the sealed folder and picked it
up. “Thanks.”

“I was told to drop you at Victoria Wharf,
where a taxi will be waiting for you. I hope that’s all right?”

“Yes, that’s fine.”

“Ma’am, I could call ahead and arrange for a
limo to pick you up, if you’d prefer to ride in comfort.”

“Please don’t bother. A plain old taxi is
more than sufficient for my needs.” Grace knew the pilot was trying
to be efficient, but a limousine was bound to draw far too much
unwanted attention.

“Before I forget, I’ve had your luggage taken
out of storage and sent on ahead to your hotel.”

“Thanks.” Grace was impressed.

“I
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